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On Saturday evening, October 14, 1961, I drove with the parents of my friend Stan Rice from Dallas, Texas, to the nearby college town of Denton to attend Stan’s wedding to Anne O’Brien. I had never met Anne, who had been living in San Francisco, but I had heard Stan talk about her a great deal. I no longer remember just what impressions of Anne I’d formed in advance, but I do remember the moment we met. I remember being struck by how pretty she was and by her slightly shy and endearing smile. I liked her at once, but even so I couldn’t have supposed that moment marked the beginning of one of the most rewarding friendships of my life.

Within a few months Stan and Anne had moved to San Francisco, where they were going to school and working, and a few months after that I moved to southern California to attend graduate school. Airfares were much cheaper in those days (only twenty-four dollars round-trip between Los Angeles and San Francisco!), so not long after my arrival I visited them in their apartment on Ashbury only a few yards from the intersection with Haight, which was to become so familiar a landmark just a few years later. Soon I was visiting regularly, and it was as if Anne and I had known each other for years. No matter what the interval between them, our conversations seemed continuous—always lively talks filled with the enthusiasm, the passionate commitments, the humor and intensity, the urgent engagement with life that define Anne to anyone who knows her.

We had been friends having such conversations for almost fifteen years when Anne’s first novel, Interview with the Vampire, was published, and her life and Stan’s were changed forever. In the years since then I’ve watched as she has become not simply a successful novelist but one of the most widely read and admired writers in contemporary American literature. I have many times seen Anne interviewed on television, profiled in magazines and newspapers, greeted by throngs at book signings. I’ve listened to people who have read her books talk about her with the kind of immediacy and familiarity typically reserved for those we know best. In an important sense, I have often thought, they do know Anne well, for her novels are deeply informed by her character and personality. To read them is indeed to have a kind of “conversation” with Anne. But of course there are other kinds of conversations too, and I’ve seen and heard for myself how many people there are who would like to talk to her.

I should confess that I’ve found it a curious experience seeing someone I’ve known so well for so long being embraced by crowds who claim a quite different but certainly potent intimacy. And so perhaps inevitably I have reflected on the relationship between my Anne and the public’s. Gradually I’ve concluded that while the fascination with her is rooted in her work, it also goes beyond that to something in Anne herself, something that is both compellingly attractive and slightly mysterious, and it was with such thoughts in mind that I first spoke to her about taping the series of conversations on which this book is based. I knew quite simply how much fun she is to talk to, how interesting and thoughtful, how candid, how honest and even brave, and I knew that I had rarely if ever seen an interview or profile that I thought did justice to her. Too often the interviewer got in the way. Too often Anne’s own voice had to contend with the journalist’s impressions of her. Let her speak for herself, I thought. She’s wonderfully good at it. And so on four occasions—three spread over a week in late August 1993 and a fourth in early January 1995—we sat in a sun-filled room looking out on the garden of her beautiful Greek Revival house in New Orleans’s Garden District and talked as we had so many times before.

If these occasions were necessarily more self-conscious than our usual encounters, I nevertheless wanted to capture as much as possible the tone and texture that have characterized our conversations during these almost thirty-five years. I did make some notes to remind myself of things I wanted to bring up, but I hardly needed them. With an opening question or comment, we were off, and the conversation quickly acquired a life of its own. There was no critical or biographical agenda. Rather, I simply cast the net wide and let Anne’s energy and presence, her intelligence, her forthrightness and humor have full sway. Indeed, I might say a word about Anne’s humor. Although some people expect her to be quite exotic, if not eccentric, she has a lively sense of humor both about herself and about the world at large, and her ready laughter is one of her most characteristic and appealing traits. It is also, of course, one that isn’t readily apparent in print. For this reason, I have sometimes indicated in brackets where her laughter seemed indivisible from the tone and mood of her remarks.

Preparing this book has reminded me again of how much I’ve enjoyed talking with Anne Rice over the years, and I take pleasure now in sharing these conversations with her readers who want to hear her speak in her own voice and to know her for themselves.

