D*Con 2010


Miscellaneous Notes on Various Sessions

Critique Groups vs. Beta Readers:
(John Ringo, Laura Gilman,  C. Burke, S. Chastain, J. Oliver, G. Summers, C.L. Wilson)

Lots of varied opinions here. First though:

Critique Group – A mutual writer’s group where all are expected to give and take criticism. 
Beta Readers – A one-way exchange of criticism. Beta readers are there to help the author or writer.


Ringo doesn’t like either in general, but does use beta readers for a specific application. He has a group called “RingTAB”, or the “Ringo Techncial Advisory Board” who handle everything from military to scientific to continuity issues.

Interestingly, it seemed that most of the women made extensive use of critique groups. In some cases they would do so online, others in person. In one case, one of the group member authors flies in once to three times a year, and all in the group work on that individual’s writing for an entire weekend at a time. The only male on the panel other than Ringo (new author, no name available) said he had used a critique group before but it didn’t work out too well. Now his wife betas for him.

They did seem to think that except in special cases, more than about 9k-10k words was bad. Basically just too much at once for a critique group. However, for beta readers all bets are off. 

Some of them do find that being in a critique group is tough once you are published, because it is difficult to reciprocate when you are on a schedule, and they don’t have time to do the normal one or two chapters at a time.

Some of the authors seem to do so much critique group work that other authors commented that it sounded like ‘writing by committee’.

Other notes from this one:

Ringo has at least one contract item out for a book that has been ‘overdue’ for about seven (yes 7!) years. Since he has published about 35 novels in the 10 years since he started writing, Baen books basically forgives him. He will often call his editor who asks if he has finished the novel that was due. John’s response (Ringo) is often, “No, but I finished a completely different idea!”

Ringo likes ‘Beauford Reserve’. Not sure what it is other than alcohol, but wanted to include it.

On Plot: 
(Rob Thurman, who is actually a woman, Anthony Francis, Diana Gabaldon, and James Moore)

How do you know you have a workable plot?

· When I get from A to Z without scratching my head.

· When I can get from A to Z and the conflict is resolved.
Supernatural CSI (On Mysteries):
(Jim Butcher, Laura Gilman, Linda Robertson, Elaina William)


Write a “newspaper headline” that describes the crime in detail – where, when, how, why… then pull things until you have the limited amount of information that the main character starts with. Sometimes this is zero. – Jim Butcher.


Since this was specifically regarding “Supernatural CSI”, there were questions about what the characters would do without their particular powers. Some skipped. Either Linda or Elaina said that their heroines were already capable detectives and don’t rely on their powers as much, so they would be doing the same thing they already are. Butcher said that Harry Dresden would probably, ironically, have become a firefighter. However, the supernatural has too much impact on his life.


How do your characters interact with the authorities?


This ran the gamut from “I am the authorities” to “I work with the authorities at least occasionally” to “poorly”, i.e. “they hate me.”

What We Wish Someone Would Have Told Us:
(Kevin J. Anderson and Rebecca Moesta)

“Always do your best work in a given timeframe.” – KJA
(Basically, if you get a commission for something, treat it seriously, no matter the subject matter. Always put your best work out there.)

“Know your business.” – KJA
(Read about editing, publishing, etc. Go to conferences and listen to people who know.)

“Build and maintain your rep.”
(If you get awards or people comment on you (headlines in newspapers, etc.), keep track of that info and hold onto it. Robert Sawyer puts “The Dean of Canadian Science Fiction” on all of his jackets because a Toronto paper said that about him so he uses it.)

“Sheer writing talent doesn’t ensure success.”
(You have to get the work in front of the right people and be persistent.)
To Read:
Doc Savage and Neurovore
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