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Panel 911:

Youve put your best foot forward:
youve shown up on time. You've brought a
drink that will keep you talking for an hour
or two. You have business cards and a cover
flat or a copy of your latest book to prop up
next to your name. You're dressed in your
best: a nice professional outfit or a conver-
sation piece sure to make you stand out from
the crowd.

Then it happens: the panel from Hell.
Something goes wrong, and then another,
and before you know it you're outside the
room and the fans either dont remember
your face or they know your name and re-
vile it. If you haven' yet experienced the
panel from Hell, youre running on bor-
rowed time. The best defense is a good of-
fense. Here are some scenarios and sugges-
tions for getting out alive.

WHAT AM | DoiNnGg HERE?

You're a science fiction author and
they've put you on a panel about feminist
fantasy tropes. You write magical realism and
they've decided you're an authority on creat-
ing alien languages. Youre a writer and they've
put you on a panel on how to make it as an
illustrator. Eventually, someone’s going to as-
sign you to a panel that will make you won-
der how you got there. If you're lucky, you'll
know a few weeks in advance when you re-
ceive your schedule in the mail or it gets
posted to the con website; you might even
be able to ask to be re-assigned if you find
out fast enough. If youre not lucky, youll
find out when they hand you your badge.

The first thing to remember: you're
intelligent, you're thoughtful and you don’t
have to be the world’s leading expert on a
topic to have something to say about it. If
you have the time, do some research on the
topic; if you dony, give yourself at least fif-
teen minutes before the panel to consider
different angles. Even ten minutes thinking
about something will prepare you better
than walking in cold.

Second: Trust that you have something
worthwhile to say. If you don't believe it
implicitly, you'll make an impression on your
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audience...the wrong one. Be confident.
When introductions start and they reach
you, don' say, “I'm So-and-so and I have
no idea why I'm here.” Say, “I'm So-and-so,
and I'm a writer; I've never been on a panel
on topic X but I'm looking forward to the
discussion.” Or, “I'm here to add a differ-
ent perspective on this topic.” Stay positive.

Most importantly: Find your angle.
Youre an SF writer on a panel about fan-
tasy? Find the commonalities between what
you do and what’s being discussed. If there
are none, point out the extreme dissimilari-
ties. You're a writer on a panel about art?
Talk about cover art or book illustrations.
The magic realist on a panel about alien lan-
guages? Creating language is about making
symbols for what's real—so is what you do.

If you absolutely can’t think of a single
thing to add to the discussion, become a
back-up moderator. Ask the people who
seem to have interesting opinions for more
information. Jog the discussion: “In science
fiction, I'd have to figure out the ecological
niche for all the alien creatures I come up
with. Do you think fantasy animals can float
above ecological considerations?”

Chances are, few people will think of
preparing for a panel topic they know noth-
ing about. ..which will be a great help when
they sit you next to a topical expert who
also happens to be a bestseller:

Ack! I'M SitTiNG NEXT TO A
STAR!

All of us are newbies at some point.
Some of us will become very successful. But
few of us dont have a person whose very pres-
ence on the panel will make us stammer and
fall silent. Some things to remember if you
end up sitting next to a bestseller, award-win-
ner, or person whose work you adore:

You're both professionals in this indus-
try or you wouldn’t be on the panel. Maybe
you've only sold one story. Maybe you've sold
afew but havent made a name. Maybe you've
sold several dozen but you're next to an award-
winning star. Part of the pleasure of the audi-
ence is the exposure to both new and exist-

ing names; to be entertained by stories from
both ends of the spectrum, people new to
the game, people clawing their way through
the middle and people who are on top of it.

Think of this as an opportunity to learn
something, if you'e sitting next to some-
one who has reached a place you want to
get to; you have a chance to ask some ques-
tions of your own. Listen carefully. Even if
you decide the person next to you is a jerk,
the experience might still be valuable.

Finally, if it's one of the con’s Guests of
Honor at your side and not merely a Very
Important Person to You, dont hog the spot-
light. Does this mean you should become
meek and silent? Absolutely not! But chances
are there are more people in the audience
who paid to come see the person
you're sitting next to than came to see you.
Don’t be an egotist. Even if the person next
to you is.

