You’re one of the few authors to work in multiple genres: fantasy, science fiction, and mystery.  Do you look at these genre distinctions as aiding in your inspiration or do you sometimes feel constraint by working in these specific genres?   

Well it is true that genres, as we now understand them, have developed a series of conventional expectations, normally in the minds of the readers when they buy a book that’s in X genre, they expect an X kind of book.  That’s a powerful tool, in the same way that the conventions of the sonnet were a powerful tool for a person who could rise above them.  You can both play against and play with the conventions in ways that enhance the writer’s ability to accomplish what it is they actually set out to accomplish, but I don’t set out to write in specific genres.  I think of myself as a storyteller and I’m not a particularly fecund storyteller, I don’t just brim with ideas.  Periodically it feels that ideas are given to me and I see it as my job to take advantage of whatever ideas I’m given and they go in different directions, so I end up writing in different genres.  I didn’t set out to cross over from one genre to another, I simply couldn’t tell story X in genre Y.  I had to have a different set of tools in order to tell a particular story. 

So you don’t have to worry about, “OK, I’m going to write a fantasy book now, it has to follow this fantasy thread.”  It’s not like that.

Not in my case, I couldn’t work that way.  I don’t write for money.  I don’t write to create a product.  I write because a really exciting idea has come to me and I need to do whatever the idea tells me.  Now, of course, I can see that it falls into a particular kind of genre, and I know what expectations I’m up against when I have fallen into a particular genre and which expectations are working for me when I’ve have fallen into a particular genre.  So, I take that into account, but I’m doing it for the idea of the story.  

You tend to do a lot of work in series.  In the afterward to your first Gap novel, you explained that the novel felt incomplete because you had related events from the point of view of only one major character.  Thus, you thought you needed more novels.  Is this how it works in your other books as well?

No.  I always react to the word “series” because they only books that I’ve done that I consider to be series are my mystery novels, where each novel is a complete story in itself and if you chose to, you could read them in any order.  Everything else I’ve done, they are extremely long multi volume things, but you have to read them all to get the complete story, because book one doesn’t end, it just stops, and the story requires books two and three and there is a very definite end point toward which I am working, which you will not be able to perceive or appreciate unless you have gone through all the same steps I have.  So, I ask my readers to read multi volumes, but I’m really only writing one novel.  The exception is the project I’m working on now, The Chronicles of Thomas Covenant, in which I am currently working on volume nine. I will have ten when I’m done and they will be subdivided into three discreet stories – the first three volumes made one story, the second three made one story, and these last four will combine to make one discreet story.  The endings of all the intervening books are all cliffhangers, they’re not intended as stopping points in the story and so I don’t think of them as a series.
Now when you wrote the First Chronicles, you never anticipated writing more.

That’s true, it was a large elaborate project and after I was done with it I was looking forward to writing other things.  As it happens, I got my break in publishing from a man who believed in doing one thing well and then doing it indefinitely.  Pushing yourself in new directions, learning to stretch and grow, these were not considered virtues.  I was under an enormous amount of pressure to simply write the same book again, and it’s both embarrassing and a bit inspirational that he actually succeeded in persuading me to do that, because I am not a person who is easy to persuade.  Because ideas do not come easily to me, I treat them as sacred, and if somebody wants me to write something and I don’t have an idea for it, but I have an idea for something else, then I write something else, and it doesn’t matter how much pressure is brought to bare, because I can only do what I can do.  But something about the way my editor was pushing me started a train of thought that I had not expected and at that point all seven of the books which have followed from the first three came into being in my mind.  So, once I have an idea, eventually I have to do something about it.   
Were you nervous about tackling the Covenant stories again at that point?

I have always been nervous about what it is I’m writing.  That’s the kind of person I am.  As I like to say, my poor mother (rest her soul), if she had suspected any of her children of self confidence, she would have drowned us when we were puppies.  It was not the kind of family where self confidence was considered a virtue and I am always nervous.  In the case of the first three Covenant books, it was a question of whether I would ever be good enough to get published.  I had no skill that allowed me to evaluate whether my own work was either of a publishable kind or of a publishable quality.  So I was anxious about that because I wanted to be a writer, I wanted to be able to earn a living writing.  In the Second Chronicles, I did feel internal pressure to compete with the First.  I wanted to prove to people that I wasn’t just a rehash.   I had a new story to tell.  It was just as important, and from my perspective, it was thematically more profound than the first story.  And so I was very tense about trying to achieve something bigger.  And those types of dilemmas are really self generated.  Dilemmas of competing with myself have been with me throughout my writing life. 

