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Editorial
by Bruce Gillespie

Today’s women of wonder

I can’t remember how the idea of a ‘women’s issue’ of Steam Engine
Time came about. The central article was always going to be co-editor
Jan Stinson’s article about the works of C. J. Cherryh. We also wanted
to feature a cover from Carol Kewley, who has recently been doing
artwork for Melbourne-based publications, and on her own website.

What we could not have anticipated was the offer of a long article from
Pamela Sargent, one of America’s most distinguished SF writers. I was
last in touch with her and her husband George Zebrowski in the 1970s;
you might remember that the first edition of Women of Wonder (1975),
edited by Pamela, contained in its introduction the longest footnote in SF
publishing history: the correspondence between Ursula Le Guin and
Stanislaw Lem from an early issue of my SF Commentary. Women of
Wonder was followed by More Women of Wonder, and later by two
completely revised versions of the same books.

If ever Pam Sargent edits Even More Women of Wonder, based on the
work of the last two decades, we trust that she will derive many of her
stories from Australian authors. Not only did Jan and I want to celebrate
our favourite women SF and fantasy writers in this issue of SET, but we
wanted to demonstrate the importance of the vital work that has come
from Australia’s current SF and fantasy writers and editors, such as Margo
Lanagan, Kaaron Warren, Cat Sparks, Deborah Biancotti, Lucy Sussex,
Kirstyn McDermott and Alison Goodman. We present an interview with

Kaaron Warren in this issue, but otherwise we’ve still failed in this aim.
Deb Biancotti has a new collection; Margo Lanagan won the World
Fantasy Award for her latest novel, and the others are publishing
regularly and winning awards. Please send your articles about our
writers!

In talking about major women SF and fantasy writers, critics and
reviewers tend to think immediately of Ursula Le Guin. In the last forty
years has become an American Classic Writer. Hence we welcome articles
by Melbourne writer Terry Morris (about the ‘Earthsea’ books and the
Japanese movie supposedly inspired by them) and Canberra writer,
academic and critic Gillian Polack (about a variety of Le Guin’s works).

We are also pleased to present a variety of comments on more general
subjects: Jan Stinson on the Urban Fantasy movement; New Zealand
writer Lyn McConchie on what writing is all about; and Pamela
Sargent on one of the big questions: ‘Are editors necessary?’

This issue of Steam Engine Time is designed to send out one central
message: Jan Stinson and I welcome articles and reviews by women
talking about women’s writing. We look forward to your response.

— Bruce Gillespie, February 2010
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Editorial
by Jan Stinson

List? What list?

There is no way I can come up with the sort of editorial Bruce has written
for the companion issue (SET 12), because I wasn’t paying much
attention to what I read, saw or heard during 2009. I remember some
of the movies and books, but there wasn’t any music bought. One might
call it my own peculiar version of a Lost Weekend that lasted nearly 12
months.

But that sounds incredibly sad, doesn’t it? Well, depression is like that.

If you want the specifics on the symptoms of a major depressive episode,
or clinical depression, Google or WebMD are your friends. The four
symptoms I’ve been battling: loss of energy, lack of interest, sadness,
inability to concentrate. I’ve been on medication and in counselling for
depression for a year now, and only in the last two months have I finally
started seeing what my life was really like from outside of the depression.
Yikes.

Fortunately, and thank God for it, my medication works well for me. Might
need a bit of tweaking, but I feel like I woke up from a long, vaguely
negative sleep. My reading comprehension sucked pre-meds, but with
the meds, I re-read books I’ve already read at least twice and it feels
like I’ve never read them at all. No idea why this is so; I haven’t had
time to research it or ask my PCP (primary care physician) about it yet.
I’m still in the middle of it.

What a gift, though. I returned to Peter Watts’ Blindsight and it actually
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made sense this time. I returned to C. J. Cherryh’s Cyteen in preparation
for its 2009 sequel, ReGenesis, and came away from it much less
depressed than the first two or three reads. I’ve just finished re-reading
Octavia E. Butler’s Parable of the Sower and Parable of the Talents, after
reading a for-review book called Between Allah & Jesus: What Christians
Can Learn From Moslems by Peter Kreeft. The Butler novels make much
more sense now, and I am amazed that the simple beauty of her writing
didn’t blaze forth from these novels’ pages the first time I read them.
Can I read Hemingway now and not fall asleep? Hmmmm

I spent a fair chunk of 2009 looking for movies that would actually scare
me. Not a lot of luck there. Paranormal Activity didn’t pass muster,
perhaps because I’ve watched too many episodes of ‘Ghost Hunters’ and
‘Paranormal State.’ I haven’t tried the ‘Nightmare on Elm Street’ series
yet, so perhaps that’s where I’ll get my jolts. Splatter movies don’t
interest me. The best horror film I’ve ever seen is still The Haunting of
Hell House.

Being very short of money, I didn’t buy any DVDs, and rented very few
from the local video store. I’m sure I’ve seen a lot of movies via my cable
system, but I can’t recall them right now. Depression caused me to not
give a damn whether I remembered them or not, it seems.

Sadly, I can’t recall the last time I bought a music CD. Meniere’s disease
causes deafness in most sufferers, I’m already 90 per cent deaf in my
left ear, and I was depressed most of 2009 — not a recipe for listening
pleasure. But I finally located the pile of LP records I wanted to save,
and if I can talk myself into it, I might listen to at least some of them
this year. The major depression fed my negative feelings about having
Meniere’s; I can no longer hear music the way I could twenty-some years
ago. Now that the major depression is being alleviated (mostly), I

grokked that I still have one good ear, and it was silly to deprive myself
of something I love so much. And I’ve become a Foo Fighters phan to
boot.

Perhaps the greatest challenge in recovering from depression is learning
the various ways in which I sabotage myself into not doing what needs
to be done. Now that I recognise these behaviours, I can work to reduce
and, eventually, eliminate them. I really, really need to find at least a
local part-time job, and I’m scared to fill out applications. Having
admitted to myself that fear, I can work on moving it aside and getting
those applications completed.

Recognising negative behaviors and learning new ones takes time. I am
just as to blame for the fact that SET didn’t get a third issue published
in 2009 as is Bruce, and perhaps more so. Granted, there was that long
space where I didn’t know what the hell I was doing beyond going through
the motions of daily life and faking the rest of it. Let’s just say, shall we,
that I’m moving beyond that now, but I’m not clear of the swamp just
yet.

Along with other resolutions for the New Year, I resolve to do my utmost
to help Bruce get at least three issues of SET out the door before
12/31/2010. Now that I have my reading skills back, I hope to do more
writing for this fanzine as well. Parts of ideas that have been simmering
in my brain for years are starting to come together in interesting ways.
I’ll try to take notes, so I can report on what happened to them at the
end of this year. 

Thanks to all who continue to read and loc SET. I greatly appreciate it. 

