INTERVIEWS WITHDAVID GEMMELL
RIDING OUT ON A STEADY HORSE 
Stan Nicholls Interviews David Gemmell
First published in SFX Magazine in 1996 
In SFX it was titled "Hack (and Slash) Author".
This title was disliked by both Stan Nicholls and David Gemmell.
Many thanks to David Drage who's site this interview was copied from
David Drage's site can be found at the following :-
http://www.geocities.com/Area51/Shadowlands/4376/gemmell/gemmell.html

The Clute/Nicholls Encylopedia of Science Fiction calls David Gemmell - Britain's current leading exponent of heroic fantasy - "tough minded." After meeting him, we think simply "tough" will do... Stan Nicholls chats with the creator of Sigarni the Hawk Queen, the Jerusalem Man, and Druss the Axeman, shortly before the publication of his novel, The Legend Of Deathwalker... 
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David Gemmell sits in the den of his Hastings home surrounded by an array of swords, shields, knives and firearms. For the UK's best-selling author of heroic fantasy - a man who's carved a niche at the muscular, action-driven end of the genre, with 19 novels and a million plus sales to date - the armoury seems somehow appropriate.
But Gemmell insists that people who tag his work "macho" have missed the point. 
There's no gratuitous violence in my books. It's just that they're set in medieval-style worlds, usually in the middle of a war and you can't avoid violence in such settings."
And violence has certainly played a part in his own life... 
Igrew up in a tough part of West London," he explains. "Before I was 16 I'd had over 60 stitches in wounds caused from fights.
So what was the worst moment? 
The worst was also the best. It was the night before a GCE exam, and I went with some friends to a club to see a band. A group of well known hard cases came in, and three of them went for me. My left arm was fractured in three places and my nose was broken. That was the worst bit. The best was that I sat up all night teaching myself to write with my right hand, and still passed the exam the following day. And, even better, I became a school hero. It was a watershed moment in my life, and everything since has stemmed from it. 
But violence is just one component of my I fiction," he adds. "I tend to concentrate on courage, loyalty, love and redemption. I believe in these things. I refuse to be cynical about the world, and I won't join the sneerers or the defeatists. I can't do much about John Major and his band of incompetents, but I can make sure that my own life isn't corrupted by their sleazy vision of society. 
He regards politicians as occupying the lower reaches of the food chain. 
Ipositively loathe them. Any politician can convince you a shit sandwich is nutritious and tasty; and the best of them will talk you into believing you're the only one who doesn't like the taste. If these bastards are the reality, give me fantasy any time! 
Which brings us to why he chose to write fantasy in the first place. With the exception of White Knight Black Swan a thriller published in 1993 under the pseudonym Ross Harding, all his work has been in fantasy of one sort or another. What's the appeal?
Ilove the genre. Throughout history, societies have used it to teach the young about right and wrong, good and evil. Good fantasy answers a deep need in young people. They're the ones with romantic dreams; a generation in search of ideals. The world's cynicism hasn't corrupted them yet. But as they grow older, some of them will get sucked into the sickness. They stop questioning why rape crises centres tell women to shout 'Fire!' when they're attacked because if they shout 'Rape!' no-one's going to help them. They start using phrases like, 'It's not my problem' and 'Don't get involved.' Fantasy's not about passing the buck, or living for share options. 
So what is it about? 
It's about heroes; people who do the right thing regardless of the cost to themselves. Fantasy heroes don't say, 'Well, it must he right to kick a guy out of the country because Saudi Arabia's threatened to cancel a defence contract.' Fantasy's about absolutes. It's the antithesis of compromise. If there's anything I'd like my books to achieve, it would be to increase the desire of people to do good. What I'm saying in my books is that heroes don't compromise. They just don't, no matter how colossal the evil is.
Gemmell had a letter from a fan last year that neatly underlines the point.
This guy told me he was walking his dog when he saw two men attacking a woman. He waded in, and they ran off. He said he'd just finished reading one of my books, and thought that was the reason he'd acted so swiftly. I can't tell you what that meant to me. But it was no surprise, really. I kind of expect Gemmell fans to be like that. And I honestly believe no woman would need to shout 'Fire!' if there was a Gemmell fan close by. People who don't understand the nature of heroism don't read my books, or, if they do, they don't understand them, and therefore don't like them. Then they label them macho or violent. But I don't worry much about criticism. As a former journalist, I know my work will never be widely reviewed in the quality press. 