We talked earlier about how you work in multiple genres, do you look at yourself though primarily as a fantasy writer and if so, why fantasy?

It is true that I write more fantasy than anything else.  It comes more naturally to me than anything else.  But why fantasy?  I’m not sure I have a choice.  I have to work with the ideas that come to me.  And without that I might as well be a plumber because I have nothing to offer a readership except those things which are unique to me – my ideas and my way of thinking about them.  There is nothing new under the sun, except the individual artist who is trying to create something that expresses who they are.  Well, fantasy expresses something fundamental about who I am.  It also expresses something fundamental about who I think human beings are.  And I’m not alone in this.  Fantasy is the oldest and most enduring form of literature in all languages on the planet Earth.  If you define fantasy as literature which contains magic and monsters, then human beings have never been able to try to understand themselves without using metaphors of magic and monsters.  It’s been true for the 6,000 years that we have written work.  I think there’s something fundamental to the human psyche about that and it is certainly fundamental to my human psyche that those metaphors are fruitful, they help me work.  I can work without them.  I have written what some people call hardcore science fiction, I have written mystery novels which are supposed to be contemporary and realistic stories, but most of my ideas come to life in a context of magic and monsters.
And really it does go back to the beginning of storytelling, like you said.  Just look at our ancient tales of the Cyclops.  That’s all fantasy, is it not?

Yes, Beowulf.  But any place you go, you look at the ancient American Indian or Asian Indian stories and they’re all the same.  You look at the ancient Asian stories from China and Japan.  The themes and import of the stories change, but the means by which the stories are enabled always fall back on magic and monsters.  That is how human beings have attempted to articulate their perception of discrepancy between what goes on in their own minds and what they experience in mundane reality, the sort of thing which eventually led to philosophies of the absurd and the mathematics of chaos theory are inherent to how human beings seem to perceive themselves as not quite fitting in the lives they lead and the world they live in, and in an attempt to define that way in which they don’t fit in they end up calling upon metaphors which imply the supernatural or the extremely terrifying.  And magic and monsters fill those storytelling needs more directly than other kinds of writer’s tools.
When you were writing the First Chronicles of Thomas Covenant, I imagine you never knew this kind of success would happen, and maybe you were even thinking to yourself, “I wonder if anyone is ever even going to read this?” How hard was it for you to find a publisher?

My first published book, Lord Foul’s Bane, which over the decades has been a true international bestseller, second only to The Lord of the Rings books in worldwide sales, was rejected by every fiction publisher in the United States.  That book was rejected forty-seven times.  I went through the director of US publishing from A-Z.  Everybody turned it down.  It was really difficult for me to get published.  Historically and societally there are a number of reasons why it happened that way.  Lord of the Rings became available in the late 50s in the United States.  It became hugely popular in the 60s, massively popular.  In the early 60s, Tolkien was selling a million sets a year – year after year.  We’d have to go to JK Rowling today to find a comparable level of success.  So naturally every publisher in America tried to follow it up.  They thought, OK here’s a goldmine – let’s mine it.  And they all failed.  They published fantasy book after fantasy book and couldn’t give them away on street corners.  And by the time I came along and started to shop around my project, all of those publishers had gotten rid of their fantasy editors, they’d given up.  They were basically saying, “Well, Tolkien was an aberration.  There’s really nothing that’s ever going to strike that chord again.”  So I came along during this period of rejection.  Now with submission number forty-eight, which was a re-submission to Ballantine Books.  I chose Ballantine Books because they were Tolkien’s publisher in the US, and I thought that if anybody should be willing to give a chance to somebody like me, it ought to be them.  What I didn’t know was that they fired all of their editors.  They had an entirely new staff and the new staff had some new ideas.  One of their new ideas was that they bet (and they had an actual bet going on) that they could launch a fantasy program that would succeed.  And they actually started with a writer named Terry Brooks who’s first novel, The Sword of Shannara, was remarkably successful in paperback.  It is a literal copy of The Lord of the Rings.  If you outline The Lord of the Rings and outline The Sword of Shannara and lay them down side by side, you see all the same characters and all the same events in the same order.  It’s not what you would consider an artistic success.  And Terry Brooks has gone on to write many, many much better books, but that took everybody by surprise and suddenly bookstores and salesmen and editors and publishers were thinking, hey, maybe we were wrong.  And the very next book that this editor had available was mine.  And he slipped Lord Foul’s Bane in there right after The Sword of Shannara and I rode the wave of a rediscovery.  
How did you not get discouraged after forty-seven rejections?  Did you ever say to yourself, “It’s not going to happen?”