— Jan Stinson, January 2010

Urban Fantasy on the rise

For our purposes here, urban fantasy is defined as a fantasy work
featuring a contemporary setting in which supernatural rules and entities

are real in the human realm (whether known to humans or not), and the
main characters are either supernaturals or humans, and are often strong
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female characters as well. The attitude is by turns clueless, snarky,
disbelieving and empowered, depending on the journey the protagonist
takes. Some protagonists already know and use whatever supernatural
powers they have or are granted, and others come to know and accept
them during their journeys. The attitude could also be called streetwise,
in some instances, or at least informed with that kind of sensibility.
Romance between lead characters can also be included, starting from
the beginnings of more intimate relationships to pairings of long standing,
and often other than heterosexual. These relationships are important,
but not the central reason for the story. 

Such a definition can, and does, cast a wide net when one gets down to
specifics.

War for the Oaks by Emma Bull is one of the foundation novels in
urban fantasy (if not the foundation novel), in which a female musician
meets an elven lord and learns there is more power to music than she
ever suspected.

Lori Devoti’s Amazon Ink features a woman who was born to Amazons,
but rejected their culture and allied herself with the human world; it’s a
story about denying one’s roots and being forced through circumstance
to change that stance, albeit not reverting entirely.

Damali Richards, the central character of L. A. Banks’s ‘Vampire
Huntress Legend’ series, is born to her destiny, growing into it as she
matures physically in Minion and The Awakening, but left free to
choose the light she knows or the darkness of her closest friend and love
interest, Carlos Rivera.

Justina Robson’s ‘Quantum Gravity’ series posits a universe where
humans and supernaturals live together and acknowledge each other,
while manoeuvring for more power and control (especially the nonhuman
folk), and music plays an integral part in that struggle.

There are others, of course, but the preceding titles are all examples of
where individual writers can wander in the fields of urban fantasy.

Kelley Armstrong’s ‘Women of the Otherworld’ series sidesteps the
potential for death by repetition (for those who crave the new, at least)

by moving from one character to another amid a group of friends and
acquaintances, from book to book. Three of this series’ novels feature
Elena Michaels, the only female werewolf (known, at least) and a
freelance writer on occult-related events. This is a cover for her real job,
which is working for her Pack Alpha, Jeremy, to find any ‘mutts’
(werewolves not belonging to any pack) in their territory and keep track
of them. Other characters in the series include a necromancer, a half
human–half demon, and witches. In all these novels, Armstrong takes
lore and legend and remoulds them all into a universe where the
supernaturals gradually become known to each other, where some join
forces and others plot to take over everything. There’s a reason that
Good versus Evil will never die as a plot foundation: it’s something that
everyone has experienced at least once in their life, and the larger-than-
life strokes in which such conflicts are painted in fantasy are attractive
to readers because of the familiarity of the struggle.

C.E. Murphy has two series under way: ‘The Negotiator’ and ‘The
Walker Papers’. The first centres on attorney Margrit Knight and her
gargoyle lover Alban, the second on Seattle mechanic and emerging
shaman Joanne Walker. Bare-bones descriptions of book series as well
written as these two do them little justice, but are all that this space
allows. I recommend both for their in-depth characterisation, tight rules
for magic, and explorations of areas of the supernatural not often
featured in much of urban fantasy’s offerings.

This is a brief overview of what’s been happening in urban fantasy since
about 2000. There are many more writers delving in these fields, some
worth reading, others not so much. I’ve read Kerie Arthur’s novels, and
was less impressed with them than with Kelley Armstrong’s work, but
for those who like extra spice via sex scenes in their fantasy fiction,
they’re certainly on the mark.

So, why is urban fantasy attractive to me as a reader? Fun. Plain and
simple. I like the attitude, the action, the complicated relationships, the
magic and mayhem. There’s nothing wrong with brain candy that actually
has some vitamins, right?

— Jan Stinson 2009
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Illegible history
by Lyn McConchie

Lyn McConchie lives in the North Island of New Zealand, has published much fiction and non-fiction, and also been a major contributor
to fandom in New Zealand and Australia during the last 30 years. The following is a companion piece to ‘Losing History’, which was
published in the last issue of Jan Stinson’s personal fanzine Peregrine Nations.

In the middle of 2008 I was giving an after-luncheon talk to a women’s
group celebrating their its anniversary. Part of the meeting, before it was
my turn to speak, was given over to a reading of the original minutes
and the activity of the very first meeting — all recorded in handwriting.
The young lady reading this had to leave out portions of the information,
as she was unable to read the handwriting in which it was recorded. Over
the sections she could read she stumbled often, misreading a word and
correcting it as she realised from the context what it must really be. At
this point several things occurred to me. The lady was perhaps in her
late twenties or early thirties. My generation (in my early sixties) is
probably the last generation to have grown up and spent a good half of
our life with handwriting. As a small child I even used a pen dipped in an
inkwell. In my lifetime, pens have gone from dip pens, to fountain pens,
to the ubiquitous ballpoint, but parallel to that has been the progression
of manual typewriter, electric typewriter, word processor and finally the
computer.

And from now on it is likely to be the computer — in ever improving
formats — that is king. But where does this leave old fan group records:
the minutes of innumerable meetings, the records of groups that started
in the war years or even further back, to the years between wars? It
leaves them increasingly unreadable. It takes practice to read handwrit-
ing. I’m not talking about the beautiful copperplate script that some wrote
— and that at least one old friend still uses. That is legible always since

in many ways it is akin to a number of computer fonts.

No, I’m thinking about the handwriting that was written by many who
left school at twelve, those whose writing is that spiky angular script that
is quite readable still — if you grew up reading it as I did — but the sort
of writing that to the next generation, and increasingly to those after
that, is quite illegible.

(This problem will also apply increasingly to preserved family letters
handwritten by fans or genre writers who perhaps are still not so well
known. However, as the years pass, and for various reasons, they can
become better known, more widely accepted as influential. But many
family letters, written in the 1950s and 60s and preserved by those who
loved them, were written in poor handwriting. How many of those, even
if they remain, will still be readable by those who were born fifty years
later?)

The suggestion that leaped to mind is that such precious records should
be brought out and transcribed onto computers. The best thing is to have
dual records. The original, and a copy; a printout, so that the precious
originals can be preserved, but that they can also be read, understood
and appreciated by later generations of fannish writers. And a separate
copy of them in printout will as well, save the originals the handling that,
as they age, will be more and more damaging.
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It is something that few fan groups will ever think about. But there are
points to consider. One is that many professionals who are well known
now were once amateurs or at the beginning of what would eventually
be an illustrious career. They started or belonged to fan groups — often
small groups serving their own specific area. They wrote the minutes;
they were recorded as objecting, supporting or abstaining from various
motions. They proposed, seconded, and acclaimed. And in another couple
of generations of those who know nothing but computers, the words of
such fans will be unreadable by the enthusiasts of their work — or by
would-be official biographers.

