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Anne Rice




Introduction

Anne Rice, the person, is as fascinating as Anne Rice, the writer. For the past several years, I have had the privilege of an intimate association with her while I wrote a biography and four companion guides to her novels. Although it’s not easy to condense a full biography into a succinct overview, I have done so to provide a historical perspective for the novels discussed later in this book. Readers who would like more detail on Rice’s life are referred to my Prism of the Night: A Biography of Anne Rice.

I invited Rice’s longtime friend Kathleen Mackay to write a piece on their relationship. Mackay provides a detailed perspective on a pivotal time in Rice’s life, beginning with the conference where Rice acquired the agent who sold her first novel, Interview with the Vampire, to Vicky Wilson at Alfred A. Knopf. Mackay witnessed Rice’s exciting career in its early stages and offers a look back at those first steps. As a writer herself, she gives this friendship a very special place in her life.

In addition, New Orleans native Kenneth Holditch addresses Rice’s relationship with the “city that care forgot.”

One of my most interesting interviews with Rice was the one I did for Quadrant, a journal of analytic psychology, for their popular culture issue. In the interview, Rice talks about a number of subjects, both personal and philosophical, that cast light on her approach to her work. I include that interview here in full.

To round out this section, I asked Rice if I could reprint two stories from her college days, which she graciously permitted. They were first published in the mid-1960s in her college literary journal, Transfer. I’ll never forget the serendipity of running across them while I was looking at articles in a San Francisco library. I hoped that someday I’d be able to give them more exposure, and now I am able to do so.

I like “October 4th, 1948” and “Nicholas and Jean” for the way they display Rice’s sensual style a full ten years before she published her first novel. The first story, which reveals what it was like for Rice to grow up in New Orleans, takes place on her own seventh birthday and shows her fascination with the spooky old houses of that city.


Anne Rice
AN OVERVIEW

Katherine Ramsland

Anne Rice made her publishing debut in 1976 with her first novel, Interview with the Vampire. She was thirty-four. Since then, she has authored fifteen novels, five of them under other names.

Born Howard Allen O’Brien in New Orleans on October 4, 1941, Anne (the name she adopted in reaction) lived in that exotic city until she was fifteen. Her father, Howard, who had given Anne his name, worked for the post office while Katherine, Anne’s mother, set out to raise her four daughters to be geniuses. Well educated for a woman in those times, Katherine had great aspirations for her family, and she viewed her children as brilliant and talented. This encouragement made a strong impression on Anne. “She gave me so many wonderful things,” she says about Katherine, “but above all, she gave me the belief in myself that I could do great things. She gave me a sense of limitless power.”

Anne was the second of four girls (she later gained a half sister with her father’s second marriage). Katherine allowed all her daughters a great deal of freedom, encouraging them to follow their whims, and through that to discover their strengths. If Alice, Anne’s older sister, wanted to dance, then the furniture was moved to see what she could do; if the girls wanted to draw, they could draw on the walls. Unfortunately, the family had little money for lessons, so the children often found their ambitions stymied. Thus, they learned to rely on their imaginations for entertainment.

Katherine fed their imaginations with the detailed stories she told in her own special style. She memorized whole segments of films and novels and related them to her children. She also read poetry to them, introduced them to Dickens (Anne’s favorite author), and told vivid ghost stories. Young Anne often walked past the large, deteriorating mansions of New Orleans, peering inside to catch sight of a female ghost with flaming hair or the Devil himself—said to keep a residence there. She wrote about these childhood fantasies in her first published short story, “October 4th, 1948.”

Anne also resonated to stories of vampires, particularly those told from the vampire’s perspective. One such tale, Richard Matheson’s “Dress of White Silk,” was about a child vampire. “I never forgot that story,” Anne says. “I wanted to get into the vampire.” Later she saw the movie Dracula’s Daughter with Gloria Holden and admired its tragic sensuality. Such images left a deep impression on her.

With Katherine’s encouragement, Anne and Alice developed a complex fantasy life for their entertainment. Anne wrote original plays in which all of her sisters participated. She also lost herself in complicated daydreams that often lasted many years. There is no doubt that this early exercise of her imagination influenced the elaborate nature of her novels.

Another aspect of Anne’s childhood that affected her later work was her healthy sense of the physical world. In the humid and colorful city, she noted the abundant colors, fragrances, architectural styles, and interesting personalities that she encountered on her long walks to and from school.

She also found stimulation in the daily ceremonies of her parochial education. Raised Catholic, she learned early to envision union with God through the sacrifice of Christ. “You sit there and you imagine what Christ felt as he walked down the street carrying the cross,” she recalls, “what the thorns felt like going into his forehead and the nails into his hands.”

