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INTERVIEW

AMANDA CRAIG

The novelist, critic and authors’ champion talks
to Katy Cuest about the ‘hells’ of illness, scandal
and reviews - and writing through it all

hen I arrive at Amanda
Craig’s house on a wide
tree-lined street in north
London, she is in the middle
of particularly stressful day.
A combination of ‘builder hell’ (a loft conversion
to make room for her grown-up son) and ‘tracking
changes hell’ (edits on her next novel) have left her,
she says, slightly fraught and in need of a break.

What greets me in her kitchen, however, looks
like a dream of daily life as a successful novelist.
There’s the manuscript of the new book, a fresh
pot of tea, a friendly dog and a long wooden table
on which she has laid out sandwiches, peaches
and macaroons. As I am soon to discover, this
scene really does represent the fruits of this hard-
working novelist’s career - both the setbacks and
the good fortune.

The novel Craig is working on until her eyes
blur will be her tenth book, and still she finds
the process of letting her writing out into the
world ‘excruciating’. It feels ‘horribly intrusive’
having someone ‘crawling all over your work and
finding all these flaws’. But the fear may also have
something to do with the critical reception of her
first novel 29 years ago, which clearly still smarts.

There is a convention among book reviewers
that it’s not on to slate a first novel by an unknown
author. Though it may help the critic to flex their
muscles, it does no favours to readers. Yet when
Foreign Bodies was published in 1990, muscles were
flexed and claws unsheathed. The novel is about
upper-class Emma’s teenage affair with a young
man in Italy. At the time, Craig was a young
journalist who had just won two awards - she
suspects she might have seemed like a ‘tall poppy’
who needed to be cut down. The fact that she’'d
lived in Italy herself was all the critics needed to
accuse her of laziness and lack of imagination.

‘I think nothing can prepare you for the horror
of your first bad review’, she says, describing the
experience as ‘crushingly dreadful’. Any writer’s
block these days she attributes to this.

It was still on Craig’s mind when she came
to write her third and perhaps most famous
book, A Vicious Circle. A modern classic set at the
intersection of high society and newspaper
journalism, it speaks with satirical cynicism of
the ‘fear or favour market’ that is the reviewing
circuit. It’s ‘the lowest form of journalism there is,’

declares the louche literary editor character, Ivo
Sponge, ‘and the lowest form of that is reviewing
fiction’.

There’s a lot of truth in his words, Craig admits
- despite the fact that a clearly biased review of a
friends’ book (aka log-rolling) only puts readers off.
But what if you really do admire a friend’s work?
‘Do you say, “I can’t review this person, they’re my
friend?” They might not get reviewed at all if you
don’t do it, or their book will go to somebody who’s
hostile, or is not going to get it. What do you do?’
Her own personal rule of thumb is: If someone
has come to my house or I've been to theirs, that’s
a line that you don’t cross’. For someone with as

‘nothing can
prepare you for the
horror of your first
bad review’
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Times, Observer, Daily Telegraph and
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First memory

‘Being carried in a blue towel by
my Zulu nanny in South Africa,
which is incredibly weird because
we left there when | was one year
old.’

First writing

‘Probably my diary, aged about
nine or ten, and book reviews.
The reviews would all end, “This
is a super book!” | didn't believe
in reviewing things | didn't think
were any good — and that's still
the case.’

First book that influenced me
‘The Little White Horse by
Elizabeth Goudge, which is set in
Devon. It's a great book to read
if you feel depressed; it's very
funny.’

Thanks to

‘Iris Murdoch. | met her at a party,
and | had just had my first novel
published and had seen the critics
tear into it. | said, "Do you have
any advice?” And she said, "Yes,

| do. You must always have your
next book half written by the time
the last one is published. You've

"o

got to be a moving target.”.

Advice to my younger self
‘Write your first novel about a
man, then nobody can think it

is about you! My first book was

a comic novel about a young
woman, and the critics all thought
that it must be autobiographical,
but it wasn't.
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many friends as Craig - particularly among other
female novelists - that must leave a frustrating
number of uncrossable lines.

A Vicious Circle was, in a way, Craig’s breakout
book - novelist and critic A N Wilson called it ‘a

masterpiece’, lauding her as ‘the greatest novelist
under the age of 50’. But its publication was
another battle that very nearly did for her. When
proof copies were circulated, a British literary critic
and distant acquaintance threatened to sue for
libel, prompting her nervous publisher to cancel
publication and wash its hands of the book. For a
while she genuinely feared a crippling court battle
and personal financial ruin - until a robust libel
defence lawyer recommended some minor changes
and the book was taken on by a new publisher.
What'’s more, the new publisher offered Craig three
times her original advance. The windfall helped
Craig buy her current house, where she intends

to live forever, continually undertaking incredibly
annoying building projects.