And what of those who want to propose something based on — or
changed from — an early regulation of the group? They may be unable
to do so as, while that regulation is known by tradition, the actual tangible
record is in illegible handwriting and cannot be read in support — or
denial — of the changes or support now proposed.

And then there is the side of historical record. These early handwritten
minutes of some fan groups can be invaluable to show how they
developed and grew — how conventions or regulations arose, and who
was involved in historic decisions. If these records can no longer be read,
then we are losing the history of our groups and that would be a great
pity.

Which of you belong/ed to small fan groups and know that the group’s
early records are handwritten? Can some of your younger members
easily read those records? If not, then how much worse will that be in
another generation? This is something that I notice at my age. That
children who have grown up reading nothing but print find even quite
clear handwriting almost impossible to read. Print, yes, they can read
that, but flowing handwriting they find illegible.

But there is also a problem inherent in trying to save such history. Many
groups may have lost most of their older members for various reasons,
and those remaining may not have the time or the energy to sit for hour
after hour transcribing the handwritten records into the computer. Yet
the younger members can’t read the handwriting to do that job.

I listened to the member of that group stumble her way through
handwritten records that dated to 1948, omitting large sections that she
couldn’t read, and thought that this is a project for people working by
twos: one to read the handwriting, the other to enter it to computer. And
if it is done this way I have little doubt that the younger members will
find some astonishing pieces of information along the way. At the least
they will learn a lot more of their groups’ history and beginnings.

But I fear that while most fan groups will agree that this is something
that should be done, few will set out to do it. They will say that they do
not have the time, that it is an unnecessary expense. They will protest
that a time will never come when they or their successors are unable to
read the handwritten minutes. Why, they can read almost every word
still. And anyway, their group was small and items will be duplicated
elsewhere.

Or they will protest that their group is a major one, so someone will
always be interested and able to read the records, copies can be sent to
specialist archives anyway, where experts will work on them. They will
have a multitude of reasons and excuses — all of which add up to not
wanting to do the work. And in a very few more years it may be too late.
After that fandom will be the poorer.

— Lyn McConchie, December 2008
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Are editors necessary?
Pamela Sargent

Pamela Sargent lives in Albany, New York. She is the author of several highly praised novels, among them Cloned Lives (1976), The
Sudden Star (1979), The Golden Space (1982), The Alien Upstairs (1983) and Alien Child (1988). Her novel Venus of Dreams (1986)
was selected by The Easton Press for its ‘Masterpieces of Science Fiction’ series; its sequel was  Venus of Shadows (1988). The Shore
of Women (1986) is one of her best-known books. Sargent is also the author of Earthseed (1983), chosen as a Best Book for Young
Adults by the American Library Association, and the short fiction collections Starshadows (1977) and The Best of Pamela Sargent
(1987). Her novels Watchstar (1980), Eye of the Comet (1984) and Homesmind (1984) comprise a trilogy. She has won the Nebula
Award, the Locus Award, and has been a finalist for the Hugo Award and the Theodore Sturgeon Memorial Award.

Sargent is also an editor and anthologist. In the 1970s, she edited the Women of Wonder series, the first collections of science fiction
by women; her other anthologies include Bio-Futures and, with British writer Ian Watson as co-editor, Afterlives. Two anthologies,
Women of Wonder, The Classic Years: Science Fiction by Women from the 1940s to the 1970s and Women of Wonder, The Contemporary
Years: Science Fiction by Women from the 1970s to the 1990s, were published  in 1999. With artist Ron Miller, she collaborated on
Firebrands: The Heroines of Science Fiction and Fantasy (1998). Two collections, The Mountain Cage and Other Stories (Meisha Merlin)
and Behind the Eyes of Dreamers and Other Short Novels (Thorndike Press/Five Star), were published in 2002, and a third collection
of fantasy stories, Eye of Flame (Thorndike Press/Five Star), came out at the end of 2003. Her more recent publications include 2004’s
Conqueror Fantastic (DAW), an anthology of original stories, and Thumbprints (Golden Gryphon), a collection of Sargent’s short fiction,
with an introduction by James Morrow.

This essay is based on a speech given at the Science Fiction Research Association Conference in Eau Claire, Wisconsin, on 22 July
1996. Pamela Sargent and George Zebrowski were the Guests of Honour at this conference.

Since I have been the editor of a few anthologies, among other editorial
ventures, I should probably argue that editors are necessary. But I am
also a writer, and writers and editors don’t always see eye to eye. Indeed,
one of my colleagues, George Alec Effinger, has likened the relationship
of an editor and a writer to that of a cobra and a mongoose. Which is the
cobra and which the mongoose? No one can say.

I recently had an experience with an editor who rejected a story of mine
for an entirely unexpected reason. This story was submitted to an original
anthology, after letters, e-mail messages, and telephone calls about what
I wanted to write for the book. I very much wanted to be part of this
particular anthology project, and the editor very much  — or so I believed
wanted a story from me. This story was a difficult one to write, and I was
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in the middle of moving at the time, but managed to get my story in just
before the deadline. The story was exactly the length I had said it would
be, was set against the background I had said I would use, and fit the
anthology’s theme. I would also like to think that it was a good story,
and the editor definitely seemed to think so, but my story was rejected
anyway.

Why? Because the main characters in my story were all men, and it seems
that the editor already had too many stories centred on male characters
and not enough with female protagonists, so since my story mostly

i

nvolved men, it would have to be turned down or the whole tone of this
particular anthology would be thrown off.

Now some might say that there is a kind of karmic justice here, with the
editor of the Women of Wonder anthologies having a story turned down
because its central characters were male instead of female. Indeed, I
probably, in my own small way over the years, helped to make such a
rejection possible!

Of course, this rejection also provoked some darker thoughts about
editors — certain editors, anyway. But it also illustrates a
fact editors and writers both wrestle with from time to time:
work may be rejected for reasons that have nothing to do
with the quality of the work or its literary merit.

What exactly does an editor do? Answering that question
presents a number of difficulties. Editors read manuscripts
and decide which ones to publish. If a manuscript is
publishable but needs work, the editor offers suggestions
and works with the author on the text to make the story or
book better. After that, the editor shepherds the book or
story into print. That’s about the simplest way to describe
the editor’s job, but a lot has been left out of this brief
description.

Another problem in discussing what editors do is the way
in which many editors are hired, and the varying back-
grounds they bring to their profession. There are a few
people who deliberately set out to be editors, and take
college courses or gain other job experience with this goal
in mind, but others who seem to have gotten their jobs
almost by accident. Early twentieth-century science fiction
was largely created by people who were editors for pulp
magazines, and whose editorial judgments were formed
largely by the necessity to get a certain amount of publish-
able copy into a specific number of pages by a particular
deadline. There are some recent science fiction editors who
got their jobs because a publisher wanted to publish some
science fiction or to set up a science fiction program and
then said, ‘Hey, you know all about that sci-fi stuff, don’t
you?’ to someone working in the mail room. Some people

‘Off trail’, by Taral Wayne.
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who love literature and who studied it in college have found themselves
editing science fiction and fantasy, and others who grew up with the
genre as fans have become editors, too. To the author, it can sometimes
seem that many of these people are after entirely different things as
editors.