Stories about the suffering and transports of the saints were the ones that most captivated her. In them she recognized a spiritual payoff for self-sacrifice. In her private oratory, an unused bathroom in the back of her home on St. Charles Avenue, Anne prayed fervently. She wanted to experience the stigmata, the bloody imprints that mark unusual devotion, because she needed to be special in the eyes of God. “Anne’s temperament was such,” her father said, “that when she embraced something, she had to exercise real restraint not to become a fanatic.” Life meant intensity. “I am an excessivist,” she agrees, “and I’ll be that to the last day of my life.” To her young mind, a deeply devoted religious practice offered a way to become extraordinary, so she decided to become a nun.

Secretly, however, Anne also had strong erotic feelings. Told that sexual desire was sinful, she felt that she was different from other children. She was ashamed over what she eventually identified as masochistic fantasies, and those feelings were expressed later by the character Lisa in Exit to Eden. “I had dark, strange sexual feelings when I was very little,” Lisa admits. “I wanted to be touched and I made up fantasies.”1

To make matters worse, her mother’s urgings to view herself as having unlimited potential came up hard against the expectations of her church. As much as she wished to abide by Catholic standards of goodness and obedience, she could not ignore what she soon discovered: girls did not receive the same status and privileges as boys, and to be in a relationship with a boy was to lose some of one’s own power. Socially, girls were scorned for the same sexual desires that were tolerated in boys.

Awareness of such inequities made Anne impatient with a religious faith that stipulated repressive behavior. Her confusion and anger from that period eventually flowed into her second novel, The Feast of All Saints. Although set in antebellum times, its central characters are adolescents whose development into young adults plays havoc with their lives and relationships.

Unfortunately for Anne, when she most needed her mother’s guidance during this tumultuous time, Katherine was deep into alcohol addiction. Howard’s three-year hitch in the navy, begun in 1942, had left Katherine alone with the responsibilities for two young children, Alice and Anne. She began to drink to stave off loneliness and fear. Yet, even after Howard’s return, she was unable to control her drinking, because her vision of what life should be—social status, artistic accomplishments, financial comfort—had outdistanced her economic means. Having buffered her disappointments and thwarted ambitions with alcohol, she could not stop bingeing. As Anne neared the age of fifteen, Katherine died. The loss devastated Anne. She had to learn to take care of herself while also taking care of her younger sisters, Tamara and Karen.

TRANSITIONS

Just over a year later, Howard remarried and moved his daughters to Richardson, Texas, near Dallas. For the first time, Anne found herself in a secular school. She no longer had to wear uniforms or attend to other aspects of strict Catholic etiquette. The freedom to think for herself and to read books that had been forbidden throughout her childhood planted seeds for rejecting her faith altogether when she reached college. Against her father’s wishes, she read existential philosophy and writers such as Hemingway and Woolf, and was thrilled by the new worlds opening up. She also fell in love.

The day Stan Rice sat next to her in class, she found herself instantly under his spell. She thought he looked like James Dean. They dated briefly, but Stan showed no real interest in her, so rather than wait around for him, Anne decided to go on to college.

After her freshman year at Texas Woman’s University, she dropped out and moved to San Francisco with her college roommate, Ginny. They set up house together in the low-rent Haight-Ashbury district, and Anne got a job as a claims processor for an insurance company.

In the meantime, Stan Rice was wondering where Anne O’Brien was. He remembered her as a young woman with real intensity and wanted to see her again. When he discovered that she’d gone to California, he was stunned. He got her address and wrote her a letter. Anne was delighted and wrote back; this was the start of their torrid romance by correspondence. Stan eventually proposed by mail. Anne accepted and returned to Texas, and they were married shortly after her twentieth birthday, in 1961. When Stan finished his first sophomore semester at North Texas State, they packed up everything they owned—which was very little—and set out to make their home together in the liberal city of San Francisco. There they worked and went to school while Stan began to make a name for himself as a poet.

Although Anne knew she wanted to write, she majored in political science at San Francisco State College (later University). She took literature courses as well and wrote stories for a select group of friends. Stan exposed her to contemporary poetry, broadening her appreciation for the pliability and richness of language. She eventually published her short story “October 4th, 1948” and the first chapter of the novella “Nicholas and Jean” in Transfer, the school’s literary journal.

During the late sixties, after getting her degree, Anne set herself the task of writing one short story per day to develop her skills. One of them, written in 1968, was about a vampire telling a reporter what it was like to live as one of the undead. Anne put that story aside to work on other more promising ideas, taking it out to revise only after one of the most pivotal and tragic events of her life.

INTERVIEW WITH THE VAMPIRE

In 1966, Anne and Stan had a daughter, Michele. Blond and precocious, she became the center of their lives. Stan was teaching in the Creative Writing department at San Francisco State University, while Anne was taking graduate courses. She often brought Michele with her to the library, where she explored subjects for potential novels, studied for her courses, or just read. Michele was only four when she first complained of a strange fatigue. A trip to the doctor brought a shocking diagnosis: acute granuleucytic leukemia.