Claremont, California
October 8, 1995
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	1941
	Born October 4 in New Orleans




	1956
	Her mother, Katherine O’Brien, dies




	1957
	Her father, Howard O’Brien, remarries and moves the family to Richardson, Texas, a suburb of Dallas




	
	Meets Stan Rice at Richardson High School




	1959
	Graduates from high school and enters Texas Women’s University in Denton




	1960
	Moves to San Francisco




	1961
	Returns to Texas and marries Stan Rice on October 14




	1962
	Returns to San Francisco with Stan




	1964
	Graduates from San Francisco State University with a B.A. in Political Science




	1966
	Daughter Michele is born on September 21




	1969
	Moves to Berkeley




	
	Writes a short story called “Interview with the Vampire”




	1970
	Michele is diagnosed with leukemia




	1972
	Michele dies on August 5




	1973
	Writes Interview with the Vampire as a novel




	1974
	Attends Squaw Valley writers’ conference where she meets agent Phyllis Seidel, who agrees to represent Interview with the Vampire and sells it to editor Vicky Wilson at Knopf




	1976
	Interview is published




	1978
	Son Christopher born on March 11




	1979
	The Feast of All Saints is published by Simon & Schuster




	1980
	Moves back to San Francisco to a Victorian in the Castro District




	1982
	Cry to Heaven is published by Knopf




	1983
	The Claiming of Sleeping Beauty by “A. N. Roquelaure” is published by Dutton




	1984
	Beauty’s Punishment, the second Roquelaure, is published by Dutton




	1985
	Exit to Eden by “Anne Rampling” is published by Arbor House under editor John Dodds’s Belvedere Books imprint Beauty’s Release, the third Roquelaure, is published by Dutton




	
	The Vampire Lestat is published by Knopf




	1986
	Belinda, the second Rampling, is published by John Dodds at Arbor House




	
	John Dodds dies of cancer




	1988
	The Queen of the Damned is published by Knopf Returns to New Orleans and buys a house on Philip St.




	1989
	Moves back to New Orleans permanently and buys a house in the Garden District




	
	The Mummy: Or Ramses the Damned is published by Ballantine Books




	1990
	The Witching Hour is published by Knopf




	1991
	Her father, Howard O’Brien, dies at age seventy-four




	1992
	The Tale of the Body Thief is published by Knopf




	1993
	Lasher is published by Knopf




	
	Writes screenplay for Interview with the Vampire under a contract with David Geffen




	1994
	Taltos is published by Knopf




	
	Film of Interview with the Vampire is released




	1995
	Memnoch the Devil is published by Knopf




	
	Writes screenplay for The Witching Hour for David Geffen




	1996
	Servant of the Bones is published by Knopf
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“A great trust in the imagination”

RILEY: Although Interview with the Vampire was your first published novel, it wasn’t actually the first novel you wrote, was it?

RICE: NO, I worked for a long time on a novel entitled Katherine and Jean that I thought was not uniformly successful I had gotten a great deal of encouragement from a number of people, but I never got that novel to the point where I was a hundred percent behind it. That didn’t happen until I wrote Interview with the Vampire. When I finished the first draft of Interview, I decided to send it out. I thought it would be my first accepted work. I felt that very emotionally, so for about nine months I mailed it to agents and to editors.

RILEY: HOW did you decide where to send it?

RICE: I sent it to people I knew about. If an editor had dropped me a line and said, we are interested in writers on the West Coast, keep us in mind, I responded. I sent it to a Houghton Mifflin editor because he had made a general query. He rejected it in a very simple letter saying, we cannot successfully publish it for you. I sent it to the West Coast representative of Doubleday because he lived in Berkeley. He sent back a rejection that by all rights should have been devastating, but was just the opposite. He said that it lacked plot, character, writing finesse, and any other qualities that would make it a hardcover novel, but that with a sexy, lurid cover it ought to do well as a paperback! His letter was so critical that it had no sting whatsoever. When Knopf accepted the book two months later, I received a very nice letter from the man saying, try us again, we’re not always so stupid. In the meantime it went to an agent I knew of, and she said she didn’t understand it. It didn’t seem to be black comedy, and it didn’t seem to be satire, and if it wasn’t either of those two things, she didn’t know what it was, so she wasn’t the agent. It was then shown to an agent in New York by a friend of mine, and at practically the same time I met another agent at the Squaw Valley Community of Writers. Both of those agents accepted it and agreed to handle it on the same day. So I was in the extraordinary position of suddenly having two people who wanted to represent me, and I had to tell somebody I didn’t want to go with her. I went with the agent I’d met at Squaw Valley, and I wrote to the other woman and just explained the embarrassing situation and asked for the return of the novel. It turned out she’d already submitted it to Simon & Schuster, and a very famous editor there turned it down with a letter I never forgot. And this was the letter: Dear Dorothea, Alas, I cannot see this at all. Lunch soon? Michael. That was Michael Korda, and I thought it was hilarious. When the agent returned the novel, she included the letter with it. I presume if she’d gotten an acceptance, she would have argued to maintain it. But anyway, the agent I met at Squaw Valley then showed it to two editors who’d also been there at the same time, Vicky Wilson from Knopf and Cass Canfield, Jr., from Harper & Row. Vicky Wilson had sat in on a workshop where we worked together, but we were never formally introduced. As it turned out, Cass Canfield, Jr., whom I had met and talked to, turned down the novel with a very interesting letter. He said, “It seems like much of what Anne does; it seems an exercise for something larger. Keep me posted on what she does, but I do not see this as ready for publication.” It was a very kind letter. He’d spoken to me about some short stories, and he had said essentially the same thing: Weave these together into a big narrative; work toward something bigger. But Vicky Wilson got it and, as I understand it, immediately flipped over it, just absolutely went nuts, and took it to the president of Knopf, Bob Gottlieb, who had the same response. They were both incredibly enthusiastic and immediately accepted it and offered a hefty advance.