Perhaps I haven’t made it clear; I live in a constant state of discouragement.  I never believed I was good enough, and every professional I consulted in the business, all forty-seven of them, told me I wasn’t good enough.  I was raised to believe I’m not good enough.  For me the question wasn’t one of believing that I’m good enough, it was one of being so completely inflamed with storytelling that I couldn’t let it go.  The story that I wanted to tell and the experience of writing it were the most exciting thing I had ever done in my life and the most exciting thing I could ever imagine doing.  And I simply decided to go to the wall.  I thought, if this is not what my life is meant to be, than I’m not meant to live, because there cannot be anything for me better than this.  So, I’m going to keep trying.  My alternative is some form of emotional, mental, or perhaps even physical suicide.  So I was actually contemplating that.  At that time, the new editors at Ballantine Books wrote back to me and said that they were interested in publishing Lord Foul’s Bane.

How did that make you feel when you finally realized that A, you had a publisher, and B, people really liked it.  

It took a little while to sink in, by which I mean a number of months.  Before publication, the first emotional reaction that surprised me was that I became very angry at all the people who had turned me down all those years.  “Hey, if I’m good enough to publish, why did you tell me I wasn’t?  That’s gratuitous pain, buddy, I didn’t need that.”  I wasn’t expecting to feel that way, but it was a very strong reaction.  Now, I was smart enough before I ever got into this position that I knew that commercial success is a mind game.  It’s a trick.  People quickly get sucked in.  Their egos get gratified, they like being in the limelight, and then they start to think, I am selling so well because I am so good.  And then they go into a ‘success commercially equals success artistically equals success as a human being.’  And that’s a trap.  Nobody’s ever been able to establish what the correlation between commercial success and literary excellence (or non excellence) might be.  A lot of people believe automatically if it’s commercially successful it must be trash.  But there are many examples that disprove this.  On the other hand, if you try to believe if it’s a commercial success, it must be great literature; it would be easy for us to shoot that idea down.  Well I knew that there was this huge fallacy built into the notion of commercial success, but I had been hungry for so long, I got sucked in anyway.  And I really started to identify my sense of self worth with how my books were selling.  And it took years of therapy for me to get to the point where I could begin to separate myself from that again and not attach my own sense of value to whatever whims of the marketplace controlled how my books sold.

Did Ballantine Books know they were going to release all three books or did they first wait to see how Lord did?  
Lester del Rey, the man who discovered me, bought all three books at once.  It was a single contract for all three volumes.  I had them all written.  They were committed to all three in a really unexpected way.  Ballantine Books was, of course, a paperback house.  They do hard covers now, but in those in days it was a pure paperback house.  Paperback originals were considered crass, that’s were you put your books that aren’t very good, you publish them as paperback originals.  Good books get published first in hardcover. (with a bit of sarcasm)  Well Ballantine came up with the idea of approaching not just a hard cover house, but a hard cover house with a literary mainstream reputation.  In those days it was Holt, Rinehart and Winston.  They had a reputation for publishing only literary heavyweights.  And they persuaded Holt, Rinehart and Winston not just to publish the first three Covenant books in hard cover, but to publish all three of them on the same day.  Now this is a large scale commitment to publishing all three books.
Especially by an unknown author.

