





Writing Fantasy and Horror
Brian Stableford

Part Two
Modern herror fiction has had no apologist as prestigious or as eloquent
as Tolkien. Most of those attempting to analyse the artistry of the genre
‘have usually been content to argue that the thrill of fear which an
effective horror story imparts is, after all, a harmiess form of arousal, a
momentary intoxication which may be savoured for its own sake. Others
have suggested that it is good for us occasionally to be brought into
confrontation with our most deep-seated fears and anxieties. and that
horror fiction reflects something ugly which lurks within us, reminding us
of the virtuous necessity of keeping our antisocial impulses in check
Others have deployed the age-ald argument about catharsis, but that has
little to recommend it and would surely have been forgotten long ago had
it not originated from such a prestigious source.

Such apologetic arguments as these can easily seem a trifle weak-
kneed when brought face-to-face with the brutal question of what kind of
pleasure people derive from horror fiction. [t would be interesting to

know -- but impossible to determine -- what fraction of the audience
watching a slasher film is identifying with the victim, what fraction with
the murderer, and what fraction is content to stand aside as fascinated
Voyeurs. But we must be careful not to over-simpiify the range of
alternatives; there are voyeurs and voyeurs. What one cbserver sees as
stark tragedy, thus being moved to sympathetic tears, anther may see
as righteous wrath claiming legitimate revenge. thus being moved to
exultant gloating. In a way, it is this very multiplicity of possibie
responses. and the consequent paradoxical admixture of emotions,
which makes herror fiction so fascinating.

The chief difference between the central assumptions of fantasy
and horror fiction seems to lie in the balance of power between good and
evil. In fantasy fiction each side has its magical armies and magical
armaments, and no matter how close the forces of evil come to victory,
there is always some ultimate benign miracte waiting in the wings to be
hauled on to the stage at the critical moment. In horror fiction, the forces
of good frequently seem magicatly impotent; many classic horror stories
painstakingly chronicle the destruction of hapless human beings
overwhelmed by forces which they cannot begin to understand, let alone
to combat. Fantasy stories usually avoid the apparatus of the Christian
Mythos lest they should appear irreverent, but when they do make use of
it the saints, the angeis and even God Himself are on hand to take their
part. Horror stories are, by contrast, ever eager to exploit whatever
sincere religious beliefs their readers may retain but i horror stories
$Satan and his evil minions are far more in evidence than their virtuous
counterparts, and the priestly magic of exorcism frequently fails to get ta
grips with the enormity of diabolical possession

It has long been believed, of course, that horror stories serve an
obyicus moral function, Parents and priests alike have always
considered terror a legitimate weapon in the quest to persuade their
charges to be good, and there has atways been an element of extreme
averkilt in their endeavours. No stipendiary magistrate or justice of the
peace, confronted with Dante's Inferno, could possibly argue that the
punishments there meted out to sinners are really appropriate to the
magnitude of the sins which they have committed. Nor would most
modern parents think it entirely reasonabie to threaten disobedient
children with the kinds of fate which feature in ance-poputar admonitory
tales as Heinrich Hoffmann's Struwwelpeter. \We are, of course, easily
capable of similar over-reaction in the privacy of our imagination, but
most of us would freely admit, once we have calmed down, that the
person who has driven off after scratching our car, of heid us up for an
annoyingly long time in the post office quéue, does not really deserve to
die in hideous agony and roast in Hell for all etemity, despite what we feit
atthe time. in fact, one of the chief virtues of modern legal systems is
that they are supposed to be calm enough and even-handed enough, not
tolet the temporary fury of moral indignation get out of hand the fact that
they sometimes fail is tragically reflected by the occasions when we are
forced to look back with regret on the intemperate conviction and
occasional execution of innocent persens.