I remember it was October fourth, which was my birthday. I’d been hanging around all day with Stan at school, at San Francisco State, just to be out of the house, really. To get out. To do things. To not brood over my daughter Michele’s death. To not drink or whatever. When the phone rang, it was eleven o’clock in the evening and a woman said, “May I speak with Anne Rice?” I almost never received phone calls. When the phone rang, it was always for Stan Rice, so I just gave him the phone. He said, “No, she’s saying Anne Rice,” so I took the phone back, and she said, “Would you believe Alfred A. Knopf has flipped over your novel? Would you believe twelve Gs?” Well, it was quite unbelievable! I didn’t know what to think. It turned out that they had criticisms of it, and wanted to know if I would attack some of those problems. Of course, it was a foregone conclusion that I would. And from that moment on my life was radically changed. I was a writer with a publisher. I then went back to reattack the novel, and I not only addressed the questions they had talked about, but wrote another entirely new two hundred pages in addition. And then with heart thumping, sent it back to them, fully aware that it was no longer the novel they had accepted. I’d created an entirely different ending and all kinds of things had happened. And they were delighted.

In the years before that, I really had sent out very little material to anybody. I worked continuously, but there was obviously a lack of confidence on my part. I knew Katherine and Jean wasn’t ready. I remember a friend said to me, “Do you really want to get published, because you’re not pursuing all these leads.” Well, I wasn’t pursuing them because things weren’t together yet in that book. There was still something very uneven and wrong about it. I never did go back to that book. I just cannibalized it into other material. Almost everything in it was used in some other book. Basically, that was my history. It had been a long apprenticeship.

RILEY: Interview had been a short story earlier, hadn’t it?

RICE: Yes, but it was never published anywhere. I had written it over a couple of times and shown it to friends, and I was in the process of doing that again when it grew into the book. There was an Iowa short story contest to which I was going to submit a collection. I had taken out all of my short fiction, and I was in the midst of rewriting that story when it began to take off, so I abandoned the idea of the short story collection and just went with it. I can remember very distinctly the morning I finished Interview with the Vampire as a novel, going to the living room, taking out my diary and writing, “I think this will be my first published work.” There was a sense of having done something I hadn’t done before. And this was the early draft, which was mainly the novel up until they get to Paris. Very little was ever changed in that. I hate to confess it, but I never went back and reread that part when I wrote the rest of it a year later. There was something in me then that couldn’t read the whole book. I couldn’t go through the beginning, but that’s really very sloppy. I mean, you should go through and read your own book! [laughter] In the middle of the book, they leave New Orleans, and in the second draft they go to Eastern Europe and they wind up in Paris, and there’s a very sad ending. All of that was new material, Eastern Europe and that version of Paris. I remember feeling almost maniacally confident of it. A great trust in the imagination, the weirdness of it, the strangeness. I certainly had doubts at times that they would ever accept it. I remember talking to my father right before it was accepted. We were talking on the phone, and I said, “I’m afraid I’ve put my heart and soul into a novel that people are not going to accept because everyone in it is a vampire.” And he said, “Well, be careful what you wish for, you may get it.” I was wishing for success and I got it. He was absolutely right.