Anne and Stan threw themselves into exploring every possibility for a cure, from vitamin C to experimental drugs, but over the next two years Michele’s health declined. Finally, she was hospitalized. Early one morning, just weeks before her sixth birthday, she slipped away.

The Rices then entered the darkest period of their lives. They drank to numb their grief, staying drunk from one day to the next to stave off their despair. Having lost her mother and now her daughter made Anne feel vulnerable and terribly alone. She wanted to die, too. For many months, she could not get through the day without several six-packs of beer.

As time passed, Anne realized that she had to pull herself together and find some direction. Although she did not stop drinking until a few years later, she knew she had to do something now to turn the tide. While Michele was ill, Anne had gotten her master’s degree and had taken a job as a copy editor at a company that published law books. Still, she believed her only real talent was writing. She was torn between quitting her job to go all out as a full-time writer or just trying to write part-time. When Stan encouraged her to quit, she grabbed the opportunity and pulled out all her previous work to look for possibilities. The story that caught her eye was called “Interview with the Vampire.” She decided to revise it.

She named the vampire narrator Louis and delved further into his early background as a mortal. When she came to the part where his brother dies, she tapped into her own grief over Michele, and started to write with great emotional fervor. She knew intimately Louis’s loss and regret.

“Seeing though Louis’s eyes allowed me to write about life in a way I hadn’t been able to do in a contemporary novel,” Anne explains. “I couldn’t make my life believable in that form. I didn’t know how to use it. When I abandoned that struggle and wrote Interview with the Vampire, it all came together for me. I was able to describe reality through fantasy.”

In five weeks, working mostly at night, she finished the novel and knew that with this book she would be published. “I dream, hope, imagine that this will be my first published work,” she wrote in her diary. “I feel ashamed of nothing in it—not even what I know to be flaws. I feel solidly behind it as though Louis’s voice were my voice and I do not run the risk of being misunderstood.” Despite several rejections, she eventually found an agent who sold her novel to Knopf, which published it in 1976.

Interview found a phenomenal reception, earning within the first year nearly one million dollars from hardcover and paperback sales and movie deals. With its lush language and existential questing, this novel hit a nerve with the seventies’ culture and found a large audience. Young people seeking alternatives to traditional religion or craving unique, deeply subjective ways to view human experience resonated to Louis’s spiritual lament. As one reader remarked: “Rice goes into the darkness and illuminates it for us.”

The story captured another audience as well, which Anne gradually realized with the emergence of a large gay following: She was writing with great sympathy about people who did not fit in with normal society and who suffered over it. “I see the vampires as outsiders,” she affirms, “creatures outside of the human sphere who can therefore speak about it the way Mephistopheles could speak about it to Faust. I gave them conscience and intelligence and wisdom so they could see things humans aren’t able to see.”

One of the most poignant aspects of this novel is the child vampire, Claudia, whom Louis and Lestat make from a five-year-old. Clearly there was some connection between this character and Anne’s deceased daughter, although Anne insists that she was unaware of it as she wrote Interview: “I never consciously thought about the death of my daughter when I was writing it … The child vampire, Claudia, was physically inspired by Michele but she ultimately became something else—a woman trapped in a child’s body, robbed of power, never knowing what it’s like to really be a woman and to make love. She became a metaphor for a raging mind trapped in a powerless body.”

Interview became a cult favorite, gaining momentum as millions of copies were sold. Yet it took nearly twenty years for this novel to reach the silver screen. When the movie came out in November 1994, with a script that Anne had written, she felt a great sense of satisfaction and completion. “It’s about us as well as about vampires. It’s about those who feel deeply, who have lost faith in a meaningful universe, and [who] find an immoral or amoral existence impossible.”

HISTORICAL FICTION

After her initial success, Anne resisted pressure to write a sequel and turned to historical novels that satisfied her appreciation of the richness of more romantic eras. Having already done research on Louisiana, she decided to pursue a novel about les gens de couleur libre, the class of the Free People of Color in antebellum New Orleans. In The Feast of All Saints, where adolescents from this class find their way in a confusing world of ambiguous racial and sexual issues, Anne gave her main character, Marcel, more of a sense of personal freedom and power than she had allowed Louis. She used one character, Dolly Rose, to affirm female power, even as the women Anne knew in the San Francisco area were reaching for liberation, equality, and respect.

While Anne was at work on this novel, she became pregnant again. In 1978, nearly six years after losing Michele, she had a son, Christopher. Her hope for having a family was renewed.

She followed The Feast of All Saints with another rich historical novel, Cry to Heaven. Set in Italy, where Anne had explored Rome and Venice in 1977, this tale featured the celebrated castrated opera singers of the eighteenth century. The central character, Tonio, has been forced into this neither-male-nor-female existence and struggles with issues of gender, self-expression, art, and power.

Neither of these novels was as successful as Interview, so Anne decided against another story in the historical milieu. She opted to return to the type of erotic writing to which she had devoted herself in the sixties.

