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So much has happened since my last issue of
The Writer's Everything!
I completely revamped my Twitter presence. I
separated my fiction and non-fiction into two
different accounts. I added header images that
I'm pretty dang proud of. I created a posting
schedule, downloaded Buffer, and lined up two
weeks' worth of Tweets.
Finally, I started a new project. It's a year-long
diary chronicling my efforts to make a passable
living of $25,000 off of my writing in 2020.
Whether it happens or not, I'm still so glad that
I'm taking this step. I've also organized my
schedule with a week-by-week course of action
to get all my projects finished evenly.
If you'd like to follow me, check out https://
twitter.com/qj_author/, https://twitter.com/
twe_mag/, and https://twitter.com/from0to25k/.
The Writer’s Everything is released as a free
weekly PDF download. If you’d like it sent
directly to your email each Monday, then you
can go to https://qjmartin.org/newsletter/ and
sign up there to receive it. Be sure to check
your junk folder in case the newsletter is
accidentally filtered out of your inbox.
If you would like to support The Writer’s
Everything, as well as my other literary
endeavors, be sure that I will never turn down
donations. You can pledge your patronage at
https://patreon.com/qjmartin/.
Until next time,
QJ
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Developing Your
Character
QJ MARTIN

Basic Information > School
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“troublemaker,” and they are thus very often
sent to the principal’s office. In Catch Me If You
Can, Frank Abagnale Jr. is sent to the
principal’s office after successfully
impersonating a substitute teacher for weeks.
While he is waiting for his punishment, he gives
another student advice to help her get away
with her own scheme for skipping school.

Has he ever been given
detention?
•

Does he put effort into his
schoolwork?
Some students limit themselves to the barest
minimum amount of effort that will allow them
to pass their classes. Others try less, not caring
even if they fail every assignment. Still others
put an incredible amount of effort in their
schoolwork, spending many sleepless nights
finishing homework, and always giving 100% in
class. In Harry Potter and the Prisoner of
Azkaban, Hermione Granger enjoys school so
much that she requests a time-travel device so
that she can take twice as many classes as
normal. Ron Weasley, on the other hand, just
barely manages to get by in the classes he has.

IF SO, WHY?

Students that have a history of getting in
trouble at school usually also tend to have
countless experiences serving detention either
after school or on the weekend. In Freaky
Friday, Anna Coleman often ends up in
detention at school, and she has a big debate
with her mother about whether she would be
able to make it a day in her high school without
likewise receiving detention.

Has he ever been given
suspension?
•

IF SO, WHY?

Sometimes a student can get into so much
trouble that the school decides to take the next
step in their disciplinary action against them,
which is to suspend them for a certain period of
time. In 13 Reasons Why, Clay Jensen is
suspended from school for three days because
another student plants marijuana in his bag.

Has he ever been sent to the
principal’s office?
•

IF SO, WHY?

While some children exert a great deal of energy
with the objective of being good students and
not causing trouble, others lean heavily toward
actions that earn them titles such as
3
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Outlining vs.
Pantsing
QJ MARTIN