Yes.  Now years later, I finally became sophisticated enough about the industry to understand that they persuaded Holt to do this by offering Holt half of my royalties for the sales of the books.  So Holt was going to make money no matter what happened.  But because it was Holt and because they were doing this unprecedented thing of publishing three hard covers on the same day by an unknown author, they received massive media attention.  Reviews in newspapers, in radio stations, television stations, all across the country because it was an unprecedented event in American publishing at that time.  And that set the stage for the paperbacks to become hugely successful.

I understand you work on your stories very often from the climax and then you work backwards.  
I design stories that way.  I don’t write them that way.  

So they come into your mind that way?

Yes, very often, the triggering idea for a story is the climax of the story.  Now it’s not always true, but I can’t write until I know what the climax of the story is going to be.  I have to know where I’m going.  What is my reason for telling the story?  Well my reason is always to get to this crucial, exciting, important place, and the design phase of the story is a question of, ‘What would have to happen before those things could happen, and who would the characters have to be in order for these events to have meaning?’  No matter what the very first trigger might be, I don’t really start working on the story mentally until I know what the ending’s going to be.  And then I figure out what it is I have to have to get to that ending.  And once I’m sufficiently clear on that, then I start the writing process.

How long does that normally take for you, to just think about it in your head?  Do you write it all down in an outline form?  How do you work in that fashion?

Well I wish I could explain it.  I don’t use traditional outlines, but I do write a lot to myself as a form of brainstorming.  Sometimes it’s almost like writing letters to myself.  ‘Dear Steve, you have no idea how to start this story.  You know where you need to go, but you’re completely lost now.  What would you need in order to begin writing?’  I write all of those words down because they help start the mental process.  But a lot of it is an unconscious process, the ideas I’m working on now sat in my head for twenty-five years, and they didn’t sit there static.  I wasn’t watching them develop, but when I took them down to start working on them and blew the dust off, I saw that they had accreted an enormous amount on material while I was waiting to work on them.
You received your master’s degree in English literature from Kent State University.  What do you remember most about Kent, how did your experiences here at Kent shape and influence your writing?

I was blessed to be here with a very exciting group of fellow graduate students.  My peers as students in the graduate school for English literature were very bright, very quick witted, very fun and challenging people.  And simply conversing with them and being in a group of people like that was very helpful to me in terms of clarifying my own ideas and my own desires about what I wanted to do.  It’s also true that from a point of view of the faculty, Kent State was a very open-minded place.  They weren’t attached to intellectual agendas.  Most of them were wide open to ideas themselves, which is one reason that they had students like that.  So I gained direct perceptions about writing and about what I wanted to achieve in writing through my studies with those professors.   And I gained perceptions about myself and about what I considered important in life through interaction with my fellow students.  Before that, I came to Kent with a good liberal arts education from the College of Wooster down the road, but still very much out of focus.  The simultaneous influences of those professors and those fellow students – it’s like they cleaned all the sledge off the lens and after that I could see clearly.
Where you working on the Covenant stories while you were here at Kent?

No, I have an entire file cabinet full of what I call my journeyman work.  Because I never started in this business being a self confident person, I never started with the idea that I knew how to do this.  I started with the assumption that I did not know how to do this.  So I wrote reams of stuff which never had any intent except to be a learning experience for me.  I engaged in experiments in voice, experiments in point of view, I engaged in experiments in theme and context and setting.  I tried to write anything which seemed to me like it might help me become a better writer.  It was never in the back of my mind that this tuff was somehow going to be publishable.  These were all learning exercises and they still sit there.  I was still doing learning exercises through all my time in Kent.

You were here at Kent for May 4th, right?

Yes.  I was working as a conscientious objector in Akron City Hospitals, so I was actually in Akron during the day of May 4th when the shootings occurred, but I lived in Kent, so I was one of the people who was not evacuated. They evacuated every student who lived in a dorm and most of the faculty – 20,000 people they got out of Kent within about four hours after the shootings.  But I was one of the people who had to come back into Kent.  The whole town was under martial law, it was cordoned off by cops.  I had local, city, county, and state police pointing their guns in my face while I tried to prove that I had a right to go into town because I lived there.  That first night, helicopters with spotlights shone that light in the windows of my apartment every ninety seconds for the whole night.  So I experienced the May 4th situation in a way that’s a little different than some of the people who were actually on campus at the time.  But I was here, and then I was a teaching fellow the next year, so I was teaching on the first anniversary which was also a big time here at Kent.