THE EROTICA

Although friends warned her against such a career move, she insisted on writing authentically and wanted to give voice to what was pressing for expression. “The idea was to create a book where you didn’t have to mark the hot pages,” she says, “where every page would be hot.”

To gain maximum freedom, Anne elected to write under a pseudonym. She chose the name A. N. Roquelaure, from the French word for “cloak.” Loosely basing her novel on the fairy tale of Sleeping Beauty, Anne created erotic adventures for a young princess and her prince. The Claiming of Sleeping Beauty begins with Beauty’s awakening from her hundred-year sleep into a fantasyland of shocking S&M scenarios. The prince who revives her becomes her master and takes her to his mother’s castle, where they train her to be a love slave.

Rice followed this novel with Beauty’s Punishment, which exposed Beauty to even more extreme discipline (within safe parameters). In the third novel, Beauty’s Release, Beauty finds yet greater enhancement. Anne then tired of the repetition inherent in such books and decided to end the series there.

The Roquelaure novels were written during the mid-1980s, when a conservative backlash from many feminists denounced pornography, but Anne insisted that women should have the freedom to read, think, and write whatever they pleased. For her, the books were a political statement about integrity and liberation. “I’m proud of the Beauty books,” she declares, “and happy with them. I did what I wanted to do.”

Although Anne had set out to explore female sexuality in this series, her most fully developed character is male. His name is Prince Laurent. He is the only one able and willing to play the roles of both slave and master and who truly understands the complexity of human experience. In him, Anne found a resonant male voice. He became a model for a character about whom she was writing simultaneously under yet another pseudonym.

While developing the Roquelaure novels, she adopted the name Anne Rampling for the erotic love story Exit to Eden. She felt she needed another pseudonym because this novel was so different from the Roquelaure trilogy. The story is told from two alternating points of view: that of Lisa, a dominatrix who runs a pleasure club on a private island, and that of Elliott, a bisexual man who signs up to become a pleasure slave for The Club’s wealthy patrons. “My intention was to write a pornographic novel,” Anne recalls, “but the characters of Elliott and Lisa came alive for me. I fell in love with them right away.” Elliott and Lisa explore the psychology of S&M as a safe way to vent the innate violence in human nature, then fall in love and opt for marriage.

With Lisa, Anne felt that she had made the breakthrough she had desired in her Roquelaure series by presenting a developed female perspective, although it was somewhat dark and humorless. She had reached for authentic feeling and given Lisa her own beliefs about sexual outlaws, transgender experiences, and the inability to view sexual play between consenting adults as deviant or wrong. She felt that Exit to Eden was a bold novel and was proud to have it published in hardcover in America. In addition, while creating Elliott, she found the voice that took her back to her vampires.

THE VAMPIRE LESTAT

In 1985, nine years after Interview with the Vampire, Anne published the long-awaited sequel, The Vampire Lestat. This was her eighth novel. Having initially experienced trouble writing it, she had at last developed the protagonist she had envisioned. No longer in deep mourning for Michele, she wished to avoid echoing Louis’s despair. Now she had a hero, a man of adventure, and her exploration of the psychology of males who were both dominant and submissive had made that possible. Reading fast-paced American detective fiction by James M. Cain and Raymond Chandler, Anne deepened her sense of how Lestat should tell his side of the story.

“Lestat grew as a character almost beyond my control,” Anne admits. “He spontaneously appeared in the corner of my eye when I was writing Interview, and then he took on great strength and had experiences that went into the second novel.”

Having been abandoned by Louis and gone into a deep trance, Lestat awakens in the late twentieth century and decides to become a rock star. Adventurous and feisty, he exhibits a greater range of sensuality and bisexual capacity than did Louis, while being more assertive. He quickly became Anne’s favorite among all her characters. “If I were a vampire, I would certainly want to be Lestat,” she says. “His strength, his penchant for action, his lack of regret, his lack of paralysis, his ability to win over and over again, his absolute refusal to lose—I love to write from that point of view. Lestat is the dream of the male I would love to be.”

Lestat explains how he became a vampire and then pursued a much older vampire, Marius, to learn of the vampires’ origins. He finds that their progenitors, Akasha and Enkil, were possessed by an immense spirit during early Egyptian times that had fused with their hearts and created an unbearable blood thirst. To diffuse the spirit’s craving, they had made more vampires. As they aged, they had experienced a decreased need for blood. Nevertheless, their many “children” killed to survive and made even more of their own kind. Lestat is their descendant.

He turns all that he learns into rock videos, identifying himself with the Greek god Dionysus and using his music to waken Akasha from her centuries-long trance. By this brash act, he ushers into both the mortal and vampire worlds a menace that nearly alters human destiny.