Which brings us to a very difficult sce-
nario. ..

’IF THEY SAY ANOTHER
WorbD I’'M GoING TO
STRANGLE THEM!’

Being on a panel with someone you can't
stand can make an hour seem like forty days
in the desert: the panelist who clutches the
spotlight; the one who won' let others talk, to
the point of talking over them; the one who
knows it all; the one who just has it out for
you; the colleague you had a fight with six
years ago and still want to punch in the gut.

Take a long, long breath. There is only
one rule in the panel with a person you can’t
stand and that is to be bigger than them.
There’s nothing an audience loves more than
a fight and people are quick to key in on
simmering resentment, anger, envy or just
plain rudeness. You don’t want to be the
one they remember as the jerk.

Be courteous to your fellow panelists,
whether theyre rude or not. Be relaxed. Make
jokes, keep things casual. If they want to run
away with the conversation, don't make snide
remarks about it. Usually the moderator will
step in when things get too unruly, but if he
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doesn’t, dont become obnoxious.

There will be times when you'll have to
decide which is more important: to make it
out of a panel having said your piece, or to
make it out of a panel without having made
a poor impression. You'll be surprised how
many people will remember you for having
kept your cool. Some of them will be impor-
tant. Others will be people who are about to
walk into a dealer’s room to spend their
money. Few people feel good about spend-
ing money on someone who acted like a brat;
a lot of people won't even bother.

’RELIGION, TAXES AND
PoLitics, OH MY!’

A subset of the Topic You Know Noth-
ing About and the Panelists You Can't Stand
is the Topic You Hate With a Passion. Howd
you end up on a panel about something you
dislike intensely? Possibly because the con-
staff knew it and wanted you around to stir
up controversy; or possibly because you just
happened to be the only guest they could
get to fill in the final folding chair. Which-
ever it is, this type of panel doesn’t have to
be a disaster. In fact, in some cases it can be
the most fun kind of panel.

Absolutely, the firstand best rule of the
Topic You Hate is: Don’t Froth. Never froth.
Be passionate and eloquent, have your rea-
sons for your dislike handy—or be willing
to work them out thoughtfully in the pres-
ence of strangers—but never froth and don't
attack your fellows. Rudeness is never re-
membered well. People do leave panels say-
ing “That person was so nice, I want to go
read his stuff.” It’s rare they leave saying,
“That person annoyed the heck out of me...
I want to read his books!”

If you are reasonable about your rea-
sons for disliking something, polite to the
people on the panel who do like it, and keep
the conversation going by bringing up points
for discussion without malice or anger, not
only will you entertain your audience, you'll
also make an impression. You never know
when a director from another con will be in
the audience, wondering whether you'll be
worth inviting as a Guest of Honor.

’Hey, AREN’T WE SUPPOSED
To Have NaME CARDS?’
Conventions are hard to schedule and
staffed by enthusiastic people who are not, nev-
ertheless, superhuman. Eventually youre go-
ing to run into a panel where the moderator’s
gone missing. Since the moderator’s the one
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who usually finds the name cards, introduces
you or prompts for introductions, and guides
or prods the discussion, the lack of a modera-
tor can sometimes result in an aimless
panel....orasilentone. This s particularly true
of panels with strange topics that none of the
panelists can make heads or tails of (“The Art
and Music Connection? What do you think
this is supposed to be about?” “No clue. You?”
“Ummm...”).

If your moderator’s gone missing and
your audience is already in place, there’s
nothing wrong with saying to your fellow
panelists, “Well, it looks like we've lost our
moderator. . .anyone want to step in?”

If your topic really is bizarre and you're
not sure what to make of it, ask the audi-
ence. “What did you come here expecting?”
And if they don’t know either, then it’s time
for improvisation.

Make sure if your moderator’s gone
missing that someone’s keeping track of the
time; do it yourself or get a friend in the
audience or a fellow panelist to do it. But
stay alert, because it’s not impossible for the
panel to fall into uncomfortable silence.

Yeah. Hear the crickets?

"Umm...Is ANYBODY OuT
THERE?’