RILEY: What were the things Knopf wanted you to revise that led to the substantial addition?

RICE: AS I recall, it was basically the ending. In her letter to me, Vicky said, “I think you were tired at the end. The end sort of peters out.” I can’t remember if you ever read the first draft, but essentially Louis goes to Paris where he and Claudia find the vampires living in a large mansion, and they make contact with them, and they live happily ever after. He has left Claudia with a group of vampire children, and he and Armand have been wandering the world. As Louis concludes his interview in San Francisco, he’s still with Armand and still living happily. Vicky said that just didn’t seem to be the end, that it was like I was tired at that point. There were some people who read that draft who thought it was completely resolved in that way, but Vicky was right. It calls for a tragic ending, and I had given out before I could write it. When I went back, that’s what I did.

For what it’s worth, I think that moment in a person’s career is tremendously influential. If they’d said they thought the ending was perfect—if they had looked me in the eye and said, we, the editors at Knopf, think it should be published exactly the way it is—I would have believed them. I didn’t sense anything. It’s interesting how much influence they have. Later, when I went to New York and I met the editor-in-chief, Bob Gottlieb, very briefly—I only met him for a few minutes and never really knew the man at all—but I was talking to him and Vicky and they mentioned that most of the time when they accept a novel and ask for revisions, they get very little back. There isn’t much more an author can do, and they know that. They get back some of what they ask for, and it was very surprising to have someone who actually wrote all this new material. But I’ve heard of other authors doing this. I remember reading somewhere that Walker Percy did the same thing. When they would give him criticism and send back his novel, he would do so much more they were almost tempted to keep doing it just to see how incredible he was going to get. [laughter] It’s very hard for me to rewrite. If a scene doesn’t work, I don’t actually rewrite it. I just give them something new. That’s almost always what happens.

RILEY: Interview with the Vampire has sold millions of copies and been translated into eleven languages, and it’s still going strong, yet it wasn’t a big popular success originally.

RICE: Not in terms of the initial expectations. In terms of my career as a whole, though, for a first novel what happened with that book was a great success. I was established and known from then on. It was like stardom.

RILEY: American publishers don’t seem to have a very effective system for launching first novels.

RICE: I’d say there’s no system. Basically, what happens is that they accept a manuscript, and the manuscript is then finished and goes through various stages where they’re always hoping for a big breakthrough. It’s circulated to the book clubs, then to the paperback houses, and then the very early reviews come through. The biggest break they can get is a book club sale. Interview got that right away. The next-biggest break is a big paperback sale, and Interview got that right away. Then Interview got the movie sale. That was three big breaks, but Interview was still a flop. It sold 25,000 copies in hardcover, and it didn’t make it. It had tons of advertising, two-page ads, everything, but it was basically ignored by the public. Then, in paperback it was made into a bestseller by virtue of printing something like a million and a half copies, and making it the list leader, and shipping it to stores all over America. Again, though, it didn’t catch on through word of mouth, and it died after about eight weeks. One of the things that most concerned me at the time was whether it was going to make the backlist. After about a year and a half a book can vanish, or it can make the backlist. You can walk into bookstores everywhere, and there are certain books on the fiction shelf that are years old, while others aren’t there. But Interview made it. After two or three years it was clear that it had not only made the backlist, but had become something of a cult book. All of those copies all over the U.S., sometimes hanging on in the Gothic section, sometimes hanging on in the science fiction section. Not hanging on for the right reasons; just hanging on because it was a vampire book.

RILEY: YOU waited for nine years, though, until 1985, to publish the second Vampire novel, The Vampire Lestat. Was it the initial reaction to Interview that led you to turn to different kinds of material?

RICE: Absolutely. I was deeply hurt by people calling me a Gothic or horror writer. The fact that the Vampire books were sold as escapist fiction in the beginning was one of the obstacles they had to overcome. They make more of a demand than escapist fiction. Frequently, when the Vampire novels were presented as merely escapist fiction, there could be tremendous resentment on the part of critics. I have many reviews of that kind. But during the years when I wrote The Feast of All Saints and Cry to Heaven, it was gradually coming home to me that Interview had found its audience and they knew what it was about. All the noise made by the critics was not important. It didn’t really indicate how people perceived the book.

RILEY: That audience has continued to expand—almost exponentially, it seems—and now with the publication of your new book, Memnoch the Devil, there are five novels in The Vampire Chronicles. How do you account for their enormous popularity and appeal?

