
APRIL 2023

Plus!

THE CREATIVE NONFICTION JOURNEY

ANIMATING FLASH FICTION CHARACTERS 

POETRY GROUP ESSENTIALS



https://masterwriter.com


1 WRITERMAG.COM

The Writer THE OLDEST MAGAZINE 
FOR LITERARY WORKERS

Founded in Boston, 1887

20

38 3  Prologue
 4  Editor’s Letter
 5  The Write Stuff
 6  Writing Essentials
 8  Contest Winner

 11   Broadening the 
Bookshelves

   Getting to know 
Jewish literature.

  By Yi Shun Lai

 42  Postscript
  Literary agents

 48  Gigi Will Know

VOLUME 136  APRIL 2023  NUMBER 4

20
To the future  
and beyond
Fidelity to science, 
technology, and certain 
conventions will make 
your sci-fi stories fly.
By Kerrie Flanagan

26
Circle of poets
Community, support, 
accountability, and high-
quality work: These are 
some of the benefits of 
being in a good poetry 
group. Here’s how to  
go about finding the  
right group for you –  
or starting your own.
By Deborah Straw

32
True stories
Why dramatic technique is 
not enough to write great 
creative nonfiction: You 
need an unwavering blend 
of hard-won facts and the 
drive to find them.
By T.J. Murphy

38
Advice from  
the frontlines
Against everything 
from gig economics to 
ChatGPT, how do you 
make it in the 2023 world 
of freelance writing?
By Natalie WeinerCO

VE
R:

 T
IT

H
I 

LU
AD

TH
O

N
G

/S
H

U
TT

ER
ST

O
CK

http://WRITERMAG.COM


Subscribe to our newsletter:  

writermag.com/newsletter

Become a member of The Writer:  
writermag.com/memberships

Enter our current contest: 

writermag.com/the-writer-contests

facebook.com/TheWriterMagazine

twitter.com/TheWriterMag

instagram.com/TheWriterMag

Join us on social media:

T.J. Murphy, Editor;
Toni Fitzgerald, Copy Editor

Art & Production
Jaron Cote, Senior Graphic Designer

Operations
Laura Randall, Operations Coordinator; Tou Zong Her, Client Services Manager & Media 
Analyst; Andrea Palli, Senior Client Services & Operations Lead; Darren Cormier, Client 

Services Associate; Amanda Joyce, Controller; Tina McDermott, Accounts Payable Associate; 
Wayne Tuggle, Accounts Receivable Associate

Digital Operations
Mike Decker, Senior Digital Designer; David Glassman, WordPress Developer

Sales & Marketing
Ed Feldman, Director of Media Solutions; Toni Eunice, Media Solutions Manager  

(Phone: 617-706-9089, Email: TEunice@madavor.com); Client Services,  
clientservices@madavor.com; Ryan Gillis, Marketing & Audience Development Manager;  

Jaime Sweeney, Marketing Associate; Alice Barry Audience Engagement Editor

Executive
Jeffrey C. Wolk, Chairman & Chief Executive Officer; 

Courtney Whitaker, Chief Operating Officer; Jason Pomerantz, Vice President, Consumer 
Marketing; Matt Martinelli, Vice President, Content

In memory of Susan Fitzgerald, COO, 1966-2018

Newsstand Distribution 
Weekly Retail Service

To sell The Writer magazine in your store: Contact KPS 
Phone: 888-999-9839; Email: RetailServices@kable.com

Customer Service & Subscriptions
The-Writer@pcspublink.com; US: 877-252-8139, CAN/INT: 760-496-7575

To subscribe: writermag.com/the-magazine/subscribe
To buy back issues: magdogs.com/the-writer-magazine

Subscribers allow 4-6 weeks for change of address to become effective. Subscriptions are non-cancelable  
and nonrefundable unless otherwise promoted. Frequency subject to change without notice.  

Additional double issues may be published, which count as two issues.

Submissions
Read our submission guidelines: writermag.com/the-magazine/submission-guidelines

Please include your name, mailing and email addresses, and telephone number with any correspondence. Return postage must 
accompany all manuscripts, drawings, and photographs submitted if they are to be returned, and no responsibility can be 

assumed for unsolicited materials. All rights in letters sent to The Writer will be treated as unconditionally assigned for 
publication and copyright purposes and as subject to unrestricted right to edit and to comment editorially. 

The Writer (ISSN 0043-9517) is published monthly by Madavor Media, LLC, 35 Braintree Hill Office Park, Suite 101, 
Braintree, MA 02184. Periodicals postage paid at Boston, MA and at additional mailing offices. Postmaster: Please send 
changes of address to The Writer, P.O. Box 460700, Escondido, CA 92046. 

The title The Writer is registered in the U.S. Patent and Trademark Office. Contents copyright © 2023 by Madavor Media, 
LLC. All rights reserved. Contact our official partner, Wright’s Media, about available usages, license fees, and award seal art-
work at madavormedia@wrightsmedia.com.

Contact us: 
The Writer, Madavor Media, LLC 

35 Braintree Hill Office Park, Suite 101, Braintree, MA 02184

http://writermag.com/newsletter
http://writermag.com/memberships
http://facebook.com/TheWriterMagazine
http://twitter.com/TheWriterMag
http://instagram.com/TheWriterMag
https://www.fishpublishing.com
https://jhwriters.org
http://writermag.com/the-writer-contests
mailto:TEunice@madavor.com
mailto:clientservices@madavor.com
mailto:RetailServices@kable.com
mailto:The-Writer@pcspublink.com
http://writermag.com/the-magazine/subscribe
http://magdogs.com/the-writer-magazine
http://writermag.com/the-magazine/submission-guidelines
mailto:madavormedia@wrightsmedia.com


3 WRITERMAG.COM

“If writers were too wise, perhaps no books would get written at all. 
It might be better to ask yourself ‘Why?’ afterward than before… 

There is no agony like bearing an untold story inside you.” 
—ZOR A NE A LE HUR STON

p. 4 Charging through fear p. 5 Gifts for Charlotte Brontë fans

p. 6 Creating robust characters in a flash p. 8 Grand-prize winning essay
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No fear
I FIRST THOUGHT ABOUT WRITING 

a novel back in high school. It’s decades 
later, and although I’ve written plenty 
of nonfiction in my career as a mag-
azine editor, I haven’t written a single 
paragraph of a novel. 

If you and I, fellow writers, were 
having coffee or a beer together, I’d re-
veal why. Fear. 

Like Frank Herbert wrote in Dune: 
“Fear is the little-death that brings total 
obliteration.”

I’ve let fear obliterate any action on 
my part to write a novel. Obliterate 
might not be the right word. The image 
that comes to mind is being bound in a 
straitjacket.

Not long ago, I gained some insight 
into this problem when I interviewed 
Eric Potterat, Ph.D., for a magazine ar-
ticle. Dr. Potterat is a clinical psycholo-
gist who specializes in performance. 

“It’s a threat mindset,” Potterat de-
clared, explaining fears that stall or kill 
action. “A threat mindset occurs when 
we face obstacles and barriers, whether 
they’re real or imagined.” 

A threat mindset, he added, can pro-
duce fears with varying levels of intensity.

“Those of us who are really going to 
have a hard time with a threat mindset 
are those who perceive an obstacle or 
adversity as a threat to their reputation. 
They don’t want to take risks because 
they’re worried about their ego.”

“No kidding?” I replied, knowing he 
just diagnosed me.

A threat mindset’s opposite, Potter-
at said, is the challenge mindset.

“A challenge mindset is like, ‘Hey, 
I just want to do this new thing. It’s a 
challenge. It’s nothing more than a 
challenge. And I’m going to give my 
best effort to accomplish it.’”

Potterat explained how the threat 

mindset typically creeps into life when 
we’re past the age of 5.

“When kids get socialized, they 
tend to vector into a threat mindset,” 
Potterat said. “But before this socializa-
tion process, the challenge mindset is 
natural to them.” 

Weirdly enough, I am given an ex-
ample in real time – thank you, uni-
verse! – while writing this column from 
the observation deck of a kids’ gymnas-
tics program. My daughter, Maddie, 
who is 5, just launched into a hand-
stand, propped upside-down against a 
cushioned wall. She’s amidst dozens of 
other kids, her coaches, and a bunch of 
gawking parents pressed up against a 
big window. She had no fear at all. All 
challenge mindset.

What’s a long-socialized adult to do? 
Potterat replied, “You want the 

overarching mindset of: ‘Hey look, this 

is a challenge, and it isn’t a threat, and 
I want to go beyond my comfort zone 
just a little bit. So I’ll think of each ap-
proaching obstacle as a challenge – and 
an opportunity to get out of my com-
fort zone and see what I can do.’”

He paused, then added: “That’s it.”
That’s it! I’m in. Time to get out of 

my comfort zone and write a first novel. 
And I could use some help: If you’d like 
to join forces with me and go beyond 
your writing comfort zone this year – 
whether it’s a novel, a play, a memoir, 
an essay – send me an email, and we’ll 
start our own online support and ac-
countability group. We’ll get some 
work done and have some fun doing it.

T.J. Murphy
EDITOR

tmurphy@madavor.com

4 APRIL 2023
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 » The Write Stuff

1. Thornfield Sweatshirt

Thornfield, home of Edward  
Fairfax Rochester in Jane Eyre, 
proudly displayed on this machine-
washable sweatshirt. 
$31.99, amazon.com 

2. Made to Order Jewelry

Captured from Jane Eyre in 925 
silver, Brontë’s words, “I am no 
bird, and no net ensnares me;  
I am a free human being with an 
independent will, which I now  
exert to leave you.” 
$49 and up, etsy.com

3. Pajama Set

For lounging or sleeping,  
pre-shrunk 100-percent  
cotton literary pajamas. 
$46.79, cafepress.com

4. Blanket of Words

For your bed, your couch, or you, 
a throw blanket designed with a 
book cover.
$61.45, redbubble.com

5. Cocktail Glasses

Perfect for a toast to the 
completion of a writing project.  
A set of two 11-ounce glasses. 
One includes text from Jane Eyre, 
the second (bonus!) text from Jane 
Austen’s Pride and Prejudice. 
$30, uncommongoods.com

6. Writing Gloves

Fingerless gloves to keep your 
arms warm (and inspiring)  
while you write. 
$29, etsy.com

Charlotte 
Brontë
Celebrate Charlotte Brontë’s 
birthday with a gift to a 
literary friend. Or yourself.

Celebrating  
the April birthday  

of English novelist,  
Charlotte Brontë, 

1816-1855.

1

2

3

4

5
6

https://www.redbubble.com/i/throw-blanket/Jane-Eyre-Old-Book-Cover-Design-by-JoolyA/21439333.NZ8A6
https://www.amazon.com/Jane-Eyre-Charlotte-Bronte-Thornfield/dp/B0BB1KQ6SC/ref=sr_1_2?crid=1GZ7NMJTU32HN&keywords=jane+eyre+thornfield+sweatshirt&qid=1675989256&sprefix=jane+eyre+thornfield+sweatshirt%2Caps%2C89&sr=8-2
https://www.uncommongoods.com/product/female-literature-rocks-glasses-set-of-2
https://www.etsy.com/listing/128474659/jane-eyre-quote-i-am-no-bird-charlotte?ga_order=most_relevant&ga_search_type=all&ga_view_type=gallery&ga_search_query=jane+eyre+necklace&ref=sr_gallery-1-12&sts=1&organic_search_click=1
https://www.cafepress.com/mf/87594275/charlotte-bronte_pajamas?productId=1264347784
https://www.etsy.com/listing/160448614/jane-eyre-writing-gloves-fingerless?click_key=6403cbc5d3611ce18ec6ddfbcb0c0b7d65e72369%3A160448614&click_sum=014a1168&ref=shop_home_active_14&crt=1
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“I love the idea that every character 
you ever write has a secret they’re 
whispering to you. Sometimes those 
secrets are revealed to the reader.” 
—Sherrie Flick  

CHARACTERIZATION PRESENTS A 

challenge in writing flash fiction, es-
pecially if you’re the sort of writer who 
likes to delve into a character’s back-
ground, assemble lists of character 
traits, and put your character through 
personality tests. E. M. Forster laid out 
the conventional ground rules for such 
characterization in his famous book As-
pects of the Novel. “Round characters” 
are fully dimensional, nuanced, and ca-
pable of surprise, he said, whereas “flat 
characters” are two-dimensional and 
relatively uncomplicated. 

“Round characters” are deemed nec-
essary in a novel, in particular, because 
the reader wants to have the full sense 
of a character, to know their inner and 
outer lives. Our general reverence for 
psychological realism in fiction plac-
es a heavy burden on characterization. 
A writer tends to be expected to give 
a maximum amount of information 
about a character – showing how the 
character walks and talks and how the 
past contains the motives for all pres-
ent-day behavior. 

Because of the condensed space of 
flash fiction, though, the idea of a fully 
rounded character is not viable. A de-
tailed backstory is an anathema to flash 
because you’ll be tempted to stuff all of 

the more you’ve conjured into the story. 
In flash fiction, we see characters only 
in “fleeting profile,” according to Irving 
Howe. We likely won’t know where 
they were born, if they went to college, 
or whatever neurosis they might have 
developed due to a childhood trauma 
because we know them only in the sei-
zure of a moment, not in a dramatically 
arching plot line. We hear a line of their 
flute solo but not the orchestra they 
play in. 

It’s important to realize that a char-
acter doesn’t have to necessarily be a 
simulation of a person in real life in 
flash fiction – they just have to suggest 
a full person through hints and the 
most telling of details. The Unbearable 
Lightness of Being author Milan Kunde-
ra says a character need only to fill “the 
whole space of the situation” and in the 
case of flash fiction, that situation is a 
situation within a situation, you might 
say – the situation can be a single mo-
ment, a single burst. Instead of thinking 
about characterization through con-
ventional window dressing, we need to 
only think about getting to the bottom 
of a character’s existential crux, in other 
words. To their essence.

In fact, flash characters can even ex-
ist more toward the flatter end of For-
ster’s characterization spectrum. In her 
essay “Fairy Tale is Form, Form is Fairy 
Tale,” Kate Bernheimer talks about the 
function of “flatness” in the tradition-
al fairy tale. “Fairy-tale characters are 
silhouettes, mentioned simply because 
they are there. They are not given many 

emotions – perhaps one, such as happy 
or sad – and they are not in psychologi-
cal conflict.” Fairy tale characters break 
Forster’s rule of round characters, but 
this flatness is desirable, Bernheimer 
says, because it “allows depth of re-
sponse in the reader.” 

National Book Award finalist Car-
men Maria Machado notes how flash 
fiction borrows from this style of 
characterization. “It is, by definition, 
short; it leaves things out, it relies on 
inference. It doesn’t necessarily have 
psychological flatness, per se – though 
it can look like that, sometimes, de-
pending on the story – but possesses 
missing details (the right missing de-
tails) and flatness (the right kind of 
flatness) that creates a vacuum that 
begs to be filled.” 

Still, while flat descriptors might 
work for some pieces, other pieces need 
more illustration and “roundness” to 
work. One way to get to the heart of a 
quick, telling characterization is to con-
sider what is different about your char-
acter and how that difference is crucial 
to the storyline (it’s best not to expand 
into anything extraneous just for the 
sake of characterization). Instead of go-
ing for the surface description of telling 

Flash Characterizations
Excerpted from his new book, The Art of Brevity, 
NaNoWriMo’s Grant Faulkner shows you how to push your 
characters to the hilt when you’re writing flash fiction.

By Grant Faulkner

Prologue » Writing Essentials
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what the character looks like or how 
the character walks, find that piercing, 
revealing detail that tells the essence of 
their character. 

We all feel singular in some way. I’ll 
venture to say that we all feel apart to 
varying degrees, no matter how much 
we might try to belong. So if you’re 
writing the story about a vampire, what 
is it that makes your vampire differ-
ent from other vampires (and differ-
ent from vampire stereotypes)? How 
does your vampire want to belong (or 
not belong)? Perhaps your vampire 
bites their fingernails. Or perhaps your 
vampire mumbles and slumps their 
shoulders. Cutting against the grain of 
expectations to reveal a character’s es-
sence is one way to capture the fleeting 
profile of your character. 

So nurture an irreverence of banal-
ity, a disdain for the ordinary. Don’t 
be complacent. A complacent author 
creates complacent characters, char-
acters content to exist in generalities, 
cliches, and stereotypes. Does anyone 
in the world feel their existence as a ste-
reotype? Don’t we all feel ourselves as 
unique, as somehow apart from others, 
as a being unto ourselves, full of nuanc-
es and contradictions and secrets and 
impulses and . . . the wonderful and 
sometimes horrible messiness of being 
a human? 

It takes effort to unveil a hidden 
truth, to bring a reader face-to-face 
with an arresting or even dangerous 
encounter. A writer of brevity has to 
paint characters in deft brushstrokes, 
with the keenest of images in such lim-
ited space, in order to capture their 
essence. You’re not mirroring life so 
much as showing life. Your character’s 
background, all that makes them who 
they are, matters less than their imme-
diate impact on the reader in that dash 
of words on the page. 

If story is character and character 
is story, ask yourself what is the most 

vital character trait to tell the story 
you’re writing? 

Flashpoint: You’re the kind  

of person who . . . 

