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Could I get a bit of background from you for the introduction? 


I grew up in a monotonous little town in Leicestershire whose name I won’t speak aloud, and escaped from there as soon as I could to go to university in Sheffield, where I did a BA in English Literature. I’ve been writing novels since I was sixteen, and through sheer persistance (and by dint of my age, I’m pretty sure) I got an agent at eighteen and sold my first book to Scholastic at nineteen. From that point on I wrote all through university, and when I left I decided to give it a go as a full-time author, since that was what I had always wanted to do anyway and because my complete lack of work experience made me unemployable. I’ve been doing that ever since. Counting the nine-part Broken Sky children’s fantasy series, I’ve got sixteen books to my name now. I live in London, and I’ve just turned twenty-six.


You are well known  as a children's writer, why move into adult fantasy? Do you find yourself writing differently?

The intention was there to write for adults since the beginning; the book that got me picked up by my agent was an adult SF/horror thing not a million miles away from Species. It was her who persuaded me to try writing a book for the teenage market, and that got snapped up by Scholastic pretty much immediately, so naturally I kept on doing them. My early stuff was much more grounded in realism, but it’s really obvious if you look at my books chronologically how I was gradually working my way around to what I originally intended to do, which is adult fantasy/SF. I’d have made my run earlier, but it’s taken me this long to be financially secure enough as a full-time author to be able to take the time away from the YA market to write Weavers and the other two books in the trilogy. Plus it was a matter of learning my craft; I don’t think I could have written that book two or three years ago.

As far as writing differently, it’s not really an issue since I never ‘wrote down’ to children. My last two books in the YA market (The Haunting of Alaizabel Cray and Poison) I think would be just as happy on the adult shelves. The only real difference is the age of the protagonists. With Weavers, because I started writing with a cast of adult characters they naturally started taking off in adult directions. Plus it’s nice to be able to indulge my sick side knowing that nobody’s going to try and sue me when their kid starts skinning the neighbours’ dog.     

 
_Weavers_ starts out as a standard fantasy but it seems to question the role of women in fantasy? They seem to hold the actual power during the machinations of the families and also challenge the male characters within the religion and how it is used.

There is a gender issue in Weavers, but I wasn’t making a comment on the role of women in fantasy, other than I find more pro-active female characters far more interesting than ones who sit around to provide something for the men to fight over. Most of the protagonists in Weavers are women, but that’s because I tend to feel that men are a little more disassociated from nature through having a much smaller part in the process of childbirth and so on, and Weavers is very much concerned with the natural and the unnatural, with nature and anti-nature. Equally, that’s why the most prominent male character is a priest of the goddess of nature; his beliefs are called very much into question throughout the book, because the events that occur around him make him wonder how rigid his faith is and whether he can allow it to bend to accommodate what he thinks is right. There’s not too much I can say about the male-female dynamic though without giving away whole chunks of the book and the rest of the trilogy…

 
There also appears to be a questioning of normality in conventional fantasy, what with the Aberrants confronting the fear of difference which is reminiscent of Storm Constantine.

The fear of difference I think is at the crux of most of humankind’s problems, to be honest, so I’m surprised that it doesn’t crop up more often in fantasy. Often – particularly in trad-fantasy - a character is evil for no other reason than because they’re evil, and I don’t think that’s enough. An orc (or whatever sub-human orc-analogue you like) is ugly and bad and should probably be killed before it kills you; never mind the fact that it’s probably been driven to poverty by dwarves mining away all the gold and jewels in its habitat or that the elves have stolen all the good real estate in the forests. The issue of normality in fantasy is particularly key, because it is often used to draw very black and white distinction between good and evil and sidestep any moral considerations altogether. The wholesome, cultured heroes happily hack up the smelly, uncultured enemies, and the issue of why they are doing it is not tackled all that often. It’s us versus them, and we’re automatically assumed to be on the side of right. I just like to muddy the waters by giving some of my characters a moral conscience.

I find my own concerns tend to bleed over into whatever I’m writing, and fantasy is a wonderful medium for holding a mirror up to the world as its very setting tends to make it seem less didactic and judgmental than a contemporary novel would if it were tackling the same thing. The people of Saramyr, from the peasants up to the noble classes, hate and fear those that they see as impure of body to the extent that they will kill their own children rather than suffer an Aberrant to live. It’s an ingrained reaction that even the heroines of the story have, and it’s only when they’re forced by circumstance to question that received wisdom that they find out how groundless it is. Even within the setting of a fantasy book, it’s quite an appalling attitude to have; but in the end it’s only a reflection of the equally appalling way that people treat each other in real life.  

 
What made you play with fantasy in Poison? Is this a comment on plot driven fantasy versus character driven fantasy? 

Not really. That story was more about free will and determinism. With Poison I wanted to play about with the fairytale setting, because I find fairy tales appeal to something primal that makes them timeless. Even in this day and age, young kids are terrified of the traditional image of a warty old witch. There’s something enduring in that, if it can survive from Hansel and Gretel through Macbeth and The Wizard Of Oz and still scare children now. I originally went to university to study Folklore - they discontinued the course after my first year - and the kind of things I found out there made me realise how truly gruesome some of those tales were. In the original Sleeping Beauty, she’s not awakened by her Prince; instead, when he can’t wake her, he rapes her in her sleep and nine months later she gives birth. It’s the baby suckling on her breast that wakes her, not the kiss from the Prince. Disney stole the edge from our fairy tales; I just wanted to steal it back.


