NEIL GAIMAN, AUTHOR, STARDUST.

It’s quite possible that Neil Gaiman is the sternest, toughest critic that Stardust, the movie, will ever face. After all, Gaiman wrote Stardust, the book, and handed it over to director Matthew Vaughn with a touch of apprehension.

Gaiman’s had plenty of experience with the film world and not all of it entirely positive. But this time, Vaughn’s commitment to the story, his passion for the adventure of a young man who finds himself facing danger and discovering true love in a wondrous, magical land, convinced him that all would be well. He still feels the same way after watching filming and seeing footage. If anything he’s more convinced than ever that Stardust the movie is going to be a success.

In between takes on the fantastic witches’ lair set during a night shoot at Pinewood Studios, Gaiman tells how he is clearly impressed with Vaughn’s vision as a filmmaker and the skills of the stellar cast the director has assembled to bring Stardust to life.

“From everything I’ve seen so far,” says Gaiman. “It has the heart and feeling of my book but it has enough things different in it that anyone who has read the book will actually find some really cool surprises. After all, you are going to turn it into a film you want it to do some really cool filmy things. I think Matthew is doing a fantastic job.”

With a cast headed by newcomer Charlie Cox as the young hero Tristran Thorn, and including Claire Danes as the fallen star Yvaine alongside screen giants Robert De Niro (as a pirate), Peter O’Toole (as the dying king of the magical land called Stormhold), Michelle Pfeiffer as a very wicked witch and Ricky Gervais as an hilarious wheeler dealer called Ferdy The Fence, Stardust is a fairytale for young and old with action, adventure, humour and most of all, romance.

Set in the charming English village of Wall and the magical, mysterious land of Stormhold which lies beyond it, Stardust is the story of Tristran’s quest to find a fallen star and bring it back to the beautiful Victoria (Sienna Miller) who has promised to marry him if he does (a promise she makes confident in the belief that he won’t be able to do it). But he does find the star – in the human shape of Yvaine.

For Tristran – pursued by an evil witch (Pfeiffer) and a murderous Prince (Mark Strong) who both want to kill Yvaine for their own selfish reasons - what follows is a voyage of discovery when he changes from boy to man and experiences some hair raising escapades.

Gaiman, who says his favourite fairytale is one of the Grimm’s called The Juniper Tree, first had the idea for Stardust back in 1988 during a much needed holiday in Ireland with his wife Mary.

 “I just remember we were somewhere in Cork and we drove past a field with this beautiful stone wall across it that had crumbled in the middle,” he recalls. “And through it you could see trees and a meadow and I thought ‘wouldn’t it be cool if on the other side of that wall was fairyland…’ because it almost looked like it was.”

That image became the starting point for the book. In Stardust, the English village of Wall is so called because of the huge fortification that marks its border with the mysterious magical land beyond called Stormhold. An elderly, surprisingly agile villager guards the hole in the wall to ensure that nobody crosses over – but that’s exactly what young Tristran Thorn does in his search for a fallen star.

Gaiman wanted to write a novel in close collaboration with illustrator Charles Vess, the artist he worked with so closely on his Sandman comics. He finally started writing Stardust in the early nineties, completing each chapter by hand and then he would record an audio version and send it to Vess who, in turn, would send back illustrations for characters and landscapes.

“One of the reasons it makes such a good film is that it was driven by image from the beginning,” says the author. “There were times when I would go ‘I’d love to see Charles draw that, I’d love to see Charles draw a flying pirate ship or a unicorn battle..’ And Charles would draw a character and I’d go ‘cool! I love that and I’m bringing that character back..’ So even though it’s only about 55,000 words it’s written in a cool, weird, serial way and that does benefit the book.”

Gaiman, 45, was born in Porchester, England and began his writing career as a journalist. He now lives in Minnesota with his family. His fiction includes the highly acclaimed, prize winning Sandman comics and the novels American Gods, Neverwhere and Smoke and Mirrors.
Q: When did you come up with the idea for Stardust?

A: I had the idea in 1991 and in 93 I put together an outline with Charlie (Vess, illustrator) which we showed to publishers, And then I started writing in 94 and there were about 176 of Charlie’s paintings and it started being published in 97, 98 in the illustrated form and then in late 98, 99 in un-illustrated form.

Q: Presumably you were working on other books at the same time?

A: Oh yes, while I was writing it I would have been doing the Sandman comic, I would have been writing Neverwhere the TV series and Neverwhere the novel, during that time. There would have been a lot of stuff going on.

Q: Is that usual for you? Working on several different projects at the same time?