Editing is an art. It’s difficult, if not impossible, to set down hard and fast
rules about what an editor has to do, or should be doing. In my efforts
to shed some light on this subject, I began thinking about some of my
own experiences with writing and editing.

As have many writers, I started sending out stories early in life, long
before any of them could possibly have been publishable. By the time I
was fourteen, I had accumulated a few form rejection slips from The New
Yorker. One day, yet another form rejection slip arrived with one of my
manuscripts, and I noticed that an editor at The New Yorker (or an
editorial assistant, anyway) had actually written me a note. The note
said, ‘You’re supposed to TYPE the manuscripts.’ This was a revelation.
I’d been sending them in handwritten on lined paper.

So maybe part of the editor’s function is to aid people who don’t have a
clue. But if editors spent too much time on that, given the number of
manuscripts that they get from clueless people, they would never get
anything else done. 

The closest I came to any editorial experience during my teens was being
on the editorial board of my preparatory school’s literary magazine. We
had to read submissions, and decide which pieces of writing should be
considered seriously and which were impossible, and after we had a stack
of stories and poems that we deemed worthy of publication, we had to
winnow those down to what there was room for in our pages.

Some decisions were relatively easy; there were usually a few things
that we all unanimously agreed had to be in the next issue. Still, we didn’t
want to print too many pieces by the two or three best writers in the
school, however talented they were; that would have made it look as
though the magazine was being edited by a clique. Sometimes our
decisions involved the question of balance; humour was usually hard to
come by, and we didn’t want to fill our pages with too many J. D. Salinger
pastiches or with too many sonnets inspired by Elizabeth Barrett Brown-

ing. (This was a private girls’ school, where such writings proliferated.)
Sometimes, since deciding to publish a certain piece required the
approval of a majority of the board, editorial decisions involved politics
and horse trading: ‘I’ll vote for that story you like so much if you’ll vote
for this poem.’ Some centred around our desire for the approval of fellow
students, or were inspired by our hope that what we chose to print would
reflect some credit on us as editorial board members. And, much as it
pains me to admit it, some editorial judgments involved animosity toward
a particular student author, or worries about whether the school’s
headmistress and administration might object to seeing a particular story
in print.

All of which makes me wonder how much some editorial decisions in New
York may resemble those adolescent deliberations.

My experiences on this literary magazine also foreshadowed the dual role
I was to play later as a writer/editor. In addition to being on the editorial
board, I was submitting my own work to this magazine. This required
leaving the room while my submissions were discussed by fellow editorial
board members, then returning to hear their verdict. None of us was
supposed to know what had been said about our stuff during the board’s
deliberations, but I knew enough about the tastes and crochets of my
fellow students to have a pretty good idea of how their discussions had
gone. As it happened, one of my friends on the editorial board was also
willing to trade information about what the others had said about my
stories to me in return for mine about their assessments of her poems.

During my senior year, I offered up three pieces of my own writing for
judgment, and learned something about how some editorial judgments
are formed in the process. 

One of these stories was a satirical screed; it was accepted largely
because the magazine, as always, was short of humour. (Humour is one
of the most difficult kinds of writing to do, and can be hard to sell, because
people have such different opinions about what is funny. This is why most
magazines and anthologies are usually short on humour, and why most
of the writers who can truly master humour can find markets for their
tales.) Another of my stories was an extremely autobiographical tale
about some troubled adolescents; it was turned down because the
editorial board thought the subject matter was unsuitable and would get
us into a lot of trouble with the school authorities. My third piece was
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finally accepted, but only, my informant told me, after a fair amount of
argument. The problem was that this story took place on a public school
playground, a milieu that was completely alien to many of my fellow
students; unlike those of us who were scholarship students, many girls
in this school knew nothing of life in the more rugged environment of an
urban co-ed public school. From that, I learned that a work set in an
unfamiliar setting, or in a world that the reader knows little or nothing
about, is likely to have a harder time winning editorial approval.

Why I went on to write science fiction after learning that, I will never
know. In fact, this is a persistent problem for science fiction editors,
writers, and critics  trying to distinguish between truly flawed works and
those that may seem flawed according to certain critical standards, but
which are actually quite original and innovative.

I did not write again for publication, or attempt to pass editorial judgment
on others, until my senior year in college, when two stories of mine were
submitted to science fiction markets and accepted for publication. By
then, I had developed a terror of editors and their judgments, to the
point where my companion, George Zebrowski, had to grab my manu-
scripts from my hands before I destroyed them, and then encourage me
to type them up and send them out.

This brings up another problem in the relationship of a writer to an editor.
The writer is often so close to his work that almost any criticism, even
criticism offered in the most kindly, sensitive and sympathetic manner,
can be experienced as a knife aimed at his heart: yet part of what an
editor has to do is to tell the writer things that the writer may not want
to hear. Still, the editor might be wrong in his judgments. The whole
situation is akin to the relationship of a patient to his doctor. Sometimes
the doctor is right, and the patient should listen; after all, the patient
has to assume from the outset that he may be setting himself up for
unwelcome news. But sometimes the doctor can kill a patient with his
mistakes, and I hate to think of how many stories and books may have
been killed in their infancy by editorial malpractice. There is the example
of Philip K. Dick, who was apparently so discouraged by an editor’s
comments on some of his early novels that he destroyed the manuscripts.

I was afraid to submit my stories to editors because of fear that their

reactions might destroy writing for me. I needed the process of writing
then; indeed, at times it functioned as my psychological lifeline. It was
a lot easier to hang on to that lifeline if somebody else wasn’t judging
what I’d written. Aspiring writers are sometimes advised to find ways to
meet editors who are in a position to publish their work, but I avoided
that. Once I had made up my mind to submit stories for publication, it
was a lot easier to send them to people I didn’t know and had never met
and who knew nothing about me. That way, any rejection would simply
be a stranger’s impersonal judgment — painful, but easier to live with
than a condemnation from someone I knew.

Here we can glimpse one of the trickiest dilemmas facing writers and
editors. The writer may be more deeply wounded by an editor’s criticisms,
or may be too thin-skinned and too quick to reject what might be good
advice, if he knows the editor personally. Anyone who has ever received
‘constructive’ advice from a friend knows this problem. The editor, on
the other hand, is in danger of allowing what he knows about the writer
or having his relationship with the writer affect how he reads and judges
the writer’s work. But to tell the writer and editor never to meet and to
keep away from each other doesn’t really make much sense, and isn’t
all that practical. Given the way the publishing business works, and also
the close bonds most people in science fiction have with others active in
the field, it may be hard for the writer and editor to avoid each other.
Editors are also people, and they will naturally tend to look out more for
writers they know than for those who are total strangers. If the writer
and editor are able to have friendly feelings about each other while also
being able to maintain the objectivity necessary for a good working
relationship, they will probably both be better able to perform their
respective tasks. This doesn’t mean that they have to be friends; maybe
it’s better if they aren’t particularly close. But it doesn’t hurt if they’re
friendly.