I once listened to an episode of the 
WTF podcast with Marc Maron, and 
when his guest, David Cross, came on, 
he started giving Maron a hard time by 
building a farcical and damning char-
acterization of Maron by riffing on 
the phrase, “You’re the kind of person 
who _____.” He repeated the phrase, 
each time filling in the blank with a 
damning characterization that made 
Maron seem more and more pathet-
ic and questionable (humorously so). 
Each repetition of “You’re the kind 
of person who _____” provided the 
opportunity to reveal something out-
side our expectations and experience 
of Maron. So, ironically, the “kind of 
person” frame really served to show 
how Maron was his own kind of sin-
gular mess. 

I thought this would make a good 
characterization exercise for two reasons: 

1) It serves as practice for capturing a 
character through dramatic traits, and 
2) It helps you work at building a story 
through character details. 

So, think of a character. Brainstorm 
some character traits. Push them to the 
hilt. Write seven sentences, each one 
beginning with, “She/He/They is the 
kind of person who _____.” See if each 
character trait can surprise in some 
way. You’ll not only end up with sev-
en piercing character observations, but 
you might also end up with a story if 
each line escalates to the next, building 
a narrative. 

Grant Faulkner is the executive di-
rector of NaNoWriMo. The article is 

excerpted from his new book, The Art 
of Brevity: The Art of Crafting The 
Very Short Story, published by Uni-

versity of New Mexico Press. His works 
include Pep Talks for Writers: 52 

Insights and Actions to Boost Your 
Creative Mojo and Brave the Page, a 
teen writing guide. For more info, visit 

grantfaulkner.com.

Who is Ron Doe and will he ever awaken?

own

This book is available from 
Amazon in both Kindle and 

paperback versions.
cwirwinbooks.com

http://grantfaulkner.com
https://cwirwinbooks.com
http://WRITERMAG.COM
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TONIGHT, I FOUND MY FATHER’S 

dog tags. 
I’d stolen a dusty keepsake box from 

my mother’s house. The tags lay tangled 
beneath yellowed newspaper clippings, 
forgotten tie-tacks, and a large-caliber 
bullet. What surprised me was that I 
did not cry. 

Hewn from the coal mining moun-
tains of Kentucky, Dad had boarded a 
bus to Tuskegee with $3 in his pocket 
to become a colored flyer. 

“We had a job to do, so we did it. We 
called ourselves The 100 Percenters.” 

Hollywood and presidents have 
extolled the deeds of these extraordi-
nary men. But my memories are in the 
quiet things. 

Dad shaved with a straight-edged 
razor from Daddy John, who, covered 
with coal dust, cut hair on the side. 
I loved to watch Dad lather his face, 
cut around the cleft of his chin, and 
then – the splash of Old Spice. Whis-
tling, he dabbed the waxy polish from 
the Kiwi tin and spit-shined his shoes 
until he could see his face in his shoe 
tops. He complained that the seams 
on his socks hurt his toes yet pinned 
on his many-colored ribbons, adjusted 
his hat, and left for the day. 

I did not cry when I found his dog 
tags, but I have cried many times since. 
World War II, Korea, and Vietnam took 
a toll on him, and on us. He smuggled 
his weapons home – a military-issued 
pistol and a dagger with a skull clench-
ing a blood-soaked knife. He had a 
hair-trigger temper. A high school friend 
saved me from suicide.

In his last days, Dad put me behind 
the wheel of his Porsche and asked me 
to take him to Kentucky one final time. 
When I was 16, he had taught me to 
“slide into fifth” on Lackland’s flight 
line. For mere mortals, the trip to Jen-
kins would have been an eight-hour 
drive – especially through the wind-
ing mountain roads behind overload-
ed coal trucks. But when we got to 81 

South, he told me to “sting the gun!” 
We smelled coal dust and whispering 
pines in six hours. 

There was nothing left of Holler 
Number Five. The state had cleaved 
his mountain home to make a new 
highway. We were unaware that we 
would witness the ribbon cutting. 
As my father mourned, I looked high 
into the mountaintop to see a single 

Dog Tags
Read the grand-prize winner of our  
500-Word Essay Contest.

By Michelle Y. Green

Prologue » Contest Winner
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In her own words

The grand prize winner of our 
500-word essay contest, Michelle 
Y. Green, is a longtime author of 
historical fiction and biographies 
for kids. We asked her to reflect 
on what it was like to write her 
winning essay.

Important tools in a writer’s 

toolbox.

A writer writes, always. By that I mean, 
I don’t have to be at my keyboard or 
scribbling in a journal to write. It means 
that being curious and paying attention 
to details are among my greatest tools. 

As a writer of biography and histor-
ical fiction, I enjoy research. My dad, 
Eddie Lee Young, was a decorated, tri-
ple-rated Tuskegee Airman who fought 
in three conflicts. In my mother’s house 
are many of his artifacts. 

Dad made a habit of keeping pre-
cious things hidden in his sock drawer. 
Among the treasures I found were his 
dog tags. I was astonished that I had 
not noticed them before. They now 
dangle from a Tiffany lamp on my writ-
er’s desk, and I feel his spirit every day.

As I wrote in the essay, I did not cry 
when I found Dad’s tags. As I began 
to write, however, I had an ugly cry. It 
helped me focus and write like wildfire. 
Within an hour, “Dog Tags” was done.

What it was like to find her 

father’s dog tags.

In a word, cathartic. Of all the posses-
sions my sister, Adrienne-Young-Battle, 
and I have collected, his dog tags spoke 
to me of his sacrifice and valor. 

He left the coal mining town of Jen-
kins, Kentucky, with $3 in his pocket. 

Being a colored pilot, navigator, and 
bombardier at a time when racism was 
rampant was challenging enough. Yet 
he broke the sound barrier right after 
Chuck Yeager and served in the Special 
Forces unit in Vietnam. He remind-
ed us more than once that the cadets 
called themselves “The 100 Percenters.” 
The best of the best.

He and my mother, Willie Pearl 
Young, set high expectations for us. And 
we still strive to live up to his legacy.

Advice for those new to writing.

The first thing I would say is to throw 
out all the misconceptions they might 
have about the writing process. Many 
writers add one sentence, then subtract 
two or three words. Instead, find a com-
fortable place, decide what it takes for 
them to write, and let their words flow. 
For me, it’s a good cup of coffee while 
listening to Miles Davis. 

Join a local writers group if you can. 
Read the kind of writing they want to 
write. I always recommend Bird by Bird 
by Anne Lamott. And, of course, there 
is no better resource for craft and com-
munity than The Writer. 

—Michelle Y. Green

For information on how to 
enter one of our contests, 
scan the QR code above or 
visit writermag.com/
the-writer-contests.

Michelle Y. Green

tire, painted in white. It was Daddy 
John’s custom to paint white tires to 
decorate the mountainside behind 
their house. 

Dad took the wheel and unbur-
dened himself on the trip home. He 
knew I would write the truth when the 
time came – about the body snatches, 
the kill counts, the stalking Special Ops 
Groups, the comrades absent from the 
black marble wall back home. 

It has taken me years of mining 
memories, combing through personal 

effects, running the gauntlet of govern-
ment red tape, and tear-soaked pillows 
to feel ready. 

I am writing his story. My deep-
est regret is that, although I hear his 
voice clearly, he will not be here to 
read it. 

Michelle Y. Green is a graduate of the 
Johns Hopkins Master of Arts in Writ-
ing program and author of A Strong 

Right Arm: The Story of Mamie “Pea-
nut” Johnson. michelleygreen.com

http://writermag.com/the-writer-contests.
http://writermag.com/the-writer-contests.
http://michelleygreen.com
http://WRITERMAG.COM


Enter our writing contests for a chance to win  
$1,000 and publication in our magazine!

WIN CASH

LEARN MORE AT  
writermag.com/the-writer-contests

WRITE WELL 
GET PUBLISHED

https://www.writermag.com/the-writer-contests/
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 Broadening the 
Bookshelves

This month’s The Nightstand picks from Heidi Rabinowitz

This month, we’re focusing on Jewish literature.

By Yi Shun Lai

http://WRITERMAG.COM
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 B →B  Jewish Literature

So I reacted with some surprise 
when, as I was first crafting this column, 
people in my immediate circle men-
tioned Jewish literature again and again 
as a literature I should explore. Surely, 
I thought, surely this is a literature that 
is already duly respected, that is not in 
danger of under-representation or mar-
ginalization. I thought, for instance, of 
all the Jewish authors I’ve read in my 
lifetime, in nearly every genre: Philip 
Roth, Shel Silverstein, Michael Cha-
bon, Maurice Sendak, Jodi Picoult. I 
thought of the Jewish writers in my so-
cial circle. I thought of the Jewish peo-
ple I know in the book community – 
editors, booksellers, and more. 

And yet – the people in my circle ar-
en’t wrong. After all, I only just learned 
about Jews of color recently. But as a 
person of color who had admired a 
Jewish childhood friend’s blond hair 
and blue eyes, thinking she surely had 
it easier than I would ever have it in a 
suburban Los Angeles that saw blond-
and-blue-eyed as the gold standard of 
beauty, I still struggled with the idea of 
Jews as a marginalized population, even 

despite the continued evidence of An-
tisemitism worldwide.

I swam in my own confusion for a 
couple months, and then I thought, I’d 
better just call an expert. 

Erika Dreifus teaches literature at 
Baruch College, and she also publish-
es “The Practicing Writer,” a popular 
newsletter that rounds up informa-
tion and publishing opportunities for 
writers. (A key positive point of this 
newsletter: It only publishes opportu-
nities that are fee-free and that pay.) 
Dreifus’ most recent class at Baruch is 
Jewish Contemporary Literature, and I 
knew, having taken a few classes from 
her during my MFA program and read 
some of her writings on Jewish litera-
ture, that she would be a solid resource. 

For starters, I ask Dreifus how she 
would define Jewish literature. Like any 
good scholar, she admits there are multi-
ple schools of thought on this topic and 
consults a few different sources right 
off the bat: Andrea Knight, a jurist for 
the Canadian Jewish Literary Awards, 
spoke in 2018 to this very question, 
which Dreifus says comes up quite a lot 

in literary circles. Knight concludes, “It 
depends,” noting that, “In some cases, it’s 
self-evident – works on Jewish religion 
and ethics, books on Jewish history and 
culture, books written in Yiddish or He-
brew, biographies and autobiographies 
of major Jewish figures…We would nev-
er question whether these books are Jew-
ish – and, I would like to think, regard-
less of who wrote them.” 

Knight goes on to say that there are 
other things that might help a book to 
define its Jewishness: The authors, she 
says, “Whether observant or secular…
are steeped in a Jewishness, a Jewish 
life, and sense of self that weaves itself 
through their writing” and that “[it is] 
possible for a Jewish author to bring a 
je ne sais quoi, what I would call a Jew-
ish sensibility, to her or his writing, 
regardless of the quantifiable Jewish 
content. It might be the rhythms of the 
language, a smattering of Yiddish or 
Yiddish syntax, a certain sense of hu-
mor.” But, Dreifus says, other opinions 
exist: “[A] Jewish educator had come 
up with, like, these five components of 
Jewishness or Jewish identity. You don’t 
need to have all of those components 
in the book for it to be a Jewish book. 
But the more that you have, the more it 
seems [ Jewish]. You don’t need all the 
legs, but you need enough of them.” 

As I’m listening to Dreifus delineate 
the different opinions on what con-
stitutes Jewish literature, I’m wonder-
ing about something even more meta: 
Why does the question of what Jewish 
literature is come up so often? 

“One [reason] is because there are 
also questions about what does Jew-
ishness mean, or what is Jewishness? 
The adjective ‘Jewish’ also has a lot of 

Getting to know Jewish literature

ost of my life, I’ve lived near or around 
Jewish populations. With the exception 
of an uncomfortable stint in Chicago, 
where all of the Yiddishisms I’d picked 
up from having good friends who were 

Jewish or just being surrounded by a healthy Jewish culture 
were, for some reason, completely unintelligible to peo-
ple, I’ve always assumed Judaism as a part of my life. (I later 
found out that there is a Jewish population in Chicago; it 
just didn’t happen to intersect with my particular life.)
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questions around it: Is it a religion? 
Is it an ethnicity? Is it a culture? The 
truth is that it’s all of them. So that’s 
why you get some very clearly religious 
or theological books, and clearly that’s 
very religiously oriented. But then you 
could also have a Jewish cookbook, 
[and] then you get into the question 
of, are the recipes all kosher. And so 
you have the religion element there, 
too. But that’s clearly more of a cultural 
thing. There’s not always consensus or 
agreement, both in the outer world and 
within the Jewish community. And I 
think that because there is so much ar-
gument and debate within the Jewish 
community writ large on everything, 
discussions about Jewish books are pe-
rennial and never-ending,” she tells me.

“The other thing is that just because 
there are such varied viewpoints in 
American culture, mostly, you know, 
where Jews belong in the multicultural 
conversation. [There are some] librar-
ians who I’ve seen really engage with 

this, wanting to emphasize that we be-
long in that conversation as a margin-
alized group as a tiny minority group, 
really. We are about 6 million Jews in 
the United States, which is about 2% 
of the population. And that we also are 
a very diverse group within that 6 mil-
lion. There’s a way in which seeing Jews 
as so-called white [is] lumping us with 
majority culture.”

I feel a certain dismayed thump in 
my chest as I hear Dreifus nail down 
exactly my sentiment about my blonde-
haired, blue-eyed Jewish school friend. 
I remember distinctly feeling that my 
friend already belonged, without ever 
having to work for it. “It feels inaccurate 
to so many of us, even while we may and 
do acknowledge that we have over more 
recent years in some circles benefited 
from being able to appear and present 
as white and the privileges that go along 
with that,” she says. “But at the same 
time, the far right doesn’t see us as white 
for sure. I think it’s a concern about rep-
resentation, like other people want to be 
represented and want to have their sto-
ries told. I mean, I didn’t grow up with 
a lot of mirror books [a work that lets a 
child see a representation of themselves] 
or, like, almost any mirror books, really. 
There’s really nothing super influential 
for me in that sense. It’s important be-
cause, especially in the kid lit communi-
ty, [there is] the desire to provide mirror 
and window books that are Jewish. Be-
cause even within our community, be-
cause of all of our diversity, our books 
can serve as simultaneously mirrors and 
windows, even for us.”

Dreifus reminds me of the many dif-
ferent ethnicities within the Judaic eth-
nicity: Sephardic Jews (from the Iberi-
an peninsula); Mizrahi Jews (from the 
Middle East); Ashkenazic Jews ( Jews 
from Northern France or Germany), 
whose works further open up the world 
of Jewish works in translation; and 

“The adjective 
‘Jewish’ also has 

a lot of questions 
around it:  

Is it a religion?  
Is it an ethnicity?  

Is it a culture?  
The truth is that  

it’s all of them.”
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Crypto-Jews, who were forced to prac-
tice their faith in secret while profess-
ing to be another religion in order to 
avoid persecution. 

In an earlier related email exchange, 
I ask Dreifus if she thinks there’s a Jew-
ish literature “movement.” Is there, for 
instance, an upswell around Jewish lit-
erature in recent years? Dreifus tells 
me that, although the Sydney Taylor 
Award for children’s books portraying 
authenticity in Jewish life has been of-
fered since 1968, it’s only in the past 
few years that the winner of the award 
has been announced along with the 
other major children’s book award 
winners (the Caldecott, the Newbery, 
the Printz, and the Coretta Scott King 
awards, for instance). And New York 
City, a city well known as a hub of 
publishing, just had its first-ever Jew-
ish Book Festival. (Other cities around 
the world have had book festivals hon-
oring Jewish literature.) Dreifus points 
out that there have been Jewish literary 
events held in New York before, but 

these events don’t often get top billing, 
or even any billing at all. 

I’m quick to blame this on the overall 
reluctance of the evil dominant majori-
ty to give due honor to a demographic 
whose literature needs to see more light 
of day, but Dreifus reminds me that this 
is a more complicated equation: Writ-
ers may not want to be pigeonholed as 
Jewish in the first place nor have their 
literature automatically tagged “Jewish 
literature.” I’m reminded of my students 
of color, who almost always introduce 

themselves to me by telling me that they 
don’t want to be seen as “the East Asian 
writer” or the “Black writer of romance” 
or “the Latinx writer of graphic novels.” 
They just want to be writers. 

And yet, I argue, if these literatures 
need to be seen, why not leverage a per-
sonal demographic marker? Even as I 
say these words, I’m reminded of the 
day a colleague told me that every hero 
or heroine I write should be East Asian, 
by way of boosting representation. Drei-
fus asks me if I picked up on that advice, 
if the main character in my forthcoming 
YA historical novel is East Asian.

I think of my heroine, a Philadel-
phia suffragist whose mother owns a 
nice scrappy patch of land in Bucks 
County. “Heck no.”  

“OK then,” Dreifus returns. “Is that 
book considered an East Asian book?” 
She stymies me even as I’m shaking 
my head vehemently. “That’s my point 
about the Jewish writer,” she says. “So if 
a Jewish writer chooses to write charac-
ters that aren’t Jewish and isn’t writing 
about Jewish culture, then why is that a 
Jewish book? It’s a Jewish writer, but it 
doesn’t mean it’s a Jewish book.” 

Yi Shun Lai teaches in the MFA pro-
gram at Bay Path University and is the 
author of two books. Her next book, a 
YA historical novel, is due out in 2024 

from Atheneum Books.