There is probably an element of this kind of grotesquely-
exaggerated revenge fantasy ins the enjoyment of modefn horror fiction —
it is certainly the case that hotror writers of my acquaintance occasionatly
insert thinly-disguised caricatures of people they dislike into their noveis
with the sole purpose of disposing of them in some deliberately offhand
and gruesome fashion. Nevertheless, it is impossible to argue that
horror stories function mainty as admonitory fantasies which atternpt to
serve the cause of gaod by informing us what may happen to those who
do evil. It is impartant to remember that the most horific aspect of the
nasty things which happen in most modern harror stories is precisely the
fact that they happen to people who have cummitted no sin. As Henry

James observed a century ago, an
author can easily obtain that crucial
extra turn of the horrific screw by
unieashing the forces of evil upon
innocent children, not merely to
maim and ill them but also, and
significantly, to corrupt them

i order to scare us, horror
staries work unrepentantly upon all
our fears: our fears of ilness and
injury: our fear of pain and death;
our fear of loss and bereavement.
In order to scare us more
effectively, horror stories try to get
beneath the surface of all these fears, to strike deep into their very
essence. Horror stories are avid to tell us that everything on which we
depend in order to live from day to day — not merely our social

but the of reality -- might be taken
away from us, bit by teasing bit, until nothing is left. The standards of
decorum which conslvalned the genre in the past have nowadays been
et merely callously and
violated Everything we belleve in, no matter whether it be a matter of
religion or physics, is fair game to be brought under threat by a modern
horror story, it is not simply that nothing is sacred, but rather that
anything which might be considered sacred will for that very reason be
assaulted most fiercely and utterly without scruple. That, after all, is
what horror is: frightful contemplation of the most awful possibilities
imaginable.

There is something peculiar about the notion of horror fiction as a
genre, with legions of loyal followers who read it assiduausly. It is not too
difficult to understand why people might specialise in reading stories
which have morally uplifiing endings, because one can see that as
participation in a kind of affirmatory ritual. Ner is it difficult to understand
why people might specialise in literary puzzies which lead up to some
Kind of surprising revelation, or i stories which explore the potentially
infinite range of future possibility. Fantasy and romance, detective fiction
and science fiction all make perfect sense as species of fiction with
which a reader might form a close and lasting relationship. But how can
one get hooked on horror? Why is the experience of being harrified
something which a feader - of viewer -- may want to recapitulate, keenly
enough for at least some readers and same viewers to seem addicted?

It is worth noting that this analysis of the ileclogical elements of
the genre may be less helpful than it seems. The fact that science fiction
and fantasy have fundamentally opposed ideologies does ot prevent
many readers from enjoying both, and enjoying them for much the same
reasons. Hoiror is more frequently separated from fantasy and science
fiction on bookshop shetves, but there is still a considerable overiap in
the readership of all three genres. specialist bookshops and mail order
dealers usually carry all three, and just as one can identify a hybrid sub-
genre which is sometimes called science fantasy, so one can identify
barderline sub-genres of horror-fantasy and horror-sf. To some extent,
the appeal of horror fiction is the same as that of any other kind of
imaginative fiction: that it presents a world diffecent from ours, where one
can take a holiday from the tedium and stifling consistency of everyday
life, and perhaps recaver a better sense of the surprising uniqueness of
actuality. Not everyone goes on holiday to get a rest; some go in search
of adventure, and some deliberately to take risks. The real world can
seem very stressful and uncomfortably threatening enough o some of
us, but there are those among us to whom it seems imedeemably safe
and suffocatingly comfortable. The kind of search for stimutation which
leads some individuals 1o bouts of drunkenness leads others to fiction
which has the power to make their heart pound, and just as heavy
drinkers require increasing doses of alcohal to intoxicate them, so long-
time horror readers need increasingly gruesome prospects to
contempiate. It is aiso worth noting in this context that the kind of fiction
marketed under the thriller label has atways taken aboard as much of the
apparatus of contemporary horror stories as its own limits of plausibility
witl permit, and that there is a considerable grey area where crime fiction
and horror fiction overlap.