RICE: The people who read the books know better what it is than I do. The first thing I’d say, though, is that it’s not what you are likely to think. It’s something else, but what that is is not entirely clear to me. The common denominator that does run through everybody’s response, from all sides, all classes, all genders, is an identification with the characters. That’s what I hear over and over again. Whether they say they like vampire novels or they don’t, or they read Gothic fiction or they never have, or they’re science fiction readers, or romance readers, or just general readers of literature, or whatever, that’s what they say: “I cared so much for Lestat and what was happening to him. I didn’t care about anything else.”

RILEY: It’s ironic that despite their being supernatural beings who prey on humans, the vampires are actually perceived as extraordinarily human. Is that what interests you about them?

RICE: For me the trick is that the fantasy frame allows me to get to my reality. I’m telling all I know about everybody and everything in those books. It’s an irony that as I step into this almost cartoon world, I’m able to touch what I consider to be real, whereas when I attempted realism, I never really could. My writing sounded fantastic. For some reason this gave me a doorway—a vampire who’s able to talk about life and death, and love and loss, and sorrow and misery, and viciousness and grief, and everything a novelist wants to talk about in any worthwhile book.

RILEY: Lestat is something of a villain in Interview. Why did you switch from Louis to Lestat as the central character when you decided to continue the Chronicles?

RICE: Louis was certainly me when I wrote Interview, and then later Lestat was more me, in a fantasy way. Obviously, neither of these characters is related to my real life. Maybe in creating the character of Louis I exhausted everything I knew about that type of person. I couldn’t go any further with a passive, disappointed character. I wanted, consciously, to get into the mind of somebody who always acted no matter what happened, somebody who was very strong and who tended to move forward and to make a decision of some kind under any circumstances. With Lestat I was fascinated by the idea of the person who refuses to be bad at being bad. It was a completely different type of exploration for me. I wanted a hero. I wanted to write an epic book. I didn’t want to write a book about disappointment and bitterness and grief. I wanted to write a book about exploration and adventure and risk. I saw it as almost a comic adventure.

RILEY: By the time The Vampire Lestat appeared, Interview had acquired a large readership. What was the reaction to such a pronounced change in tone and emphasis?

RICE: For several years before I finished Lestat, readers had let me know they really wanted the sequel. I would run into them on the street. I’d run into them in bookstores. And they would say, “Where is the second vampire novel? What’s happening? We really want to know.” Then occasionally somebody would say, “I’m surprised you’ve chosen Lestat because I thought he was really the worst character in the first book to choose to go on with the adventure.” But I always felt Lestat’s side of it was what I wanted to tell. I knew two days after finishing Interview that I wanted to tell Lestat’s point of view on everything that had happened as a contrast to Louis’s point of view, but I certainly didn’t want to limit myself to repeating the same plot over again, just from another perspective. That’s how The Vampire Lestat was born in my mind—wanting to give the strong, independent, atheistic, child-of-nobody point of view in comparison to Louis’s, the sort of aggrieved apprentice or student who feels the teacher has failed him. I wanted to give this teacherless brat his chance to talk about everything. So when the book came out and the response was very strong, that was really all I cared about. I’d felt it was going to be hard to follow Interview with the Vampire. It was a dare. It was a risk. Some people even suggested that it would be better to leave the book alone. They felt it was just going to get invidious comparisons, so I shouldn’t do a sequel. But I felt driven to do it.

RILEY: Beyond a changed perception of yourself when you wrote The Vampire Lestat, was there also a change in your perception of Lestat as a character?

RICE: Shortly after Interview was finished, a friend suggested that Lestat was really the star of the show and that if you read between the lines of what Louis said, you saw that Lestat was a strong and powerful and appealing character. Another friend, who was listening to that discussion, said, “You drew Louis in pencil and you did Lestat in oils.” It wasn’t so much that Lestat changed as that in writing the second book I tried to get very close to the character who was already there, to find out what the world looked like from his perspective and how he would present himself in a sympathetic way. Now, from the first day, the character was always based on Stan, a person who’d become a self-made artist, a self-made intellectual, a self-made poet. It’s Stan the atheist saying to me, Louis the Catholic, what do you need all that crap for? Live, look at life around you, reach for it, you’ve got it all! Don’t mourn for a system that may never have existed, or a religion that’s dead, or go looking for God and the Devil to justify things. Look at what’s right before you. That was very much what I was working with, making the leap into that character. I had not been that character. I’d been Louis if I was anybody, and I fell in love with that as a sort of opposite to me. Lestat grew, certainly, and he enlarged, but I saw it as a deepening and a greater exploration of the very same character. I didn’t have any idea until about three years later to what extent it had worked. I didn’t realize it had reached so many more people and had actually changed my reputation in some way. Now when I write about Lestat, it’s extremely spontaneous. I don’t have to sit down and think, what would Lestat do? We just get together and we do it! I know the character so well that I know exactly what he would do and say in all instances. I can walk into places and say, “Ah, boy, Lestat would love this. This is his kind of bar, this is his kind of restaurant, this is a movie he would adore, these are clothes he would wear.” Stan’s car, the new Porsche? Absolutely Lestat’s car. I’ll give it to Lestat in every detail.