Do you think that fantasy has gotten a bad rap over the years as far as literary scholars or do you think now the huge mainstream appeal has helped it?

I think huge mainstream appeal works against almost anything when you’re looking for scholarly attention or critical seriousness.  I was raised with this at the College of Wooster, which is a very open-minded and liberal school, but the underlying idea was always there: if it’s popular, it’s junk.  And that idea has taken hold a great deal.  I know a woman who was fired as a reviewer for the New York Times book review because she wrote a favorable review for a fantasy novel.  They just said, ‘We didn’t know you took this kind of junk seriously.  I’m sorry, you don’t work here anymore.’  I encounter quite a bit of knee jerk intellectual prejudice against the kind of work I do because it’s perceived as being popular and commercially successful.  Therefore, it cannot have merit.  The fact that there are plenty of mainstream novels which are very successful somehow doesn’t prevent them from having merit.  I learned the standards by which I judge myself as a writer from the same people who now automatically sneer at the kind of work I do.  I learned by studying Conrad and Faulkner, and Henry James, and the poetry of Yates and Gerard Manley Hopkins.  These are the writers that I learned to love and who taught me what my definition of good writing is.  But the same people who admire them automatically brush me aside simply because the subject matter that my imagination offers me to work with.  Well, Henry James used to say that it is not acceptable to criticize what a writer chooses to write about because that the writer cannot choose.  The writer has to accept his or her own imagination as it is.  You can only critique what the writer does with their ideas.  Henry James knew that, but we don’t seem to know that anymore.
I went into Borders the other day and I realized that so much fantasy was everywhere.  It’s not just in the fantasy section, it’s on the main shelves.  It’s all over the place.  Do you think there’s too much of it?
Ninety percent of everything is junk, and the more of it you have, the larger body of junk.  Well, the shelves are groaning with junk.  On the other hand, the shelves are also groaning with choice and we have to keep that in mind.  It’s easy to sit here and decry one state of affairs or another, but people have choices and people can discover their taste.  Now my son, who as an adult is a very perceptive reader with a discerning mind and good taste, fell in love with reading with books that I think are absolute junk.  He was reading drivel.  Well, he was eleven!  What do we want from somebody who’s eleven?  He was reading drivel and I patted him on the head and told him I was proud of him and I choked every time I bought one of those books for him.  But, what the heck?  And then grew up.  So, where’s the harm?  
So you don’t worry about competition?

Not in that sense at all.  I have as much ego as anybody else and it’s hard for me some days to sit around and listen to people praise writers that I know are bad and dismiss writers that I know are good.  And of course usually I take it personally when they dismiss me.  (More sarcasm)  But on my good days, I know that it’s not about my ego and I just forget all that stuff.  The only true test of merit in any art has always been time.  The good work endures and the bad work is forgotten.  And I’m not going to be here when time passes judgment on what it is I’ve done.  That’s probably a good thing, better for me not to know.

There’s something that you do on your website that I want to talk about called the Gradual Interview, where you answer questions from readers.  I don’t know many artists or creative people that devote that much time to answering questions from their fans.
Do you know any?

Honestly, no.  Your answers are lengthy, thoughtful and you really give time to this.  Tell me the motivation behind the Gradual Interview.

Well on a practical level I sort of got sucked into it, it was my webmasters idea.  Well, first of all, I didn’t anticipate the scale of the response.  It seemed like twenty minutes after we had put up the web site, I was two-hundred questions behind in answering questions about myself and my life’s work.   Along with the lack of self confidence, there’s this big guilt thing and I began to feel really bad for all these people who had posted these questions and weren’t getting answers.  And on the more constructive side, I realized that this felt like a much more productive use of my time than say answering fan mail.  Well, one thing led to another and the more questions I answered, the more questions people asked.  The web site’s been up for four and a half years now and I’ve answered something like 2,400 questions and it prints out at over a couple thousand pages.  I think it is true to say that no writer in history has ever carried on this kind of extended correspondence with their readers.  I didn’t plan to do that.  
There have been many benefits for me.  Of course, it is both a plus and a minus that I have such a clear idea of what my readers want.  They also hold my toes to the fire on occasions where I have inadvertently become sloppy about something.  They always catch it, and I mean always, and I hear about it and then I have to get better.  I’m not the sort of writer who can just turn it on and off, so if I have to sit on an airplane for four hours, that doesn’t mean I get to make progress on my next novel.  I’m too A-D-D, I’m too distractible.  But the Gradual Interview is in sufficiently small enough chunks that I can feel like I’m doing something constructive as a writer, keeps my brain working, rewards people for reading my books indirectly, and allows me to feel like I’m not wasting the time.  So when I’m sitting on an airplane with my laptop open, I’m usually answering question from the Gradual Interview.  I don’t spend my novel writing time on the Gradual Interview, I haven’t allowed it to take over my writing life, but when I have time to spare, that’s what I do.
Has anyone ever asked you a question that you never even thought of?