Having said all that, though, there are horror purists just as there
are science fiction purists and fantasy purists. There are horror

whose to the genre is and
exclusive. These people are every bit as eccentric as obsessive
conneisseurs in any other kind of field -- but no more eccentric than that.
Their eccentricity, in fact, derives from their singie-mindedness dself
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Inspiration?

What was iurking under the sandwich? A
green giant from a tertiary dimension, a blob of
algal siime derived by genetic mutation, or,
pethaps, bacteria - an undiscovered disease
waiting to be called after some professor who
would be fascinated by the curious symptoms it
would give its unsuspecting victims. No, t was
Just cheese and pickle as usual

My fetid brain cells sweat deliriously
looking for inspiration.

The question is: should | dress up in an
insect suit and listen to early Bowie, o should |
grip reality and draw from the depths of
personal experience, such as washing up and
pulling out weeds? Even city life has its uses, |
suppose.

Oh yes, (ve tried thern all - eve the bath
method. Lying in soapy heaven glancing at my
toe nails and fancying them haif moons and
fying saucers, | check out the black mould on
the wall. Perhaps, squinting a b, it looks like
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SOORSWEREURTETDE
by Terra Firma

lost galaxies (in negative) to be found, travelied
across and lost again. Hang on, hasn't some hitch-
hiker guy dorie that before?

And that's the other problem: originality.

Pondering this | might dust a window sifl and
see bird worlds and horse characters outside. But
even humble earth worms have been contorted into
plots.

How about the forries going past full of waste -
oh no, the world could not cope with another
environovel

Oops. Ang before | forget: don't go
remembering happy summer days in the garden, or
you might catch yourself coming back up the path
You don't want to be caught in a time warp... caught
ina time warp... caught in a time wa

There's always computers, robots and space
wars. Shal | weave a iffeent tapesiry of unfiawed
technology? Too scary!

Do you know what | reany could do with for

et inspiration A magic spelt
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How Not to ?[an a Series
by Cherith Baldry

"Any fool can write, but t takes a genius to get published,” was what my
university tutor told me, a fong time ago. Looking back, [m not sure |
agree. It doesnit take genius, just hard work and perseverance, and
maybe a slice of luck. It alse helps if you know what you are doing,

By the time | left university, | had written two of three novels which
1 thought were good enough to submit for publication; jooking back | can
anly give thanks that they were quite rightly and properly turned down. |
was moving more definitely into wanting to write science fiction, and my
husband badgered me into writing a novel for a competition run by
Gollancz and the Sunday Times. This gave me valuatle experience in
writing to a deadline; the novel was finished and survived the preliminary
weed-out in the compelition, which gave me some encouragement. (1
believe the eventual winner was lan Watson.)

There were two significant things about this novel, as far as later
events were concerned, First, although | hadn! designed it as a
children's novel, the central character was aged fifteen. Second, there
was a Christian, of at least, a spiritual element The setting of the novel
was an underground city, the development of a nuclear fafl-out shetter,
whose inhabitants survived by adopting a rididly controlled lfe-style. (I
fiemly believe this idea was more original then than it sounds now!) My
main characters were a group of rebels who found they coutd not five
within the limitations of the city, and the storyline described how they
learnt to think independently and to form personal relationships. |
discovered to my dismay that because of my own beliefs, if | was to write
this story honestly, | had to include a spirtual development as part of
their journey from being rabets to being full human beings. The novel
nearly fell apart at this point. | stuck at it, muttering over the typewriter.
"Wha do you think you are, C. S. Lewis?'

When the competition was over | had a go at getting this novel
published; it came back with depressing reguiarity. Then my husband
and | went to work in Africa; the novel went into store. By the time {
came back to England, | had a baby.

The presence of the baby - and, eventually, his brether, - is rot
irmelevant, because it was at a mother and toddler group, among the
soggy rusks and bits of Lego, that | met a proper wriler. She was
publishied by Scripture Union, and she offered to take my book to the
children's fiction editor.

This it t, | thought. The breakihrough we all hope for. And at first
all seemed to go well, because the editor sent the book back, saying that
it was too fong for the children's fist, but if | could cut it down she would
be prepared to consider .