This story concluded in 1988, in the third vampire novel, The Queen of the Damned, wherein Akasha decides to kill 99 percent of the male population. She plans to set up a new Eden formed from feminine perspectives, believing that this will transform the world into a peaceful place. She forces Lestat to help, but after much slaughter he defies her and joins a gathering of vampires who resist Akasha’s tampering with human evolution. They risk their lives, but in finally destroying Akasha, they discover an effective new way to preserve the spirit that animates them. Thus, The Vampire Chronicles could continue.

This third vampire novel was one of Anne’s most abstract, relying on philosophy rather than her experiences or fantasies to carry the plot. She has expressed a mixed reaction to it, from feeling that it was her most accomplished work to date, to viewing it as the one novel that she dislikes. Yet she had wanted to develop the theme of how an idea that sounds good can be evil, and that not all evil is found in dark archetypes like Satan or Hitler. To her mind, writing about pure abstractions like the traditional notions of good and evil hinders real understanding. “To me, what’s fascinating in art is to get inside evil and see the good inside it. I don’t think you can understand evil until you do that. That doesn’t for a moment mean that one excuses evil or sympathizes with it. I just want to understand what it’s about and so I go into the complexity.”

In QD, Anne also introduced the Talamasca, a fictional worldwide organization of people who study supernatural phenomena. Many of the group possess paranormal abilities themselves, and they track stories about witches, ghosts, and vampires. Two members of this ancient and elite establishment, David Talbot and Aaron Lightner, would go on to play important roles in future novels.

OTHER EXPERIMENTS

Between Lestat and QD, Anne wrote Belinda, published in 1986 under her Rampling pseudonym. Set in her house in San Francisco’s Castro district, Belinda is about an artist in his forties who falls in love with a sixteen-year-old runaway. The girl, Belinda, had grown up with an alcoholic mother who depended on her child to take care of her, just as Anne’s mother had. Through Belinda, Anne addresses many of her concerns from adolescence; but, like the artist, Jeremy Walker, Anne was reaching for artistic freedom, and she seemed to identify more with his character. Jeremy wanted to stop writing the children’s books that had earned him much success and do something wild and unusual, just as Anne wanted to explore unusual fictional subjects other than vampires. Anne’s forays into erotica had brought her the kind of success for which she had hoped and none of the problems. Jeremy, too, gets to transcend his previous work. Despite dire warnings of disgrace and demise as he unveils his controversial nude portraits of Belinda, he actually triumphs.

With Belinda, the experiment with pseudonyms came to an end. Since Anne had been revealed as the author of both the Rampling and Roquelaure novels, she saw no reason for hiding behind other names. She decided to write all future books under her own name.

Her next novel after QD was The Mummy Or Ramses the Damned. Although she wrote it as a plot for a television miniseries, she had disagreements with the producers, so she turned it into a novel instead. Viewing this tale as a “romp” in the tradition of grade-B horror movies, Anne brought to life a beautiful immortal man, Ramses, the ancient Egyptian king. She placed him in Edwardian England and had him fall in love. “It was fun evoking that atmosphere and doing outrageous things that I wouldn’t do in other books,” she insists. This paperback was a runaway success.

THE WITCHES

Anne’s next novel was The Witching Hour, a saga about thirteen generations of a family of witches who reside in New Orleans. She was still living in San Francisco when she started it, but in 1988 she decided to return to New Orleans to reestablish her connection with the sights, sounds, smells, and accents that would make the details in her novel authentic.

Anne wandered her old neighborhoods to collect background detail for her character Michael Curry, who grew up in the Irish Channel where her father’s family had settled. “I discovered hundreds upon hundreds of buried memories,” she recalls, “triggered by things I saw and heard.” Michael’s life story borrowed much from Anne’s. “He’s more like me than any other character,” she admitted when the novel was published in 1990. Michael shares with Rice a love of Dickens and architecture, a Catholic and a secular education, an alcoholic mother, an aversion to liberal hypocrisies, a desire to learn, and the ability to teach himself.

Through Michael, Anne expressed her feelings about returning to New Orleans and walking along the streets and into the churches that had been so central to her youth. She also talked about her fading religious sentiment (and when she regained her sense of God, she gave this experience to Michael as well, in a sequel). When Michael and Rowan decide to restore their mansion, Anne used details from her own renovations, and when they throw a large family party, the food, music, and decorations came from Anne’s family reunion. More significant, the house in which they live is Anne’s home. She spotted it for sale one day while wandering in the Garden District.

Setting The Witching Hour in her new house, she went from room to room and out to the yard to experience scenes that she was writing: Deirdre’s bed was one she owned; Lasher was “born” in her parlor; Michael nearly drowned in her pool; Antha died from falling onto her flagstone walkway; and Stuart’s ghost appeared on the impressive twenty-seven-step staircase. The real settings added powerful sensual detail, and haunting her own house with her witches, ghosts, and malevolent characters fueled her momentum. This house “belongs” to the many generations of the Mayfair family who have occupied it as part of the legacy of wealth settled on designated Mayfair females—always witches. The incubus that haunts it has influenced its design in anticipation of the day he will be born into flesh via the thirteenth and most powerful witch, Rowan Mayfair. His symbol is the Egyptian keyhole doorway—a genuine architectural feature of the First Street house that Anne eagerly incorporated into the plot. Through it, Lasher finally enters the physical realm.