RILEY: SO Lestat is still Stan?

RICE: Yes, in some ways he still is, although Stan is not still Lestat. You could even say, in some respects, that the depression Stan suffered—Lestat suffered a kind of hideous depression at the end of the nineteenth century. Did I ever tell you the film producer Julia Phillips’s comment when people would say they didn’t want the sequel because Lestat was such a rat? She’d say, “He’s just having a bad century.” [laughter]

RILEY: When you were writing The Vampire Lestat, did you already intend that there would be another book about the vampires?

RICE: Not really. I didn’t know what was going to happen next. There was a lot of material written at the time that I threw out, stacks and stacks of pages. The world of the vampires was enormous to me, so it was obvious I could write many other books based on those characters. That was very clear, but I didn’t have a clear intention of what The Queen of the Damned would be. That took a while—for me to collect my thoughts.

RILEY: In Queen of the Damned you move away from the voice of Lestat and from centering the story on him.

RICE: Totally, another outrageous risk, but I felt compelled to do that and to try that large-scale plot and bring all those people together. That was the first book, I think, where the actual plot I dreamed up was fully attempted. Almost every other book I’d written fell short of the imagined plot. The plot of The Feast of All Saints really should have gone through the Civil War into the annihilation of the colored battalion. That’s what was planned, but I was nowhere near able to take the novel that far. Even in Interview with the Vampire, there were many things I wanted to make happen but couldn’t. I just didn’t know enough yet. In Cry to Heaven I barely scratched the surface of the darkness and the sinister stuff I wanted to get into. But I really tried with Queen of the Damned to write this incredibly fantastic plot that came to me almost like a vision. I was darkly depressed after finishing that novel, though, thinking it was just an outrageous failure. I usually feel that way after I finish a book. But when Queen of the Damned came out, it became a gigantic bestseller. That’s when I realized what had happened.

STAN RICE

RILEY: Stan has obviously been a profound influence in your life. What difference has it made that he too is a writer? Has his poetry been an influence on your work?

RICE: I’ve spent many hours listening to his poems, and his lines run through my head all the time. There are so many parts of my books where I’m directly influenced by his rhythm. I wouldn’t expect anyone to see it, but I sometimes feel so uncomfortable about it that I actually ask his permission. There have also been really pivotal moments. I remember the time he described to me the whole theory of “the right word,” Ezra Pound and le mot juste. He described what it meant and how he felt he had to move away from what the poet Yeats called “players and painted stage.” He read Yeats’s circus animals poem, and he said, “This is what’s happening to me as an artist. I’ve relied on all these ‘painted players,’ and I have to go back to the ‘rag-and-bone shop.’ ” The day he read me that poem, that must have been in 1965, that had as much impact as any lecture I ever heard in school or anything I’ve ever witnessed in life when he gave me that phrase: “I must lie down where all ladders start, / In the foul rag-and-bone shop of the heart.” I never forgot that. I must think of that three or four times a week. I think of it all the time when I’m writing. My writing is so florid nobody would think of me as related to that school, but when I’m typing away hotly in the middle of a scene, I don’t just grab the words and throw them at the page. There’s always this drama going on with me of reading Eudora Welty and Faulkner and Nabokov, people who are particularly rich in language, to loosen up my own. I’m always seeking to do that, and a lot of that’s been influenced by Stan. That’s something a writer has to think about every minute. Those phrases run through my mind all the time, and there are many phrases in his own poetry that do that too—like his phrase in “Some Lamb,” “Oh, it is later forever.” I just never forgot that. Many times when Lestat is talking, he uses the kind of language I think of as Stan’s kind of language, Stan’s kind of statement. It isn’t any accident I like to quote him and Yeats. They are the poets who have given me the most, phrase by phrase.