Yes, and usually when that happens it means that my brain slipped a cog and I really should have thought of that myself and I hadn’t.  Another benefit to the Gradual Interview is that I get a regular opportunity to remind people that I’m human, and human beings make mistakes.  We have this tendency to look at books, because the physical book is so far removed from the physical author, there’s this tendency to think of it as somehow existing on a higher plane than ordinary human beings.  And I know I did this for all my early years because every writer I ever read and loved was dead.  There was something sacred about these texts.  But those people screwed up too.  And I screw up and I get to say to my readers, ‘OK, you’re right, that’s a valid point and I screwed up.  Had I not had a hundred-forty other things to think about while I was writing that page, I would have said, or I would not have used this, or I would have added in that.’  And then it becomes a discussion about the creative process.  I know it’s been fruitful for a number of people reading the interview, but it’s also been fruitful for me to talk about how I go about pulling things together and what kinds of things go wrong.  And how do you try to minimize the number of things that are going to go wrong in any human endeavor, because things are always going to go wrong.  Chaos theory forbids that everything’s going to go right.
Can you tell me what’s going on with the possible Covenant movie and how much creative input you would want on the film?

I would want zero creative input into a film.  It is not my art and is done my committees.  I’m used to being the only person who gets to decide what goes into my books.  And the idea that me and one-hundred-twenty other people would be deciding what goes into a movie sounds like hell – hell on Earth.  I’ve actually ruined movie deals because I refused to participate in the movie making process.  That’s not true in the present case you’re asking about.  There is a group of real serious movie people, the producer of Saving Private Ryan, the producer of The Patriot.  These guys were at an age when they read my books for the first time when they were teenagers and they were thrilled and they’ve loved these books for all these years, but they never thought they could possibly be made into movies till Peter Jackson came along and did The Lord of the Rings movies.  So these guys suddenly thought ‘Now is our chance, the day of Thomas Covenant has finally arrived, we can make the movies.’  But it died, and it didn’t die because of the reasons that people have read the books would expect.  They always think, after all, Thomas Covenant is a rapist.  These are very adult themes, there’s genocide, there’s lots of pain of every description, these books probably would have to have been watered down too much in order to be made into movies.  Now, that’s not it at all.  It’s not the leprosy.  These books cannot be made into movies because they’ve got a ring in them!  That’s what every studio executive said, that’s what every financer said.  We’re talking about people with serious movie credibility.  And that’s what everybody said to them.  ‘I’m sorry, it’s got a ring in it.  It’s a Tolkien rip-off’  ‘No, it’s not, you’re only saying that because you haven’t read it.’  ‘No, you’re only saying that because you’re blinded by the fact that you have read it.’  So after two years of really hard work and good scripts and good art design – god, it was going to be a beautiful looking movie because they worked up a bunch of the art for it and I was really impressed.

So it’ll never happen you think?

I think it will never happen.

Because of the ring?

Because of the ring.
Even though the ring in your book is completely different than the ring in Tolkien’s book?

Absolutely.

The ring in your book, to me, has much more of a personal feeling to it.  It’s his wedding ring and he was divorced and he’s going through that pain as well.  And with Tolkien’s ring, there’s nothing like that at all.