Believe it or not, there are panels that
will lapse into complete silence without
prompting. And sometimes the moderators
seem as much at a loss as the panelists. If
the moderator doesn't seem to be stepping
in and you have a few ideas for questions,
there’s no reason you can’t ask your fellow
panelists for answers. See if you can’t seed a
new discussion.

If that fails, don’t make small talk with
your fellow panelists. Any conversation that
sounds like a private one between friends is
going to alienate your audience. They came
to see you and your fellows be witty, enter-
taining and interesting on their behalf; not
hear you talk to someone else about things
they have no context for.

Instead, ask the audience for questions.
Get them to participate. If the questions go
off topic, it’s still better than no talk at all.

’RuN AwAy, RuN Away?!’

You're on a panel about a topic you
passionately dislike with people you despise
and a moderator who didn’t prepare. Your
mug is empty, it’s 10 PM and you're a morn-
ing person and your hair has dried into an
unintentional mohawk.

Dont panic...laugh. Really. Invite ev-
eryone to laugh along with you...“This
obviously isn’t my day, is it?” (Say it like you
think its funny, notas if youre angry. . .even
if you are!) Or “I'm not sure of the exact
timing, but somewhere around three in the
afternoon my hair declared independence.”

Rule two: Remember this is only an
hour or two of your life. You can get through
it. Think of a reward for when youre done
getting through the wringer.

Always, always, relax. The worst circum-
stances are sometimes the easiest ones to shine
in. If you sail into the room, laugh away your
hair, make jokes about your lack of coffee
and lack of sleep, politely maintain the con-
versation and even manage a few witty com-
ments, you will be remembered as the pro
who can be a good convention guest even if
her clothes are on fire. A pro no one has to
babysit is a pro people will invite back again
and again. ..and a pro people will remember
next time they’re in the bookstore, or brows-
ing the magazine racks.

FINAL THOUGHTS

The absolute best advice is, of course,
practice, practice, practice. Contact your
regional cons and ask to get on the program-
ming. The more panels you sit on, the more
experience you'll have with panels that go
terribly, terribly wrong. . .and the more likely
you'll be to ace the disasters when you're on
a bigger stage.

Remember that you're not just at the
con to have fun; you're there to do busi-
ness, to market yourself as someone worth
looking up. Also, in the end, remember that
you're not just at the con to market your-
self, but to have fun, to relax, to meet new
people and laugh and be yourself. Take your
responsibilities as a Guest seriously, not your-
self. And if all else fails, remember in an

hour or two, it'll be over! W

M.C.A. Hogarths passport has been
stamped in exotic, imaginary locales, where
she furthers her fictitious degree in xeno-
anthropology. When she's not writing, she's
doing her best to accumulate the bizarre re-
sume of odd jobs and anecdotes that every
writer seems to end up with. This is her sec-
ond article on writers and public speaking,
which she blames on doing presentations in
every class in high school, including math.
You can keep up on her endeavors through
her website, www.stardancer.org. Theres no
public speaking there, just pictures and news.
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SFWA Officers, Volunteers & Committees

Anthologies Committee

Overlord: Walter Jon Williams

Michael Bishop, Ben Bova, Michael
Capobianco, Jack Dann, James Morrow,

Robert Silverberg, George Zebrowski

Arbitration Committee
Michael Capobianco, Joe Haldeman

Authors Coalition Liaison
Michael Capobianco

Board of Advisors

Chair: Joe W. Haldeman; Janet Asimov.
Greg Bear, Ben Bova, Michael
Capobianco, Hal Clement, Bruce
Coville, Phillip J. Currie, Larry DiTillio,
James E. Gunn, Barbara Hambly, David
G. Hartwell, Henry Jenkins, Warren
Lapine, Paul Levinson, Donald A.
Maass, Kevin O’Donnell, Jr., Frederik
Pohl, Jerry E. Pournelle, Ph.D., Marta
Randall, Paul Rosenzweig, Robert
Silverberg, Melinda Snodgrass, Norman
Spinrad, Allen M. Steele, Jack

Williamson, Jane Yolen

Board of Directors

President: Catherine Asaro

Vice President: Andrew Burt
Treasurer: Lawrence Watt-Evans
Secretary: Kathy D. Wentworth
Regional Directors