In your children's fantasy, you don't hold any punches with the horror of what is being written about. Was this a conscious choice or just how the story worked out as you wrote it? 


I’m not sure exactly what you mean by that: whether you’re talking about the horror of the creatures and events that the characters face, or the horror of worlds in which they live. If the former, I actually think I’m very understated as far as horror goes. I subscribe to the theory that what you don’t see is far more scary than what you do. Graphically eviscerating someone doesn’t make the reader afraid, it makes them throw up. I much prefer writers like H P Lovecraft and films like The Blair Witch Project and Ring (the Japanese original, not the shabby American remake for people who can’t handle subtitles). An individual’s imagination is a far more powerful tool if you don’t show them what they should be scared of.

As far as the worlds that The Haunting of Alaizabel Cray and Poison deal with – respectively, a grim Victorian London overrun by daemons and a fairytale realm in which humans are vermin – then no, I don’t hold any punches; but then, I don’t really write with any age group in mind. Even if I did, I wouldn’t tone it down; I don’t think anyone should be coddled by fiction, least of all adolescents. If they’re bright enough to read to that level, then they’re bright enough to deal with the fact that the world can be a very nasty place and that humankind as a whole has done (and still does) some unbelievably evil acts, and I like to believe that the concepts in those particular books might make them pause to think about things that may not otherwise occur to them. And certainly won’t if they keep on reading Sweet Valley High for the rest of their lives. 
Which writers influenced you?

I’ve no idea. Influence is such an unconscious thing. I sometimes read back over passages that I’ve written and think ‘that’s a lot like so-and-so’ but it’s never really premeditated. I often find I’m influenced as much by ideas in books that I don’t like as much as in ones that I do. I read a lot of horror as a child: Stephen King, James Herbert, Dean Koontz and so forth, as well as a lot of trad-fantasy and SF. Then I kind of fell out with the horror genre and I pretty much stopped reading it. Tolkien was an influence, obviously, but I tend to use his works as a template to avoid. Not that I’m belittling Lord Of The Rings at all, it’s one of my favourite stories ever; it’s just that it’s such an imitated book and there’s no way I’d want to add another tome to five decades of elves and dwarves and goblins crowding the bookshelves. Lately I’ve become far more fond of the works of writers who are much more off-the-wall in their approach to fantasy - M. John Harrison, China Mieville, Clive Barker and so on. Oh yeah, and Hayao Miyazaki’s Nausicaa Of The Valley Of Wind is still just about the greatest fantasy/SF story ever told in my eyes; though it’s a graphic novel, it still leaves everything else in the genre standing. 

 You mentioned that Fantasy is such a good medium for holding up a mirror to the contemporary world. Would you be able to expand this? (although I happen to agree) given that a fair amount of fantasy fails to do this.

The unreality of the setting is what makes it so effective. With books set in the real world, the preconceptions are already in place, and any message the author is trying to convey is coloured by the reader’s own opinions on the subject. There’s no assumed history in fantasy but what the author chooses to tell you, no heroes or villains until they have proved themselves as such. The reader (hopefully!) ends up looking at the characters as characters and judges them by what they do, rather than attaching their own personal stereotypes to them. Of course, trad-fantasy has its own batch of stereotypes, but nobody’s compelled to use them! 

I’m obviously not saying that you can’t reflect the contemporary world effectively in any other medium, only that in fantasy you can change anything you want and you start with a blank slate, so it’s much easier to disguise and circumvent the immediately recognisable elements that come from sharing a society with the person who wrote the book. Nobody likes to be preached at. If you’re trying to put across a message, it’s much more likely to penetrate if done subtly.

What do think about the future of YA fantasy given the Harry Potter phenomenon and Philip Pullman's denial that he writes Fantasy? 

I think it’s a lot brighter than it was a few years ago. Look at what Philip Reeve is doing, and Clive Barker. There’s a very fertile sense of wonderment in the YA audience, and if you can catch them before they become jaded then so much the better. I can understand Philip Pullman not wanting to associate himself with fantasy as a genre, since that tag still bears the swords ‘n’ sorcery connotations and his books are a lot harder to classify than that. But between all the writers producing offbeat fantasy fiction in the YA market, I believe the term is losing the stigma it once had.  

Do you think that children read differently from adults? Do you think that fiction should be, to some degree, didactic?

This is terribly broad generalisation, but I think children are less cynical than adults, and suspension of disbelief comes easier to them. They haven’t ‘seen it all before’ yet. When I was a teenager, one in five books I read would really knock me off my feet; now it’s more like one in twenty, if that. That’s not a matter of the quality of the books, it’s just that I’d never read anything like them back then. Stories were new and amazing, and I was mesmerised by the simple joy of reading. I never used to think in terms of genre or characterisation or whether an author had succeeded in trying to get a point across. I have to dig a lot harder now to find something that blows me away.

As to fiction being didactic, I don’t believe it necessarily has to be. A story is a story: that’s the most important thing. When a message gets in the way of that, then it’s a lecture. If the author’s opinions creep into the tale then that’s no bad thing; the reader can choose to be influenced by them or not. But I wouldn’t say that a book has to have a message at all. That said, having been through an English Literature degree, I’ve met people who could find allegory in a six-year-old’s crayon scrawl, so I guess whether something is didactic or not is really a subjective matter. You could argue that every book is didactic if you stretched the point far enough, because it conveys through the characters and the story – consciously or not – the author’s ideas on heroes and villains, values and morals. 