RILEY: A conflict that comes up in your work repeatedly is the opposition between substance and abstraction. In Queen of the Damned Maharet says that in the flesh all wisdom begins, beware the thing that has no flesh, beware the gods, beware the idea, beware the devil. Was Stan saying that to you?

RICE: Absolutely. That was Stan. From the very beginning, that was exactly his viewpoint, and he was the first intellectual I met who presented that point of view to me. I had grown up under a tradition that said exactly the opposite. It said that not only does all wisdom exist only when you conquer the flesh, but that virgins and people who have never known physical passion can attain levels of wisdom the rest of us can’t.

RILEY: Was that something you had great doubts about before Stan?

RICE: Just before. Not more than five minutes before. At one point I actually thought I had to give up Stan because kissing him had been a mortal sin. I was deeply conflicted about it. I was eighteen years old, and I was deeply conflicted about the fact that when I was with him I found him irresistible, and I committed mortal sins. And Stan was in many ways a very proper and cautious young man. We didn’t drag each other into the bushes, you know, [laughter] When we finally went to bed, it was actually my doing. I set it all up and got us to the flat in San Francisco, and saw to it nobody was there, and virtually seduced him. It was a wonderful moment. [laughter] I can still remember it vividly. Miles Davis’s Sketches of Spain was on the record player, and the ocean was right across the street, the smell of salt air. The whole thing was my idea. But even kissing him was supposed to be a mortal sin. That was one of my first, most horrible Catholic conflicts: How can this person, whom I consider to be one of the most brilliant, intriguing, and wonderful young people my age I’ve ever met, somebody I don’t want to lose no matter what happens in life, how can he really be all bad and damned and going to hell? How can kissing him be a sin? That’s what the Cardinal says in Cry to Heaven when he’s in bed with Tonio: “How can one be damned for this ecstasy? How can one go to hell for something like this? I don’t understand it. What’s the idea of all this?” I felt that very strongly, and Stan was very much involved in all that. He was a bombastic little atheist, you know. He’d sit there in class and say, “All the Bible has to be a lie because Adam and Eve’s children would have been completely incestuous, and anyone can see that.” I thought, wow, what an opinionated little guy. I say little—he was young, he was actually quite tall, but he was fifteen or sixteen when that conversation took place, and I was enchanted by him.

Another thing that fascinates me in my work and always will is when each of us hits a moment of ruthlessness in our lives. When we see something we want so badly that we know we’re going to do whatever we have to do to get it. It doesn’t matter what. I’ve had moments like that in my own life. I think almost everybody has. I think those who don’t have such moments, if there are such people, are missing something. Stan was one of those things to me, and I was not going to let it get away. I didn’t care what the Church said. It was too strong a belief that if I didn’t connect with this person, I was going to make a mistake I would regret for the rest of my life. But if you’re really a believing Catholic, you’re risking going to hell for all eternity, and that was a very serious conflict to me at eighteen. I believe we have a profound moral sense and that for most of us this ruthlessness I’m talking about has to be for something very, very important. There are gradations. But I know its power, and I can imagine what it’s like for people when they come to it. There must be moments in the lives of actors and actresses when they see an opportunity and they know they’re going to have to do something very unpleasant to get it. Maybe to their friends or their spouses or someone else, but they just can’t pass this up. Do you know what I mean? With me it was more romantic and in a sense more innocent. It involved the ideals and beliefs of a young girl brought up in a very strict religion, as opposed to the feelings she had when she was with a young man, and I trusted those feelings. We experience it all the time. In a sense, I know it the way a criminal knows it. I know what it must be like to commit a criminal act in the name of that emotion. I’ve described it over and over again in Lestat: “I just had to do it. I had to see what would happen if a little girl, this little, was a vampire. I just had to do it. She was going to die anyway if I didn’t, and I just couldn’t not do it.” He’s always trying to describe that, a kind of trust in that really ruthless, thrill-seeking, stimulus-seeking belief in action. You have to be terribly optimistic to be that kind of person.

RILEY: In terms of the themes or vision of the books, that seems to me the deepest change that occurs. When you move from Interview to Vampire Lestat, the shift is to optimism. Was writing Interview an attempt to set aside an aspect of yourself, not just to go beyond the grief and torment of Michele’s death, but to complete a whole phase of your life?