One of the primary themes that inspired The Witching Hour and its sequels was family connection. “The theme of family runs all through my work,” Anne admits, “and it will continue to figure in my writings.” As a child, she took a strong interest in the members of her extended family. “I don’t remember a time when I didn’t care about family,” she admits. “I was very hungry to have a family and I was envious of kids who had large families.” However, there were many relatives about whom she knew little. When she returned to New Orleans, she set about rectifying the situation. She invited over two hundred aunts, uncles, and cousins to get reacquainted with one another. Simultaneously, she expanded the characters and relationships in her novels: As Anne learned more about her own kin, the Mayfair family swelled in size and history. She listened to dialects, dug up family stories, and studied character traits even as she reveled, like Rowan, in the feeling of being connected with so many people. “Kinship. Could they guess how indescribably exotic that was …?”2

The Witching Hour was Anne’s most ambitious novel to date and, although she believed it was finished with Lasher’s birth and Rowan’s defection, it was not long before she devised a sequel.

THE VAMPIRE CHRONICLES

Before that, however, another vampire novel demanded to be written. Her vampire community was still intact, and Lestat still held her attention. While on a book tour, Anne was particularly taken with the seamy milieu of Miami, so that was the city in which she started Lestat’s new adventure in The Tale of the Body Thief.

As the story opens, he is being tracked by an unusual type of vampire hunter, Raglan James, who offers Lestat a temporary body exchange. Intrigued by the idea, Lestat agrees to switch, then gets duped as James makes off with his powerful vampire body. With the help of his friend David Talbot from the Talamasca, Lestat retrieves it, and in the process he tempts his morally upright friend to join him in immortality. David refuses but Lestat does not give up. Lestat recognizes that he likes being a vampire despite the evil it entails, and, acting on his nature, he makes David into a vampire against his will.

As Anne wrote Body Thief, she entered a dark period. Life seemed especially fragile and she felt terribly fatigued. “It was an awful time,” she admits, “a black, black period. I don’t know how the novel got written. I just did it.”

A few months later, she gave another family party to celebrate her fiftieth birthday. Her father attended, although his health was deteriorating, and that night he had a bad fall that put him in the hospital. Anne wondered if the spell of depression she had experienced earlier that year had been a foreboding. A similar portent had preceded her daughter’s fatal illness. Organizing continuous care for her father, Anne spent long hours in the hospital with him, musing over how Lestat had worried about the fragility of his mortal friend David Talbot, who was the same age as her father. Shortly after Thanksgiving 1991, Howard died as she held his hand. “I felt grateful to fate that I was there at the moment he died,” she says.

When she went back to look at the novel, she was amazed by the prescience it seemed to express: “Anyone reading this book,” says Anne, “would think it had been written after my father’s death. It was almost as if it had been written in a state of premonition.”

TALTOS

Lasher, the sequel to The Witching Hour, was Anne’s first venture into science fiction. She proposed a DNA basis for the sort of creature that Lasher turned out to be—a Taltos—and devised a story to explain his presence in the Mayfair history.

At the same time, Anne developed more characters in the Mayfair family and in the Talamasca. Her favorite was Mona Mayfair, a precocious, sexually charged thirteen-year-old genius who embodies the adventurous spirit that Anne wished for herself. Mona lives in a house on St. Charles Avenue that Anne had recently purchased for renovation. An entire branch of the Mayfair family came to be associated with that mansion before Anne eventually sold it.

Another feisty character, nineteen-year-old Mary Jane Mayfair, shows up in Taltos, the novel that succeeded Lasher. One thread of the plot follows the adventures of Mary Jane and Mona as they assert their right to make decisions for themselves despite their youth, and includes Mona giving birth to a child. The other thread presents the full story of Lasher’s nearly extinct race.

This series of three novels was named Lives of the Mayfair Witches, and there might be a fourth installment in the future.

MEMNOCH THE DEVIL

This, the fifth vampire novel, takes Lestat on his ultimate adventure. He accompanies the Devil, whose name is Memnoch, to Heaven and Hell to hear the story of creation and the origin of evil.

Anne wrote Memnoch in a month and felt drained by the effort. Nearly a year later, when she read the page proofs, she had the experience that Lestat had receded from her imagination: What they had done together was finished. She felt that as he walked down St. Charles in the last pages of the book, he looked into the window of an abandoned Mercedes dealership and disappeared. “He left me. He just left me. He said, ‘Anne, no more for now.’ And off he went.”

When fans protested on her book tour, she had a few second thoughts.

