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Chris Wooding interviewed by Lavie Tidhar

LT: You've started writing at a very young age ​ have you always wanted to be a writer? Could you tell us a little about how you began getting published? 

CW: Yeah, I always wanted to be writer ever since I can remember. I had a frighteningly sharp focus as a child. I started writing novels when I was sixteen, but they were horror novels and not particularly good. Finally I thought about submitting my work to an agent rather than direct to a publisher. She persuaded me to try writing a teenage novel, and so I wrote CRASHING, which was published when I was nineteen. After that first one gets accepted, the rest is a breeze in comparison.

LT: Alaizabel Cray has recently won a Silver Award at the Smarties Book Prize, and is currently on the list of nominees for a British Science Fiction Award. How do you feel about being nominated (not to mention winning?) Are awards important to you? 

CW: I'm VERY excited about the BSFA Award but I don't much rate my chances against that sort of competition! I'm just happy that a young adult novel was considered good enough to go up against the mainstream field. The Smarties was nice too; again, though, I was surprised that it got nominated. It's a little gruesome for young kids. Overall, though, awards aren't really that important to me, but it's great when you get one. 

LT: Your work so far has been for the Young Adult market. What attracts you to this particular field?

CW: It was more of a case of falling into it. I have a good relationship with my editor at Scholastic, and they let me do pretty much whatever I want with my books, so I'm happy. YA fantasy lets you get away with subjects that the adult market wouldn't, I think; you have more latitude because kids aren't so cynical and suspension of disbelief comes easy to them. That said, I've spent most of the last year chiselling away at the adult market, and I've now been signed for an adult fantasy trilogy for Gollancz, the first part of which comes out next summer. 

LT: The London of Alaizabel Cray is quite obviously Victorian London, even though you do not mention specific dates. What drew you to that particular period?

CW: Because it was so grim and squalid and dark. It fit the Gothic feel perfectly. And it was necessary to point out comparisons with the modern world, because it was that whole age of wildly expanding industry at the expense of human happiness. 

LT: Reading through Alaizabel Cray, I couldn¹t help noticing echoes of H.P. Lovecraft, while the book on the whole has a decidedly steampunkish feel to it. Have any particular authors influenced your work?

CW: I've never made any secret of the HP Lovecraft influence on Alaizabel; that's entirely intentional. He was such a master of implied horror, rather than in-your-face gore and monsters; I wanted to go for the same feel about Alaizabel. Different authors influence me at different times, but it's usually the mood they evoke in a particular book rather than the actual story or style of writing. 

LT: And what are you reading at the moment? 

CW: Man Plus, by Frederick Pohl. It's pretty good so far...

LT: And how do you think younger people deal with the issues you raise? In Alaizabel Cray you have death, beggars, prostitution do you think younger people today are more exposed to the world, find it easier to deal with those issues? 

CW: I think that few people would consciously relate the Victorian-era suffering in Alaizabel and the modern world today. I wish they would, but I doubt they do; it's just too long ago to see the connections. A hundred years ago seems like such a long time, yet very little has fundamentally changed. Young people are undoubtedly more exposed to the world, but that's not necessarily a good thing either. We're constantly bombarded by disproportionately frequent stories of murder, rape, disasters etc etc on the news and then we wonder why our children grow up hardened to violence and the parents become paranoid. I think kids are wiser now in many ways, but it's been at the expense of innocence.

LT: Alaizabel Cray deals with science versus belief, and one of the conclusions of the novel is that people need something to believe in. Is that your own view, and if so does your own experience inform the novel¹s conclusion? 

CW: Yeah, that's what I think. I just take issue with the idea that science can explain everything. At every point in history mankind has been convinced it knows the lot. Six hundred years ago everyone thought the earth was flat, and anyone who said otherwise would be laughed out of town (or burned as a heretic...) Six hundred years is like an eyeblink in human history, yet we never learn. We still think that if science can't explain something, it doesn't exist. But if the best the world has to give is the dry wasteland that science offers us, I really don't see why we bother. If we really thought we'd seen it all, we'd just give up. I don't think it matters what you believe in, only that you believe in something. Even if it's only yourself.

LT: You are also attracted to Japanese comics, and the Broken Sky series is intentionally based on manga and anime. What is your interest in them? And how many more instalments are expected in the series? Also, who is the illustrator of the books? (very cool covers!) 

CW: Broken Sky was an experiment, really. I wanted to see if it was possible to write a book in the style of an anime series, blending Japanese storytelling techniques with Western fantasy. I was just really into anime at the time and it seemed like a fun thing to do. We got Steve Kyte to do the covers: he's an English artist who specialises in anime-style art. There won't be any more instalments, but there are plans to re-release it in larger books (ie a trilogy instead of the nine-part series that it exists in now) sometime in the future.

LT: What do you see for yourself in the future? What¹s the long-term game plan? Is there anything in particular you would like to write that is still germinating? 

CW: I'm snowed under at the moment. I've been commissioned to write the movie of The Haunting Of Alaizabel Cray, and I'm most of the way through the first part of the Gollancz fantasy trilogy (as yet untitled). And then there's Poison (see next question) I daren't even think about any other books yet; I've got too much on. The long-term plan is to establish myself in both the adult and young adult spheres and write for them concurrently. That's about as long-term as I get, I'm afraid. I'm not much of a forward planner.

LT: Finally, I see you have a new novel, Poison, coming out later this year. Can you tell us a little about it?

CW: It's a dark, dark fantasy thing, kind of a surreal and nightmarish fairy tale, about a girl called Poison and what happens to her when she sets out into the world in search of her baby sister. The rest is a secret! You'll just have to read it to find out... 

LT: Chris Wooding, thank you very much!