I’m reminded of my students of color, who 
almost always introduce themselves to me by 

telling me that they don’t want to be seen as 
“the East Asian writer” or the “Black writer 

of romance” or “the Latinx writer of graphic 
novels.” They just want to be writers. 
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Talk to the 
Practitioner:
Kathleen Alcalá

In the summer of 2010, I learned about Sephar-
dic Jews and Crypto-Jews all at the same time. 
In my previous 35 years, I’d never even consid-
ered anything other than the European Jew, and 
the only Jews of color I knew were adoptees 
who’d been adopted into Jewish families. I know 
exactly when I learned about these unknown-to-
me populations because I was reading a great 
many texts from the faculty of the MFA program I 
was about to matriculate into. 

Among this faculty was Kathleen Alcalá, 
whose novel Spirits of the Ordinary draws from 
her family’s history as Crypto-Jews, Jewish 
people who practiced their religion in secret 
for fear of persecution. Through Alcalá, I also 
learned about Sephardic Jews, who come from 
the Iberian peninsula. If not for her, it might have 
been another 30 years before my horizons were 
expanded, and I understood more about the 
Jewish population.

Alcalá is the author of six works of fiction and 
nonfiction; Spirits was reissued by Raven Chron-
icles Press in 2021; The Flower in the Skull, 
Alcalá’s second novel, will also be reissued by 
Raven Chronicles Press in 2023. We sat down to 
talk about her process and her writing life. 

The Writer: Your fiction draws from your family’s history 
and has a strong sense of fact and research to it. Can you tell 
us a little about your writing process? How do you balance 
the story with the research?

Kathleen Alcalá: I write historical fiction. I heard the nov-
elist Kate Manning quote E.L. Doctorow, who for some 
reason has always had a lot of good quotes about writing. 
He said, “The historian will tell you what happened. The 
novelist will tell you what it felt like.” So I find myself 
starting, really, with concentrating on setting and character. 
And because I write about a lot of things that used to be 
really obscure – people did not know about this particular 
group of people in northern Mexico, Crypto-Jews, hidden 
Jews – doing the research helps to ground me in a time and 
place, and it makes these people more real for other people. 
So that’s where I start, is doing that research and trying to 
figure out how an individual would make their way across 
this landscape. PH

O
TO

 C
O

U
RT

ES
Y 

O
F 

KA
TH

LE
EN

 A
LC

AL
Á

http://WRITERMAG.COM


16 APRIL 2023

[I don’t just do] book or online 
research but travel and in-person 
interviews. Although we think we 
can recall what a place is like, it is 
always surprising to me how much 
detail we miss or take for granted. 
When those details are left out, the 
plot, the story, and characters seem 
unmoored, drifting in this odd space. 
Then I try to develop characters along 
the way. Sometimes it is a deliberate 
process, like having students fill out a 
biographical form for their characters, 
but for me, more often, it is starting 
with a few things I know about the 
person/character and launching them 
into action to see what they do, how 
they feel about other characters, how 
they solve problems. Finally, when I 
have a general idea of what the book 
is about, how it will unfold, I compile 
a fake table of contents that helps me 
return again and again to what the 
book is really about. You might call it 
a synopsis, but it is something cruder, 
more basic than that, designed to re-
mind me of the specific details I want 
to include.

TW: But the group – the Crypto-Jews – 
is also a group you identify with per-
sonally. Which came first? Was it more 
the idea that you needed to tell a story 
about something or more like, this is a 
part of my identity, I need to tell a story 
about that? Or even was it that every-
body needs to know about this particu-
lar group of people? 

KA: It was, here are a set of stories I’ve 
never heard anywhere else outside of 
our family, and I think that they are 
interesting enough that other people 
would want to hear about them. I 
started out thinking, well, this is just 
another set of stories in the world. 
And people looked at me like, “Well, 
we have no idea what you’re talking 

about.” And in particular, for a Jewish 
identity, the notion of hidden Jews 
in Mexico was something that was 
quite alien to most mainstream Jews 
who I met in the United States. And 
they were kind of shocked by the 
whole idea that there might be Mexi-
can Jews. That just didn’t match with 
their idea of the world. So that’s where 
having specific detail really makes a 
difference because I have to ground 
these stories in a world that other peo-
ple recognize.

Most of the people who identify 
as Sephardic Jews have ancestors who 
left Spain during the Inquisition for 
friendlier countries, such as Turkey, 
Greece, other European countries. My 
ancestors hid their identities to im-
migrate to Mexico, which was still a 
Spanish colony. They did such a good 
job of hiding that most European and 
Sephardic Jews did not know they 
existed, but that is changing. Spirits of 
the Ordinary is based roughly on that 
aspect of my family history. 

I also identify as Mexican, Chicanx, 
and Native American, from another 
branch of the family. The second novel 
in the family trilogy, The Flower in the 
Skull, is based on my Ópata ancestors. 
I used to think that our mixed heri-
tage was unusual, but I don’t think so 

anymore. With great upheaval comes 
great change and new stories, or a 
reframing of old stories. (From La Llo-
rona to a new translation of Beowulf by 
Maria Dahvana Headley to Braiding 
Sweetgrass by Robin Wall Kimmerer.)

[And] in the last 20 years, there has 
been a lot of discussion and more open 
discussion about [Crypto-Judaism]. 
Plus, scholars have gotten interested in 
it. So a lot has gotten documented that 
was not before.

TW: Are works like your novels part of 
that awakening? 

KA: It was very much a part of that. 
And once people saw that there was an 
audience for it, a lot of other people 
decided that they would write about 
it. I did all the research for Spirits of 
the Ordinary pre-internet and went in 
person to a lot of these places, includ-
ing my uncle’s library in Chihuahua, 
Mexico. He ran a private school there 
for many years, and so he had quite a 
nice library about the Jews of northern 
Spain in that area.

TW: Are you finding many more folks 
wanting to “jump on the bandwagon” 
to write about Crypto-Judaism?

KA: Absolutely. I’m not going to tell 
anyone what to write or how to write 
about it, but there is a certain amount 
of romanticization that has taken 
place. People seem to think it’s charm-
ing to be chased by the Inquisition. 
And, of course, it was terrifying. It was 
horrible. I’ve learned a little bit more 
about my specific ancestors and, really, 
the man from whom we were descend-
ed just got out of Spain by the skin of 
his teeth. And his parents were killed 
by the Inquisition. So, you know, it 
was not fun. But in retrospect, people 
seem to – I don’t know. Why is that 
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any more romantic than leaving Ger-
many because you’re the fourth-born 
son, and you’re all going to starve to 
death if you stay?

TW: A lot of the things you’re de-
scribing rings true to me in terms 
of memoir. You write essays, but is 
there at some point room or a de-
sire to write memoir with regard to 
Crypto-Judaism?

KA: I’ve written articles to that extent 
that get published in specialty mag-
azines, like HaLapid, which is the 
publication for the Society for Cryp-
to-Judaic Studies. They had a meeting 
in Pueblo, Colorado, in the late 1990s, 
and I met all these other people who 
were both scholars and individuals 
who felt this was part of their back-
ground. It’s kind of a safe place. 

TW: Do you think this is a field of that 
requires a safe space right now?

KA: It’s easy to appropriate these 
stories, and there has been a history 
of that since we started talking about 
it. If you’re not a writer and you tell 
your story, and then somebody goes 
out and writes a novel who doesn’t 
have this background, but it’s your 
story, how are you supposed to feel 
about that? 

TW: Are there higher stakes in Cryp-
to-Judaic stories than in other minori-
tized populations having their stories 
appropriated?

KA: I don’t know that there is neces-
sarily. I can’t weigh the value of one 
person’s story over another person’s 
story. Certainly that’s one of the 
things I learned in writing The Deepest 
Roots, which is my book about food 
and community on Bainbridge Island. 

And one of the stories here are the 
Japanese Americans who were incar-
cerated during World War II simply 
because they were Japanese Ameri-
cans. There is a family in particular 
that came back to the island after-
wards and started a grocery store that’s 
part of a now-very-successful chain. 
But what’s remarkable about the 
people in this family is they hold no 
grudges. They’re here. They’re work-
ing. They’ve made lives for themselves. 
So what would be the point, and what 
more could they want, really, except 
acknowledgment of that? 

TW: For a while, you were also working 
in Latinx futurism. What draws you to 
that field?

KA: I think the stories told in Mexi-
co and from this sort of background 
don’t really make a distinction be-
tween realistic stories and stories that 
embrace the fantastic. My first book 
was a collection of short fiction, Mrs. 

Vargas and The Dead Naturalist, that 
dips a toe into this notion of the fan-
tastic, the more than real. There are 
all these different terms for it – like 
slipstream fiction, which goes back 
and forth between fantastic and real-
istic. It’s just a fun way to tell stories. 
Something else I’ve been working 
on is an anthology coming out that 
I co-edited with Norma Cantú, who 
is a professor at Trinity University in 
Texas, and it’s about La Llorona, who 
is the most famous character in Mexi-
can folklore. Three years ago, I started 
calling for papers, calling for stories 
about La Llorona. And I was thinking 
of it as primarily fiction at that point. 
But I asked Norma to join the pro-
gram as a co-editor, and she brought 
in many of her former students and 
other researchers. It’s now a combi-
nation of fiction and nonfiction and 
poetry and just all of the stories that 
have come out of La Llorona story. It’s 
called Weeping Women, and it will be 
presented at AWP. 

https://hns-conference.com
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Nightstand

ask Rabinowitz why it was 
important for a synagogue 
to have a librarian. “They 
have several hundred pre-
schoolers who spend morn-
ing, noon, and night there,” 

she says. “I don’t have to tell you how 
important reading is and how im-
portant modeling a love of reading 
is. Then, of course, in a synagogue, it 
also brings in the element of Jewish 
learning and modeling the specific 
Jewish value of the love of learning 
as well. So it’s important for the 
synagogue to have its own library 
to support the preschool and also 
to support the religious school and 
the older children. I provide books 
for the kids, I provide books for the 
teachers and for the families. I also 
help the teachers do their jobs better. 
I get books that support the curric-
ulum as well as things that are just 
going to excite the kids.”

We started with board books.

Buen Shabat, Shabbat Shalom by Sarah 

Aroeste, illustrated by Ayesha L. Rubio 

(2020); Mazal Bueno by Sarah Aroeste, 

illustrated by Taia Morley (2023).

Aroeste is a Sephardic Jew (her fami-
ly’s origins are in the Iberian Peninsu-
la) and a singer/songwriter. Her two 
board books, written for the youngest 
children, show “Sephardic people 
just living their life,” says Rabinowitz, 

noting that the titles of the books are 
in Ladino, the language of the Sephar-
dic Jews. “The Sephardim are a very 
small percentage of Jewry as a whole, 
which is already a small group. There’s 
not that much representation in the 
literature. This is very exciting, espe-
cially at that very young level, to get 
that. And because she’s a singer, she 
has a wonderful music video that goes 
with Shabbat, Shabbat Shalom, which 
is just so joyful and adorable.” 

I ask Rabinowitz how she pushes 
books like this out to a broad reader-
ship. “The world perceives that books 
[about minorities] are just for those 
folks. And that’s absolutely incorrect,” 
she says.

Osnat and Her Dove: The True Story of 

the World’s First Female Rabbi by Sigal 

Samuel, illustrated by Vali Mintzi (2021). 

This picture book is about a historical 
figure who “wasn’t even well known 
among the Jewish community,” says 
Rabinowitz, although she allows that 
among Mizrahi Jews ( Jewish people 
from the Middle East), Osnat Bar-
zani might be better known. Barzani 
was a Kurdish woman born in 1590 
whose father insisted that his only 
daughter continue her studies in the 
Torah after she was married. Upon the 
death of her husband, she became head 
of the Yeshiva (a Jewish educational 

institution) in Mosul. “It’s sort of a 
biography. It’s also sort of historical fic-
tion because it’s from such a long time 
ago. You don’t have really clear records, 
and there’s all this kind of mystical 
stuff mixed in,” Rabinowitz says. “But 
this book showcases a historical figure 
that was basically unheard of, a strong, 
smart Jewish woman role model.” The 
book was a Junior Library Guild se-
lection and won the Canadian Jewish 
Literary Award.

The Unfinished Corner by Dani  

Colman, illustrated by Rachel “Tuna” 

Petrovicz (2021); How to Find What 

You’re Not Looking For by Veera 

Hiranandani (2021). 

Rabinowitz’s selections for middle 
grade are, respectively, a graphic novel 
in the fantasy vein and a realistic 
middle grade novel, but Hiranandani’s 
offering pushes the envelope in an-
other way: it’s written entirely in the 
second person. The title won 2022’s 
Sydney Taylor Book Award, an award 
that honors Jewish literature. Drawing 
on Hiranandani’s family history (she 
is half Indian and half Jewish), the 
book explores the concept of inter-
racial marriage in the era of Loving 
v. Virginia, the landmark Supreme 
Court case that ruled that laws ban-
ning interracial marriage violate the 
Equal Protection Clause. “The book 
represents a recent trend in that it’s 
exploring Jewish identity. And there 
have been more books just recent-
ly where the characters are actually 
thinking about their Jewish identity 
and what it means to them and how 
they want to embody their own Jew-
ishness,” says Rabinowitz.

Rabinowitz praises the artwork in 
The Unfinished Corner, but she also 
calls out the book’s diversity – its 
four main heroes are a Jew of color, 

Heidi Rabinowitz is host of the long-running The 

Book of Life podcast, which discusses Jewish 
children’s literature, and she is the children’s 
librarian at B’nai Israel Synagogue in Boca Raton, 
Florida. Rabinowitz provided us with books that are 
appropriate throughout a reader’s childhood all the 

way up through adulthood, and even in our brief conversation, I learn 
more about the Jewish people than I had ever known before.
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a Sephardic Jew, and two Ashkenazi 
Jews – and its “dynamic folklore.” 

“This book doesn’t just give us the 
folklore we hear about over and over,” 
she says. “There are so many stories 
about the golem and twists on the 
golem. But there’s a huge tradition 
of folklore and legends that doesn’t 
get looked at very much. This au-
thor found other bits and pieces that 
nobody had been incorporating into 
their stories and made them fit to-
gether and made them interesting and 
relevant for today.”

When the Angels Left the Old Country  

by Sacha Lamb (2022). 

Rabinowitz calls her young adult pick 
“the Jewish Good Omens,” referencing 
Terry Pratchett and Neil Gaiman’s 
retelling of the birth of Satan and the 
coming of the End of Times. “It’s sort 
of a queer historical fairy tale,” she 
says, starring “a Jewish demon and 
a Jewish angel who are Torah study 
partners. Hilarity ensues. They have 
amazing adventures as they emigrate 
to America through Ellis Island. They 
get involved in the labor movement. 
It has been described as the queer 
lovechild of Philip Roth and Sholem 
Aleichem.” [Ed. note: Aleichem’s 
book Tevye the Dairyman is the basis 
for Fiddler on the Roof.] Lamb is a 
2018 Lambda Literary Fellow. When 
the Angels Left the Old Country is 
their debut novel. 

Jews Don’t Count, David Baddiel  

(2021) and People Love Dead Jews:  

Reports from a Haunted Present,  

Dara Horn (2021). 

For adults, Rabinowitz picked two 
nonfiction works that she feels pair 
well together. Comedian David 
Baddiel treats a serious subject with 

humor and clarity in his book “about 
why modern progressives embrace and 
support so many minorities but tend 
to remain hostile to Jews – or not even 
necessarily consciously hostile, but 
reluctant to include Jews in progressive 
support for minorities,” Rabinowitz 
says. “He argues that there is a hierar-
chy of racisms which wrongly excludes 
antisemitism; that antisemitism is, if 
not exactly the same as racism, defi-
nitely related to racism.” 

Dara Horn’s provocatively titled 
work is “a collection of essays about 
the disturbing fascination that the 
world has with dead Jews and how 
this attention shapes the treatment 
of living Jews.” I ask Rabinowitz if 
this sentiment isn’t in tandem with 
the vast number of books about 
Judaism or Jewish people out there 
that are centered on the Holocaust. 
“I purposely didn’t choose a Holo-
caust book for this list, but just to 
make you aware, within Jewish chil-
dren’s literature, 50% of the books are 
Holocaust-related. We’ve counted. 
It’s this sort of vicious cycle because 
publishers say, ‘Oh, well, that sells. 
We’ll do some more of that.’ And then 
they put their resources towards it and 
produce a great book because they put 
the money into it, the backing, and 
the marketing. Of course, the topic is 
compelling and exciting in a disturb-
ing way, and we should never forget. 
But at the same time, it means less 
of the resources are promoting other 
books that could use the attention, 
and it means that people are getting 
a skewed view of what it means to be 
Jewish. I’m not saying we need less 
books on the Holocaust. I’m saying we 
need more of the other books because 
the balance is off.”

Horn’s book also has a compan-
ion podcast, called “Adventures with 
Dead Jews.” 

“Within Jewish 
children’s 
literature, 50% 
of the books are 
Holocaust-related. 
We’ve counted.  
It’s this sort of 
vicious cycle 
because publishers 
say, ‘Oh, well,  
that sells.  
We’ll do some 
more of that.’”

Listen to The Book of 
Life podcast at 

bookoflifepodcast.com.

https://www.tabletmag.com/podcasts/adventures-with-dead-jews
https://www.tabletmag.com/podcasts/adventures-with-dead-jews
http://bookoflifepodcast.com.
http://WRITERMAG.COM
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Fidelity to science, technology, and certain 

conventions will make your sci-fi stories fly.

