TITLE: Uncommon Knowledge: Researching and Writing Nerd Novels
DESCRIPTION: Fiction writers work from a mix of imagination, observed realities,
inherited stories, and common knowledge—but some novels are propelled by uncommon
knowledge. When a character’s professional expertise is pivotal to her identity, or a plot
or theme relies on complex concepts and obscure facts—whether in physics or clinical
psychology, Shakespeare studies or chemistry, birdwatching or airport security—research
is crucial. How can we use it to bring our nerdy narrative visions to life?
CATEGORY: Fiction Craft and Criticism
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Writing at the University of Arkansas-Fayetteville.
http://padmaviswanathan.com/
INTRODUCTION
Susan M. Gaines (organizer/moderator)
Susan will introduce the panel, talking briefly about when and why we incorporate forms
of formal or professional knowledge in our fiction, with examples of well-known works
that depend on such knowledge to such an extent that she and Jean have affectionately
christened them “nerd novels.” She will introduce the other panel members, noting why
she asked them to join in this discussion.
DISCUSSION
Panelists will briefly summarize the roles that specialized or “uncommon” knowledge has
played in their “nerdiest” works or in novels they have taught or admired, and then
address the following questions.
How do we become experts on the subjects of our books?
To what extent do we use first-hand (eg personal experience/education), second
hand (interviews/tours/etc with practitioners) and third hand (journalistic accounts

in news, blog, book etc form) knowledge? What problems do we encounter with
obtaining, understanding and using these different forms of knowledge? Panelists
can provide specific examples from their own and other novels.
At what stages during the writing process do we do most of our research? (eg. before first
draft, during multiple drafts, etc). How does our research affect plotting and character
development?
How do we incorporate our research?
How do we “teach” the facts, information, and ways of thinking that readers need
to know to understand the novel? How can we include information that enhances
the reading experience for expert or more engaged readers without turning off
novice or impatient readers? How do we avoid the “information dump?” How
much is enough, how much is too much? How do we decide when the knowledge
is doing its job in the novel, and when it is getting in the way?
Does “accuracy” count in a work of fiction?
How do we decide when to use actual facts, and when do we want to reshape those
facts to tell our stories? How do we negotiate the wavery line between fact and
fiction? How does each novel generate its rules for fictionalizing facts, and how do
we communicate those rules to readers? How do we keep readers apprised of what
parts of our stories are “real” and what bits are made up--and should we even
bother?
On revision:
Do we use different kinds of readers during our drafting or revision process? What
is different about working on fiction that contains a lot of specialized knowledge?
Any special advice? Mistakes we’ve made, or seen others make, things to avoid?
AUDIENCE QUESTIONS, COMMENTS, AND DISCUSSION

