Note: This is the full unabridged interview. The abridged version appeared in Dreamwatch 105, June 2003


How difficult was it to adjust your writing style from teenage/young fiction to adult fiction?

Not difficult at all, because I didn’t really adjust my writing style. I never really ‘wrote down’ to kids, and my later YA books I think could easily sit on the adult shelves and nobody would know. It’s more a matter of the age of the protagonists. As soon as I started writing adults, they started doing adult things. I did have to make a few minor changes in my approach, though. I think working with children’s fiction for so long has taught me to be concise, and I like to keep the plot pacy. When I delivered the first manuscript to my editor, his initial reaction was tell me to slow down and take a breather every once in a while. You get more latitude with adult fiction because the reader’s attention span is assumed to be longer, so I got to paint in the background a lot more. And it was nice to be off the leash as far as the Weavers went as well; some of the stuff they get up to would never have made it into a children’s book…  

Which do you prefer writing?

Adult I suppose, but it doesn’t make too much difference. In the end it’s all fantasy, and I never used to write to any particular age group. What market it ends up in is irrelevant to the creation of the story.


Was the idea for The Weavers of Saramyr always going to be for an adult audience, or had you thought about using it for another series of teenage books?

No, that was always adult. After The Haunting Of Alaizabel Cray, which was my first really sizable novel for the YA market, I decided I was going to get an adult fantasy published if it killed me. Weavers is actually a complete rewrite of the original book I wrote, called The Cold Road. I just ended up feeling that The Cold Road wasn’t good enough for a debut, and that I could do better. But The Cold Road introduced the Weavers, so I took them as a starting point and reworked the whole novel from scratch. Glad I did now!


The Oriental flavour is fairly unusual for a fantasy novel. What made you choose that as a setting?

I just love that sense of elegance and aesthetic beauty that characterised the ancient Far East. While the English were all floundering around trying to remember what the Romans had taught us, the Far East had all these great traditions of art and philosophy and learning; and yet under that civilised veneer there was terrific savagery and cruelty too. That really appealed to me, and it suited the theme of the masks, which were originally based on Japanese Noh theatre. Also, I have to admit, part of the reason I chose it was because it was unusual. Fantasy as a genre is so massive in scope; it kind of troubles me that so few authors seem to stray from the beaten path. 


How did you go about researching the subject? Is Oriental culture an interest of yours?

I’m not much of a researcher, to tell you the truth, but I have been interested in Oriental culture ever since they started importing half-decent anime and manga into Britain. Saramyr was based on an idealised Far East anyway, and I didn’t want to make it too close to any one country. I went backpacking in South East Asia before I started, which helped with the ‘feel’, and I was learning Japanese while I was writing it which taught me how different languages really can be. A lot of that went into the book. And the whole concept of gods and spirits was a loose blend of traditional polytheism and Shinto mythology. None of it was really researched though; it was a fantasy, after all, not a historical novel, so most of it I could make up. I just went with what felt right. 


Did reading Manga comics have anything to do with the style?  As I was reading the book, those are the sort of images that were conjured in my mind (soft edges, washed out colours). It is a very visual story.


All the manga I’ve ever read has been black and white, so I don’t think that had any bearing on the book. Anyway, I got that out of my system with Broken Sky, which was a children’s fantasy series stylistically based on anime and manga. But I tend to visualise what I’m writing as if it were a film, so I do like to spend time on the setting and the background and the lighting. Saramyr is intentionally idyllic, at least on the surface. I wanted to get across a sense of how awe-inspiring nature can be, because essentially the question of what is natural and what isn’t is one of the most important parts of the story, and you need the contrast. All that beauty is dying; that’s the tragedy of the place.  

Will you continue to write adult fiction once The Braided Path is concluded? How many book are there in the series? How far are you along with the rest?

Definitely! Adult fiction is what I always originally intended to do; it’s just taken me a few years to work my way round to it. I’ve already thought up my next adult book after The Braided Path and I’m chewing my fingers off wanting to get started. There are three books in The Braided Path, and only three; this isn’t going to ramble off into a quintupladecalogy of fantasy books that only end when I die of old age. I’ve nearly finished the second one at the moment, and I hope to complete the trilogy by the start of next year. They’ll be out in 2004 and 2005 respectively. 