By Kerrie Flanagan
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Science fiction transports readers 

through time to outer space, 

introducing new societies. Authors 

like Mary Shelley, H.G. Wells, and 

Jules Verne paved the way for this 

genre that centers around science 

and technology. Readers love 

being taken on these futuristic 

adventures, but there are certain 

conventions and expectations to 

remember when writing sci-fi. 

Defining science fiction

First, it’s important to understand what 
science fiction is and what makes it 
unique. This genre is defined as an area 
of fiction that creatively depicts real or 
imaginary science and technology as 
part of its plot, setting, or theme. Many 
times you will see sci-fi and fantasy 
lumped together, and although there 
can be some overlap, there are distinct 
differences between the two. Fanta-
sy has magic and elements outside the 
realm of possibility. Science fiction, 
however, must be grounded, on some 
level, in actual science and technology. 
Even if you create a new weapon, travel 
through space, or create a new universe, 
there must be some basis in our current 
science and technology. 

That being said, a good story goes 
beyond the science and gadgets. Adri-
an Tchaikovsky, bestselling author 
of the Children of Time series, says, 
“Whilst the science/tech elements 
may be key, very often the focus is on 
social interaction, societal setup, and 
the way the characters interact. These 
can be just as speculative and as fruit-
ful a ground for sci-fi exploration as 
faster-than-light travel.”

Bestselling science-fiction thriller au-
thor Douglas E. Richards says, “The best 
sci-fi novels offer big, mind-blowing 
ideas, accurate science, endless food for 
thought, and extrapolations of the im-
pact scientific breakthroughs will have 
on individuals and society.”

→ Origins of science fiction
Exploring the development of this 
genre can help you understand how it 
evolved into what it is today and pro-
vide insight into the core of sci-fi and 
reader expectation. 

During the industrial revolution, 
the world shifted. Technological ad-
vances changed how farmers worked 
their land, cars and airplanes expanded 
our travels, and scientific developments 
opened opportunities not possible de-
cades before. The world was changing 
at a rapid pace, and people, including 
authors, started thinking about the im-
plications these advances would have 
on us humans and our planet. 

Published in 1818, Shelley’s Fran-
kenstein is considered one of the first 
science fiction novels. At only 18 years 
old, she took the science of her day and 
created a fictional monster while her TI
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storyline wove in then-current cultural 
fears and issues. This opened the door 
for other sci-fi writers. 

The turn of the century saw the birth 
of pulp magazines where many early 
sci-fi writers got started. These maga-
zines were seen as “low-brow” writing 
and not respected in the literary com-
munity, but they were popular because 
they could be purchased for a few cents 
and provided great entertainment. 

Writers were paid by the 
word, and some well-known 
authors wrote for these mag-
azines under a pseudonym 
and reserved their real names 
for their literary work. The 
1920s and ’30s were the 
golden era of the pulp maga-
zines. Many respected writers 
contributed to these maga-
zines, including Mary Rob-
erts Rinehart, H.P. Lovecraft, 
and Isaac Asimov. 

Hugo Gernsback, a writ-
er and author, is credited 
for coining the term science 
fiction. In 1926, he created 
the magazine Amazing Sto-
ries. It was dedicated to what he called 
at the time Scientifiction stories, which 
he defined as “a charming romance in-
termingled with scientific fact and pro-
phetic vision.” A few years later, the 
term became science fiction. Gernsback 
continues to be a voice in sci-fi. The 
prestigious Hugo Award bearing his 
name has been given to the best pub-
lished science fiction novel each year 
since 1953.

Different Approaches 

Although all sci-fi must have some ba-
sis in science, there are two different 
approaches. One is “hard” sci-fi, where 
there is a strong focus on natural scienc-
es like physics, astronomy, chemistry, 
and astrophysics, which are an integral 
part of the plot. Movies that illustrate 
this include The Martian, 2001: A Space 
Odyssey, and Gravity. Science and tech-
nology are a main focus in these films.

The other is “soft” sci-fi, which leans 
more on the social sciences, like sociol-
ogy, psychology, and anthropology, 

that deal more with human behavior. 
Star Wars and Ready Player One fall 
into this category because although sci-
ence and technology are a part of the 
story, they are not what drives the plot. 
These delve more into the relationships 
of the characters and just happen to 
take place in a futuristic world. 

Tchaikovsky’s books are considered 
hard sci-fi, and he believes this term has 
a different meaning to different people. 

“For me, it’s SF where at least some of 
the focus relates to scientific and tech-
nological processes and principles,” he 
says. “Because you’re drawing on re-
al-world science, this tends to increase 
the amount of research – even if you’re 
going to deviate from our current un-
derstanding of the universe, you still 
need to get your head around what that 
understanding is.”

When it comes to deciding which 
direction you want to go with your 
book, Kat Falls, author of the YA se-
ries Inhuman and the Dark Life series 
for middle grade readers, encourages 
authors to try to incorporate research 
that excites them. “By definition, sci-
ence fiction is fiction infused with sci-
ence, so investigate what interests you. 
Your passion for the subject will excite 
the reader, and, again,  they’ll be more 
willing to suspend disbelief.”

Worldbuilding

In sci-fi, the vast universe is at your fin-
gertips, but it doesn’t matter if you’re 

writing hard or soft sci-fi; the world 
you build must be an integral part of 
the story. Sci-fi readers want to escape 
to a new world that has ties to what 
they understand from the “real” world. 
Falls says to do this, the  setting must 
be more than just a backdrop against 
which action takes place. “It should be 
an integral piece of the narrative, more 
like another character than a prop, of-
fering obstacles and commenting on 

the story’s theme.  Charac-
ters interact with and are 
challenged – externally and 
internally – by all aspects of 
the world.” 

Richards believes logic 
and self-consistency are the 
most important elements of 
sci-fi worldbuilding. “Un-
like fantasy, science fiction 
worldbuilding requires ties 
back to what is known about 
reality. It requires the author 
to start with a set of logical 
rules, no matter how wild or 
far out. Astonishing feats of 
imagination can then ensue, 
but at no point should the 

author violate the rules or create huge 
gaps in logic.” 

Even though your world may be fic-
tional, include tethers to what readers 
know and understand. This allows them 
to make connections to their current life 
experiences and provide some ground-
ing in reality. Falls suggests incorporat-
ing your expertise into the story. “A hob-
by, skill, or experience – something you 
can write about with complete authori-
ty, even if it’s simply what it’s like to own 
a dog. If small details ring with authen-
ticity, your readers will be more willing 
to suspend disbelief in other areas.”  

→ Creating characters
Building an incredible futuristic or 
fictional world is important, but you 
need great characters who face chal-
lenges and wrestle through quirks and 
flaws. This cast of characters allows 
your reader to connect to the events 
happening in your story. Jamie McFar-
lane, author of The Junkyard Pirate se-
ries, says if a reader can’t see themselves 

Even if you create 

a new weapon, 

travel through space, 

or create a new universe, 

there must be some basis 

in our current science 

and technology.
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in the story, they’ll struggle to engage. 
“Believable  faults for protagonists are 
critical, and I fight against fixing those 
faults as the story progresses.”

 Your story centers around your pro-
tagonist, but without a villain to go 
up against your main character, there 
wouldn’t be a story. McFarlane finds 
great joy in building rich antagonists. 
“I want an antagonist that isn’t simply 
evil but has understandable, if immoral, 
goals. I spend equal time contemplat-
ing my antagonists and their motiva-
tions as I do my heroes.”

As with any story, you have the pow-
er to create great characters, but in sci-
fi, you can also get to create aliens. Mc-
Farlane finds that the challenge and joy 
in creating new alien species is balanc-
ing their alienness against human mo-
rality. He asks himself two questions: 
How are they like humans? How are 
they different? This is related more to 
their personalities, morals, and values, 
not so much how they look.

He says it’s the similarities that make 
them relatable. “If I’m building a species 
that I expect to work well with humans, 
they need to share a good portion of 

that stuff we learned in kindergarten, 
or what I suggest  is  basic human mo-
rality.” The other aliens, who he refers 
to as kindergarten dropouts, are the 
ones who don’t have those basic skills 
of sharing or working together and 
who don’t mind taking away another’s 
free will (and have the power to do it). 
“That’s good stuff,” he says, “a la Inva-
sion of the Body Snatchers. Or consider 
Starship Trooper’s bugs who just want to 
get all stabby because another, more in-
telligent bug says it’s the right thing to 
do. For me, it’s the moral variance from 
baseline humanity which energizes the 
value of a well-thought-out alien.” 

→ Theme
A story that resonates with readers 
goes beyond creating a unique world, 
interesting characters, and page-turn-
ing plot. To add depth and substance, 
be aware of the theme in your story. 
Falls describes this as the issue or sub-
ject that’s being explored in the story 
through dramatization.  This could be 
time travel, artificial intelligence, fu-
turistic societies, gender…many themes 
could be explored. 

You may know your theme before 
you start writing, or it may emerge af-
ter a few drafts. Falls says that regard-
less of your process, at some point you 
must identify your story’s theme and 
explore it through metaphor, setting, 
action, imagery, and even word choice 
if you want your work to have dimen-
sion and resonance.

She comes up with the story con-
cept first – before plot or character. “If 
an idea sparks an emotional response 
in me, I’ll start journaling to figure out 
why,” she says. “That’s usually when the 
theme becomes apparent. For example, 
in my YA novel Inhuman, I started off 
interested in viruses that carry animal 
DNA, like swine flu, etc. I played with 
‘what if ’s’ and created a story premise 
about humans turning into ‘manimals.’ 
After chewing over the speculative fic-
tion metaphor, I realized I was most 
interested in a teen girl, conditioned 
to be polite and respectful, getting in 
touch with her fierce side.” 

→ Weapons
In your sci-fi adventure, there may 
come a time when your characters must 

SCIENCE 

FICTION 

SUBGENRES

Under the umbrella 

of science fiction 

are many subgenres 

that each have 

their own unique 

nuances. Here are 

some of them.

→ Military science fiction

Stories that have a 
distinct military theme. 
Military sci-fi author Craig 
Martelle defines it as, 
“universal truth about 
military and how they 
work with each other. 
Firepower. Maneuver. 
But in the end, it’s about 
outwitting and outfighting 
your enemy.” 

→ Science fiction thriller

Stories with elements of 
thriller and sci-fi. Sci-fi 
thriller author Douglas 
E. Richards says a good 
sci-fi thriller combines 
the mind-blowing ideas, 
accurate science, endless 
food for thought, and ex-
trapolations of the impact 

scientific breakthroughs 
will have on individuals 
and society with high 
stakes, breathless action, 
life-and-death peril at ev-
ery turn, and protagonists 
who win the day despite 
incredible odds against 
them, through a mixture 
of skill, daring, and re-
sourcefulness of thrillers.

→ Space opera

Long-running sci-fi series 
with big story arcs, space 
battles, and relation-
ships. Star Wars is con-
sidered a space opera. 

→ Time travel

Stories where the main 
character can go back 
and forth in time. The 

actual time travel is 
accomplished through 
scientific or technological 
means. Dr. Who is a clas-
sic example of this.

→ Space exploration

Stories that take place 
primarily in space or 
involve space travel. Star 
Trek and The Expanse fall 
into this subgenre. 

→ Dystopian

Futuristic stories cen-
tering around societies 
in devastating decline 
with characters battling 
environmental ruin, tech-
nological control, and 
government oppression. 
Hunger Games and 1984 
are examples.

http://WRITERMAG.COM
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SCIENCE 

FICTION 

AUTHORS 

SHARE 

WHAT THEY 

ENJOY 

MOST 

ABOUT 

WRITING 

SCI-FI.

→ Craig Martelle

“Taking the issues of 
today and discussing 
them ‘in secrecy’ within 
the sci-fi backdrop. I can 
change the world to ad-
dress how I think things 
will play out or create an 
alien world where we can 
explore the results of dif-
ferent histories. We are 
the decisions we make, 
and so are the aliens.”

→ Adrian Tchaikovsky

“Giving spaceships funny 
names and then explod-
ing them. Seriously, 
though, aliens, uplifted 
earth species, non-hu-
man points of view. And 

whilst this is also some-
thing that can be done 
with fantasy fiction, I 
think it works most effec-
tively with SF because of 
the implicit convention 
that ‘this could happen in 
the future’ that SF tends 
to bring with it. Things 
can feel more real.”

→ Jamie McFarlane

“Writing science fiction 
gives writers license to 
explore grandiose ideas. 
I once buried a massive 
spaceship and had it 
wake up and unbury itself 
with my characters inside. 
I write by outline and by 
the seat of my pants, 

both. While writing, I 
didn’t realize the space-
ship was going to take off 
until my crew was inside. 
Few genres allow for this 
kind of freedom. Fur-
ther, I love exploring how 
people or aliens thrive in 
extreme environments. 
What have they adapted 
to overcome the dangers 
of rogue asteroids if they 
live in an asteroid belt, 
or where do they get 
their water or fuel? How 
have these environmen-
tal changes shaped the 
characters, both good 
and bad? The troubles 
are endless, just as are 
the solutions.”

defend themselves or go after the vil-
lains. They will need weapons, and you 
get to construct them. Richards creates 
future weaponry for his novels, which 
are extrapolated from current science, 
making them plausible, but he does cau-
tion authors not to rely on the weapons 
to save their main characters. “No mat-
ter how remarkable the weaponry, I try 
to always have my protagonists prevail, 
not due to superior forces or weaponry 
but due to superior guile and creativity. 
Even in the future, even with fantastic 
weapons, a fight/battle scene is always 
better when the protagonists outwit and 
outthink their enemies rather than out-
gun them.”

Writing a great sci-fi series

Sci-fi readers enjoy getting immersed 
in a series. Think about the popular-
ity of Star Wars, The Mandalorian, 
Star Trek, and other television shows 
and movies. The same thing happens 
with readers; they get caught up in the 
world and care about what happens to 
the characters.

Craig Martelle, author of the Bat-
tleship Leviathan series, says that to 
write a great series, you must build a 
world the audience is interested in and 

can understand. “Then you have to 
add likable characters who don’t share 
all their secrets up front. They have is-
sues that they’re working on. The sus-
tainable part of the series is how the 
world and characters grow with each 
new volume. The readers have to stay 
on board because it’s interesting. The 
secret is that the first book has to be 
a great story.” Some of the story ele-
ments wrap up, but there are overarch-
ing themes and storylines that contin-
ue with each book. 

Writing science fiction allows you 
to boldly go where no human has gone 
before as you create stories that blend 
science, technology, unique characters, 
and intriguing storylines. May your 
books live long and prosper. 

Kerrie Flanagan is an author, writing 
consultant, and freelance writer from 

Colorado with over 20 years’ experience 
in the industry. She is a frequent con-
tributor to The Writer and the author 

of WD Guide to Magazine Article 
Writing along with 19 other books. She 
moonlights in the world of sci-fi/fantasy 

with a coauthor under the pen name 
C.G. Harris (cgharris.net). Learn more 

about her at kerrieflanagan.com.

“Unlike fantasy, 

science fiction 

worldbuilding 

requires ties 

back to what 

is known about 

reality...

At no point 

should the author 

violate the 

rules or create 

huge gaps in 

logic.”

http://cgharris.net
http://kerrieflanagan.com
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Community, support, accountability,  
and high-quality work: These are some of the 

benefits of being in a good poetry group.  
Here’s how to go about finding the right  

group for you – or starting your own.
By Deborah Straw
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it were not for my writing 
group of 20 years, I most 
likely would not have 

completed dozens of poems. No one 
would have been as well equipped to 
read them carefully and diligently before 
I considered sending them out into 
the world of publishing: a competitive 
and sometimes discouraging place for 
writers. I might not have completed two 
nonfiction books nor finished my essays 
and short stories. Without editorial 
deadlines for much of my work, I needed 
a self-imposed deadline, i.e., my group, 
to keep creating, writing, and revising. I 
am often a slow writer. I need feedback. 
The group was invaluable to me.

B
IBAD

ASH
/SH

U
TTERSTO

CK



29 WRITERMAG.COM

Writers may create in solitude, but all 
writers, of poetry or prose, need readers. 
Almost no first draft is final. Poet Gal-
way Kinnell, a one-time Vermont state 
poet (1989-1993) who received a Pulit-
zer Prize and was co-winner of a Nation-
al Book Award, admitted that he did up 
to l00 revisions on some of his poems, 
often a word or a line at a time. Know-
ing when to finish, deadline or not, is 
often the most challenging part of the 
work of creation. Readers can help.

Aside from diaries or journals never 
meant for publication sharing, every-
thing else you produce is waiting for an 
audience. We all need readers to make 
sure our work is clear and at its best. 

In On Writing, Stephen King fa-
mously penned, “Writing is a lonely 
job. Having someone who believes in 
you makes a lot of difference.”

If you don’t have writers in mind to 
form a group but want to create one, 
read local papers for writers’ names you 
admire. See if there are ads in public 
media for existing groups. Put up a sign 
at a bookstore or a food co-op. Check 
out or advertise on your local Craig-
slist if such exists in your community or 
state. Ask writing friends whose work 
they admire. If you take a writing or 
literature class, reach out to classmates 
whose work shows promise. Alterna-
tively, your city or state arts council 
may have a writers’ organization with a 
list of names that you can peruse. 