Ideally, one should read a manuscript with no thought of the person who
wrote it, allowing the work to speak for itself, but in practice, is this
possible? I recall one story, which came to me secondhand, about a
science fiction editor who had been advised that she probably shouldn’t
get extremely friendly with writers whom she admired and was likely to
publish. Her response was: ‘Does that mean I can only hang around with
writers whose writing I can’t stand?’ It seems that the only way to solve
this dilemma is for the editor to be aware of possible biases and to
compensate for them, and for the writer to develop the ability to
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distinguish an editor’s constructive criticisms from possibly mistaken
judgments — and not to take either personally. 

I have been on both sides of this dilemma, and I’m not sure which person
is in the most difficult position, the writer or the editor. It’s painful to
read a wretched manuscript by someone you like very much, and to have
to turn it down; it’s painful to have someone you like and whose judgment
you respect tell you that you’re written a bad piece of work. But more of
my natural sympathies lie with the writer. The editor, after all, is the one
with the power to enforce his opinion by turning the story down and
refusing to pay for it.

So some efforts at objectivity, on both the writer’s part and the editor’s,
are necessary. A writer may not agree with an editor’s criticisms, may
consider them entirely wrongheaded, but she has to be certain that they
were made with concern only for making the story better, and not to
work out some unspoken grudge; then it is possible to analyse them
clearly. And the editor has to be sure that the writer isn’t going to dissolve
into tears or explode in an irrational rage over every criticism, however
severe it may be. (Justified rage against an editor’s completely obtuse
or unjust comments is another matter, but I won’t go into that compli-
cated subject here.)

Sometimes a writer is lucky enough to have an editor who seems born
to the job. I submitted two of my earliest stories to Terry Carr in the
early 1970s. He turned them down, but in his rejection letter commented
at length not only about the weaknesses in the stories, but also about
what he saw as my strengths as a writer. That letter was one that I
welcomed and treasured almost as much as some letters of acceptance,
and I learned from it. As it turned out, Terry bought the next two stories
I sent him, and gave me some good advice on rewriting one of them.

Another editor who gave me valuable advice in a rejection letter was
Damon Knight. His advice was usually terse. ‘People in stories often plot
elaborate revenge,’ he told me in one letter, ‘but real people usually have
other things to do.’ In another letter, he told me that almost any piece
of work can be cut by about a third after the author thinks it’s finished,
and Michael Moorcock gave me similar advice. Being a wordy writer, this
was some of the best advice I ever got.

When I was beginning as a writer, an artist friend told me never to show
a piece of work to anyone until it was finished, or at least until I couldn’t
find anything more to do with it. Her other piece of advice was to listen
to only one or two people whose judgment I trusted implicitly when
seeking criticism. Most of the time, I followed this advice, but the
experience of writing my first novel impelled me to ignore it.

As have other science fiction writers with book-length works, I crept up
on my first published novel, Cloned Lives. I didn’t start out intending to
write a novel; my earliest writing about the characters in the book was
a short story, and I assumed only that I might write a few more such
short stories. 

One of my stories about these characters was submitted to Harlan Ellison
when he was reading for The Last Dangerous Visions, and I awaited his
judgment with some trepidation. He rejected my story with a devastating
six or seven-page letter telling me in great detail what was wrong with
it, the kind of letter that can make someone want to give up writing
altogether. Luckily, I was more used to rejections by then, and after
some time had gone by and I was able to look at things more calmly, I
realised that Harlan was right. By then, I had sold my first novel, which
this story was going to be part of, and there was nothing to be done but
to scrap the version of the story Harlan had rejected and to start all over
again. Harlan’s criticisms definitely played a role in making Cloned Lives
better than it would have been otherwise. (It’s also true that, if Harlan
had accepted my story for The Last Dangerous Visions, he would still
have been sitting on it and Cloned Lives never would have been
published, but that’s another story.)

Selling my first novel before writing it (Cloned Lives was sold on the basis
of an outline and the fact that three pieces of it had already been
published as stories) meant putting myself in the hands of an editor
before completing the work. There is always the temptation for an editor
to start messing around with an incomplete work, or to try to push the
author in a certain direction. The renowned editor John W. Campbell is
famous for suggesting ideas and ways of writing a story to his authors;
people can argue about whether he made the writers who worked with
him much better writers than they might have been otherwise, or
whether he exerted too much control over their work, but there’s no
question that he greatly influenced the genre. His example may also
illustrate the fine line between editing and rewriting. Whether Campbell
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crossed this line or not isn’t something I’m prepared to discuss, but it is
a potential trap for the editor, and especially for one who is also a writer.
For the writer, another trap is ‘writing to order’ for an editor; some of
Campbell’s later writers fell into this trap. 

Luckily for me, the editor of my first novel, Joseph Elder, didn’t try to
take over my first novel or shove it in a certain direction. Most of the
time, he seemed content to let me write it in my own way while waiting
for the results. It was only in retrospect that I saw that he had influenced
Cloned Lives subtly, by making a few suggestions early on. He described
this as ‘planting a seed’, and waiting to see if the seed would sprout, and
in the end, his suggestions definitely influenced the book, especially the
final chapter, where I had to pull the threads of the novel together. I
think he may somehow have glimpsed the problems I might have later
in resolving my story, and helped me to see what a possible resolution
might be. He was subtle enough that, for a while, I thought I had come
up with the ideas for the final section of the book entirely by myself.
Cloned Lives would have been a very different book  and, I think, a worse
one without the editorial suggestions of Harlan Ellison and Joe Elder.

This constructive experience was in marked contrast to that of another
writer I know. She contracted for a novel she had not yet written with
an editor who shall remain nameless. He turned out to be one of those
editors who wanted to read and edit sections of the book while the writer
was still in the process of writing it. He described this as keeping the
writer ‘on track’. I would contend that looking over the writer’s shoulder
at a work still in progress, and trying to edit it, is always a mistake; the
editor should have nothing whatsoever to do with that manuscript until
the writer has a draft that she is willing to show him. The writer who told
me about this interfering editor said that he was constantly throwing her
off her stride, and for this reason: a writer cannot write and edit her
writing at the same time. These are two different tasks that use different
parts of the brain; one requires synthesising and the other requires
analysis. The writer cannot see if what the editor is saying makes any
sense until the work is written. This is an elementary principle of editing.

As I said before, editing is an art.

Later in my career, I found out that even an editor’s mistakes can be

useful to the writer as editorial input. One necessary function of an editor
is to point out problem areas, those patches in a work that seem
unnecessary, irrelevant or can turn into roadblocks for a reader. It often
comes as a great shock to the writer when passages that seem perfectly
clear and obvious to her turn out to be virtually incomprehensible to a
reader who hasn’t been so close to the work. It’s also a shock when an
editor tells you that you should cut something that you think is essential.