I’m not as foolish as I may look.  Before I ever started writing these books, I was perfectly aware of Tolkien’s work.  I knew that putting a ring into my books could be a serious source of trouble because I was automatically going to be accused of ripping of Tolkien.  And I thought about that long and hard, until I finally realized that I needed the ring more than Tolkien did.  As a symbol of wedding, of the voluntary commitments that people make to others whom they love – nothing in our culture has the same symbolic weight as a ring.  Tolkien could have used a magic torque, a circlet around the neck, a jewel you hide in your armpit, nobody would have known the difference.  It was magical, but the fact that it was a ring had no specific thematic weight.  Where for me, it had an essential thematic weight.  So I finally decided, ‘Gee, I’m sorry I’m going to spend my whole life defending myself from this accusation of ripping of Tolkien, but I need that ring.  So I was not surprised by what happened to the movie deal.  
So there’s no way they could have said, “We’ll make a movie but we’ll make it a white gold necklace.”

You know, they talked about that, in fact.  But these are people who love the books and they don’t want to betray their vision of what they love so much in the books themselves.  

I think too, if they did that, your fans would have probably flipped out.  That would not have been a big “no, no.”

I agree completely and these people realized that for themselves.  They proposed the idea and they said, “No, no, that’s a really terrible idea, forget we ever mentioned that.”  And then they went on trying to be true to the project.

In the gaming world, the role playing fantasy gaming world, has anyone ever approached you about setting a game in The Land or a video game?
Well they approach me all the time, but to no purpose.  I don’t hold the rights.  I got published without having an agent and I signed the standard contract that Ballantine Books offered and that contract gave them all the rights to everything.  I’m probably more often asked if I’m a gamer myself and my answer is no.  This is what I do for a living.  I write these books for a living.  For recreation, I need to do something completely different.  

Now, I’m going to be a dork here for a minute, but I could see starting out as a Level One Bloodguard and work your way up to being a Lord and gaining the Staff of Law.

Well I started out as a Level One writer and I’m trying to work my way up to being the High Lord of Writers.  I know it’s a silly metaphor, but that pretty much exhausts my capacity to be involved.  (Laughing).  So in my free time I do other things.

Stephen King, is his forward to The Dark Tower series, puts Brooks, Tolkien, and your name in the same sentence.  What is it like to be in that kind of company and from somebody like Stephen King?
Well, of course, just the fact that the statement comes from Stephen King gives it a kind of cache.  Somebody famous noticed me, Oh My God.  In the same way I have an ego, I also have a fan boy inside me somewhere.  On a purely practical level, it seems like it’s just an ordinary statement of fact.  In the history of this field in American publishing those are the people who shaped what fantasy publishing is today.  And it really wasn’t Donaldson, it was Donaldson’s publishers.  And it really wasn’t Brooks, it was Brooks’ publishers.  And it was Tolkien’s.  And they were all the same publisher, it was Ballantine Books.  In that sense, one could not be historically accurate without lumping those names together.  In another sense, I think all comparisons are invidious, the underlying assumption of any comparison like that is that somehow they’re similar.  But what makes a work of art excellent is its uniqueness, not its similarity.  And if you say, “Well, Donaldson is the modern day Tolkien, what’s your basically saying is they’re all mediocre because if they were really good, you couldn’t compare them to anybody.  It’s always a mixed bag for me when something like this happens.  I hear the good news and I recognize the substantive reality and then I recognize that it’s also, sort of, intellectually sloppy.  Joseph Conrad was not the Jane Austin of his time period.  And anybody who said so would be laughed off.  The whole thing about Jane Austin is that there is only the one!  And nobody can compete with her and that’s what makes it excellent.  And the same is true for Stephen King’s best work – nobody can compete with what makes a good Stephen King book a good Stephen King book, only he can do that.  And to say Stephen King is the Peter Straub of horror literature does a horrible injustice to both Stephen King and Peter Straub.

What do you hope people get out of reading your books?

Well I have different hopes on different levels.  Of course, I hope that people will be glad they read them.  I hope people will enjoy them enough to stay with me.  I hope if we get that far, the next thing I hope for is that they will be moved, that they will start to care and here’s the crucial point: they will start to care about something outside themselves, something that’s different than they are, a kind of human dilemma that they learn how to relate to.  If I actually accomplish that, then story telling is a very humane act and I desire for it to be a humane act, an action which increases the range of human understanding.  
Stephen Donaldson, thank you so much.
You’re welcome.