Canadian: Chris Atack

Eastern: Catherine Mintz
Overseas: James A. Hartley
South/Central: Lois Tilton
Western: Sheila Finch

Bylaws Revision Committee
Chair: Lee Martindale
John C. Bunnell, Richard Foss, Dave Smeds

Young Aduls Committee:

Chair: Sherwood Smith

Holly Black, David Brin, Jeffrey A. Carver,
Marianne J. Dyson, Sean P. Fodera, Mel
Gilden, James Gunn, Christopher
McKitterick, Josepha Sherman, Janni
Lee Simner, Jane Yolen

Membership Committee:

Chair: Lawrence Watt-Evans

Catherine Asaro, Andrew Burt, Jim Fiscus,
Jane Jewell (non-voting), Catherine
Mintz, Chuck Rothman, Sherwood
Smith, Lois Tilton
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Writer Beware AKA Writing Scams Commit-
tee:
Chair: Victoria Strauss

Ann Cirispin

Circulating Book Plan
Head Coordinator: Michael H. Payne

Contracts Committee

Chair: David Alexander Smith

Sean P. Fodera, Stephen Goldin, Jeffrey G.
Liss, C.E. Petit, Sarah Smith

Convention Relations: Phyllis Radford Karr

Election Committee
Chair: Gregory Feeley
Esther M. Friesner, Lee Martindale

Emergency Medical Fund
Coordinator: Jane Jewell

Fund-Raising Committee

Chair: Peter J. Heck

Brenda Clough, Keith R.A. DeCandido, jan
howard finder, Esther M. Friesner, Laura
Anne Gilman, Joe W. Haldeman, Ellen
Klages

Trustees

Chair: Robert Silverberg

Jerry E. Pournelle, Ph.D., Lawrence Watt-
Evans

E-Piracy Committee

Chair: Andrew Burt

Russell Davis, Sean P. Fodera, Rachel R.
Hartman, Richard Parks, C.E. Petit, Bud
Webster

Foreign Reprints Committee
Chair: Dave Smeds
Barbara Johnson-Haddad

Forum FEditor: James C. Bassett

Grants and Fellowships Committee
Chair: James Glass
Gregory Feeley, Nalo Hopkinson

Grievance Committee

Chair: Kevin O’Donnell, Jr.

Agents: Brad Linaweaver

Foreign Publishers: Robert Glaub
Mediation: James Sarafin

Novels: Michael Armstrong

Short Fiction: Dafydd ab Hugh
Special Projects: Michael Capobianco
TV and Films: John E. Johnston, III
‘Work-Made-For-Hire: John Barnes

Handbook Committee

Chair: Jim Fiscus

Michael Capobianco, David Harris, Jerry
Pournelle, Mary Rosenblum, Jane Yolen

Legal Counsel
Bruce Plotkin

Liaison to Other Writers Organizations
Chair: Steve Carper
Catherine Asaro, Michael Capobianco

Literary Agent for SEWA
Eleanor Wood, Spectrum L.A.

Media Page Updates: Walter Cuirle
Nebula Awards® Reports Editor: Brook West

Nebula Awards® Committee (Rules Decisions)
Chair: Jeffrey A. Carver
Jack Williamson, Connie Willis

Nebula Pin and Certificate Coordinator:
Phyllis Radford Karr

Trophies: Michael Armstrong

Online Committee

Chair: Linda Dunn

Andrew Burt, Graham P. Collins, Barbara
Johnson-Haddad, Vonda McIntyre

Online Update Editor: Shane Tourtellotte

Outreach Committee
Chair: Elizabeth “Lace” Gilligan
John Morressy, James Van Pelt

Publicity Committee

Chair: Sean P. Fodera

Andrew Burt, Steve Carper, Vera Nazarian,
Raymond Feist (advisor)

Random Audit Committee
Michael Capobianco, Kristine Smith

Service to SFWA Committee
Czarina: Madeleine Robins
Melanie Fletcher, Elizabeth Moon

Speakers’ Bureau: Kathleen Dalton-
Woodbury

United Kingdom Representative: Tan Watson

List courtesy www.sfwa.org, maintained
by Graham P. Collins
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