For a poetry group, it is undeniably 
ideal to include only poets. That said, 
you don’t have to be a poet to critique 
poems. But you do have to have a good 
ear, understand language, and have read 
quite a lot of poetry. If your group has 
non-poets, be sure to explain various 
forms of poems – haiku, sestina, sonnet, 
ballad, and so forth – if that is what you 
write. Prose writers might not know 
these terms and their requirements.

Writers’ groups work best when they 
are small and when meetings and mem-
bership are consistent. I found four or 
five members work well. Sometimes one 
person would be absent (two people are 
not a group). Also, we wouldn’t have had 
time for any more writing during our 
two- to three-hour meetings. Within 

our small group of four, everyone had a 
chance to share at each meeting. 

Should you decide on a larger num-
ber of members, maybe half would read 
and receive feedback at one meeting 
and half at the next. Don’t rush through 
the process. This is serious business. Ev-
ery word, every line break, every stanza, 
every paragraph matters. 

Writers’ groups are most useful 
when writers are at about the same 
level of writing skill. If you are a pub-
lished writer, you want other published 
writers to first critique your work. Un-

less you’re forming a beginning poet-
ry group, you don’t want to hem and 
haw over grammar, trite cliches, or the 
placement of commas and periods. 

Groups work well if the members 
are fairly similar in age. I prefer a female 
group because they represent my intend-
ed audience. If there is a much younger 
person in the group, or much older, keep 
in mind that you may need to define 
some time periods or events in history, 
song titles, or other terms. I have found 
different generations of writers have dif-
ferent interests and tastes in style, and 
men and women often read quite dis-
parate things. That said, these consider-
ations may not matter whatsoever. 

The more you share in common 
with your writers’ group, at least in 
terms of enjoying writing and reading 
some of the same genres or authors, and 
being absolutely committed to contin-
ue to write, the better it is to move for-
ward and stay on track. Outside similar 
interests are useful – movies, other cul-
tures, politics, equality, or animals. 

When I decided I needed a group 
to critique my work (I was doing more 
creative writing, less journalism), I 
searched my acquaintances for pro-
spective members. Two of these peo-
ple were former friends and colleagues. 
One was a poet; the other was a non-
fiction writer. I taught writing and lit-
erature for 30 years at a community 
college and at various other venues, 
including at the local correctional cen-
ter. These are the places I met these two 
women – at college and at the local arts 
council that funded courses at the jail. 

The fourth member, a woman 15 
years older than the rest of us, was some-
one I greatly admired, a very good writer 
for a daily paper who I knew had more 
talent than she was showing the world. 
She loved poetry and novels and always 
received the assignments of interviewing 
high-profile visiting poets and novelists. 

Much to my delight, she accepted 
my invitation, and we soon met as a 
group and set up tentative rules. 

All members must bring something 
every time, even if it’s a tiny poem or a 
couple of reworked paragraphs. Don’t 
hesitate to bring back the same manu-
script if only slightly changed. 

If someone has the dreaded “writer’s 
block” or has been too busy to squeeze in 
writing time, assign a prompt each of you 
will write about for the next meeting: 
death, hands, dogs, flowers, loss, porches. 

Limit the length of manuscripts – 
two or three poems or l0 pages of prose, 
for example. Generally speaking, in my 
group, we had work we initiated on 
our own, and some were assignments 
from a newspaper, magazine, or jour-
nal with deadlines. 

Once you’re physically meeting, if 
you have time, read the other members’ 
manuscripts through once without pen 
in hand; then read again to add written 

One of the 

primary reasons 

for a longstanding 

group whose 

members know 

your work and your 

worth is just that: 

to keep you on 

track and to help

you improve.

http://WRITERMAG.COM


30 APRIL 2023

Stephen King:  
On Writing, 2020, 
reissue

Mary Oliver:  
A Poetry Handbook, 
1994

May Sarton: Writers 
on Writing, 1980 (in 
particular, see her 
essay, “Revision as 
Creation”)

Poets on Poetry 
(book series), 
press.umich.edu/
browse/series/
UM31

The Slowdown, a 
podcast of the 
Poetry Foundation, 
slowdownshow.org

Under Discussion 
(book series 
of reviews and 
essays about 
individual poets), 
press.umich.edu/
browse/series/
UM34

Recommended Reading and Listening:

praise and make suggestions. Read si-
lently. With poetry, the poet also reads 
aloud. Read thoroughly so you don’t 
have to ask embarrassing questions that 
have been addressed in the manuscript 
but which you may have missed if read-
ing too quickly. Once everyone has had 
the time to read, which takes everyone 
a different amount of time, discuss the 
work in the group. 

Always remember, this is not a proof-
reading or editing group. If one writer 
needs a lot of editing, send them back to 
their computer or even, more drastically, 
reconsider their appropriateness in your 
group. Group members want to be able 
to read smoothly without taking a pen 
to every sentence, stanza, or paragraph.

After about three years, my group 
decided to try out another woman as 
a group member. Although she was 
an excellent writer, her subject matter, 
mostly scholarly religious research, did 
not mesh with our concerns or styles. 

These were the conditions we fol-
lowed for 20 years: we agreed to meet 
at regular intervals, to each bring a piece 
each time (revisions were fine), to pho-
tocopy or print out the work for the oth-
er three, and to give ample notice if not 
able to attend a scheduled meeting. We 
also agreed to meet at alternating houses 
and not to drink wine or other alcohol-
ic beverages, which does not help cre-
ative collaboration. We generally had tea 
and cookies or iced tea and cheese and 
crackers, depending on the season, and 
we generally met for two to three hours 
once every two or three weeks. We al-
most always had a cat in attendance as 
well, a comfort many poets share. 

We had no TV or music on in the 
background, and we turned off our 
phones. We generally avoided slipping 
into gossip (unless it was about a diffi-
cult or fabulous editor, useful informa-
tion) or discussion of favorite books, 
films, or recipes.

When we critiqued each other’s 
works, we would start out with the posi-
tive points, leaving “negative” criticism or 
questions and misunderstandings to later. 
I learned never to use a red pen in gradu-
ate school as it looks too much like blood 
on the page. We writers are a sensitive lot. 

Start gently; give praise where praise is 
due. Taking feedback often requires cour-
age, especially if readers don’t understand 
or care for your newest work. 

Give honest feedback, and if you 
don’t know what to say, admit it. Al-
ways offer kind, positive comments first. 
There ought to be no biases re: topics. 
That said, if someone’s writing (topic or 
language) consistently makes you un-
comfortable, the group needs to discuss 
this and see if the two of you can work 
together. I learned I was uncomfortable 
with a woman member, with us for a 
while, who dominated the meetings 
and wrote about her open marriage.

You do not need to take all sugges-
tions. Use what makes sense to you 
or what two or more members agree 
doesn’t work or is unclear. Sometimes, 

a poem takes its own directions. Your 
group members may see this before you 
do; try out their suggestions. You can 
always return to your original draft. 

Don’t be afraid to say, “I don’t un-
derstand.” If you don’t, some other 
readers won’t, either.

We sometimes shared the names of 
editors or agents who were looking for 
new work. Great teachers, local and on-
line, were recommended, too. 

While you’re in a writing group, it’s 
always important to keep reading. If 
you’re a poet, of course, you’ll be read-
ing the latest work and perhaps restudy-
ing the classics. Encourage your other 
members to read some of the work you 
love or bring some to share. My group 
occasionally attended local readings to-
gether: I distinctly remember Kinnell, 

http://www.press.umich.edu/browse/series/UM31
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Try to continue to meet as a group 
for at least a year. Although you may be-
come busier in your lives, if you carve out 
time for your writing, you will begin to 
understand each other’s styles and con-
cerns more truly. If you are serious about 
writing, and publishing, your meetings 
deserve to remain a commitment. 

One of the primary reasons for a 
longstanding group whose members 
know your work and your worth is just 
that: to keep you on track and to help 
you improve. King’s “someone(s) who 
believes in you” makes a huge difference 
in your journey to becoming a better 
writer and not giving up. Share successes 
and rejections. Few except working writ-
ers understand the often-long process of 
submitting, being rejected, or being ed-
ited and then published and being paid 
or not, sometimes after a very long time. 

If the idea of an on-the-ground 
group meeting doesn’t appeal, you can 

connect to or form a new group on 
Zoom and other platforms. However, 
for me, a bit of a Luddite and a former 
classroom teacher, seeing the writers 
in person is always preferable, more 
intimate, and somehow more genuine 
than seeing people on a small screen. 
Meeting outside the home takes more 
energy and time than sitting down at 
your familiar computer and signing on. 
Now that the incidence of COVID has 
lessened, you can also hug a colleague 
in congratulations or empathy, not just 
say “good work” with a smile. Also, the 
risk of staying at home for an online 
group may make you feel you ought to 
be doing other things when the meet-
ing comes around (walking the dog, 
doing laundry, preparing dinner), thus 
causing you to miss more often. 

In my two-decades-long group, 
aside from helping me start and finish 
a lot of work, I learned that my poetry 
was sometimes too repetitious in mean-
ing (not in language) and included too 

many ands (not used in much poetry). 
Other members can help suggest titles, 
too. And your readers indicate wheth-
er something is clear or ambiguous. 
You may forget to define something or 
someone, or you may use words or im-
ages that just don’t fit.

Giving feedback, listening, is also 
good for you. You learn about new 
worlds, new perspectives, maybe even 
new words or concepts. You understand 
how critical your comments are to your 
other members, who may have initially 
been reticent or even afraid to share. 

Writers’ groups are there for you: 
they listen to your work, they read your 
work, they believe in your work, they 
keep you on track, and they help you 
grow, as a writer and as a person. 

Deborah Straw publishes essays, poems, 
articles, and book reviews. She has also 

published two nonfiction books and 
taught writing and literature at the col-

lege level for 30 years.

http://fairfield.edu/MFA
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Why dramatic technique is 
not enough to write great 
creative nonfiction: 
You need an unwavering 
blend of hard-won facts 
and the drive to find them.

By T.J. Murphy
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lthough demanding, 
creative nonfiction 
is rich territory for 
writers. It’s attrac-
tive to journalists 
and fiction writers 

alike, a place to exercise strengths – like 
the research skills of a reporter or the 
dramatic technique of a novelist – and 
build skills you don’t currently have. 

Or, if you’re willing to do the work, 
you just make creative nonfiction your 
thing from the start by taking classes, 
attending workshops, or pursuing an 
appropriate MFA.

Creative nonfiction is a broad cate-
gory, chock full of an array of subcat-
egories. Memoir and essays, of course, 
but also (it’s a long list) writing about 
things like food, travel, crime, mu-
sic, and history. A subgenre can be 
broken down further. For example, 
under travel/adventure, you can find 
disaster nonfiction: think Into Thin 
Air, Jon Krakauer’s terrifyingly vivid, 
detailed journalism from the top of 
Mount Everest.

The controversy long dogging cre-
ative nonfiction (a.k.a. literary non-
fiction, narrative nonfiction, narrative 
journalism, etc.) is in its defining prop-
erties. As Lee Gutkind, founding ed-
itor of Creative Nonfiction magazine, 
described in his 2012 book, You Can’t 
Make This Stuff Up: The Complete Guide 
to Creative Nonfiction – From Memoir 
to Literary Journalism and Everything 
In Between, one of the chief complaints 
about the term “creative nonfiction” is 
that the word “creative” must suggest 
that “making things up” is OK. 

Gutkind succinctly argues that the 
“creative” in creative nonfiction refers 
to literary craft, not yarn-spinning 
fabrication. 

“In some ways, creative nonfiction 
is like jazz,” Gutkind writes. “It’s a rich 
mix of flavors, ideas, and techniques, 
some of which are newly invented and 
others as old as writing itself.”

He continues: “The goal of creative 
nonfiction is to make nonfiction stories 
read like fiction so that your readers are 
as enthralled by fact as they are by fan-
tasy. But the stories are true.” Any belief 
that the word “creative” gives the writ-
er license to “make up facts and embel-
lish details” is, Gutkind states sharply, 
“completely wrong.”

Fact versus fiction

In his book, Gutkind explores one of 
the more sensational episodes of the 
debate, when Alex Heard, longtime 
editorial director of Outside magazine, 
found certain anecdotal stories in the 
books of David Sedaris beyond belief. 
He was a fan of Sedaris, but his editor’s 
sensitivity to the implausible tripped 
an alarm. Heard proceeded to don a 
fact-checker hat and went about inter-
viewing Sedaris’ friends and relatives.  
And Sedaris himself. There was a there 
there, and Heard’s work culminated in 
a 2007 piece for The New Republic, en-
titled “This American Lie.” 

Heard started off with the following:
“‘The events described in these 

stories are real,’ humorist David Se-
daris wrote in the introductory note 
to Naked, his 1997 collection of non-
fiction essays. The New York Times 
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was convinced: When Naked hit the 
best-seller list, it categorized the book 
as nonfiction.”

One story from Naked that Heard 
fact-checked was Sedaris describing 
how, when he was 13, he volunteered 
at a mental institution and ultimate-
ly was bit by an elderly patient. In his 
research, Heard talked to a registered 
nurse who would have been working 
at the hospital at the time and faxed 
her a copy of the story. “He’s lying 
through his teeth!” she said back to 
Heard, listing a number of factual er-
rors in the story. 

Spurred by the nurse’s revela-
tions, Heard drove on with the proj-
ect, checking on other stories within 
the Sedaris canon – each presented as 

IMMERSION AND THE  
CREATIVE NONFICTION LIFE

A good creative nonfic-
tion writer goes well be-
yond Google search when 
researching a story. For a 
powerful example, read An-
drea Elliott’s 2022 Pulitzer 
Prize-winning Invisible Child: 
Poverty, Survival & Hope in 
an American City. 

Starting in 2012, El-
liott followed an 11-year-
old child named Dasani 
growing up poor and often 
homeless in New York City. 
Elliott immersed herself in 
the daily life of Dasani and 
her family (including seven 
siblings). As the New York 
Times described it, Elliott 
spent eight years “follow-
ing Dasani and her family 
virtually everywhere: at 
shelters, schools, courts, 
welfare offices, therapy 
sessions, parties.” 

Elliott’s reporting used 
notetaking, audio recording 

(132 hours), and cellphone 
video recording (28 hours) 
to capture scenes and 
dialogue. Any reporting 
that she didn’t witness 
firsthand she corroborated 
by interviewing sources 
present. To check matters 
like tone and accuracy, she 
read passages of the book 
out loud to Dasani. 

An additional layer of 
book research included 
reviewing 14,325 records 
from government agencies 
and the like. The book 
contains 50 pages worth 
of end notes to support her 
reporting. “The reporting 
has an intimate, almost lim-
itless feel to it,” continues 
the NYT. “The result of this 
unflinching, tenacious re-
porting is a rare and power-
ful work whose stories will 
live inside you long after 
you’ve read them.”

nonfiction – with a “fleet of e-mails and 
idiotic-sounding cold calls to dig deep-
er.” Some out-there stories, to Heard’s 
surprise, turned out to be true. But he 
also uncovered a number of “outright 
fabrications” that “collapsed like a 
shaky Jenga tower.”

Sedaris admitted to Heard that he 
sometimes made stuff up – that it’s all 
about telling “good stories.” Sedaris jus-
tified his position by saying if he were 
to find out that Frank McCourt’s Pu-
litzer Prize-winning memoir Angela’s 
Ashes had been cooked up, he wouldn’t 
care because he liked the story so much. 

To which Heard responded, “OK, 
but last time I checked, you’re supposed 
to call that fiction.”

No free pass

As you can imagine, the New Republic 
story sparked debate about what the 
boundaries are or should be for humor-
ists like Sedaris. Should humorists – in 
the interest of presenting larger truths – 
be granted more latitude than other cre-
ative nonfiction writers when it comes 
to facts? 

“Real stories, factual stuff, report-
ed accurately and skillfully, can evoke 
many emotions, from humor, to trage-
dy, to fear,” writes Gutkind in his anal-
ysis. “It doesn’t follow that humorists 
alone should receive a free pass – and a 
shortcut to larger truths.”

For my part, I agree with Heard 
and Gutkind, if only for my own en-
joyment as a reader. The first (and sec-
ond) time I read “Ticket to the Fair” 
by David Foster Wallace, his hilarious 
account of the 1993 Illinois State Fair 
for Harper’s Magazine, I loved it – in 
part, I imagine, because I grew up in 
Iowa and once spent a week at the Iowa 
state fair, selling magic tricks for a mag-
ic supplies store. I was 15 at the time, 
and it remains one of the weirdest ex-
periences of my life, from seeing what 
was then called a “freak show” to be-
ing around “carnies” to going to a Styx 
concert (this was in 1978). Still, some 
of the stuff in “Ticket to the Fair” was 
so funny it was hard not to wonder if 
Wallace the novelist couldn’t help him-
self. That said, I wanted his anecdotes 

http://WRITERMAG.COM


36 APRIL 2023

to be real because this is what fueled 
the humor. Unfortunately – for me 
anyway – my suspicions were at least 
partly confirmed when I read D.T. 
Max’s biography on Wallace. This is 
when I initially found out that one of 
the characters in Wallace’s story – re-
ferred to as “native companion” – was 
not his high school prom date as told 
in the story but a manufactured ver-
sion of a woman Wallace had been dat-
ing at the time. From then on, I wasn’t 
sure what to believe and what not to 
believe in Wallace’s nonfiction.

(By the way, Josh Roiland does an 
impeccable job of analysis on the sub-
ject of Wallace’s role in creative nonfic-
tion in his study, “I’m Not a Journal-
ist – I’m More Like a Novelist With a 
Tennis Background.”)

