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The Virtue of a Survey?   

 No deadlines, grades or obligations 
 We go where you want 

 
My Perspective 

 I write and create with a predisposition towards raising up humanity, not bringing it down or 
using it for my gratification.  I don't write with a primary motive of making making lots of money, 
getting famous or even earning a living.  I look at it as a method of broadcasting human 
benevolence.  This is not "the only way to write" by any means, but it's my way and it colors 
how I view writing entirely. 

 
The Forms 
 
Short Story  

 A great way to start writing, as it is the testing ground for every form: 
• poetic sentiments are sheltered by the surrounding prose 
• good for learning the mechanics of structure, crucial for novel writing 
• develop an ear for dialog without having to write 120 pages worth 

 Wonderful for beginners, yet a showcase for masters 
 
Novel  

  First and foremost, structurally sophisticated   
  At the same time, a loosely defined genre 
  An unmatched commitment of attention 

 
Poetry  

 An exercise in feeling rather than logic 
 In contemporary times, structurally liberated 
 In contemporary times, grossly misunderstood 

 
Stage/Screenplay  

 A collaborative art form, a double-edged sword 
 The medium of our time 
 Formatting is crucial 

 
The Artist Statement 

 Avoid the trap of alienation 
 Three types: Supplemental, conceptual and process 

 
The Perspectives 
 
First-Person 

 “First person is immediate, engaging, and instantly convincing.  You create a distinctive voice, 
a character, a personality with the first words of the story.” (Stern, 178) 

 “The 'I' must be as important as any major character.” (Stern, 181) 
 “Writers can have problems getting information to their first-person narrator.” (Stern, 182) 
 First person is good for showing intimate, individual truths and historical truths.  It's a 

good documenting perspective.  Things seem more enormous in the “I”. 



 
 
 
 
Second-Person 

 “It demands your readers be someone instead of merely observing someone.” (Stern, 185) 
 The least used of all perspectives. 
 Second person is the waltz of perspectives.  It's not common, so when you hear it you 

take notice.  In my opinion, it's beautiful for short bits.  In longer pieces, its greatest gift 
fades: immediacy with the reader. 

 
Third-Person, Limited and Omniscient 

 Comparing first and third-person, Stern 185-186 
 “The concentrated energy of a short story makes third-person limited consciousness an 

effective point of view.” (Stern, 187) 
 Third-person limited is a nice view if you want to teach a lesson.  You're learning along 

with the reader so it's less threatening.  But if you go too heavy-handed with preaching, 
readers will feel like they've been led into a trap by the author.  They'll feel betrayed and 
turn off or turn cynical.  The younger the target age, the heavier you can impress a 
message or moral. 

 The burden of third-person omniscient, Stern 191 
 Third-person omniscient is excellent for spiritual truth.  The proof is in the Bible, but it's 

more than that.  It gets to the core of the human condition without the “I” ego present.  
It's the best perspective for teaching universal truth. 

 The idea of limited-omniscience 
 
Fiction vs. Non-Fiction 
 
Non-Fiction 

 Good for stories marveling at humanity: the funny, sad, sexy, twisted and profound things that 
make us unique among the universe.  This is because the prime draw to non-fiction is “reality” 
and “truth,” both of which are human constructs. 

 
Fiction 

 Good for stories examining the spiritual condition, beyond the impulses and provocations of the 
flesh.  This is because “reality” can be suspended in a fictional world and truth is now in the 
hands of the author, not a textbook. 

 
 Non-fiction and the spiritual condition?  Fiction and the human condition? 

 
Concepts and Axioms 
 
Structure 

 The longer the work, the more structure is needed 
• Several pages, one meditation 
• A short story requires a sense of arch 
• A novel is a veritable Brooklyn Bridge of structural engineering 

 The more structure, the more logical and crafted 
 The less structure, the more spontaneous and vital 
 The Woodworker and the Whittler, the Chessmaster and the Child 

 
 



Style 
 Style is what makes people read, not subject 
 The decision you need to make is: are you documenting or creating? 

• Documenting – telling an experience in a way true to reality.  Trying to put 
the reader in a specific place and time.  You're aiming for factually 
compelling.   

• Creating – telling a story in a way true to the spirit of it.  Trying to put the 
reader in the driver's seat of a certain world view – the author's.  It's mining 
the material within. 

 Both are rewarding and valid, but creating can be harder to do as it requires internal listening. 
 
Revision 

 A natural consequence of finishing a story 
 The trick is discerning the difference between improvement, lateral movement and self-

defeating thoughts. 
 The obsessive revisionist vs. the one-draft wonder 

 
The Workshop 
 

 If you're interested in cultivating a writing habit, workshops are a wonderful tool with all manner 
of pitfalls: 

• PROS: deadlines, exposure to other ideas, meeting like-minded writers, 
learning to take harsh criticism, learning to discern bad criticism. 

• CONS: sniping critics, poor moderators, close-minded people, often erratic 
critiques. 

 In my opinion, ultimately worth it for the beginner writer. 
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 Thank you all for coming, best of luck and I hope you enjoyed. 
 
 Regards, 
 Mike Varley 
 www.mikevarley.com 
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