A: I tend to be the kind of writer that if I get stuck on something I’ve got something else that I’m not stuck on that I can pull out and start working on that. With Stardust, I would write two chapters and give them to Charles. Everything else I’d ever done had been on typewriter or computer and with this I decided to do it in handwriting. I’d love the idea of doing it in fountain pen in a big book. I handwrote it and sent Charles a first chapter, photocopied it for him, and he sent me it back with all the words he couldn’t read circled. So after that I started taping it for him. I would phone him up and read it to him, then send him the tapes and that would be what he would use for the illustrations. And then I would type it up when I got to the end of a chapter.

Q: Why did you want to write it by hand?

A: I had this lunatic idea that I wanted the feeling of Stardust. I knew I wanted something that was set in Victorian times but I didn’t want it to read as thought it was written in Victorian times. I loved the idea of writing something that read as if it was written in the 1920s which was the last sort of period where you could write fantastic fiction without having an idea that it was fantasy, as a marketing category. In the twenties you would still get major writers doing a fantasy novel and it was all simply called fiction. If it was H.G Wells, whoever, it didn’t matter. After Lord of the Rings suddenly they started going ‘this is a marketing category..’ and these books started migrating from wherever they’d been to the fantasy and science fiction shelves of the bookstore and it became a marketing category and these days it’s a huge one. But I liked the idea of doing something that felt like it pre dated that.

Q: And did it feel like that?

A: Oh yes, it did. It was part of the joy of doing it. And then occasionally taking my little weird twentieth century liberties, having the characters say ‘fuck..’ or something.

Q: Period written in a contemporary way. What influenced that style?

A: You know, there’s an attitude and I’ve been chewing over for a week where I recognised that attitude from, and I turned round to Jane (Goldman, screenwriter) today and said ‘Shakespeare In Love..’ it’s the only other place where they do something that is theoretically historical but absolutely understands that every historical fiction you do is really talking about now and going to make that as contemporary as possible.

Q: And actually plays with that concept…

A: Absolutely. And one of the things Stardust does is that it’s set in ‘Victorian times’ except it’s not, it’s absolutely set now in terms of attitude and people and dialogue and there’s no attempt to have people talk like characters from Dickens. To the point where Tristran says ‘I know what you need, you need to grow up and get over yourself..’ We’re not trying to find the Victorian equivalent for that.

Q: So you were writing in episodes - a format that was very popular in Victorian times. How long did you take to finish the book?

A: I suppose three years. What was nice was I would do two chapters and go off and do a bunch of other stuff and then Charles would phone me up and say ‘I need some more..’ and I would go down to the bottom of the garden, to my little gazebo and write some more..

Q: Where were you living then?

A: In Minneapolis. But I started it in the UK. My friend Tori Amos had a house in London at the time which was built over a canal. It was a very strange house and had once been a lock keeper’s house and I started writing it there. She had gone away for a week and gave me the house. I just remember sitting down one day and going ‘OK, let’s get on with it..’

Q: The Wall is such a powerful image in the book and the film. Where did that come from?

A: The Wall actually pre-dated the plot. The Wall was the very, very first thing. It was 1988, I’d started writing Sandman. I’d been a starving journalist for a number of years and I was writing Sandman and Black Orchid and suddenly I looked around and for the first time since I had started being a starving journalist five years earlier, I could afford to go on holiday. My wife and I drove round Ireland and I just remember we were somewhere in Cork and we drove past a field with this beautiful stonewall across it that had crumbled in the middle. And through it you could see trees and a meadow and I thought ‘wouldn’t it be cool if on the other side of that wall was fairyland…’ because it almost looked like it was.  And I thought ‘that’s a story, that’s a place..’ And the village of Wall started growing in my head and it didn’t really have a story attached, it was this place and it took three years. And actually the first story I came up with – which I may still write – was a contemporary novel, set in Wall right now, And I started peopling the village in my head and part of the fun that I had when I wrote Stardust was the knowledge that I was actually filling the village with the ancestors of people I already had plots for in the 1990s. 

Q: Is it true that there were plans for an earlier film version of the book?

A: Yes, back in 1999 Miramax and Tom Cruise bought Stardust and they held on to it for about 18 months and the option lapsed and I ended up getting it back and I wouldn’t let it go until I found Matthew (Vaughn). But back then I had written a treatment for it, for Miramax and I’d come up against, as a screenwriter, a number of problems where me a novelist had really landed me in it. 

Q: Such as?

A: Well, one of the things really is that it’s 35 pages before our hero is born. And you would be fifteen minutes into the movie before you get across The Wall and into the market. 

Q: Do we still get some of that backstory in the film?

A: Yes, you do. But it’s in a different way. It’s beautiful, efficient filmmaking which gives you everything you needed of that and if go to the book you’ll get more.

Q: So you obviously accept that the book and the film will be different, but hopefully complimentary?