While authors are, for the most part, fairly
reasonable and level-headed (you have to be if
you’re going to get in the headspace of each of
your characters), there is one question that
divides even the best of us. It’s an elemental
debate that stems from the very core of how we
function.
That conflict is between planners, those who
outline their novels ahead of time, creating a
step-by-step guide to carry them through the
writing process, and pantsers, those who fly by
the seat of their pants, allowing nothing, not
even their own notes, to stifle their creative
process.
As with other elemental debates, Coke vs. Pepsi,
Samsung vs. iPhone, Star Wars vs. Star Trek,
the question of whether an author should
outline or pants is highly divisive, and has lead
to uncountable heated debates. All of them,
however, are unnecessary in my opinion.
Now, I’m not trying to say that we should all
just ignore our differences and get along,
although that is generally the best course of
action. I’m also not trying to say that I don’t
have a strong opinion on the topic. I lean
heavily towards outlining for various reasons
that I will mention later on in this article.
What I am trying to say is something so out of
the norm for most writers that they will
immediately reject it. It’s hogwash suggested by
a quack. Well, here it goes anyway. In my
opinion, for all intents and purposes, outlining
and
pantsing are, in fact, the same thing,
completely indistinguishable from each other
save one key difference.
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I know, I know. How could I be so flagrantly
unabashed as to propose such a contentious
concept? I ask that you hear me out on this,
though.
Pantsers believe that outlining your novel limits
your creative freedom. It locks you into a course
of action that you must take whether it makes
sense or not. The outline informs your
characters’ decisions, rather than the other way
around.
Outliners believe that pantsing your novel
lowers its quality and coherency. It causes you
to meander meaninglessly from one scene to
another, with your story suffering all the while.
But what is the process of these two
methodologies?
Pantsers start out with an idea. They usually
take a little bit of time to establish a few key
details, such as who the main character is and
what the setting is. There may be a pantser or
two who takes exception to this, but in my
opinion, you need to know whether your story
takes place on a 24th century starship or a
medieval castle before you begin.
Outliners start out their process in the exact
same way. They have an idea, and then they
develop the key details around that idea.
It’s the next step that is the greatest matter of
contention between these two groups, yet in all
honesty, it’s also one of the greatest similarities
between these two processes. For outliners,
they shape their story by imagining situations
that their characters will face, how their
characters will confront those situations, and
then writing down what they come up with. For
pantsers, they begin writing down the situations
that the characters are facing and their efforts
to confront them.
See the similarities? Both camps think about
their story and what’s going to happen in it, and
then write down what they discover, often in
4
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order. So the truth is that the first draft of a
pantser is their outline.
Honestly, there is only one significant
difference between these two methods.
Outliners keep their stories in their heads, only
writing down the most vital parts in order to
shape their story. Pantsers write everything
down as they think of it.
Outliners have straightforward lists of events.
Pantsers have cluttered and meandering first
drafts. Outliners have to write their entire first
draft after the outlining process. Pantsers have
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something that, if it’s of high enough quality,
they can begin to shape rather than start from
scratch.
Here’s another controversial idea: If you choose
to plot, it does not mean that you are
hampering your creativity.
For one thing, writing down your outline is, in
fact, writing, just as writing a first draft is. The
only difference is how much detail you put in
the story.
Imagine telling a story to a friend.

Writing Definitions
Figurative Language

Metaphor

Figurative language is a form of speech in
which the words and expressions you use
are not meant to be taken literally. Such
language may be more impactful than
literal language. It includes all of the
following five examples.

A metaphor is a sort of figurative language
in which two unrelated things are directly
related to each other for the sake of
comparison, without the words “as” or
“like”. For example, “Life is a highway.”

Simile

Personification

A simile is a sort of figurative language in
which the characteristics of two different
things are related in direct comparison
using words such as “like” or “as”. For
example, “Life is like a box of chocolates.”

Personification is a sort of figurative
language in which human characteristics
are projected onto inanimate objects,
animals, and the like. For example, “The
sun smiled,” or, “The hills have eyes.”

Hyperbole

Symbolism

Hyperbole is a sort of figurative language
in which ideas are drastically overexaggerated in order to emphasize a point
or add humor to a statement. For example,
“I'm so hungry I could eat a horse.”