The whole painful experience made her a
passionate advocate for English PEN and the Libel
Reform Campaign. But she’s still furious about
the assumption that a writer’s work is always
autobiographical at heart. ‘It is a cross that all
women novelists bear, that we are not supposed to
have any imagination. Most of us have fought to be
seen as writers who actually Make Things Up.’

Craig seems deeply grateful for the sanctuary
of home and her ‘room of one’s own’: above the
kitchen, with framed prints of Custave Doré fairy
tales and piles of books waiting to be reviewed. She
frequently points out how fortunate she is, and at
one point gestures around her gorgeous kitchen
(result of an earlier ‘builder hell’) and says with
surprise, ‘1 really was not born into this’.

In fact she was born in South Africa and grew
up in Italy, where she remembers the walls of the
family home covered by stunning blue-purple
Morning Glory blossoms. She went to Bedales
boarding school in Hampshire (‘the worst five
years’ of her life), and thence to an English degree
at Cambridge.

She had always wanted to be a writer, and
received some encouragement after sending in
a few poems to the New Statesman. But she was
clear-eyed about the chances of actually earning
aliving from a writing career. ‘I was at university
with people like Peter Hennessy, Charles Moore
and Oliver Letwin; people you could see were

going to be big political journalists. I didn’t like
that sort of thing, so I thought, well, obviously not
newspapers.’ And so in the middle of ‘the 1980s
whoosh of materialism’, a chance encounter at a
university recruitment event led to her working in
advertising.

Advertising turned out to be another period
of a different kind of hell. The sexual harassment
was relentless, predatory and frightening. ‘Being a
woman on your own, nobody would help you,” she
recalls. ‘I don’t think I had a nervous breakdown,
but I just couldn’t cope.’

She quit her job, signed on the dole and started
working as a cleaner, where she experienced a
whole other level of maltreatment. When she
writes - in novels such as Hearts and Minds, and her
next book, due out next year - about working-
class women belittled and blamed as they struggle
to make ends meet, she writes from experience.
‘Some people have said to me, “Amanda why are
you so obsessed with how awful it is to be poor?”,
they’re always very surprised when I say, “Because I
really have been poor. I know what it’s like to really,
really be up against it - to struggle to put food on
the table or pay for a stamp, or to be really cold
because you can't afford the heating”. But now I'm
quite glad to have had that, because it does provide
some authenticity.’

She eventually returned to writing via a career
in journalism. But it has not been plain sailing.
She describes the period when her children were
young as ‘the hardest years of any woman’s life -
but you've got no choice, you've just got to keep
going’. Every penny she earned was spent on
childminders, so she could eke out a few hours a
day to work on her books and do some journalism,
to earn money to pay for childcare, so she could
earn money, and so on. Both children were beset
by ill health - one ended up in hospital - and she
remembers ‘writing these pieces to pay the next
bill, with a deadline for the Sunday Times and the
child vomiting all over the keyboard’. She laughs
and shakes her head. ‘You can feel yourself ageing,’
she says. ‘But somehow, you sort of get through it.’

The most difficult periods of all were her own
illnesses, which she describes almost proudly as
‘exactly the same diseases as Hilary Mantel [had],
but worse’. For about ten years, while her two
children were little, Craig suffered relentlessly
from endometriosis, and then thyroid cancer. She
is also asthmatic. ‘So that’s been dreary, she says
with uncharacteristic understatement. Bouts of ill
health meant that Hearts and Minds took seven years
to finish. She remembers her Little, Brown editor
Richard Beswick as being ‘incredibly sweet - he
would occasionally ring up and ask, “Anything you
want to send me?”

What troubles her most about having been so
ill, however, is not the impact it has had on her
career, but that ‘it means you're much less of a
parent’. At one point her daughter said to her,
‘Mumn, you're always tired’; and she replied, ‘Yes,
I'm really sorry, I can’t help that'.

Despite, or perhaps because of, these setbacks,
Craig seems to be a living embodiment of the
mantra: ‘If you want something done, ask a busy
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THE CRAIG METHOD

» Get ‘a room of one’s own’ if you can, and paint

it dark green, a colour conducive to thinking. If you
can't, be prepared to write at the kitchen table,
surrounded by children and their detritus.

