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THE AXEMAN COMETH

Claire Bott meets Chris Wooding, a veteran author at 26 and now publishing his first adult fantasy novel – between gigs, that is

“I haven’t had my caffeine intake of the morning,” explains Chris Wooding, diving into the kitchen of his house. “I desperately need it so my brain starts working.” He emerges shortly, fortified with a mug of coffee, and sits down on the sofa.

Wooding’s first adult fantasy novel, The Weavers Of Saramyr, will be published this May, but Wooding is no newcomer to authorship. At 26, he has been writing for the teenage market, both fantasy and mainstream, since the age of 18, and has 15 books already in print.

“I wrote all the time at university, with the idea that when I got out of university I’d be able to do it full-time,” Wooding says. “If I had a job all day, and then had to come back and write, it would be murder. It’s also because I’m terminally work-shy.”

Work-shy? That’s an odd way to describe yourself, coming from a man who, besides his phenomenal literary output, also plays lead guitar in a band which has released two albums. The group, called Otherwise, will be touring Europe this spring. “It sort of coincides with the release of Weavers, so it’s going to cause my publisher to have kittens.” He laughs at the idea of it.

In any case, Wooding, for all his demurs, has a work ethic that would put a Puritan to shame. “I’ve always got the feeling that I’m on the clock. I write nine to five. If I didn’t, I’d be bored out of my mind.” But then again, perhaps it’s easy to work hard if you love what you’re doing. “I don’t see writing as work, really. It’s fun. But yeah, I’m really disciplined about writing and stuff, because when I’ve started something I want to get it finished.”

Wooding is something of a contradiction in many ways – too lazy (by his own account) for a proper job, but, having ended up working from home, so driven that he pushes himself as hard as – possibly harder than – a boss would. Perhaps some of that can be traced back to a childhood dread. “I always had this terrible fear , when I was a kid, of having a job that I hated. That’d be one-third of my life that I’d be spending getting money for the other one-third, and for the remaining one-third I’d mostly be asleep.”

Certainly, Wooding, as author-come-guitarist, has avoided that particular trap. And of the two halves of his creative career, writing, on which he spends much of his time, is clearly the one he feels most strongly about. Asked whether he’d rather give up writing or music, Wooding hesitates for barely a moment before plumping to lose music. “Writing’s the one thing I have complete control over. Being in a band is a collaborative process. Plus being in a band is 90 per cent standing around waiting to go on stage and the other 10 per cent is the fun part.” He pauses, then adds, “I think I’m quite good at being edited because I’m ready to take suggestions and so on. But overall, it’s my thing with the books: 100 per cent control. Gotta love it!”

As might be guessed from his staggeringly early entry into the authorial profession, Wooding knew what he wanted to do with his life from a very young age. “I started doing it because… I don’t think I had a choice really. When I was really young, I just wrote absolutely loads. I never really had any hesitation about the career choice – I always wanted it to be that way, it was just a matter of whether I could actually do it or not.”

From the evidence, it rather looks as though Wooding can actually do it very well indeed. One of his books for children, The Haunting of Alaizabel Cray, won a Silver Smarties Award, and is being adapted as a feature film by TV and film developer Nelvana, which is also adapting his Broken Sky series of books for television. And now, at the ripe old age of 26, he’s graduated from teenage fiction to the adult market. “I was always intending to write for adults, that was the plan to start with. It wasn’t a shift, it was just that I finally got there.”

Now that he has, he seems to be pleased with the result, describing The Weavers of Saramyr as “by far my favourite book I’ve done.” And indeed it’s a marvellous piece of work, with vividly drawn characters and a tight, exciting plot. “The characters tend to do themselves, the plot I have to think about. I have to plan the plot, but the characters just get on with it.’ Also, the world in which the book is set is brilliantly imagined, and a long way away from the standard orcs-and-broadswords setting of too much sub-standard fantasy. “I’ve always had a thing with the fantasy genre that people should just stop using and re-using the Tolkien template, because he did it first, and got it right. There’s so much to the genre, and it’s often not properly explored.”

But on his first attempt, The Weavers of Saramyr wasn’t, apparently, anything like the finished book. This is due to Wooding’s agent, Carolyn Whitaker of London Independent Books, who, when he showed her the first draft, “said ‘you can do better than this,’ in a brutally honest way.” So Wooding, with characteristic self-discipline, went away and completely re-wrote the book.

Now the work is finished, it’s certainly something an author could feel pleased with. But ask Wooding what exactly he likes so much about The Weavers of Saramyr, and he seems to be a little at a loss. “It feels more…” He gestures, as though reaching for the right word. “Well – look at the cover, it’s great!” He laughs, and then thinks for a moment. “It just feels more overall complete.”  