Tcut it down. And she sent it back. But by now | had grasped two
things: first, that what | had was a book for children or young adults, and
secondly that it rmight be suitable for a specifically Christian publisher.
S0 got hold of the Writers’ and Artists' Yearbook, dug out the
address of Lion Publications, and sent the shorter. revised version on its
travels once more,

They sent it back. This time they weren't interested in revisions,
but they thought | might have what it takes, and, they said, they would be
interested in seeing the next suitable ook | might write. Good grief, |
thought, I've had enough trouble writing one Christian book; do | have to
start writing another cne?

| really did not think | could doit. Then, standing outside Foyles™
bookshop on the Charing Cross Road, | had an idea. Really a very good
idea, and on the train going home | develaped it into a plot outline. (So
now when people ask me, "Where do you get your ideas from?” | say
that | go and stand outside Foyles' bookshop...)

| wrote up this idea, a novel for children of about ten upwards, and
called it The Book and the Phoenix. | was pleased with it. | knew it
was a lot better than the first one, because now [ knew what | was trying
to do. | packed it up and sent it off to Lion.

They sent it back - with suggestions for revision. | revised it
They sent it back again, but the rejection came with an invitation to go to
their offices and talk. During this discussion they told me the book was
publishable, nat now right for their list; they suggested I try Kingsway.

This time, Kingsway dion't send it back. The Book and the
Phoenix was published in 1989, about three years after | wrote it. By
then, I'd written the second in the series, Hostage of the Sea, which
appeared in 1990, I'd had the plot of this secand boak in my mind for
some time, but hadn't been abie ta write it until | realised it belonged in
the same universe as The Book and the Phoenix. It was after
Hostage was accepted that | thought | might have a series on my hands,
and thankfully my editor agreed

It looked as if the series was established, in fact, the third book,
The Carpenter's Apprentice. and the fourth, The Other Side of the
Mountains, were both written, when in the summer of 1990 Kingsway's
principal warehouse in Carlisle was destroyed in a fire and the two books
I already had in print were suddenty out of print, along with the work of a
Iot of other writers.

When something ke this happens, you go into shock. ( don't
think | appreciated it then, but this could well have led to Kingsway's
going out of business, and my having to start from scratch with another
publisher. Fortunately, this didn't happen. Kingsway reorganised
themselves, over the next year or so and their list was reprinted. and The
Carpenter's Apprentice appeared in 1992

Since then, I've been waiting for the fourth book to go through the
press. A recent development has been Kingsway's going into
partnership with a lazger concem in the US. This has led to crisis. I'd
discussed in very general terms with my editor the possibility of a
‘prequel’ {vile word) to The Book and The Phoenix. In mid-February
this year, he came on the phone, The US publisher wanted to launch my
series over there in the autumn, starting with Phoenix and the prequel,
which he evidently managed to sell to them In spite of the minor detail
that | hadn't written it yet. Late February, March and the first half of Aprit
were rather frenetic, but at the time of writing | have got a rough draft and















problem was with the names. Hero didr't ring true and as for Booby... |
kept thinking of Mr Blobby. You can imagine how that made me feel. My
suspicion is that the names were chosen just for the title.

Brian Stableford gives us a fascinating and informative article on
the fantastic in literature, the second part of which | await before
commenting, other than to say his contention ‘Magic does nct, in fact,
work will undoubtedly ruffle some feathers.

Diana Wynne Jones makes a heartfet plea for giving imagination
its proper due, not just in fiction but in fife tself. Taken to its logical
conciusion her argument comes close to equating imagination with
thought itself, a position same philosophers might care to consider
Reading Diana's piece | was remindect of the section in Louis Aragon's
surrealist classic Paris Peasant called 'Imagination’s Discourse on
Himself- 'Upright citizens will launch indignant protests against this
indefensible activity, this epidemic anarchy with its aim of rescuing each
person from mankind's common lot and creating for him an individual
paradise. Aragon was writing about surrealism, but in terms that could
just as easily be applied to fantasy iterature, and perhaps with more
Justice now that surreaiism has been defused and perverted to advertising
ploys. We need imagination and that's the bottom fine."