A: As the writer of the original novel what I’d really like to happen is for the film to come out to enormous popular acclaim. I’d like people to go and see it, I’d like them to love it and I’d like it to get it’s fair share of Oscars and Baftas and I’d like it to bring fame and fortune and wealth to all involved and then I’d like people to come up to me and say ‘you know I love Stardust, but the book was better…’ Because I’m an author and damn it, that’s what I want! (laughs). But really I’m just grateful if that doesn’t sound too embarrassingly honest. 

Q: What fed into this book? Are there influences from your childhood and books you read then?

A: Yes, a lot of it came from writers that I loved as a young man, a young adult when I discovered writers like Lord Dunsany, the ones who were writing fairytales and fantasy for adults at a time when this was a completely respectable thing to do. At the time when they would write an historical novel or a mainstream novel and follow it up with something with fairies in or whatever.

Q: Did you discover those authors on your own or did somebody point you in that direction?

A: I was a voracious reader. And I was really lucky being born in 1960 which meant that the Tolkien explosion happened when I was nine and meant that by the time I was about 11 publishers were trawling 20th century literature looking for anything else they could re publish as fantasy because there weren’t many people at that point writing fantasy so all of the great stuff from earlier in the century was being re printed. Writers like Ernest Bramah. And this stuff was only published between 71 and 73 and by 74 you’ve got Terry Brooks writing The Sword of Shannara and everybody suddenly went ‘hang on, you can write things that are kind of like Tolkien and people will publish them…’ But when I was 11, 12, 13 they were re packaging this stuff from the early part of the 20th century and I was finding and reading it. And it definitely made an impact.

Q: You mentioned that Charles Vess’s illustrations fed into the writing of the book. Were they an influence on you coming up with the idea for Stardust in the first place..

A: I loved Charles’ illustrations. We did A Mid Summer Night’s Dream, a Sandman story together, and we became the first and only comic ever to win the World Fantasy Award for Best Short Story – they changed the rules the morning after we won it to make sure it could never happen again. And I wanted to do something else with him. I think he is the finest artist of the fantastic since Arthur Rackham and he works in that kind of tradition. I thought ‘wouldn’t it be cool to do something with Charlie?’ And that kind of drove it too. Also I must be honest, I loved The Princess Bride and I was lucky I found The Princess Bride as novel long before I saw the film. I thought it was great, it’s a fairy story for adults. And then nobody else seemed to be doing that and I thought ‘I want to do one of those..’ So it was influenced by The Princess Bride to the extent where I said to myself ‘that looks like a lot fun, I think I’ll do one…’

Q: Did you know Jane Goldman before she was asked to write the script?

A: I’ve known Jane since she was 17. Jonathan Ross, her husband, is a comics’ fan. Jonathan and I met many years ago when he wanted me on his TV show when I didn’t want to go because I thought maybe he would make fun of me for writing comics or something and he said ‘well come along to the show and hang out..’ and I did, that was in 87, I think, maybe 88. And his 17-year-old fiancée was there and we were introduced and Jonathan and Jane and I have stayed friends over the years.

Q: How did Jane become involved with Stardust?

A: You know I think part of it was when I wrote that original treatment for Miramax I realised that I would have to change things to turn it into a movie and that was better done by somebody else. And you know I would rather someone stayed true to the spirit of the thing rather than the letter because sometimes staying true to the letter means you **** up the spirit. I was staying in Jonathan and Jane’s house in Florida and I was doing some copy editing. I was there on my own and I phoned Jonathan to say ‘I’ve arrived here safely, everything’s good..’ and we chat a little bit. And you know, I really liked Jane’s first novel, Dreamworld and she was working on a second novel for a while and I was the only person who read what she had done, she showed it to me, and I really like it. I said to Jonathan ‘is she doing anymore of the novel..’ And he said ‘no, at the moment she’s not, what she really wants to do is some screenwriting…’ 

Q: And at this point Matthew Vaughn was beginning to work on the script?

A: Yes, then I get a call from Matthew and he says ‘I’m here, I’m working on Stardust but we’re going to need a screenwriter…’ I said ‘can you leave it with me for a week. I have an idea..’ I phoned Jonathan back and said ‘put Jane on..’ and she came to the phone and I said ‘have you ever read Stardust?’ And she hadn’t so I asked her to read it over the weekend and said I would call her on the Monday. And she called me and said ‘it’s great, lovely, why did you want me to read it?’ I said ‘look, this will never happen and it will probably be a huge waste of your time but would you be interested in doing a screenplay?’ and she said ‘I’d be honoured..’ So I phoned Matthew and said I wanted him to meet Jane and he said ‘what? Red haired Jane off the telly? Has she ever written a script?’ I said no, she hadn’t but that she was a really good writer. I like her writing and I like her attitude. And I told him ‘you are good at the action but you need a girl to help with dialogue..’ I knew Matthew and I said ‘at least meet her..’ 

Q: And they obviously hit it off?

A: Oh yes, they have worked wonderfully well together.

ends