This happened to me with my novel Venus of Dreams, when an editor,
after reading the final draft, strongly advised me to cut one of my subplots
almost completely. He didn’t think that it was essential to the story. I
strongly disagreed; if this subplot was taken out of the story, some earlier
actions of the characters would also become irrelevant. Start pulling too
many threads out of a novel, and the tapestry may unravel. I had to
think hard about this problem, and the way I finally solved it was by
taking the subplot that this editor wanted me to excise and expanding it
instead, making it a more integral part of the novel. In other words, I
did exactly the opposite of what my editor advised, and in the end, we
both agreed that my novel was much improved.

So this editor turned out to be right about one thing; the subplot was a
problem. He was simply wrong in his proposed solution; there was too
little of the subplot, and there needed to be more. Here, it’s important
for both the writer and editor to be able to agree that there may be
several ways to handle problem areas in a manuscript, and that the
obvious solution, or the one that first comes to mind, may not be the
best one.

At this point, it must be clear that the absolutely essential element in the
relationship of the editor to the writer is trust. The writer has to trust
that the editor is giving her best and most considered judgment, and the
editor has to trust the writer to deal with criticism in a rational manner.
Each has to be prepared to contend with the other, and also to admit
that each might be mistaken. Each has to believe that the purpose they
both share, the one that overrides everything else, is to publish the work
in the best form possible. Such a relationship is tricky under even the
best circumstances. Needless to say, our current publishing climate does
not present the best circumstances.

I can offer one brief example from my own recent experience. I handed
in an extremely long manuscript of my historical novel Ruler of the Sky
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to my American and British publishers, Crown and Chatto & Windus. The
American editor dealing with my final draft was not the editor who bought
this novel; he had inherited it after my original editor left Crown, and my
book had passed through other editorial hands before ending up in his.
This is a recipe for disaster, since neither the writer nor the editor has
chosen each other. In publishing circles, such books are called ‘orphans’,
and it’s an appropriate term. After all, if some orphans can hope to find
good homes with kind and loving parents, a lot more are likely to end up
in foster homes or in institutions.

I knew from the outset that I was probably going to have to do some
cutting on Ruler of the Sky, since my typewritten manuscript was almost
1400 pages long, but that didn’t worry me too much. I had been writing
long enough by then to know that I have a tendency to get too wordy,
or to let certain scenes run on at too great a length, so I was expecting
my editors to ask me to trim and compress. (This illustrates another truth
about writers and editors; if a writer is truly aware of what she’s doing,
and has enough experience, an editor’s suggestions will rarely surprise
her totally if they are astute. You find yourself nodding and saying, ‘Yeah,
I thought there might be something wrong there’, because unconsciously
you’ve sensed a problem. It’s a little like the process of anamnesis Plato
describes, where you feel that you are recalling something you’ve
forgotten.) Both my American and British editors agreed that my novel
needed to be shorter; the fact that they did agree on this point indicated
to me that I could trust their judgment on this matter, especially since
my British editor was wildly enthusiastic about the book and was the
person who had originally bought Ruler of the Sky for Chatto & Windus.

So I did some revisions, and got the manuscript down to about 1200
pages, then did some more revisions, and got it under 1100 pages. At
this point, I was convinced that the revisions up to then had definitely
improved the book, but that any more cutting and compressing would
seriously damage it. And then I got a phone call from my American editor.

‘You’ve got to cut it some more,’ he said, and I was immediately
suspicious of his motives, because he was not saying that it was too
wordy, or that there were still redundancies in it, or anything like that,
only that the book had too many pages. ‘I can’t cut it any more,’ I told
him. ‘I mean, how much shorter do you expect it to be?’ He said, ‘Well,
I could use something in the range of about six hundred manuscript
pages.’ ‘Six hundred pages!’ I said. ‘That’s half the size it is now! I can’t

cut it that much  — it won’t be the same book.’ ‘Of course it’ll be the
same book,’ he replied. ‘It’ll just be shorter.’

That was when I had final confirmation of what I had long suspected,
namely that this editor did not have the best interests of my book at
heart; he just wanted to get something into the stores that was of the
requisite length and wouldn’t cost the publisher as much to print. In this
case, I was lucky; my British editor was on my side, and so the published
version of Ruler of the Sky both here and in Britain is the one in my
close-to-1100-page manuscript. But this experience illustrates one of the
persistent problems in the relationship between writers and editors. Once
the writer knows that the editor isn’t truly interested in making his book
the best book it can possibly be, but has some other agenda in mind, the
trust he needs to work well with an editor is destroyed. Considerations
of commerce have always been a part of publishing, but now they
override almost everything else. The writer can’t trust the editor, because
the editor’s interests may not be, and probably are not, the writer’s
interests. The writer might still be able to work constructively with such
an editor, one whose primary considerations are practical ones, if he is
at least honest about his motives rather than trying to hide them.
Cynically, you might decide that this is one of the things that constitutes
‘being a pro’. But you are not going to trust the editor to do what should
be his most important function — to help you revise and edit your book.

Sometimes it is incumbent on the editor to realise that a particular book
or story needs no editing. This can be one of the most difficult judgments
an editor faces, knowing when to do nothing. Occasionally a writer will
get it right by himself: know when that has happened. The editor and
the doctor should share one dictum: ‘First, do no harm.’ There are editors
who don’t do enough, and also editors who don’t know when it’s time to
cease and desist; copy editors are especially prone to this lapse.

Some years back, I had a fairly lengthy discussion with one editor. We
were talking about the book that I was writing, and then she made an
interesting comment. She said that she almost never thought about any
of the books she was editing except at certain points  when a deadline
for delivery was approaching, when deciding on artwork for the cover,
while working with the writer on revisions, sending out page proofs to
writers and reviewers for comment, and so forth. The rest of the time,
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she never thought about a particular book at all.

With this comment, she had hit on one of the crucial differences in the
ways a writer and an editor view a particular work. To the editor, the
writer’s book is one of many projects competing for her time, only
intermittently floating to the surface of her consciousness. To the writer,
that book probably has, for prolonged periods of time, constituted much
if not most of her daily life. I have had the experience with a few of my
books of becoming so engrossed in finishing them that I wasn’t even
quite sure of what season it was; I recall disappearing into a draft of one
book sometime toward the end of August and then emerging from my
fictional world to discover, with a shock, that there was less than a week
left before Christmas. A novel, especially one written over a long period
of time, can come to dominate a writer’s life. No novel, not even the
latest John Grisham or Stephen King production, is ever going to
dominate an editor’s life to that extent. Any novel, in the end, is only one
of many things competing for the editor’s time. 