Symbolism is a sort of figurative language
in which one object, person, or idea is
used to symbolize another, often for the
purpose of representing grand ideas and
qualities. For example, The Statue of
Liberty is a symbol of freedom.
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Writing Concepts
Background Characters
Background characters are those who appear
in the background of the story. They're never
the focus of the novel, and they almost never
have a profound impact on its plot. Unlike
primary and secondary characters, a
background character has no character
development, and more than likely no
motivation or goals period.
Background characters do very little in the
story. Their appearances are often for the
purpose of making the world feel large and
lived-in. They always have flat character arcs,
as they are never developed enough to either
depict their wants and needs or to follow them
in their pursuits of them.
If you find that a background character is
gaining a larger role in your story, perhaps
appearing several times, or clearly defining
their wants, needs, and actions, then it may be
time to rethink their position in the narrative.
Such characters could be developed until
they're secondary or even primary characters.
In Ender’s Game, the nurse that talks to Ender
in the very first scene, as well as the students
that he defeats playing arcade-style war
games at school, are all background
characters. In The Fault in Our Stars, Patrick,
the head of the cancer support group that
both Hazel Grace Lancaster and Augustus
Waters attend in the basement of a church, is
a background character, even though he has a
couple lines of dialogue and it is his quirkiness
that leads to the main characters bonding
after the meeting.
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Outliners: “So get this. I was in line at the
grocery store, and this family just cut right in
front of me.”
Pantsers: “Man, I went to the grocery store
to get some drinks for the party last
weekend, and I’m just standing in line to
check out, minding my own business, and
this family with three kids walks up next to
me with a cart full of junk food. They stand
there for a second, then out of nowhere, they
slip in front of me and act like they were
there the entire time. I was so furious, I
started muttering under my breath, but they
acted like they didn’t hear me.”
Does either of these methods confine your
creativity? Of course not. They’re different
ways to convey the same events. You could
easily take the outline and turn it
immediately into the story, and vice versa.
Also, writing an outline isn’t a guarantee that
you’re going to hamper your creativity. If you
have an outline and the story is taking you
somewhere else, you don’t have to force it
back into submission. You can still follow it
and see where it goes.
And whether you’re an outliner or a pantser,
if you decide half way through your first
draft that Joe Schmo is a mechanic rather
than a computer engineer, it’s going to take
just as much effort to go through what you
have written and make those changes
throughout.
The truth is that there is only one valid
reason to pick one method of creating your
story over the other. You do whatever works
for your brain. A pantser may not be capable
of seeing their story from a bird’s-eye view,
altering events in chunks. They may need to
watch things unfold before their eyes to be
able to discover the events of their story
organically. An outliner may not be capable
of writing without direction. They may find
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that the lack of structure means that their story
does not have the purpose and meaning that it
would if they had outlined it first.
Now that I’ve gotten all of the “just get along”ness out, let me end this article by listing four
reasons why I would suggest outlining rather
than pantsing.
1. Outlining gives you a bird’s-eye view right
off the bat. This is absolutely necessary for
well-structured stories. An artist wouldn’t
start drawing a portrait by fully forming the
forehead wrinkles of the subject and then
building out from there. Rather, he figures
out where the shape of the entire head is
going to be. Once that’s established, he’s
able to begin adding the details.
2. Outlining allows you to intricately weave
theme into your story. Your role as an
author and a wordsmith is to create
meaningful and resonating stories. That
means there has to be a point to your novel.
The best way to establish that point is with
theme. The best way to add theme to a
work-in-progress is by plotting it, making
sure that every scene is essential and
important to the development of said
theme.
3. Outlining allows you to discover plot holes
and inconsistencies long before you’ve
wasted months writing your first draft. You
don’t want to be 100,000 words into your
murder mystery before realizing that the
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murderer couldn’t have committed the
crime because you referenced him
appearing on live television that night in the
first chapter. Outlining, simply put, helps
you to keep your ducks in a row.
4. Outlining allows you to economize your
writing time more fully. Writing out whole
conversations and descriptions of events,
only to realize that you aren’t happy with
90% of it and promptly do a Select
All>Delete is just a waste of your time. The
problem is that you wrote those words
before you knew whether you even needed
that scene or not.
Ok, it’s time for me to get back to my neutrality.
I would certainly never want to downplay the
method that works best for you. If you can
make your novels happen by pantsing, then by
all means you should stick with it. I’m simply
concerned with the numerous writers who
could benefit greatly from the outlining process,
but who reject it outright because of
misconceptions about what it means and what
it requires. If we all just take a moment to look
at it objectively, we’ll find that outlining
achieves the same steps as pantsing, it allows
you the same creative freedom, and it comes
with added benefits to boot.
Either way, what really matters is this: that you
commit to your method of choice fully. If you
want to be a successful author, this is, above all
else, a necessity. It’s the only way that you can
be absolutely sure to succeed in your efforts to
write a novel. And really, that’s what we all
want to do.

JOIN THE WRITER'S EVERYTHING MAILING LIST
Have new issues of The Writer's Everything sent directly
to your inbox for free by signing up for my newsletter!
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Cinematic
Storytelling—
Marvel End Battles,
Part One
QJ MARTIN