How exactly do you get on the 
right path with creative nonfiction? 
This was my key question when I 
reached out to the nonfiction editor 
at the Newfound Journal, who teaches 
for the Creative Nonfiction Founda-
tion. Ploi has an MFA in creative writ-
ing from San Francisco State and is 
accomplished both in fiction and non-
fiction. She also teaches classes at the 
University of Hong Kong, the UCLA 
Extension writers program, and Writ-
ingWorkshops.com. 

• • •

As both a writer and a teacher, 

how do you define creative 

nonfiction? What kind of 

boundaries are there?

To quote Creative Nonfiction maga-
zine, creative nonfiction is “True sto-
ries, well told.” I had an amazing press 
run with journalists last year for a viral 
Twitter thread about witnessing a fight 

featuring Thai Power Rangers at a ra-
men restaurant in Oakland. I was able 
to see, in real time, how journalists col-
lected evidence and worked with the 
restaurant to write their story within 
24 hours. 

Here’s what I learned: Don’t lie 
about checkable facts. When in doubt, 
leave it out. Admit what you did in-
page in off-record interviews, to your 
editor; hell, even admit in your writ-
ing that your memory is fallible. The 
draw of nonfiction is that it’s true, and 
you had access to that truth and lived 
to tell it. You always have the free-
dom to present and express the story 

in any way, shape, or form that speaks 
to you based on the facts that were 
researched or given. Readers enter 
your nonfiction work with the belief 
that what you say happened, which is 
why you have the responsibility as the 
voice to your story to be held account-
able for shining a light to it. 

Can you describe your path into 

the nonfiction work you do? Were 

there particular writers or teach-

ers who inspired you to build the 

skills you use?

The allure of being a fiction writer, es-
pecially if you’re marginalized in any 
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way, is that everything that you write 
that appears believable and sincere – es-
pecially if it features your culture, eth-
nicity, any autobiographical informa-
tion, gender, or sexual identity – will be 
considered nonfiction. 

When I started submitting my short 
stories over 10 years ago, sometimes 
panelists, jurors, and editors would ask 
me if I was writing nonfiction, which 
inspired me to try it. At the time, I 
wrote from a place of wanting to prove 
that my fiction was equal to my nonfic-
tion in craft, heart, and intention. Over 
time, nonfiction became my playful re-
prieve from fiction that supplemented 
my creative practice, but that’s when 
I saw that nonfiction is more egalitar-
ian of a genre to write in than fiction 
and much more accessible to the public 
than short stories. 

It’s normal to wonder if an author 
can write such an accurate and honest 
story without having endured the ex-
act situation themselves, but does in-
vestigating into the parallels between 
the writing and the author’s life really 
satisfy our search for the truth? What 
happens after you’ve found that truth? 
What can you do with it? 

I found personal essays, memoirs, 
and lyric essays freeing to construct, 
given that I already had themes, re-
search, and experiences I wanted to ex-
plore, and my desire to connect and be 
in conversation with others has always 
outshone my desire to simply be seen 
or recognized. 

Coming from Asia, aka “The Cul-
tural Pioneers of Gaslighting,” it was 
profound when Vievee Francis [a poet 
and professor at Dartmouth Col-
lege], one of the first authors I shared 
my nonfiction with, said my feelings 
were valid. [Author of Lamdba Liter-
ary Award nominee Boy Erased] Gar-
rard Conley inspired me to stand up 
for what I write – no opposition to 
my truth will ever feel as destructive as 
erasing myself again. That gave me the 
courage to react and participate with 
contemporary writers who push on 
form and structure to extend the pos-
sibilities of nonfiction and who con-
stantly show us that our imagination is 

prostrating oneself to hordes of strang-
ers you know will judge you, unfortu-
nately, is not sustainable – that’s how 
you become bitter or resentful. 

When teaching, my main objective 
is to create a community of humility 
and acceptance. If we can practice com-
passion, vulnerability, and patience in 
workshop, it will show up in our writ-
ing, and we’ll feel freer to bloom on 
the page. More than anything, we learn 
to be more compassionate and patient 
with ourselves, in our reflections, in 
how we want to remember things, and 
how we may want to be remembered as 
full human beings.

What advice do you have for the 

new writer who is embarking into 

creative nonfiction?

Separate a writing career from the actu-
al writing. Writing is a process, and we 
only catch the highlights of someone’s 
career when they are on the up and up. 
No one is on your radar when they’re 
hibernating to write a book for 15 years 
or if there’s a personal life matter they 
must attend to. 

What alleviates the pressure for me 
is as writers, there are hundreds of au-
thors (your worldwide, global co-work-
ers and colleagues) and published ex-
amples you can draw inspiration from 
to help guide or shape your work – as a 
template, as a launching pad. Your first 
draft may make zero sense to anyone 
but yourself. That doesn’t mean you 
should never write again. If you keep 
revising, you’ll discover new approach-
es to language, structure, and tone that 
could better express what you’re trying 
to say. 

There’s sadly no shortcut to writing 
something that stands the test of time 
and has its own life once it has left your 
fingertips. Rewriting, re-remember-
ing what happened, and repositioning 
where you are writing from (your dis-
tance to the subject matter, the story) 
takes time, and you deserve to give 
yourself that space to dream. 

T.J. Murphy is the editor of  
The Writer. Follow him on Twitter  

@tjmurphywriter. 

essential to our real, off-the-page lives 
and for a better world. 

When you teach a class in cre-

ative nonfiction, what kind of key 

objectives do you have in mind?

I’m drawn and connected to nonfiction 
that features our humanity. 

We lie. Make mistakes. Respond in 
petty ways. Cause unintentional and 
intentional harm. Have blind spots, 
coping mechanisms, and flaws that 
contextualize our intentions, behaviors, 
actions, and even regrets. 

Naturally, we avoid sharing our 
worst selves on the immortal page and 
wish that the act of confessing and the 
sensational content of our perceived 
sins will be enough for our writing 
to resonate with others. Hiding and 

“Readers enter 
your nonfiction 

work with 
the belief that 
what you say 

happened, which 
is why you have 

the responsibility 
as the voice to 

your story to be 
held accountable 

for shining a 
light to it.”
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Against everything from gig economics  

to ChatGPT, how do you make it in the  

2023 world of freelance writing?

By Natalie Weiner

STO
N

EPICTU
RES/SH

U
TTERSTO

CK



39 

is a question that any person who has 
been published fields inevitably at some 
point, not because of any particular 
success but because the field can seem 
so nebulous and impenetrable from the 
outside that those looking to get start-
ed are understandably often left grasp-
ing for any shred of concrete, useful 
information. Maybe this person, they 
imagine, will turn up a first step that is 
unequivocally right and will open up 
some imagined self-explanatory path. 

As a person who has attempted to 
respond to this question, I find it hard 
to feel like my answers are very satis-
fying. Even more so than in the past, 
there is no particular path to follow or 
ladder to climb – a reality that is both 
liberating and more than a little terri-
fying. There might have been an easy 
answer at some point, but there defi-
nitely isn’t right now, as media com-
panies launch and fold in the space of 
months, and ever-evolving media and 
platforms challenge the written word 
for consumers’ constantly shrinking at-
tention spans. 

When it comes to offering advice to 
freelance writers, the answers become 
still more complex. Most writers are 
freelance writers, and certainly even 
more start out that way – yet the cur-
rent flux of the media landscape makes 

it tough to full-throatedly recommend 
the job to anyone, especially those who’d 
like to make a full-time living at it.

I was thrust back into full-time free-
lance work in 2020, when I was laid 
off like so many others due to my com-
pany’s financial concerns around the 
COVID-19 pandemic. Even with the 
connections I had made and clips I had 
from years as a staffer, it was still scary. 
But the combination of what I had 
built to that point and the skills and 
ideas that I had developed when I was 
just starting out has helped me keep 
finding not just work but new, exciting 
opportunities that I wouldn’t have had 
access to as a staffer – as well as a lot 
more flexibility. What follows are a few 
of the ideas I keep coming back to even 
as the industry changes.

Keep what you’re passionate 

about front and center – especially 

when you’re just starting out.

Whether you’re interested in writing 
fiction, nonfiction, investigative jour-
nalism, criticism, or anything else, your 
biggest asset as a writer is your specific 
point of view – the questions that you 
can ask and the answers you can dig up 
that no one else would think to pursue. 

That’s why I recommend thinking 
of your work as two interconnected 

“What advice do you have 
for an aspiring writer?”
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tracks. First, the opportunities that 
lend you credibility – ones that may 
not involve writing your dream project 
but allow you to work with a thought-
ful editor or get your words seen by 
more people or, very importantly, put 
you in a better position to pay the bills. 
Second are the ideas that you just can’t 
get out of your head, that you feel driv-
en to pursue even if everyone thinks 
they sound stupid. 

I know my work has always had 
these two components from the begin-
ning – honestly, whether I’ve had a staff 
role or not. But if you have never had 
anything published, it probably sounds 
like unusable advice. You want to know 
how to pitch, how to network with edi-
tors, what makes a piece salable. I think 
always keeping both considerations in 
mind, though, helps those things fall 
into place.

On my path to becoming a writer, I 
was looking for those concrete answers, 

too. That’s why I enrolled in Colum-
bia Journalism School right after I re-
ceived my bachelor’s degree. About 
six weeks later, I dropped out. Not 
because journalism school is bad or 
because Columbia’s specifically is bad 
or anything like that; but it just wasn’t 
right for me. I didn’t feel as though I 
was getting those answers that I came 
for – quite possibly because those an-
swers don’t exist. 

The only place I could find that 
would take me on as a writer was a 
Caribbean music blog, some distance 
away from my interest in jazz and 
American popular music but a chance 
to write (for free) all the same. My ed-
itor there was invested in my work and 
gave me chances to learn and experi-
ment. This led to my first paid clip, a 
review of a dancehall album for NPR. 
I would put my work there in the first 
category, in that it helped me get my 
footing as a writer – and yet it was tied 
to the kind of historically grounded, 
well-contextualized work I wanted 
to do in other relatively niche music 
genres. At the same time, I was able 
to leverage those clips into chances to 
write for an affiliated jazz site (also for 
free), staying grounded in what got 
me into writing about music in the 
first place.

If I were starting again, I would tell 
myself to lean into that even more with 
a personal blog or newsletter. If you care 
about telling a story – care in the deep-
est, most personal way, not because it’s 
trendy or seems like it will find an au-
dience – other people will care about 
reading it. It is undoubtedly a hustle 
trying to tell those stories while you’re 
working on just getting something pub-
lished, but that is the part of the hustle 
that will pay dividends.

Get used to constantly 

reevaluating your personal  

time/money equation.

Talking about “hustling,” of course, 
leads us to “hustle culture,” which 
is incredibly easy to fall victim to 
as a freelancer. Many rates haven’t 
changed since the ’90s (and in some 
cases the ’70s), making it harder than 

ever to rely on freelance work to 
survive. Ultimately, you have to de-
cide what makes writing worth it for 
you and, specifically, which gigs are 
worthwhile. When I was starting out, 
I wrote a lot for free and worked as a 
bartender. That’s a lifestyle that can be 
tenable when you’re 23 (as I was) but 
may feel a lot less practical at 33 or 43. 
Writing is real work, and it takes time. 
Churning out rote blog posts for $20 
a pop just so that when you Google 
your name something comes up may 
not take long to feel more draining 
than rewarding.

There’s no shame in enabling your 
writing with a day job, and unless 
you’re doing a pretty specific kind of 
journalism and ignoring direct con-
flicts of interest, no shame in doing 
the same with copywriting/marketing/
public relations work. For me, the lat-
ter is something like my day job, de-
spite the fact that it’s all freelance. The 
less I’m interested in the project, the 
more I charge – a necessity, after all, 
because it’s harder to invest in some-
thing you don’t care about as much, 
and writing, as I mentioned, is deep-
ly personal even when you’re doing 
something as mechanical as typing up 
a press release. That work allows me to 
take on projects I really care about that 
might pay less.

Of course, you’re always searching 
for that dream assignment – the pitch 
you’ve been working on for ages land-
ing at a visible publication that pays 
you more than you expect. But it’s a 
lot easier to hold out for that, and to 
stay energized to keep chasing it, if you 
don’t constantly feel like you’re pouring 
your heart out into a black hole.GOTHAMWR I T E R S . COM

Creative Writing
Classes

Online, Remote,
& NYC

http://gothamwriters.com
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Find your niche (and make it 

obvious).

One of the reasons that I felt so out 
of place in journalism school was that 
my interests lie mostly in what’s con-
sidered “soft news” – entertainment 
writing and criticism, as opposed to 
the “hard news” of, say, politics, com-
merce, or systemic inequality. Of 
course, there’s never been a clean di-
vide between these two things, and 
the further along I got as a writer, the 
more I found myself needing some of 
the basic “hard news” skills to write my 
“soft news” stories – just as “hard news” 
journalists sometimes struggle to write 

about cultural context that might flesh 
out their stories. 

But if I had continued in journal-
ism school and wound up starting my 
career in a more traditional way – as 
a cub reporter at a local paper or TV 
affiliate – I might not have been able 
to hone in as easily on the things that 
fascinated me, the passions that now 
lead plenty of editors to my inbox be-
cause they know that I am a reliable 
voice on, for example, jazz, women’s 
college basketball, and country music. 
I didn’t start out as an expert on all 
those things, and, in fact, have come to 
the latter two over my years as a writ-
er. But because I jumped into all of 
them headfirst, often fighting against 
skeptical editors every step of the way, 
I’ve been able to give my name a kind 
of associated shorthand. You just want 
an editor to have something, anything, 
where their knee-jerk response is, “Oh, 
we need [your name] for this.” Maybe 
it’s because of your location or your 

style, your in-depth knowledge of a 
niche industry or your knack for writ-
ing short stories with a particular bent. 

Don’t limit yourself, but get specif-
ic – and advertise your niche, wheth-
er on your website or newsletter or on 
social media. Of course, Twitter and 
Instagram are double-edged swords 
and deserve plenty more caveats than 
recommendations. But I don’t think I 
would be writing about sports profes-
sionally if I hadn’t tweeted about them, 
a lot. It comes back to being true to 
what you care about; people can suss 
out clout-chasing a mile away. Post as 
you write, with the intention of helping 

people better understand what exactly 
you’re about.

Don’t forget the basics.

If you are not responsive, timely, and 
professional as a freelancer, you won’t 
get called again – and that makes it 
nearly impossible to begin a career in 
the field. It’s of a piece with the afore-
mentioned advice about becoming an 
editor’s go-to for a topic. Another way 
to an editor’s heart is clean copy in by 
(or before!) a deadline, coupled with 

responsiveness to edits and emails. Es-
pecially if you’re in journalism, you 
want to be an editor’s first call when a 
story breaks and they need a time-sen-
sitive follow-up, and the only way to 
earn that trust is by meeting those 
bare-minimum standards the first and 
every time. 

I know as well (better?) than any-
one what a bugbear procrastination 
can be, how deep the anxiety that fu-
els it (especially when writing about a 
topic you care about) goes. But done, 
as is so often said, is better than per-
fect – your editor can’t do their part of 
helping improve the piece and clarify-

ing your points if they don’t have any-
thing to work with.

The basics bring us back to that ini-
tial point, of making the foundation of 
your work the ideas and projects you 
care about. Especially as a freelancer, 
you’ll work way too hard to afford to 
get cynical about the work. If you can’t 
find a seed of joy in the process, wheth-
er it comes from sating your curiosity 
through research, speaking to people as 
a reporter, or the craft of writing itself, 
it’s just not worth doing. Tapping into 
your wildest flights of fancy, the most 
random rabbit holes, and most creative 
perspectives is the fruit of your labor – 
the byline is just a nice bonus. 

Natalie Weiner is a Dallas-based free-
lance writer whose work has appeared 

in the New York Times, the Washing-
ton Post, Rolling Stone, Billboard, 

and NPR, among other publications. 
A selection of her work can be found at 

natalieweiner.com.

IF YOU CARE ABOUT TELLING A STORY – CARE IN THE DEEPEST,  
MOST PERSONAL WAY, NOT BECAUSE IT’S TRENDY OR SEEMS LIKE IT 

WILL FIND AN AUDIENCE – OTHER PEOPLE WILL CARE ABOUT READING IT.

http://natalieweiner.com
http://WRITERMAG.COM
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Before you can approach an editor or publishing house, it’s a good 
idea to seek agent representation. The following agents are a small 
sampling of what the industry has to offer. Find more listings at 
writermag.com. 

THE MONTH AHEAD

April 1
The We Are ALL Readers annual 
book festival will be held in North 
Kingstown, RI, celebrating diverse 
children’s literature.  
weareallreaders.com

April 8
Freelance writer and Demon 

Copperhead author Barbara 
Kingsolver was born on this day 
in 1955. 

April 13
The Monterey Writers Retreat 
starts today. Hang out with 
veteran authors and agents 
while taking breaks to visit the 
majestic coastline.  
montereywritersretreat.com

April 13 
National Scrabble Day.
Rainy out? Break out the 
Scrabble. Not that rainy?  
Get outside for a while.  
Then break out the Scrabble.
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http://writermag.com
http://weareallreaders.com
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Literary Agents

Information in this section is provided to The Writer by the individual markets and events;  

for more information, contact those entities directly.