The editor asked me what could be done to overcome this dichotomy.
The answer is: not much. I told her that it probably wouldn’t hurt if editors
at least recognised this basic fact of life, namely that the book they
intermittently thought of as the second lead for the March paperback slot
might be, to its author, a psychologically pervasive environment that at
times has constituted much of his world. Keep in contact with the writer,
I advised her, drop him a note once in a while, or call, not to pressure
him or to ask ‘Where’s that manuscript?’ but just to let him know that
you are thinking about the project, that it isn’t just getting lost among
all your other demands, that you’re there if he needs you. This can keep
a writer going. This may seem very little to ask, but in today’s publishing
world, it may well be asking too much.

Because the reality of publishing now is that the editor doesn’t have
nearly enough time to do her job, let alone to nurture obsessive writers
in the throes of their novels or to give needed editorial guidance to newer
writers. The editor must attend meetings and deal with sales depart-
ments  actually, that’s putting it euphemistically. The editor has to listen
to sales departments and heed their advice, since they are now basically
in the business of pretty much telling her what to buy and for how much.
My colleague James Gunn puts it this way:

At one time, science fiction was a reader-driven category; so little

money was to be made from it that editors often chose the books to
publish that they themselves liked or respected ...

Today science fiction is a market-driven category, in which the
expectations of retailers anticipate, and in some measure control, the
responses of book buyers and shape the expectations of publishers ...
Readers can’t buy all SF books anymore; they must be guided by name
recognition, special-interest appeals, or the same kinds of nonspecific
audience stimuli that move books in other categories.

A recognition of this fact of life has led over the past couple of decades
to the dependence of the editorial process on the reports and then on
the projections of the sales division. The sales personnel, who are in
close contact with the book buyers for chains and sometimes with
individual book dealers, estimate the sales of any title even though
they have not read the book and wouldn’t have the time to do so even
if they had the desire. Of course, sales projections are a self-fulfilling
prophecy; the books in which the sales force has no confidence often
do not get published, and those that are published may not be pushed
with enthusiasm, tend not to be ordered by a local buyer, and are not
available or are not displayed in a way that will encourage widespread
purchasing. As a consequence, even those editors who still make
publishing decisions independent of input by sales personnel must
spend considerable amounts of time preparing to promote their titles
with the sales force at special meetings ... (‘The Year in Science
Fiction,’ in Nebula Awards 30, pp. 28–9).

Or as another of my fellow writers puts it: ‘Publishers are now in the
business of preventing the publication of books.’

The task one thinks of as the editor’s most important job  working with
the author on his manuscript  is apparently now the task considered the
least important. Editors are in the business of acquiring manuscripts now,
as opposed to editing them. Every once in a while, we folks in the outer
creative circles hear rumours about big blockbuster novels that have
gone through the entire process of being published without anyone at
the publishing house having actually read them. I can’t vouch for the
truth of these stories, but the fact that some people believe them says
a lot about publishing today. Maybe we need a new job description for
the positions held by many of the people now called editors.
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If the nature of the relationship between writers and editors is often
poorly understood by writers and editors themselves, who often are
forced to treat it as an adversarial one, it seems even less obvious to
publishers. If publishers understood how crucial the element of trust is
between writers and editors — trust in each other’s judgment, trust that
the editor is being honest with the writer in discussions of the manuscript
—  would they work so hard to undermine it? Would they put editors in
the position of having to hide what is really going on from the writer, or
even lying to the writer? Would they put writers, on whom they depend
for their principal product, in the position of having disputes with their
editors over lapses and screwups and unkept promises?

I sometimes suspect that publishers, either consciously or perhaps
unconsciously, do understand exactly how much trust is needed for a
writer and an editor to be able to work successfully together on what
should be their primary task. I also think that somehow they may realise
that destroying that trust will ensure that writers and editors never find
common cause, that they will never join forces to fight publishing
practices that are harmful to them both. Because, in spite of certain
interests that are different  that the editor must represent the publisher,
and can’t consistently lose money for his employer, while the writer must
fight for her work above everything else  the writer and the editor should
be, and often are, natural allies. It is not in the interests of publishers at
the moment to encourage such alliances. Better to pit the writer against
the editor who is her only contact with the publisher and who is usually
the writer’s only advocate at the publisher’s. It’s the same method used
by those who prefer to see poor whites pitted against poor people of
colour instead of watching both groups band together.

This brings up another important requirement for the ideal editor: being
the writer’s advocate. It is a role discouraged in the current publishing
world, where an editor seen as too close to writers can be regarded with
suspicion. 

Are editors necessary? The sad truth is that the more the publishing
business pushes them into non-editing jobs that take up increasing
amounts of their time — going to meetings, making sales pitches and
thousands of other tasks, most of them without enough help or without
any assistance at all — and the more adversarial the editor–writer
relationship becomes, the more unnecessary the editor seems. Almost
every traditional task of the editor, such as going over the manuscript,

tightening the prose, recasting sentences, and all the rest of it, is
something the writer can learn to do for herself. Most accomplished
writers, and also many of those who have been writing for a while, have
learned to be their own editors. What you find out, to put it simply, is
that you cannot edit while you’re in the actual process of writing, but
that if you let the manuscript sit long enough, you can approach it more
objectively later. I have had the experience, with some of my unpublished
stories, of having had to let them sit for years before being able to see
clearly how they could be edited and rewritten. What happens is that you
approach the manuscript as a different person, someone who isn’t as
close to it, who is separated from the manuscript by time and thus able
to read it more objectively, someone who has probably in the interim
gained a little more experience as a writer. That writer-self reading the
manuscript (or maybe I should call it an editor-self) may be as different
from the writer-self who wrote it and the earlier editor-self who read it
as any person is from the person she was years ago. The writer can
sometimes become his own best editor. Given the way publishing now
works, and the fact that even the most well-meaning and conscientious
editors have less and less time for doing what used to be called editing,
becoming your own editor can even be seen as self-defence, or as simply
part of the job description of being a writer.

In the increasingly convoluted and decadent environment of publishing,
we now also see new editions of previously published books. This makes
sense if the new edition of the work restores what might have been lost
in earlier editions, or if it’s the writer having second thoughts and deciding
a book needs rewriting, or if a conscientious editor is actually at work,
but here again, the publisher’s desire to sell more books seems to be the
strongest motivation. One science-fictional example (and there are
others) is a recently published edition of Robert A. Heinlein’s The Puppet
Masters, in which passages cut from the earlier edition by Heinlein and
his editor have been restored. Whether the new edition is better is hard
to say. Does it reflect the author’s intentions? Maybe, but a good editor
can occasionally help to change a writer’s mind about some of his earlier
intentions. Is the new edition a better version of The Puppet Masters?
Heinlein was, for all his skill, a writer who got noticeably more self-
indulgent in his later years, when editors left him freer to do as he liked.