Only once has he reacted to a bad review. 
When I started out I decided I'd stay as far from Tolkien style fantasy as possible. I thought I'd concentrate on characterisation, basing the heroes on real people. Then I got a kicker in The Daily Telegraph which read, 'The only thing I liked about Waylander 2 - imitation Tolkien with no characterisation - was the butch girl on the cover.' I figured the reviewer either hadn't read the book or was an idiot. He told me he'd read the book. Well, the world's never been short of idiots.
The literary establishment's attitude toward fantasy and related genres persuades most general readers to avoid the stuff. I wondered if Gemmell resented being disbarred from a potentially wider audience. 
No. I suppose it would irritate me if I didn't earn enough to take holidays in Palm Springs. Though I can see that for authors who have been commercially unsuccessful the fantasy label might be a problem. Sometimes I'm told, 'But if more people read your books they'd really like them and -' And what? I'd have more money. It becomes a question of scale. My books come out, they sell in large numbers and I make a good living. That gives me the chance to do what I love, which is to write more books. My function as a writer is to entertain. Initially to entertain myself, and in a secondary way to entertain other people.
Has basing his characters on real people ever caused him problems? 
When I was writing Waylander I decided to use all the people I worked with. Soon after it was published, in 1986, I was sacked. Apparently, the Managing Director regarded it as a poisonous attack on his integrity.
Presumably, using real people as models adds credibility, for both Gemmell and the fans. 
You have to make yourself believe that what you're writing is real. You have to believe the characters exist; that the situation they're in is terrible and they've got to get out of it. You can't sit there thinking, 'These are just blips on a computer screen, nothing is really going to happen to them.' To me, it's real. 
If I'm really flat when I turn my PC on, I'll have one of the characters ask a question. It can be something as simple as, 'What the hell are we doing?' or 'What's the point of this?' The question isn't important, it can be edited out later. What matters is that it gets the characters into an argument, and through them I learn where the story's going. In my early days as a fiction writer there were a lot of changes, until I learnt to trust my characters. Now I'm in the happy position where I don't have massive amounts of revision or rewriting.
One of his most vivid creations, homicidal loner Jon Shannow, was inspired by someone he knew 30 years ago. 
The real life model for Shannow is a man who later went to prison following an armed robbery. I wouldn't want to name him. He was a very strange man, but I happened to like him an awful lot. This was a man who, in the '60s, when everyone was getting very loose and all the rest of it, still wore suits ten years out of date. The guy was fantastically sort of controlled. Always. Yet if it came to a moment of violence he was lethal. And he really saw the world in black and white. 
The two of them went to a party together... 
It wasn't my party," Gemmell recalls, "and knowing his talent for violence I got him to promise he wouldn't chin anybody. The party was not a good one and I left. He stayed on. The girl holding the party wanted to find out how tough her boyfriend was, so she said to him, 'That man isn't invited. Throw him out.' The boyfriend went over and said, 'Oi, you're not invited. Piss off.' My friend explained I'd invited him. The boyfriend came back with, 'It's not Dave's party, so piss off.'
Now, this guy's promised not to hit anybody, but he's been insulted. So he throws his whisky straight in the boyfriend's face. Then he holds his hand up and crushes the glass. He's got bits of glass stuck in his hand and blood dripping out, and he's just staring at the man. The boyfriend stands there terrified, as you would. Because he knew, in that moment, he was dealing with a loony...
Gemmell admits that Shannow is just about his favourite character. It's tempting to ask if this is because he empathises with him. 
Oh, yeah. Shannow's the closest to me that I've ever written. Despite the fact I've been lucky enough to be well loved by my wife and close friends, I've remained essentially, because of my background, a lonely man and a loner I've certainly never experienced the camaraderie I write about. I learnt right through my life that if I'm in trouble, I'm on my own. And that's the best place to be. You don't have to worry about anybody else. You don't have to worry about who's going to help you. Because nobody is. That actually makes you stronger. 
This hints at the kind of disposition often exhibited by his characters. Does it extend to his professional life as well? Which authors, for example, does he see as his main rivals? 