GHOSTS

Lestat may yet return, since he embodies all the qualities of Anne’s archetypal hero, but for her next novel she turned her energies in a new direction. Researching Jewish lore, she came up with the idea of an angry and bitter ghost named Azriel telling his story to Jonathan, a Jewish scholar. In Servant of the Bones, Azriel explains that he was born in ancient times. When Cyrus the Great conquered Babylon, he chose Azriel for his youth and beauty to become the new god for his own people. Azriel explains how he was killed and how he became a spirit. Like a genie, he served many masters over the centuries, until he discovered that he could take control of his own will. He then became a renegade spirit. Eventually he enters into the lives and fates of a contemporary Jewish family, one of whom has set up a dangerous worldwide network with the intent of becoming a messiah. His power and ambitions are built on malice and deception, so Azriel stands against him. Like Louis before him, Azriel wonders, throughout the novel, about the possibility of his own redemption. He has learned from examples of self-sacrifice and kindness how to conquer his anger. Although this tale ends with his modern-day adventure, his existence over the centuries offers possibilities for sequels.

Deciding to write yet another ghost story that would be part of a series but not be a sequel to Servant of the Bones, Anne was inspired by the films Amadeus and Immortal Beloved to create Violin. She traveled to Brazil and Vienna for settings. She read Romantic poetry. She recalled her own youthful struggle to master the violin, which ended in utter frustration. “Violin contains a new kind of language overflow,” she says, “a ferocious abandon, somewhat like the excess of Interview with the Vampire.”3 Consistent with the vision of her supernatural universe, populated by her witches and vampires, this novel presents new characters who still struggle with issues of goodness, mortality, and inner darkness.

Anne has noted that her novels draw together along similar themes. All of them are about the rich existence of people considered outsiders by normal social standards, and all emphasize the wisdom of experience over abstract ideas. “We’ve lost faith in imaginative fiction, and many of our finer writers have turned away from it,” she laments. “Deeply embedded in our culture is the idea that truth lies in the familiar, the ordinary. But I refuse to believe that fantasy cannot be enormous in scope and profoundly valid and meaningful.

“I think people are hungry for imagery and hungry for the deeper truths that fantasy and myth give them. They crave the really flamboyant characters and flights of imagination. I believe the popularity of my work is related to that. It never really goes away.”

Anne constantly evolves and renews herself with her writing. The way she develops her plots and characters reveals much about the person behind the authorship. Because she includes authentic feeling from her own life, her work will continue to affect her readers deeply. Beyond that, the sophisticated moral themes that interest her will no doubt inspire serious interest among critics.

NOTES


1. Anne Rice, Exit to Eden (New York: Arbor House, 1985), 193.

2. ———, The Witching Hour (New York: Knopf, 1990), 682.

3. ———, “Commotion Strange,” No. 5, July 5, 1996.
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A Literary Friendship
LIFE IS NOT A FOOTRACE

Kathleen Mackay

“I remember what you were wearing,” Anne said recently, recalling our first meeting in August 1974. It was the first night of the weeklong writers’ conference at Squaw Valley, California, and we were at a party welcoming us to the writers’ community. The party, held in a wooden A-frame off the dirt road that leads to the ski slopes, was hosted by George Plimpton, Blair Fuller, and others who were running the conference. I was a twenty-five-year-old Harvard graduate pursuing a journalism career in San Francisco. I noticed a young woman with long, dark hair sitting quietly on the sofa, wearing a serious, thoughtful expression. I went up and introduced myself. Anne, then thirty-two, explained that she had with her an unpublished manuscript about a vampire telling the last two hundred years of his life to a radio DJ in a Victorian house on Divisadero Street. That evening, our friendship began.

Anne was Fiction, I was Nonfiction. We met between writing workshops and played literary word games with other writers in the huge post-and-beam dining room of the old Squaw Valley Lodge, at the foot of the ski slopes.

At the conference, Anne met literary agent Phyllis Seidel, who accepted Anne as a client. I was watching a literary career take off, and witnessed Anne’s excitement as she said, “I have to go call my husband again.”

Since Anne doesn’t drive, I gave her rides in my old navy Volvo to other cocktail parties, and to dinners at The Bear Pen, one of the writers’ hangouts, which was a diner/restaurant near the wide, sloping entry road to Squaw Valley. There, Johnny Cash sang “Wheel of Fire” on the jukebox, and everyone danced to country music. When I drove Anne back to our rooms in the lodge, she asked me to check several times to make sure that I had locked all the doors of my car. “You don’t think I’m crazy for asking you to check again, do you?”

“No, not at all,” I said, each of us escalating the other’s paranoia about what might happen to us in this deep, dark, empty ski resort, high in the mountains, on a summer night.

I drove Anne back to Berkeley from Squaw Valley at the end of the conference. As Elton John softly sang “Daniel” on the radio, we talked about what we wanted to do as writers (“and I was drinking beer the whole time,” Anne recalled). When I dropped her off at her Bonita Street apartment, Stan opened the door to greet her, and the look of joy on his handsome, young face was unparalleled. He hugged her tightly. His wife now had a literary agent: her career was at a turning point. This was my first glimpse of this extraordinary marriage.