Peter Irving:

"I've been writing setiously for two-three years and find the articles
in Focus very useful. They present topics at a level | can absorb and
use. Please resist the Urge to include lengthy fiction: many other outiets
cater for such material

Several magazlnes aisa offer general writing advice. s0 Fort
targeted on would be most usefut
technologies, ‘the rules of magic, the psychology of horror, etc.

John Madracki:

“First of all may | say how impressed | was with Rev. Theola
Devin's cover artwork - it was both amusing and sharply edged; and, as
the magazine arrived on Christmas Eve, it could not have been better
timed.

{ have yet to attempt woridbuilding but fm sure that when | do get
found to it { shall approach the project with much trepidation - there is
clearly a lot more to it than meets the eye and it will be a task to undertake
anly after a good deal of preparation. The pointers were appreciated

But probably my favourite article was the one by Diana Wynne
Jones, and her view on Fanlasy. and on imagination, included many with
which | would reacily concur.

It may be coincidence but | too had Wind in the Willows read to
me as a very young child, afthough in my case  was the entire book; and
10 sooner had we got to the end of it than | would demand that we sfart

again from the beginning. There is no doubt that ‘The Piper at the Gates
of Dawn’ was crucial in shaping my taste for the ‘fantastic’ and | was
gratified to lean that | was not alone in being so affected by k. | had
hitherto known of only one other person who also found this short section
of the book so inspirational - and that was Syd Barret. Indeed, he named
his band's (The Pink Floyd) debut album in honour of this chapter.

Allin all, Focus 25 was an excellent issue, and | am aiready
looking forward to number 26. Rewriting has aiways been a particular
thorn in my side - | just never know when to stop - and | shall welcome
some practical advice on the subject

PS Why 1s hoi pollof tautological? (Andrew Butler, p). It beats
me. PPS And. is Rev. Theola Devin a pseudonymous anagram? It
sounds like one *

Keith Brooke:

"First: thanks for getting Focus off the ground again - it was the
main reason | joined the BSFA 7 or 8 years ago, yet I've only ever seen a
hardiful of issues. Not only have you got it off the ground: it looks pretty
good, reads well, has a mix of contributors. Well done!

1 enjoyed a lot of what | read - particularly Cofin Greenland's piece,
and the Forum. Also, | was a bit intrigued by Justina Robson's negativity:
the ‘why bother writing about writing' bit. If she wants an answer, just look
afew pages later at Sue Thomas’ eloquent description about the worth of
teaching writing!

tom my own perspective, ['ve always been fascinated by the
methiods and motivations of other writers. To draw a parallel: as part of a
course 'm currently attending at the locat coliege | have to learn several
different computing packages. Certainly, the only real way to learn to use.,
for example, a database, is to sit down and construct one, input all the
data and then find your way around and madify the finished thing, but it
would be a great deaf more daunting if | hadn't already read about and
been shown how other people would tackle a similar problem, Apart from
the practical aspect - the tips and rules, to be taken as seriously as you
fike - there's the sense of community: there are ather people out there
trying to do the same kind of thing! | love the sense of identification when
1 discover that someone else does things in a simiiar way to me, the
sense of curiosity when | learn that they do it in a way | coukdn't possibly
do myself. | don't know about you, but | don't run inta too many sf writers
in Outer Gloucestershire: it's through the magazines, and by writing to
and speaking to distant friends that I'm able to remind myself that it's not
really such an eccentric thing to do: sitling down and writing about distant
planets, or near futures, or all those things that ‘normal people might think
just a trifte odd.”
WAHF: Pam Baddeley; Sandy Fleming: Andrew Fielding; David Piper