F = Fiction N = Nonfiction P = Poetry C = Children’s Y = Young adult O = Other

F N C Y 3 Seas Literary Agency 

Represents romance, women’s fiction, 
science fiction/fantasy, YA and mid-
dle-grade fiction, and select nonfiction 
titles. No email queries accepted. 
Contact:  3 Seas Literary Agency, P.O. 
Box 444, Sun Prairie, WI 53590. 
threeseaslit@aol.com 
threeseasagency.com

F N The Aaron M. Priest Literary Agency 
See website for all categories. Query by 
email only. No attachments. 
Contact: The Aaron M. Priest Literary 
Agency, 200 W. 41st St., 21st Floor, New 
York, NY 10036. 
See website for specific agent email 
addresses. 
aaronpriest.com

F C Y Andrea Brown Literary Agency 
Represents mainly authors of children’s 
literature but some romance and upmar-
ket titles as well. Seeks picture books, 
easy readers, chapter books, middle 
grade, YA, juvenile nonfiction, crossover 
fiction, illustration, and graphic novels. 
Accepts queries by email only. 
Contact: Andrea Brown Literary Agency. 
Check website for agents’ email addresses. 
andreabrownlit.com 

F N C Andy Ross Agency 
See website for all categories. Submit 
via email. 
Contact: Andy Ross Agency, 767 Santa 
Ray Ave., Oakland, CA 94610. 
andyrossagency@hotmail.com 
andyrossagency.com 

F N Y O Ayesha Pande Literary 
See website for all categories. Submit via 
website form. 
Contact: Ayesha Pande Literary. 
Email through website. 
pandeliterary.com

F N Barbara Braun Associates 

See website for all categories. Send que-
ries by email only. 
Contact: Barbara Braun Associates, 7 E. 
14th St., #19F, New York, NY 10003. 
bbasubmissions@gmail.com 
barbarabraunagency.com 

C Y Barry Goldblatt Literary 
Represents authors of picture books, 
chapter books, middle-grade books, and 

YA. Submit queries via website. 
Contact: Barry Goldblatt Literary, C/O 
Industrious, Brooklyn, 594 Dean St., 2nd 
Floor, Brooklyn, NY 11238. 
query@bgliterary.com 
bgliterary.com

F N Baldi Agency 
See website for all categories. Submit 
queries by email or regular mail. 
Contact: Baldi Agency, 233 W. 99th St., 
Suite 19C, New York, NY 10025. 
212-222-3213. 
info@baldibooks.com 
baldibooks.com

F N C The Bent Agency 
Represents authors of commercial and 
literary fiction, memoir, nonfiction, and 
children’s literature. See website for spe-
cific agents’ interests. 
Contact: The Bent Agency, 529 W 42nd 
St., Suite 3P, New York, NY 10036. 
Check website for agents’ email 
addresses. 
thebentagency.com

F N Betsy Amster Literary Enterprises 

See website for all categories. Submit 
queries by email only. 
Contact: Betsy Amster Literary Enterpris-
es, 607 Foothill Blvd. #1061, La Canada 
Flintridge, CA 91012. 
b.amster.assistant@gmail.com 
amsterlit.com

F N Beverley Slopen Literary Agency 
Represents literary and commercial fic-
tion, history, narrative nonfiction, anthro-
pology, biography, and some true crime 
and self-help. 
Contact: Beverley Slopen Agency, 131 
Bloor St. W., Suite 711, Toronto, ON M5S 
1S3 Canada. 
beverley@slopenagency.ca 
slopenagency.com

F N Y B.J. Robbins Literary Agency 
See website for all categories. 
Contact: B.J. Robbins Literary Agency. 
robbinsliterarysubmissions@gmail.com 
bjrobbinsliterary.com

F N C Blue Ridge Literary Agency 
See website for all categories. Submit a 
synopsis and the first three chapters by 
email. 
Contact: Blue Ridge Literary Agency. 

BRLA@blueridgeagency.com 
blueridgeagency.com

F N Y C BookEnds 
Currently considering romance, YA, mys-
tery, science fiction and fantasy, pic-
ture books, middle grade, and women’s 
fiction. Also represents books on current 
affairs, reference, business, parenting, 
pop culture, and general nonfiction.  
Contact: bookendsliterary.com

F N The Book Group 
See website for all categories. Submit 
query and 10 sample pages by email (no 
attachments). 
Contact: The Book Group. 
submissions@thebookgroup.com 
thebookgroup.com

F N C Y Bradford Literary Agency 
Accepts email queries only. 
Contact: Bradford Literary Agency, 5694 
Mission Center Rd. #347, San Diego, CA 
92108. 
hannah@bradfordlit.com 
bradfordlit.com

F N The Bukowski Agency 
Accepting fiction and nonfiction submis-
sions from authors who reside in Cana-
da. Send submissions by regular mail. 
Contact: The Bukowski Agency, 20 
Prince Arthur Ave., Suite 12-I, Toronto, 
ON M5R 1B1, Canada. 
info@bukowskiagency.com 
bukowskiagency.com

F N Carol Mann Agency 
Represents general fiction, biography, 
and general nonfiction. Submit queries 
by email. 
Contact: Carol Mann Agency, 55 5th 
Ave., New York, NY 10003. 
submissions@carolmannagency.com 
carolmannagency.com

F N Chalberg & Sussman 
See website for all categories. Submit 
queries by email only. 
Contact: Chalberg & Sussman. 
See website for individual agents’ email 
addresses. 
chalbergsussman.com

F N The Cheney Agency 
Submit a query by email or by regular 
mail with a SASE. 

http://threeseasagency.com
http://aaronpriest.com
http://andreabrownlit.com
http://andyrossagency.com
http://pandeliterary.com
http://barbarabraunagency.com
http://bgliterary.com
http://baldibooks.com
http://thebentagency.com
http://amsterlit.com
http://slopenagency.com
http://bjrobbinsliterary.com
http://blueridgeagency.com
http://bookendsliterary.com
http://thebookgroup.com
http://bradfordlit.com
http://bukowskiagency.com
http://carolmannagency.com
http://chalbergsussman.com
http://WRITERMAG.COM
mailto:threeseaslit@aol.com
mailto:andyrossagency@hotmail.com
mailto:bbasubmissions@gmail.com
mailto:query@bgliterary.com
mailto:info@baldibooks.com
mailto:b.amster.assistant@gmail.com
mailto:beverley@slopenagency.ca
mailto:robbinsliterarysubmissions@gmail.com
mailto:BRLA@blueridgeagency.com
mailto:submissions@thebookgroup.com
mailto:hannah@bradfordlit.com
mailto:info@bukowskiagency.com
mailto:submissions@carolmannagency.com


44 APRIL 2023

THE MONTH AHEAD

April 15
Now in its fourth decade, the Rally 
of Writers – held in Lansing, MI – 
features more than 15 sessions 
with Michigan writers, poets, 
teachers, publishers, and editors.  
arallyofwriters.wordpress.com

April 18
National Tax Day in 2023. Use the 
following Albert Einstein quote 
as a prompt to write 500 words: 
“The hardest thing in the world 
to understand is the income tax.” 
Go crazy.

April 18
It’s National Haiku Poetry Day. 
Seventeen syllables, three lines. 
Have at it.

April 28
It’s National Great Poetry 
Reading Day. Treat yourself to  
a new volume and read aloud to 
a family member or friend. 

Contact: The Cheney Agency, 39 West 
14th St., Suite 403, New York, NY 10011. 
submissions@cheneyliterary.com 
cheneyassoc.com

F N C Y Cooke McDermid 
See website for all categories. Email que-
ry only. No attachments. 
Contact: The Cooke Agency, 320 Front St. 
W #1105, Toronto, ON M5V 3B6, Canada. 
admin@cookemcdermid.com 
cookeagency.ca

F N Cornerstone Literary Agency 
See website for all categories. 
Contact: Cornerstone Literary, 4525 
Wilshire Blvd., Suite 208, Los Angeles, 
CA 90010. 
info@cornerstoneliterary.com 
cornerstoneliterary.com

F N C O Curtis Brown 
Represents adult and children’s authors 
of all genres, including illustrators. Not ac-
cepting plays, screenplays, or musicals. 
Contact: Attn: Agent’s name, Curtis 
Brown, Ltd., 228 East 45th St., Suite 
310, New York, NY 10017. 
info@cbltd.com curtisbrown.com

F N Y Darhansoff & Verrill Literary Agents 
Most interested in literary fiction, narra-
tive nonfiction, memoir, sophisticated 
suspense, and both fiction and nonfiction 
for younger readers. Submit via email. 
Contact: Darhansoff & Verrill, 275 Fair 
St., Suite 17D, Kingston NY, 12401. 
info@dvagency.com dvagency.com

F N Y David Black Agency 
Represents fiction and nonfiction for 
adults and young adults. Check website 
for agents’ individual interests, email 
addresses, and submission instructions. 
No paper queries. 
Contact: David Black Agency, 335 
Adams St., Suite 2707, Brooklyn, NY 
11201. davidblackagency.com 

F N Doe Coover Agency 
See website for categories represented 

and specific agents’ interests. Query by 
email only. 
Contact: The Doe Coover Agency, P.O. 
Box 668, Winchester, MA 01890. 
info@doecooveragency.com 
doecooveragency.com

F N Don Congdon Associates 
Represents authors of fiction and nonfic-
tion. Check website for individual agents’ 
interests. Accepts queries by email or 
regular mail. 
Contact: Don Congdon Associates, 88 
Pine St., Suite 730, New York, New York 
10005. 
dca@doncongdon.com 
doncongdon.com 

F C Y Donald Maass Literary Agency 
Welcoming authors of nonfiction and all 
genres of fiction: science fiction, fantasy, 
mystery, thriller, women’s, literary, and 
middle grade and YA. Only email queries 
accepted. 
Contact: Donald Maass Literary Agency, 
1000 Dean St., Suite 252, Brooklyn, NY 
11238. maassagency.com

F N Y Doug Grad Literary Agency 
Represents fiction and narrative nonfic-
tion, including memoir, thrillers, mysteries, 
historical fiction, romance, military, and 
theater. Query via email before submitting. 
Contact: Doug Grad Literary Agency. 
doug.grad@dgliterary.com 
dgliterary.com

F N C Y Dunow, Carlson & Lerner 
Handles literary and commercial fiction, 
narrative nonfiction, children’s, and YA 
fiction. Submit queries by email or reg-
ular mail (include SASE with adequate 
postage for return of materials). 
Contact: Dunow, Carlson & Lerner Liter-
ary Agency, 27 W. 20th St., Suite 1107, 
New York, NY 10011. 
mail@dclagency.com 
dclagency.com 

F N Dystel, Goderich & Bourret 

Represents authors of fiction and 

nonfiction. See website for specific 
agents’ interests and email addresses. 
Contact: Dystel, Goderich & Bourret LLC, 
1 Union Square West, Suite 904, New 
York, NY 10003. 
dystel.com

F N C Y Einstein Literary Management 
Founded in 2015. See website for all 
categories. Email queries and first 10 
pages only. 
Contact: Einstein Literary Management.  
info@einsteinliterary.com 
einsteinliterary.com

F N Emilie Stewart Literary Agency 
Specializes in literary and commercial fic-
tion and nonfiction. Query by email only. 
Contact: Emilie Stewart Literary Agency. 
info@emiliestewartagency.com 
emiliestewartagency.com

F N Emma Sweeney Agency 
Handles general fiction, historical fiction, 
and narrative nonfiction. Submit query 
via email only. 
Contact: Emma Sweeney Agency, 245 E. 
80th St., Suite 7E, New York, NY 10075. 
queries@emmasweeneyagency.com
emmasweeneyagency.com

F N C O The Ethan Ellenberg  

Literary Agency 

See website for all categories. Submit by 
regular mail or email. 
Contact: Ethan Ellenberg. 
agent@ethanellenberg.com 
ethanellenberg.com

F N Fairbank Literary Representation 
See website for all categories. Query by 
email or postal mail. 
Contact: Fairbank Literary Representa-
tion, 21 Lyman St., Waltham, MA 02452. 
queries@fairbankliterary.com 
fairbankliterary.com

F N Y FinePrint Literary Management 
Seeks fiction and nonfiction for adults 
and young adults. 
Contact: FinePrint Literary Management, 
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207 W. 106th St., Suite 1D, New York, 
NY 10025. 
info@fineprintlit.com 
fineprintlit.com 

C Y Flannery Literary 
Fiction and nonfiction for middle grade 
and young adults, all genres. Email que-
ries only. 
Contact: Flannery Literary. 
jennifer@flanneryliterary.com 
flanneryliterary.com

F N Frances Goldin Literary Agency 
See website for all categories. 
Contact: Frances Goldin Literary Agency, 
214 W. 29th St., Suite 1006, New York, 
NY 10001. 
agency@goldinlit.com goldinlit.com

F N Y The Friedrich Agency 
See website for all categories. Submit via 
email only. No attachments. 
Contact: The Friedrich Agency. 
Check website for agents’ email address-
es. friedrichagency.com

F N Gelfman Schneider Literary Agents 

See website for all categories. 
Contact: Gelfman Schneider Literary 
Agents, 850 Seventh Ave., Suite 903, 
New York, NY 10019. 
mail@gelfmanschneider.com 
gelfmanschneider.com

F N Y The Gernert Company 
See website for all categories. Do not 
send queries to individual agents. Sub-
mit via email or regular mail. 
Contact: The Gernert Company, 136 E. 
57th St., New York, NY 10022. 
info@thegernertco.com 
thegernertco.com

C Y Great River Literary 
Specializes in fiction, literary nonfiction, 
and poetry for children and teens, from 
board and picture books to middle grade 
(including chapter books) and young 
adult. No attachments. 
Contact: Great River Literary.
greatriverliterary@gmail.com 
greatriverliterary.com

C Y The Greenhouse Literary Agency 
See website for all categories. See web-
site for specific agents’ interests. Online 
submission manager queries only. 
Contact: The Greenhouse Literary 
Agency.
info@greenhouseliterary.com
greenhouseliterary.com

F N Hartline Literary Agency 
Represents fiction and nonfiction for 
inspirational and mainstream markets. 

Submit queries via email per website 
instructions. 
Contact: Hartline Literary Agency. 
See website for agents’ email addresses. 
hartlineagency.com

F N C Y Harvey Klinger Literary Agency 
See website for all categories. See web-
site for specific agents’ interests and 
email addresses. 
Contact: Harvey Klinger Literary Agency, 
300 W. 55th St., #11V, New York, NY 
10019. 
queries@harveyklinger.com 
harveyklinger.com

F N Y Helen Heller Agency 
Represents authors of commercial and 
literary fiction, nonfiction, and YA fiction. 
Submit through email. See website for 
specific agents’ interests and email 
addresses. 
Contact: The Helen Heller Agency. 
info@thehelenhelleragency.com 
thehelenhelleragency.com

F N C Y HG Literary 
See website for all categories. Check 
website for agents’ interests and email 
addresses. Email submissions only. 
Contact: HG Literary, 6 West 18th St., 
Suite 7R, New York, NY 10011. 
See website for agents’ email addresses. 
hsgagency.com

F N Hornfischer Literary  

Management 

Specializes in serious and commercial 
nonfiction and select fiction. Submit by 
email or regular mail. 
Contact: Hornfischer Literary 
Management. 
queries@hornfischerlit.com 
hornfischerlit.com

F N Y InkWell Management 
Seeks fiction, YA, and nonfiction. Currently 
accepting submissions in all genres except 
screenplays. Submit queries by email. 
Contact: InkWell Management, 521 
Fifth Ave., Suite 2600, New York, NY 
10175. 
info@inkwellmanagement.com
inkwellmanagement.com

F N Y IGLA 
See website for all categories. No 
screenplays or children’s picture books. 
Email queries only. 
Contact: Irene Goodman Literary Agency, 
27 West 24th St., Suite 804, New York, 
NY 10010. 
irenegoodman.com

N James Peter Associates 
Accepting queries for adult nonfiction 

books of all subject areas. Send queries 
via regular mail with SASE for reply. 
Contact: Gene Brissie, James Peter 
Associates, Inc., P.O. Box 358, New Ca-
naan, CT 06840. 
gene_brissie@msn.com 
writersservices.com/reference/
james-peter-associates-inc 

F N Y Jane Rotrosen Agency 
See website for all categories. Submit via 
email or snail mail; no attachments. 
Contact: Jane Rotrosen Agency, Attn: 
Submissions, 318 East 51st St., New 
York, NY 10022. 
info@janerotrosen.com 
janerotrosen.com

F N C Y Jean V. Naggar Literary Agency 
Represents authors of commercial and 
literary fiction, nonfiction, and YA/chil-
dren’s books. Check website for agents’ 
specific interests. Query via website 
submission form. 
Contact: Jean V. Naggar Literary Agency, 
216 E. 75th St., Suite 1E, New York, NY 
10021. Email from website. jvnla.com

F N C Y John Hawkins and Associates 
See website for all categories. Submit 
queries via email. 
Contact: John Hawkins and Associates, 
80 Maiden Ln., STE 1503, New York, NY 
10038. jhalit.com 

F N Judith Ehrlich Literary Management 

See website for all categories. Submit 
queries by email only. No attachments. 
Contact: Judith Ehrlich Literary Manage-
ment, 146 Central Park West, 20E, New 
York, NY 10023. 
See website for specific agents’ email 
addresses. 
judithehrlichliterary.com 