There is no film series more popular than the
Marvel Cinematic Universe (MCU). Starting
with Iron Man in 2008, both the solo and team
outings of the various Avengers have since
exploded in popularity. After eleven years,
Marvel has amassed a collection of successful,
interconnected movies that few, if any, will be
able to replicate any time soon.
Yes. Many, many people enjoy MCU films. At
the same time, many others, especially
storytellers, can’t help but notice the
similarities between each new entry and the
last. For them, it feels as though Marvel has
discovered a formula for their films, sacrificing
originality for the sake of success.
I’m not necessarily going to side one way or
another on this debate. Marvel movies are
hugely entertaining and they rarely leave their
comfort zone.
What I will criticize right here and now is the
fact that nearly every end battle in Marvel’s
history has been the same. The hero has
mastered his powers and must now face off
against his mirror opposite, an individual with
the exact same powers as himself, but evil.
These battles have certainly had their low
points, but there have been a few that managed
to successfully reach for greater heights. What I
want to do in this week’s Cinematic Storytelling
is rate the Marvel end battles based on,
primarily, originality. The quality of character
development will also be taken into
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consideration, as will, in one case, the quality of
the effects.
See if you can guess which film I’m referring to
before I name it.
So let’s analyze these twenty-three films,
looking for lessons that we can learn and
information that we can apply in our own
stories. We’re going to start with the least
original end battle and go up from there. This
list will be divided into three parts, published
over the next three weeks.
23—The Incredible Hulk
The Incredible Hulk had one of the worst end
battles of the entire MCU. Although this was
only the second film in the series in which a
superhero faced his evil twin, it was all the more
disappointing because of the tremendous waste
of potential. There was so much depth to the
story, so much depth to Edward Norton’s
portrayal of Bruce Banner, and then it just
devolved into a meaningless computergenerated fist-fight. The film truly set the bar by
containing the least interesting, most formulaic
end battle possible.
22—Black Panther
It’s such a shame for a movie of this pedigree to
end with such a disappointing slop of a battle.
Once again, the potential for a glorious, deeply
philosophical ending was there, but it was given
up in favor of…a literal cat fight. The worst part
is how terrible the graphics looked. Captain
America: Civil War introduced Black Panther
with fantastic, kinetic action scenes that looked
amazing. It’s so hard to believe that the effects
that brought the eponymous hero of Black
Panther to life fell so far so quickly by its end
battle. The only redeeming feature that puts it
ahead of The Incredible Hulk was the absolutely
wonderful ending moment where the two of
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them watched the sunset as Killmonger died. If
we could have gotten more of that and less of
the poor CGI and un-cinematic framing, this
film could have shot up to one of the top
locations on the list.
21—Thor: The Dark World
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It’s also par for the course when it comes to
having a potentially interesting villain that
failed to live up to his potential. Scarlet Witch’s
inclusion in the end battle, as well as Cliff
Barton’s expanded role, were both more than
welcome, and all together managed to just
barely push the film past Iron Man 2 in this list.

Thor: The Dark World was, on a whole, utterly
forgettable. There was quite literally nothing
special about it. On top of that, unfortunately,
the sequel to Thor placed its titular hero against
the most generic, boring villain in the history of
the MCU. Malekith had no character
development and no real motivation. His goal
was as generic as wanting to ‘make everything
dark’. I chose to place this end battle above that
of Black Panther, not because Thor: The Dark
World was a higher quality film, but because
the inclusion of portals added a fairly
interesting dynamic to this end battle.
20—Iron Man 2
The goal of Iron Man 2 was fairly simple and
straightforward. Do what Iron Man did, but
bigger. Instead of one hero in an Iron Man suit
fighting against one villain in an Iron Man suit,
they did two heroes in Iron Man suits fighting
against one villain in an Iron Man suit and a
few dozen drones in Iron Man suits. It’s really
difficult to place the films that are from 21-17,
being that they’re so unfortunately similar to
each other, but I chose to place Iron Man 2
above Thor: The Dark World simply because
the villain had more depth and motivation. Of
course, he certainly could have and should have
been developed more.
19—Avengers: Age of Ultron
Avengers: Age of Ultron followed the same
path that Iron Man 2 did, with the goal of doing
the same as Marvel’s The Avengers, but bigger.