Editing the Stars: An Interview with Jane Johnson
by Sebastian Cook

In the War-Iands of Rhruhydddahi the fair-folk of Arghorien join batle with
the evil hoards of Gzxoiuxz. If only real life were so simple! In the world
of publishing the struggle is not between good and bad, but between art
and profit. For the writer and the accountant, taking sides is easy. They
sitin opposing camps, sharpen their metaphorical falchions and deride
each ather as mercenary or naive. But somewhere i the middle, caught
between the indefinable and the imesistible, sits the editor - more powerful
than either, but responsible ta both

In British SF the greatest such figure is Jane Johnson. [ mid ‘93
she became editorial director of HarperCollins' new SF/F imprint giving
her control of the targest genve list in Britain. Her "dragon's hoard"
includes such writers as Asimov, Clarke, Eddings, Piers Anthony,
Stephen Donaldsan, Brian Aldiss, Kim Stanley Robinson and of course J.
R.R. Tokien.

But if high editorship does have its ordeals, the fact is not reflected
in the effervescent atmosphere of Miss Johnson's office at HCPHQ.

"As an already obsessed child of nine," - she wrote in her
introduction to last year's list - “| wauld have been delighted to imagine the
future | now inhabit."

And in the marble-pillared splendour of her office (no, not really!),
Miss Johnson has the air of one perpetually enchanted by her forturies.

But fike all the best fantasy hesoes, it was as much the hand of Fate
as the pursuit of high-adventure that led Jane to her glory. Albet Fate, in
the guise of her next daor neighbour

*She was PA 10 the editorial Director at Unwin." she explains.
was leaving, so | went along for an interview.

"I couldn't type. | had no shorthand. | had no secretarial skills at ail
and | lied through my teeth and was really rather horrified when | got the
job. §was caught between feeling incredibly excited about getting into
publishing and absolutely terified because | knew that | couldn't type or
take shorthand. The first thing | did was rearrange my office so that | was
facing the door and | didn't get caught with my fingers stuck between the

“She

typewriter keys! My boss must have seen immediately how completely
hopeless | was as a secretary. But I think you can make up for a great
deal if you've got a certain amount of intiative and common sense.”

Apparently Jane's enthusiasm for genre fiotion also made up for a
great deal.

"1 think within six months | was actually running the fantasy list,
because they were so understaffed and it was such a boon to them to
have somebody who actually enjoyed that area and was happy to take f
on. It was just perfect - a wonderful conjunction of planets! But it was.
quite an odyssey from there to hiere.”

An odyssey indeed. From unskilled secretary in a small and ailing
publishing house, to overlord of the most extensive SF and fantasy list in
Britain. Today Jane's responsibilities reach somewhat beyon
hammering out memos at 4wpm. Specifically, they include -

"Absolutely everything from start to finish! Acquisition of ttles,
planning of the list, financial planning, involvement in the sales and
marketing; liaising with the authors. And a lot of input into the covers as
well. 1 do believe youi'e usually the only person in a publishing company
who read the books in questian! You should have as much input into all
the different aspects of the production of that book as possible.”

Covers are a prime example of where the dual quests for art and
profit may clash. The author and the reader expect an accurate reflection
of content but in reality cover-art is primarily advertisement, not
illustration. Somehow, both interests must be reconciled

"Itis a tight-rope." Jane admits. "You do have to reflect the book
because | think it very impartant that you don't mislead the readers. |
know that | have been extremely unhappy with baoks I've bought on the
strength of the cover and found out that if's a complete misrepresentation
of the conttent. | thirk the only way to sell an author is to sell them for
what they are and so it is a tight-rope between trying to do that and
actually doing it within the guide lines laid down by the industry itseff."

Easier said than done?



“The industry is very conservalive in the way that it views books. it
regards them in very specific pigeon-holes. It is very frustrating
sometimes. but you have to learn the rules of the game before you can
transgress them.”

The birlh of the new SF and F imprint has to be gaod news for the
genre. But HarperCollins has been publishing SF for years - why was it
decided to establish a separate list now?