I haven't got rivals. I'm a storyteller, not a boxer. There are writers I admire and a good many others whose work I don't much like. But at what point does rivalry come in? Some I outsell, some outsell me. Some are praised highly, others are held in contempt. You can't get a definitive judgement on the quality of a novel, so there's no starting point for rivalry. 
After a 12 year career spent exclusively with Random House, David Gemmell recently switched publishers and joined Transworld's Bantam Press imprint. This month they published his latest novel, The Legend of Deathwalker, a further outing for his popular character Druss, the warrior hero who debuted in Legend, the author's first book. Gemmell reflects on the move... 
The people at Random House are a great bunch, but it was time to move on. We'd grown a little stale with each other and that led to a few rows, mainly about marketing and covers. I've far more good memories than bad. 
Why choose to go to Transworld? 
Why not? I told my agent I wanted to meet the Transworld crew before signing a contract. When I turned up they asked me where I wanted to go for lunch. I asked for a pizza. We went round the corner to a Pizza Express, and it was full of Transworld people having lunch together. No elitism, bosses and workers side by side. I knew then that this was where I wanted to be. 
So it wasn't the reported £600,000 that lured you across? 
No, it was the pizza. And the fact that it was obviously a happy place to work. 
He contends that, in any event, money isn't as important to him as it once was. 
Ihad a holiday in Arizona recently and a friend asked me what the desert was like. I described it to him and he said, 'Yeah, but I mean how did it feel when you walked out across it?' I suddenly realised that I'd only seen the desert from an air-conditioned limousine while driving down to Phoenix. It was a sobering thought. 20 years ago I'd have backpacked and hitched across it. Money insulates you from reality. 
THE BEST OF David Gemmell
David Gemmell's genre work largely consists of Drenai novels and the Sipstrassi tales. There are others, however, including the Lion Of Macedon books and the Hawk Queen novels.
Here's the pick of Gemmell, with notes by the author himself... 
LEGEND (1984) 
The first in The Drenai saga, focusing on axeman Druss, and the defence of the last stronghold of the Drenai Empire. 
Gemmell: This will always be my favourite book. It has all the heart and contains just about everything I believe in. It also introduced Druss the Legend and the Thirty. Ever since, readers have clamoured for more stories about both. 
WOLF IN SHADOW (1987) 
The book that introduced the character of John Shannow, 'the Jerusalem Man" - a lone warrior searching for a lost city in a post-apocalyptic 24th century world. His story continued in the novels The Last Guardian and Bloodstone, though other stories have taken place In the shared Sipstrassi universe. 
Gemmell: Written at a very low point in my life, it has a hero I can really identify with. Jon Shannow is just about my favourite character. He's both lonely and a loner. He doesn't want to be a hero, but events always draw him to the heart of the storm.
WAYLANDER (1986) 
Another of Gemmell's many Drenai books, set in the usual milieu.
Gemmell: My very first attempt at a redemption novel. Even now I still wonder how I injected so much pace into it. Next to Legend, it's still my best-selling book. And I get a lot of letters asking me to write more Waylander stories. 
IRONHAND'S DAUGHTER (1995) 
The first novel in a new series, The Hawk Queen, this pits warlike Highland tribes against the dominant Outlanders. The central figure a the Highland warrior princess, Sigarni, whose destiny is bound up in a prophecy. The story is continued in the more overtly science fiction second instalment, The Hawk Eternal. 
Gemmell: Evil carries the seeds of its own downfall. I've always liked that idea, and this book let me develop the theme. Also, it gave me a chance to try a female lead. I'm pleased with it, but it hasn't been out long enough to get a lot of feedback from the fans. 
THE LEGEND OF DEATHWALKER (1996)
The latest Drenai story, once again starring Gemmell's most popular character, Druss the Axeman. In a significant twist on Legend - which is set after the action outlined in Deathwalker, and has Druss fighting with the Drenai against the Nadir - our hero here fights with the Nadir to defend one of their ancient shrines from being sacked by the oppressive Gothir. 
Gemmell: Writing stories about Druss is a real treat. He's one of those characters the author never has to work on. Put him in a situation and he handles it. I love the old boy He's a force of nature; indomitable and ultimately undefeatable. 
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