A more striking example might be the recent publication of a new edition
of Herman Melville’s little-known novel Pierre, or the Ambiguities. Here,
Hershel Parker, the Melville scholar and biographer, knowing that several
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chapters of Pierre were written by Melville after he had completed the
book and were added to it just before publication because Melville was
enraged at his publisher for cutting his royalty rate in half, decided to
excise these chapters from the new edition. But is this in fact restoring
the novel to what Melville originally intended, or is it doing both the book
and writer a disservice? Richard M. Brodhead, writing in The New York
Times Book Review, wondered if such an approach was based on ‘a
perverse editorial theory’ and went on to say:

The result may bear a close relation to what the book looked like at a
certain stage of its historybut even if it does, since when did readers
feel they should have access to every stage of a work’s evolution? If
Mr. Parker’s editorial principles take hold, libraries had better start
building expansion areas to house all the different books that well-
known books have been in their gestation. Right away we’ll need a
new edition of Moby-Dick not called Moby-Dick, since that title was a
last-minute substitution, and another new edition that gives us the
book as Melville pursued it in an early conceptiona Moby-Dick that did
not yet contain an Ahab (‘The Book That Ruined Melville,’ by Richard
H. Brodhead, in The New York Times Book Review, 1995).

This seems like a kind of anti-editing to me. And if it gets out of hand,
maybe publishers will start looking for more anti-editors to bring out
profitable variant texts.

Have editors become unnecessary? Have publishers actually helped to
make them unnecessary? Maybe it’s time to acknowledge that, to abolish
the term ‘editor’ and replace it with something more accurate in describ-
ing these positions in publishing — ‘manuscript purchaser’, for example,
or maybe ‘book acquirer/production associate/marketing consultant and
manuscript herder’. After all, we are all now living on Planet Downsize,
where some people are laid off and others have to take on the laid-off
workers’ tasks as well as their own. Maybe it’s time for all writers to take
on the tasks of editors, and admit that the traditional function of an editor
is obsolete. We writers could edit our own prose, and deal with our ‘book
acquirer’ or ‘manuscript herder’ without expecting him to actually be an
editor.

Except that there is a paradox here. The more publishers have made the
traditional practice of editing seemingly irrelevant, the more they have
demonstrated its necessity. Anyone who doubts this has only to read a

few blockbusters or bestsellers at random. Pick up a few books by a
once-interesting author who has fallen into repeating himself, or whose
books have grown ever more flaccid. Read a few first novels that show
promise, but could have used some editorial work they didn’t get.
Because while it is true that an experienced writer can learn to become
his own editor, he can also, left to his own devices, fall into some bad
habits; and the beginning writer, the writer just starting out, needs good
editing in order to fulfill her promise. One of the editor’s primary tasks
is the discovery and development of new writers. The growth and
development of any literature depends upon that task being carried out,
but with the publishing business as it is now, any true nurturing of new
writers happens almost by accident. New writers get a couple of chances,
and if they don’t pan out, the publisher looks for some newer writers.
Nurturing someone over the long term isn’t a big priority with many
publishers these days.

We have been fortunate in science fiction up to now. Despite what has
happened in book publishing, we have had some people, and still have
them, who do the essential work of editors and who do try to develop
new talent. Some of them are the magazine and anthology editors who
will spend the time working with a writer on a manuscript, and encour-
aging new writers to try different things. Let us hope that we have such
editors for some time to come, that the little magazines, the magazines
with small circulations, and anthologies with small print runs don’t
disappear in the quest for ever-larger audience shares. They are, in
effect, our research-and-development laboratory. I would venture to say
that many of the best science fiction writers we have would list a
magazine or anthology editor as an important influence on their early
work, or as a crucial factor in the development of their talent. (Some
might list several such editors.) Some book editors would surely be on
their lists, too, several of them writer/editors such as Frederik Pohl,
Damon Knight, and Terry Carr, who have edited both short fiction and
book-length manuscripts, as well as some prominent non-writers who
have worked as the editors of novels. But editors working in the book
business now have an increasingly harder time fulfilling the most neces-
sary tasks of an editor. Some of the authors of bestsellers don’t get the
editing that they should on the grounds that their books will sell well
anyway. Newer writers don’t get the editing they should because nobody
caresor else they’re encouraged to write imitative books instead of
finding their own voices. Writers who have had some success are
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encouraged merely to repeat it. It isn’t just the art of writing that’s being
lostthe art of editing is being lost, too.

What can be done about this situation? I don’t know, since, as I pointed
out earlier, trust has to exist between a writer and an editor for a good
working relationship to be possible between the writer and the editor.
The current climate definitely does not promote such trust, but there are
still a few editors who merit it and have earned it.

Are editors necessary? I conclude that they are even more necessary
than ever — but only if they’re very good!

Further thoughts from 2009
As recently as the fall of 2009, I have had two editors (one for a novel,
the other a magazine editor), whose editorial suggestions served my
writing well. I hope they are not members of an endangered species. If
the priority of publishers in 1996 was making money, right now it seems
to be simply surviving. As for writers, whenever anybody asks me what
advice I would give to a beginning writer on how to get published, I realise
that most of the nuts-and-bolts advice I got as a fledgling writer is now
obsolete. About the only pieces of counsel still worth passing on are such
bromides as ‘read widely’ and ‘keep writing’. 

If you can go online and in effect ‘publish’ yourself, you don’t need the
editor as gatekeeper, or provider of a publisher’s imprimatur that you
are worthy of being read. Acquire enough readers, and you’ve made your
case, if you can somehow break through the flood of other such writing.
If a reader wants to interact with your text, by using it in a mashup, for
example, is this an infringement on your rights as an author or something
to be welcomed? If somebody steals your writing and posts it online, is
this a violation of copyright or free publicity? Most ambitious writers have
claimed that they would write for nothing. Increasingly, that’s exactly

what many of us can probably expect: having to write for nothing and
trying to make our living doing something else. Clay Shirky calls this the
‘mass amateurisation of publishing,’ in which pretty much anyone can
publish and distribute his work, and it’s why the traditional business
model for publishing, long on shaky ground, is rapidly collapsing.

As for editors ...

Right now, in science fiction and fantasy, there are still good editors
plying their craft. Some edit magazines (both print and online), and at
least for now that particular research-and-development lab persists.
Others are small press publishers such as Tachyon Publications, Golden
Gryphon Press, Wheatland Press, EDGE and Tesseract Books, Old Earth
Press, PS Publishing, Hadley Rille, and a number of other worthy
ventures; a look at the kinds of writers and books these independent
houses are doing can quickly convince you that this is where much of the
creative action is these days, at least if you’re looking for truly original
work by some of the genre’s best writers. As long as a few people, now
known as ‘niche audiences’ (is there any other kind these days), care
about well-made and well-edited books in either paper or electronic
formats, these publishers may have a better chance of surviving than do
the big trade houses. And looking around at the abundance of free writing
now available to all of us to read, I can only conclude that editors — not
gatekeepers, not acquisitions editors, not manuscript herders, but edi-
tors willing and able to practice the art of editing — are more necessary
than ever.

Like writers, they will probably have to content themselves with practis-
ing their craft simply for the love of it.

— Pamela Sargent, 1996, 2009
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