"Well,it's complicated by this corporate structure, cosporate politics
and all this soit of thing. Grafton obviously had a very strong science
fiction list for quite a long time. And then the Unwin fist became part of
Grafton, then this year [1993] they amalgamated Grafton with Fontana to
make a single paperback list. So obviously it's huge! And what { realty
didn't want to happen was that all the science fiction and fantasy get
dropped to the battom of the pile. So if's been a case of working out how
to market and sel the books more effectively. | just wanted a way for the
sales-feps to be able to represent it and for us to get a dedicated
marketing budget so that we could really look after the books as & whole
Otherwise they'd get a raw deal - everything gets spent on the big names.
like Geoffrey Archer and Barbara Taylor Bradford and you don't get
anything feft in the pot at the end of the day.”

Especially encouraging s that within the mighty ranks of
established authors in the new imprint may be found some newer names
HarperCollins 'TNG' includes the likes of Stephen Baxter, whose
feputation has been growing since the highly acclaimed RaR. and Nicola
Griffith whose debut novel Amemonite was recently short-listed for the
Arthur C. Clarke Award. Dare the world believe there is a canscious
policy o promate new writers?

"Absolutely. | think s really vital. It always been my major
contention that the ffe-blood of future publishing has to be new writers
And I've always believed in publishing a writer then building them up
rather than sort of doing a couple of books and then discarding them
because theyre not coming up to expectations suddenly from nowhere!”

Isnt it a risky business?

“Itis and it's a difficult business o pursue in a corporate structure,
because everything is judged on that year's sales figures and it can be
difficutt to argue on a long-term basis. But | think it's absolutely vital and |
believe it's very important to publish British writers, because it's always
been an American dominated genre and there are some really fine voices
coming out of young British fiction wnnng 1 think it is our duty as
publishers to encourage new taler

And altruism aside -

“You can't rest on your laurels forever. Authors die"”

Happily this belief reaches beyond the confines of Jane's office

“We've just started the American side - HarperCollins U. S. has
just taken on John Silversack from Warner. So what we're trying to doto
alarge extent is to buy new writers and publish them together in the
English language right the way across the world. | think it has to be a
much mare effective way of publishing.”

Naturally, when it comes to conscribing new writers there is no
shortage of hopefui candidates -

/e get an enormous number of submissions - | mean a really
phenomenal quantity of stuff coming through. And you can't take on as
many as youd like to and actually you'd be wrong to do so because you
couldn' look after them as well as you might if you just pick the few that
you can really nurture and build up."

But faced with such a staggering tower of master-piece and
mediocrity how do Olympians select their favoured few. Of - to put it
another way - who gets the breaks... and why?

“That's a very good question! You're looking for a distinctive voice.
it isn't even a matter of competency actually, it is having your eye caught
by something that strikes you as original and has something to say. And
I'm certainly no enemy to doing a lot of work on a manuscript if it needs to
be done. f'd much rather do that than take something that is perfectly
competent and would sell, but there's n real passion of interest in ft."

A stupid question perhaps. but is there any way to spot a best-
seller?

“If there was a way of doing it, we'd all be rich publishers. You can
obviously see where certain books fall into fine, b ['ve never been a great
supporter of third rate copies. You can imagine how much Tolkienesque
fantasy | get thraugh since we've published Tolkien here! And it becomes
more and more formulaic and less and less vital and originat.”

With the numerous mergers, buy-outs and gobblings of recent
years, publishing companies have grown progressively larger and fewer
Many people believe the trend is a threat to a broad and varied genre
Jane. who was with Unwin Hyman when it was consumed by
HarperCollins four years ago sees it as a sorry necessity.

“I'm very fond of small working units. | think the best way of
actually publishing anything is to keep cantro of what you're doing and so
be able to maintain enthusiasm throughout the company. And it's much
more difficutt to do that within a big structure

“But having said that, | know that Unwin Hyman wouid have gone
down anyway if they hadn't been bought up - smali publishers cant cope
with this Sort of recession. Overheads are too high and their clout in the
market i not strong enough to get them stocked. And so it has become a
necesstty of the modern market.”