» Get plenty of sleep. It will make you feel
absolutely invincible and realise how shit you feel the
rest of the time.

» Get up an hour early and walk a dog. It helps
ideas to bubble up to have your mind in neutral.

» Get home, eat an apple, listen to the Today
programme for half an hour, then write until
lunchtime. Go for another walk at 3.30 (because
you're so used to picking up children from school)
then do another 45 minutes’ writing before cooking
supper. On a good day, go back to your desk and
keep writing until 10.00.

» Read newspapers, especially those whose politics
you loathe. The Daily Telegraph has lots of little
stories on pages three to five, often crime stories full
of mad details. File them away. Ditto, store up the
little things that real people say to you, the more
obnoxious the better.

»- Keep a diary. You can write a diary in a towering
rage — it's an important safety valve. Writing should
be the opposite of self-expression. It's important to
set your opinions aside when you're writing fiction.

» Know the beginning and end of each book, which

will have 25-30 chapters of about eight pages each.
Keep asking yourself, ‘Does this novel have the right
beat?’ It's a rhythmical thing..

p It doesn’t matter how bad your first drafts are.
Just get to the end — then you can make them
better.

» Rewrite every sentence 100 times. If a book takes
18 months to write, spend another 18 months self-
editing it.

»- Listen to your editor. If they say ‘This character
isn't working and this is why’, you have to take that
seriously.

» But be firm about book jackets. Remind the
designer to pretend this is a novel by a man. If

you see roses, a headless woman or a bit of pretty
bindweed in the design, tell them, ‘No. Take it
awayl!’.

100 WAYS
TO WRITE
A BOOK

woman'’. She is a fierce advocate for other authors,
whether by reviewing them, championing them
on social media, defending them against mealy-
mouthed criticism, or sticking her head above the
parapet to fight for their rights.

In 2016 she wrote an open letter to the
Bookseller calling on authors and publishers to
boycott literary festivals that expect authors to
perform for free. She knew she risked making
herself unpopular, but she felt it was an issue too
important to ignore. After all, ‘you particularly
feel it if you're a woman, because usually you
are doing a job as well, and you're looking after
children or elderly parents or running a house’. The
intervention - supported by other leading authors,
including Philip Pullman - appears to have had
an effect, with many festivals now paying authors.
‘[ was very trenchant,’ she says rather proudly. ‘I
thought if I wasn’t quite rude, the message would
not get through.’

I suspect that being trenchant is partly a
maternal urge to protect younger writers from the
slings and arrows she faced herself, but also partly
raising two fingers to those who came before. ‘I
do have a big thing about the older generation,’
she confesses. ‘My generation of writers has been
massively and wholly unjustly overshadowed
by the Amis, Barnes, McEwan lot. And they're
wholly unaware of how much things like the South
Bank Show helped them - they had this massive
platform. But they have been, with very few
exceptions, incredibly ungenerous to us.’

One thing Craig does say - repeatedly - is that
she couldn’t have coped with any of this without
the support of her husband, who arrives home
halfway though our interview and quietly takes
the dog out for a walk. He’s her all-important
emotional support, and her first reader - which
is vital because T'm not interested in just writing

for women’. It’s also quite useful that he’s an
economist, she adds, because in tough political

times, even if people stop buying books, ‘people will

always want economists’.

These tough political times are reflected in
most of Craig’s books. A Private Place was about the
decline and fall of liberal England and Tfe Lie of the
Land was one of the first Brexit novels. Her new
book is about a poor young single mother. With
echoes of Strangers on a Train and Beauty and the Beast,

it’s a book in which forgotten communities in rural

England are given a voice.

When I ask whether she is a ‘state-of-the-
nation’ novelist, she laughingly accepts the
description. ‘It seems enormously pompous, and
I get teased about it - quite rightly. But it is just
about getting out of your silo. It’s very important
to step outside your life, or the life that you have
made for yourself.

The doorbell rings and Craig jumps up to take
a delivery, to quickly chat to her cleaner and solve
a problem with the building project upstairs. But
as she does so, she is still answering my questions.
‘Now is a wonderful time to write fiction!” she calls
out from the hallway of her beautiful hard-earned
home. ‘Please have another macaroon!’ 1

‘writing should

be the opposite of
self-expression - it’s
important to set
your opinions aside
when you're writing
fiction’
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