RICE: Yes, I think that was true.

RILEY: In talking about these two novels, you’ve expressed ambivalence about the character of Louis and his relationship to you. You’ve said you have difficulty writing about him now. Could that be because there is a part of you that’s still Louis?

RICE: I’m not him now. When I write those books, I’m Lestat. If any character speaks what I believe and feel, it’s Lestat. Take the ruthlessness we’ve been discussing, and my understanding of that, and compare it to Lestat’s ruthlessness in The Tale of the Body Thief when he makes David Talbot a vampire. That’s a perfect example: “I’m going to do this and I’m not going to pass it up.” That’s what I’m talking about, that moment of ruthless ambition and decision and choice. I don’t think you can take the vision in Interview with the Vampire any further than I did in that book. At least, I can’t take it any further. There was nothing to do but grow beyond that because it’s a book about disappointment, disillusionment, and bitterness. Every single question that comes up has a disappointing answer. Everything Louis looks for, everywhere he goes, doors close, or darkness is revealed to be at the core, or death results, or things burn down, or they crumble. In The Vampire Lestat I deliberately set out to do the exact opposite. I thought, what if his mother doesn’t die? What if she becomes a really powerful vampire and they jump out the window together? What if he does find Marius, and what if Marius tells him an incredible story? And what if, at the end, he’s just bopping along and becomes a rock star? What if each thing leads to more doors opening and more questions? That’s why that book was comic for me, because it celebrated procreation, and it had a great deal of humor and it was about possibility and renewal. Resurrection and renewal. Interview with the Vampire was a tragic, lyric book about nothing being possible.

RILEY: Everything since then, in one way or another, is about awakenings.

RICE: And the transcendence of death. In other words, you could say, here’s this woman and basically these experiences should have destroyed her. Her mother’s death from alcoholism when she was still a young girl should have done her in. Marrying young, having difficulties, should have done her in. Her child’s death should have so crippled her that she wouldn’t have been able to go on. She should have drunk herself to death. Everything that happened to her should have done her in, or could have. Now, if she’s going to go on, there has to be some radical transformation. Up to a certain point, the books were so much about the awakening that it always happened at the age of either fourteen or twenty-four. Louis at twenty-four, Marcel in Feast of All Saints at fourteen, Tonio in Cry to Heaven at fourteen—my own age when my mother died, the age at which I found out I was a woman and that women were different from men and that there were different expectations. But the books, thank God, changed after that. They became about other awakenings and other passages, and by the time I got to Tale of the Body Thief, there is no fourteen-year-old learning about life. It’s really about older people, older minds. It’s about coming to terms with all the experiences that come to you later in life. It’s very much trying to lay claim to that, and to say that it’s not true a novelist only writes about his or her adolescence. It’s not true you only write about a very few years of your life. I’m going to write about what I’m finding out now. My life … I have lived many lives. I keep living one life after another. Life keeps taking me places where I never thought I would go, and I’m going to be able to do that. And the fiction’s very much trying to do that.

TRANSCENDING DEATH

RILEY: When you speak about transcending death, I’m reminded that you’ve said that to watch death changes you forever.

RICE: Yes, that’s true. That’s a tremendously valuable experience. It’s not something people should turn away from. I was fortunate to be there when my uncle Teddy died, and there when my father died, and I’ll never forgive myself for being asleep when Michele died. I don’t actively suffer over that anymore, but I’ll never feel any differently about it.

We have these notions about Americans wanting to deny death, but I’m not sure that’s true. What’s true is that all over the nation people are seeing other people die, and sometimes they don’t want to deny it. They want to talk about it. One of the things I’ve been grateful for over the years is that the books are popular with people who have AIDS. And I’m a little bit puzzled by that. I don’t know whether, if I were terminally ill, I would read my books. People come up to me and say, “The last book my lover had was Interview with the Vampire. He died with that book.” A woman called me and told me her son had AIDS and asked if I would I autograph a book for him, and I did and sent it to him. After he died she called me and said, “You have no idea what it meant. He cherished it.” That’s incredibly moving. I’ve asked friends, “What is it all about?” One of my friends said, “The books are a marvelous bridge over.” I’m not sure I know what that means. But they are dealing with death at a symbolic and metaphorical remove. They’re making a coherent world, which obviously isn’t the literal world right here, but it’s still all about death
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