But necessity of not, the growing prevalence of commercialistm
undoubtedly has ts dangers

“As far as the genre's concerned, | think the pressures can be
damaging in that you get more and more dictates from the market place
direct. What book shops have done in the recession is demand mare of
the same material that is successfu for them. And the danger of
responding purely to market forces is that you water down the entire
genre by producing copies al: the time

"But n fact | do believe that what is different will sell in the end.
because people will find i interesting.”

Also symptomatic of the financial pressures is the contraversy in
recent years of paperback first editions. It is a debate in which such
words as 'standards’ and ‘accessibility' are bandied hotly from opposing
sides. Jane's view is sympathetic

"It Is 2 difficult subject and | do understand when authors are
disappointed that you originate them in paperback. But the market is
changing very distinatly away from the hardback. | mean | can't even
remember the last time | bought  hardback - fifteen pounds is a lot of
money! It makes a lot more sense to do a paperback which reaches a lot
more people and even though you anly get one bite at the cherry you have
more chance of making a mark

“So | am in favour of paperback originals. | think its the way
forward "

But she admits there are problems -

“It has been a fight, because the major newspapers stil dont
review as many paperbacks as they ought to, given that i's definitely the
weight of the market and what most people read. | mean | wish theyd
start reviewing science fiction full stop! That's ane of my major
frustrations in life - actually getting anything reviewed at alft”

Given the popularity of the SF and fantasy genre, it certainly is
extraordinary how little is reviewed beyond the specialist press. Or
conversely - given how itie SF and fantasy is reviewed, perhaps itis its
popularity that is 5o extraordinary. So what does sefl books if not review
space?

*Well | have to say | think it a bit of self-fufiling prophecy! A
publisher spends a fot of money on a baok that they want to sell a lot of
capies of. A bookseller sees them doing that, they support it they display
it in huge quantities. People see it immediately they waik into a book shop
anid think “Ooh, that must be a goad book. I'l buy that™* It gets anto the
best-sellers fist and that reinforces the entire process. II's just a circular
argument in the end. And most of the time the interesting books don't el
the money spent on them.  But with really good books. | think word of
mouth atways gets around in the end - especially in science fiction
because it's a readership that talks to itself a fot and its a very educated
readership as far as the genre's cancerned. People know whal's good
and they know what isn't good and that is what distinguishes science
fiction and fantasy readers from the rest who just don't have that critical
faculty and don't have the breadith of reading *

As genre fans we all know what sad and sorry cases we are
Whilst the sane-minded folk bravely confront the real world, we in the
Anorak Club waste our lives reading about ray-guns and robots or Zongo
the Wizard and ‘them funny pixie-type things’. Right?

So finally, does Jane Johnson believe science fiction and fantasy
can possibly have any real literary value?

“Yes, | really do. 1 think actually a fot of it is at least as well written
as any form of popular fiction. | think the better end of science fiction and
contemporary fantasy s just as weil written as any form of literary fiction
And itis sheer snobbery on the part of the lterary establishment to ignore
it In the way that they aiways have. You deal with it on a personal leve!
day to day in this job and the prejudice you come up against is really quite
extravrdinary. People have never read it and they'e prejudiced - that's
what gets me! | don't mind people having an opinion when theyve tried it
But they just say "Ooh 10, | don't want to read about rockets and swords
and things fike that”

"You just want to gather up a pile of books and say "Right, go away.
read these and then come back and teil me what you think " Because you
know that if you made them read the boks, they would change their
minds. They might not ike i, but they'd have to admit there's a
considerable amount of powerful imagination at work

“There is an awful [ot of rubbish in there as well, it has to be said"
But | stil think its a iterature of ideas when it's done properly. And itis a
Iiterature of philosophy. You can't read David Zindell without realising
there s just so much more aut there than you thought there was - and
that sort of mind-expanding fiction has to be a good thing!”
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