F N Y Julia Lord Literary Management 
See website for all categories. Submit by 
email or regular mail. No attachments. 
Contact: Julia Lord Literary Management. 
query@julialordliterary.com 
julialordliterary.com

F N The LA Literary Agency 
See website for all categories. Contact: 
Ann Cashman, The LA Literary Agency. 
ann@laliteraryagency.com 
laliteraryagency.com 

F N Y C The Laura Dail Literary Agency 
See website for all categories. Submit 
queries by Query Manager. Check web-
site for agents’ specific interests. 
Contact: The Laura Dail Literary Agen-
cy, 121 West 27th St., Suite 1201, New 
York, NY 10001. 
ldlainc.com 
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F N Liza Dawson Associates 

Represents authors of literary and com-
mercial fiction and nonfiction. 
Contact: Liza Dawson Associates, 121 
W. 27th St., Suite 1201, New York, NY 
10001. 
lwu@lizadawson.com 
lizadawsonassociates.com

N Marcil O’Farrell Literary &  

Denise Marcil Literary Agency 

See website for all categories. 
Contact: Anne Marie O’Farrell, 86 Dennis 
St., Manhasset, NY 11030. 
annemarie@marcilofarrellagency.com 
marcilofarrellagency.com 

F N C Y Marsal Lyon Literary Agency 
See website for all categories. 
Contact: Marsal Lyon Literary Agency 
LLC, PMB 121, 665 San Rodolfo Dr. 124, 
Solana Beach, CA 92075. 
See website for agents’ emails. 
marsallyonliteraryagency.com

F N McCormick Literary 
Represents authors of literary and com-
mercial fiction and nonfiction, including 
memoir, history, narrative, biography, 
cookbooks, humor, and essays. 
Contact: McCormick Literary, 150 West 
28th St., Suite 903, New York, NY 
10001. 
queries@mccormicklit.com 
mccormickwilliams.com

F N C Y Mendel Media Group 
See website for all categories. Submit by 
email only. 
Contact: Mendel Media Group LLC, 
P.O. Box 5032, East Hampton, New 
York 11937 (Note: Agency is using this 
address only during pandemic; check 
website for changes).  
query@mendelmedia.com 
mendelmedia.com

F N Movable Type Management 
Represents authors of high-quality 
commercial fiction and nonfiction with 
archetypal themes, stories, and charac-
ters, especially if they have strong film/
TV potential.  
Contact: Movable Type Management, 
244 Madison Ave., Suite 334, New York, 
NY 10016. 
achromy@movabletm.com mtmgmt.net

F Y C Nelson Literary Agency 
See website for all categories. Submit 
queries by email only. No attachments. 
Contact: Nelson Literary Agency, 1732 
Wazee St., Suite 207, Denver, CO 80202. 
303-292-2805. 
info@nelsonagency.com 
nelsonagency.com

F N Y C Park & Fine Literary and Media 
Represents fiction and nonfiction au-
thors, as well as graphic novels, middle 
grade, and YA. Check website for each 
agent’s specific interests. Submit que-
ries by email only. No attachments. 
Contact: The Park Literary Group, 55 
Broadway, Suite 1601, New York, NY 
10006. 
info@parkfine.com 
parkfine.com 

F N C Philip G. Spitzer Literary Agency 
Specializes in general fiction, mystery, 
thriller and suspense, sports, politics, 
children’s, and African American. See 
website for specific agents’ interests and 
email addresses. 
Contact: Philip G. Spitzer Literary Agen-
cy, 50 Talmage Farm Ln., East Hampton, 
NY 11937. 
kim.lombardini@spitzeragency.com 
spitzeragency.com

F N C Y P.S. Literary Agency 
Represents fiction and nonfiction in 
literary, commercial, romance, women’s 
fiction, LGBT, YA, middle grade, picture 
books, mystery, thriller, science fiction, 
memoir, business, politics, health, well-
ness, sports, humor, pop science, pop 
psychology, pop culture, design, and 
lifestyle.  Query by email only. 
Contact: P.S. Literary Agency, 2010 
Winston Park Dr., 2nd Floor, Oakville, 
Ontario, L6H 5R7 Canada. 
info@psliterary.com psliterary.com 

N Regina Ryan Books 
See website for all categories. Query 
online only. 
Contact: Regina Ryan Books.
queries@reginaryanbooks.com 
reginaryanbooks.com

F N Sagalyn/CAA 

Represents authors of upmarket nonfic-
tion, business books, and mainstream 
fiction. Submit queries by email only. 
Contact: Raphael Sagalyn. 
query@sagalyn.com sagalyn.com

F N Y C Sandra Dijkstra Literary Agency 
Interested in literary and commercial 
fiction and nonfiction, including YA, 
middle grade, and picture books. Check 
website for individual agents’ interests 
and email addresses. See website for 
details on how each agent prefers to 
receive queries. 
Contact: Sandra Dijkstra Literary Agency. 
queries@dijkstraagency.com 
dijkstraagency.com

N Salkind Literary Agency 
Seeking general nonfiction trade books 

and textbooks. See website for submis-
sion instructions and email addresses. 
Contact: Salkind Literary Agency. 
info@studiob.com 
studiob.com/salkindagency/agents.html 

F N Y Sarah Jane Freymann  

Literary Agency 
Seeking nonfiction: self-help and spiri-
tual books, cookbooks, narrative nonfic-
tion, memoir, lifestyle, and multicultural 
issues. Also seeks literary, commercial, 
and YA fiction. Prefers email submissions 
Contact: Sarah Jane Freymann Literary 
Agency. 
submissions@sarahjanefreymann.com
sarahjanefreymann.com

F N C Scovil Galen Ghosh Literary Agency 

Represents fiction and nonfiction for 
adults, young adults, and middle grade. 
Email queries preferred. 
Contact: Scovil Galen Ghosh Literary 
Agency, 276 Fifth Ave., Suite 708, New 
York, NY 10001. sgglit.com 

F N Y C Serendipity Literary Agency 
Represents adult, children’s, and YA 
fiction and adult nonfiction. Submit query 
from website form only. 
Contact: Serendipity Literary Agency, 
305 Gates Ave., Brooklyn, NY 11216. 
info@serendipitylit.com 
serendipitylit.com

C Y Sheldon Fogelman Agency 
Represents authors and illustrators for 
all genres of children’s and YA books. 
Contact: Sheldon Fogelman Agency, 420 
E. 72nd St., New York, NY 10021. 
212-532-7250. 
submissions@sheldonfogelmanagency.com
sheldonfogelmanagency.com

F N Sheree Bykofsky Associates 

See website for all categories. Email que-
ries only. No attachments. 
Contact: Sheree Bykofsky, 4326 Harbor 
Beach Blvd., PO Box 706, Brigantine, NJ 
08203. 
submitbee@aol.com 
shereebee.com

Y C Stimola Literary Studio, Inc. 
Represents preschool through YA fiction 
and nonfiction, including picture books, 
novels, and graphic novels. Check web-
site for current interests. Submit via 
website form. 
Contact: Stimola Literary Studio. 
info@stimolaliterarystudio.com 
stimolaliterarystudio.com 

F N The Talbot Fortune Agency 
See website for all categories. Query by 
email with first five pages of manuscript. 
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WRITERMAG.COM

Classifieds
READERS: Use caution when entering into any 
legal contract with a literary service offering 
agenting-type assistance or publishers who 
charge for publication. If you have any con-
cerns regarding the advertiser’s commitment or 
claims, please contact the advertiser directly.
 
ADVERTISERS: We do not accept ads from 
agents or businesses that charge a reading or 
marketing fee. For our private records, please 
provide us with a street address and contact 
telephone number. The Writer reserves the 
right to reject or cancel any advertising which 
at its discretion is deemed objectionable, mis-
leading, or not in the best interest of the reader.
 
SEND YOUR AD TO: The Writer, Sales Account 
Manager, 35 Braintree Hill Office Park, Suite 
101, Braintree, MA 02184 or call (617) 706-
9089. Email: teunice@madavor.com. Major 
credit cards accepted.

WRITERMAG.COM

CONFERENCES

CONTESTS

RETREATS

WRITING RESOURCES

It’s possible to learn to be funnier.  
Visit www.ThinkingFunny.com humor-writing resources, 
workshops, free contests. getinfo@thinkingfunny.com

$2,100 in prizes. From March 1 to May 31, Flying 
South 2023, a publication of Winston Salem Writers, 
will be accepting entries for this year’s contest. There 
will be three categories: Fiction, Nonfiction, and 
Poetry. In each of the three categories the awards will 
be $400 for First Place, $200 for Second Place, and 
$100 for Third Place. Finalists will be awarded publi-
cation in Flying South. For full details, please visit our 
website: https://www.wswriters.org/flying-south.

LIVE FREE AND WRITE. August 13-18. Writing retreat 
in Sunapee, NH. Spend an inspiring week working 
on your memoir or poetry. Enjoy the refreshing 
New England summer with plentiful writing time, 
encouraging workshops, homemade meals, and time 
to relax. Scholarships available. Register early and 
save: www.stockton.edu/murphywriting

No attachments. 
Contact: Talbot Fortune Agency. 
queries@talbotfortuneagency.com 
talbotfortuneagency.com

F N Tessler Literary Agency LLC 
Full-service boutique agency representing 
nonfiction, including narrative, popular 
science, memoir, history, psychology, 
business, biography, food, and travel and 
literary, women’s, and commercial fiction. 
No genre fiction or children’s books.  
Submit queries from website. 
Contact: Tessler Literary Agency, 27 
W. 20th St., Suite 1003, New York, NY 
10011. tessleragency.com 

F N C Y Thompson Literary Agency 

See website for all categories. Email sub-
missions only. 
Contact: Thompson Literary Agency, 48 
Great Jones St. #5F New York, New York 
10012. 
info@thompsonliterary.com 
thompsonliterary.com

F N C Y O Transatlantic Agency 
Represents authors and illustrators 
of adult trade fiction and nonfiction, 
children’s and YA literature, and graphic 
novels.  See website for each agent’s 
interests and email addresses. 
Contact: Transatlantic Agency, 2 Bloor 
St. East, Suite 3500, Toronto, Ontario, 
Canada M4W 1A8.
transatlanticagency.com

F N C Y Triada US Literary Agency 

See website for all categories. Prefers 
email submissions. No attachments. 
Contact: Triada US Literary Agency, Dr. 
Uwe Stender, P.O. Box 561, Sewickley, 
PA 15143. 
uwe@triadaus.com triadaus.com

F N Y Trident Media Group 
Actively seeking new and established au-
thors in both fiction and nonfiction. See 
website for specific agents’ interests and 
email addresses. 
Contact: Trident Media Group, 355 
Lexington Ave., 12th FL, New York, NY 
10017. 
info@tridentmediagroup.com 
tridentmediagroup.com

F N Y C Veritas Literary Agency 
See website for all categories. See 
website for each agent’s interests, email 
addresses, and submission guidelines. 
Contact: Veritas Literary Agency, 601 
Van Ness Ave., Opera Plaza Suite E, San 
Francisco, CA 94102. 
Check website for agents’ email 
addresses. 
veritasliterary.com

F N Y Vicky Bijur Literary Agency 
See website for all categories. 
Contact: Vicky Bijur Literary Agency. 
queries@vickybijuragency.com 
vickybijuragency.com

F N C Y Victoria Sanders & Associates 
Represents authors of memoir, commer-
cial women’s fiction, thrillers, humor, mys-
teries, high-concept fiction, books for kids, 
self-help, and YA. Query with first three 
chapters via email only. No attachments. 
Contact: Victoria Sanders & Associates, 
440 Buck Rd., Stone Ridge, NY 12484. 
queriesvsa@gmail.com 
victoriasanders.com

F N Wales Literary Agency 
Represents authors of fiction and narrative 
nonfiction, story-driven narratives, new 
voices, and progressive cultural and politi-
cal points of view. Does not represent self-
help, how-to, children’s books, romance, 
genre (including mysteries), or screen-
plays. Submit queries by email only. 
Contact: Wales Literary Agency. 
waleslit@waleslit.com waleslit.com 

C Y Wernick & Pratt Agency 
Represents authors and illustrators of 
children’s books, both fiction and nonfic-
tion, picture books and novelty books, 
middle grade, and YA. Send submissions 
via email only. 
Contact: Wernick & Pratt Agency. 
submissions@wernickpratt.com
wernickpratt.com

F N William Clark Associates 
Represents authors of literary fiction, 
narrative nonfiction, and translations. 
Submit queries using online submission 
form. No screenplays. 
Contact: William Clark Associates, 54 
West 21st St., Suite 809, New York, NY 
10010.  
Email from website. wmclark.com

F N C Y Writers House 
Seeking literary/commercial fiction, wom-
en’s fiction, sci-fi/fantasy, narrative non-
fiction, history, memoir, biography, psy-
chology, science, parenting, cookbooks, 
how-to, self-help, business, finance, YA, 
juvenile nonfiction, and picture books. 
Contact: Writers House, 120 Broadway, 
22nd floor, New York, NY 10271. 
See website for agents’ emails. 
writershouse.com

F N YRG Partners 

Accepting fiction and nonfiction queries. 
Contact: YRG Partners, 33 West 17th 
St., PH, New York, NY 10011. 
info@yrgpartners.com 
YRGPartners.com
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Gigi
Will Know

Have a query about craft? 

Need some clarification on 

an aspect of the publishing 

industry? Looking for career 

advice? Email your queries 
to tweditorial@madavor.com 
with the subject line “Advice 
Column.” We can’t wait to read 
your questions!
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Dear Gigi, 

Any tips for writing a POV character who is drastically different from 

yourself?

—JUST CURIOUS

Dear Just,
A lot has been written about this 

already, so I’m going to give you the 
broad, overarching strokes: 

First of all, be sure you can answer 
the following question: Why are you 
wanting to write a POV character dras-
tically different from yourself ? What is 
it about this POV character’s culture 
that interests you or that you think 
drives the plot in a way that your own 
POV (or a POV you’re already expert 
in) won’t do? You should be able to an-
swer this question in concrete terms, 
and the answer to this question should 
serve the narrative over your own ego. 
(Something like, “It’s easier to get pub-
lished if my character is Black, Asian, or 
disabled” won’t fly, for instance.)

Second, should you decide to go 
forward in the event that your answer 
to the above satisfies you: Be respect-
fully curious. That is to say, do as much 
research as you possibly can. Get to 
know the cultures of the POV charac-
ter; their speech patterns; the systemic 
intricacies that compound, drive, and 
populate their lives. You should know 
this culture as well as you know your 
own before you sit down to write. 

Third, you should be reading 
broadly in this character’s POV al-
ready. You should be reading books 
by this demographic already. If you’re 
not, and you still want to go ahead, 
then start there.

Stay curious,
—Gigi

Dear Gigi,

I am hoping you will be able to help me with a question I have about 

making mention of celebrities in fictional writing. Would I need to get 

permission from the celebrity or their estate if they have passed on? 

Thanks in advance,

—PERMISSION SEEKER

Dear P.S.,
If you’re just mentioning the celebrity, 

living or dead, you don’t need to get per-
mission. They are public figures, so they 
can reasonably expect to get mentioned 
every once in a while. In the sample you 
sent over, the celebrities appear as part 
of a comedy show, but they don’t seem 
to make an appearance to any greater ex-
tent, so you should be fine. It would be 

a different story if you were thinking of 
prescribing actions to them; say, for in-
stance, that you had Mariah Carey show 
up at a party, where she bumps into your 
protagonist and then proceeds to be-
come as much a part of the narrative as 
your character – well, that would poten-
tially present a legal problem. 

Write on,
—Gigi

Why are you wanting to write a POV 
character drastically different from yourself ?

mailto:tweditorial@madavor.com


Become a member of 
The Writer today

Whether you’re just beginning your writing journey or have several 
published books to your name, becoming a member of The Writer will 

help you seamlessly take your ideas from initial inspiration to fi nal 
publication, granting you exclusive access to all the resources, tools, 
advice, and expert webinars you’ll need to successfully publish your 

work, market your writing, and stay ahead of the curve in the 
fast-changing publishing industry.

Start your free trial today at: 
writermag.com/memberships

*The $20 discount for our Critique Service is available only for The Writer Member Plus and The Writer VIP Member tiers.

GET 
$20 OFF 
OUR CRITIQUE 

SERVICE!*

http://writermag.com/memberships


Self-publishers need a trusted printing partner 
and outstanding results. 

With 48 Hour Books, you get both.

Call us today for FREE HELP
or check out the resources 
on our website!

800-231-0521
info@48HrBooks.com

2249 14th St. SW 
Akron, Ohio 44314www.48HrBooks.com

Fast Turnaround 
We’re the fastest book 
printers in the world! 

Production time for standard 
perfect bound books is 48 

hours or less, with same-day 
service available. 

FREE Self-Publishing Guide
Visit 48HrBooks.com to order 

your copy! Paper and cover 
samples included.

Easy Pricing & Ordering
Select all the options you want and 

when you place an order.

Premium Options
Fast printing doesn’t mean 

skimping on options! Elevate 
your book with features such 
as Diamond 3D covers, foil 
stamping, hardcover books, 
dust jackets, and cloth and 

leather covers.

Unmatched Service

for you at every step. We 
actually answer our phones!

Don’t take our word for it 
- check out our incredible

independent reviews.

Not to mention...

http://www.48HrBooks.com
mailto:info@48HrBooks.com
http://48HrBooks.com