18—Spider-Man: Homecoming
Peter Parker’s climactic showdown with the
Vulture was yet another case of tech vs. tech. In
this case, however, Spider-Man’s tech in the
final battle was limited to his web shooters.
Honestly, the end battle wasn’t about the fight
itself, but rather about Peter’s character arc. It
was about him learning to be a responsible
superhero… by doing the exact opposite of what
Tony Stark demanded of him. Yeah, the
message was a little muddled. I think the
strength of this end battle, though, lies in
Peter’s relationship with Liz Allan. The shared
history they had, the emotional baggage, and
the significance of the end battle in their real
life, no matter who won, were all things that
made the end battle so much more significant
than that of Avengers: Age of Ultron.
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17—Captain America: The First Avenger
Captain America’s first adventure ended exactly
how you would expect. A super-powered main
character faced off against his evil twin. It’s not
really that interesting, even if you consider it a
necessary moment to forward the plot, but the
dialogue between them is certainly a bit of a
highlight at times. Make makes the end battle
so outstanding is what happened after Red
Skull was transported away. Steve Rogers
decided to sacrifice himself by crashing the
plane into the arctic ocean rather than let it
ravage an inhabited city. That was certainly an
emotional highlight that stayed with us long
after the credits rolled, and earned this film its
place above Spider-Man: Homecoming.
16—Iron Man
I’m going to cut Iron Man some slack. It started
the whole ball that is the MCU rolling. That
being the case, we honestly can’t accuse it of
being formulaic. And it certainly wasn’t a
rehash. Even so, we’re dealing with a superhero
in an advanced suit fighting against an evil
mirror image of himself in an advanced suit.
What I love so much about this film is that,
unlike with the weaker entries such as The
Incredible Hulk and Thor: The Dark World, it’s
obvious that this end battle was tied directly
into Tony Stark’s character arc. Later on, this
would be considered formulaic, but for this list,
it stands out against films such as Captain
America: The First Avenger and The Incredible
Hulk because it came first.
Come back next week to find the entries that
place from fifteenth to eighth in this list. If
you’re not already subscribed to my mailing list,
then you can sign up at https://qjmartin.org/
newsletter/ and have future issues sent directly
to your inbox.
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Identifying Theme
QJ MARTIN

While there are countless aspects of writing a
story, three stand out above all the others. They
are the cornerstones on which fiction stands.
What are they? Plot, characters, and theme.
Two of these three are present in the waking
minds of every author. In fact, an author usually
falls devoutly into one side or the other.
The first group focuses on the cornerstone of
plot. Their stories are all about what, not who.
They might outline an entire novel without
having any characters developed to inhabit it.
You can usually spot such stories because they
are “high concept”. They contain unique and
original premises that can be summarized in a
sentence. What if science brought back the
dinosaurs, and they got loose? What if a group
of people had to perform a heist within the
dreams of their target?
The second group focuses on the cornerstone of
characters. It doesn’t necessarily matter to them
what happens. At least not right away. The
important thing is who it happens to. The
characters have to be developed and fleshed out
so that the story can happen around them.
Imagine a history professor who hunts mystical
relics in his spare time. Imagine two performing
magicians who outdo each other at every turn,
desperately trying to prove who is more
convicted to their craft.
The third cornerstone, theme, is often avoided
at all costs. Writers don’t like it, and they don’t
understand it (usually in reverse order). This is
a problem that makes sense. Stories rarely lend
themselves to be described with theme the way
they can be described with plot and characters.
What if there was a story about how far a man is
willing to go for his children, even risking
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madness in the process? What if there was a
story about sacrificing life for a vision, and how
far is too far? They sound interesting enough,
but with no idea what these stories are about in
way of plot and character, you’d be hardpressed to get anyone to watch them.
So is theme pointless? Absolutely not. In an
Arby’s Melt, where characters are the roast beef
and plot is the bread, theme is the succulent
melted cheese that ties it all together. If you
want a story that is meaningful, resonating, and
significant, you have to put just as much work
into theme as you do the other two
cornerstones, if not more.
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fiction. However, I am far from an expert in the
field. So this is going to be a journey of
discovery for us all. If I ever get anything
wrong, or miss something of great significance,
please feel free to send me an email at
QJ@QJMartin.org, and together, we can build
each other up in the topic of theme.

So beginning in this issue of The Writer’s
Everything, I’m going to analyze one story per
week with the perspective of discovering the
theme and understanding the way it molds and
shapes the story.
Now let me be honest. I appreciate theme. I
think about it all the time when I’m writing my

Identifying Theme
Pride and Prejudice

The first movie that
I’m going to analyze in
this section of The Writer’s Everything is
Pride and Prejudice. It seemed apt to
choose for my first story analysis a title
that included its themes in its very name.

M r. D a rc y, o n t h e
other hand, is prideful,
as clearly stated by Elizabeth. He thinks
that both he and Mr. Bingley are above the
Bennet family and their immature ways of
acting.

For the purpose of reiteration, the themes
of Pride and Prejudice are pride…and
prejudice.

These two themes, as well as whether the
two main characters can grow past their
pride and prejudice, are what motivate
every event for the duration of the story.

Elizabeth Bennet is the prejudiced one in
this story, not willing to look past Mr.
Darcy’s rich, stuck-up exterior to see the
genuinely good person he is on the inside.

Pride and Prejudice is a perfect example of
the theme informing the story, rather than
the other way around.
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