Knopf editor Victoria Wilson had been at the writers’ conference, and Phyllis Seidel had given her the Interview with the Vampire manuscript to read. When Vicky, then twenty-four, returned to New York, she convinced Knopf president Bob Gottlieb that she wanted to buy it. (“This is either the most insane or most brilliant book I’ve ever read, but it’s definitely the strangest, and we have to publish it,” she said.) When Anne learned that the distinguished Alfred A. Knopf publishing house would pay her a $12,000 advance for the novel, we were all ecstatic. Subsequently, when Interview was published to great acclaim and a big movie sale followed, I wrote articles about Anne and her writing for the San Francisco Chronicle and the Examiner and later for People and the Los Angeles Times.

As our friendship grew, I was close at hand for the publication of The Feast of All Saints and Cry to Heaven. With the success of these books, Anne and Stan moved from their book-cluttered two-bedroom Bonita Street apartment in Berkeley to a Georgian house on Claremont Avenue, and from there to a big white house with an elevator in the Oakland hills. With each move, the Rices’ New Year’s parties grew bigger, but many of their friends were the same: Berkeley writers and intellectuals, drinking beer, smoking joints, and arguing about the Spanish Civil War, Henry James, and Norman Mailer. Aside from the annual Christmas and New Year’s gatherings, though, Anne and Stan were often reclusive.

The only exception was when they would emerge to join the book parties at Minerva’s Owl, a bookstore on Union Street. The locus of San Francisco literary parties in the 1970s, Minerva’s Owl was tiny, and during book parties fifty to seventy people would crowd into the aisles of the store, juggling white wine in plastic cups and copies of the latest book by the local author being honored. Squaw Valley organizer Blair Fuller, who had founded The Paris Review in the 1950s with George Plimpton, was a co-owner of the popular store. There we celebrated the publications of books by many authors who had taught at Squaw Valley: Herbert Gold, Evan S. Connell, Curt Gentry, and Don Carpenter.

The San Francisco literary scene in the seventies was quite male-dominated, and Gold, Gentry, and Carpenter had their rituals: liquid lunches at Enrico’s, swimming at a downtown club, weekends at Esalen—swapping stories about agents, women, wives. Sometimes they also swapped agents and women (wives? I don’t know). When Anne and her hugely successful Interview burst upon this group of macho, elite authors, they didn’t quite know what to make of it. Vampires? And a movie sale? Her first novel?

Anne and Stan were invited to many of the A-list literary parties, as I was, but I remember that the core group of writers had drawn their wagons warily, unwilling to let anyone in. We circled them tentatively, not yet belonging, not quite fitting in. We were treated respectfully, but without the immediate bonding that cemented the male authors’ friendships. There were also distinguished women writers in San Francisco at that time who made the literary scene—Alice Adams, Diane Johnson—but I never saw them reach out to embrace Anne, either. Their reluctance could have been generational (they were older), or it could have been that they felt little affinity for the topics Anne favored (Anne’s work was more dramatic and excessive than theirs).

Yet the insularity of the San Francisco literary scene never detracted from what I viewed as the immense creativity of San Francisco in the seventies—a creativity that I felt nourished and inspired Anne’s work. I saw her influenced by the world around her: San Francisco’s sparkling city, all hills and bridges; the green, gentle, bohemian Berkeley hills; the ex-hippies who had never quite left the sixties; the former radicals who had never let go of the Left. It seems like a fantasy now, looking back, but the creative atmosphere was one that never really forced you to grow up. I certainly didn’t. Drawn to San Francisco by its music, and writing for Rolling Stone, I lived at Winterland and at the Fillmore when I wasn’t involved in the more mundane pursuit of earning a living.

If I was nourished by its music, Anne drew inspiration from San Francisco’s neighborhoods. She shared some of her love of the city with me in “Literary Hangouts,” a piece I wrote for Travel & Leisure:

“San Francisco is special to me because it is truly a cosmopolitan place where neighborhoods can become whole worlds unto themselves. The Castro district is an example. People can transform or resurrect a neighborhood through their love of the architecture.

“San Francisco has a way of remaining flexible to the creative nature of its residents. It fills me with hope that no amount of overcrowding, crime, or neglect has been able to defeat them … This is a city of artists on all levels. We live in an atmosphere of art that permeates the city, from the facades of the Victorian buildings to the poetry readings going on constantly at places like Intersection.”

When the San Francisco literary scene failed to embrace Anne with boundless enthusiasm, their coolness seemed to make her all the more determined to succeed. After parties at Minerva’s Owl, Anne, Stan, and I would have dinner at Yet Wah, drenched with fog. Over a Chinese feast of almond pressed duck, curry chicken, and shrimp in lobster sauce, we would dissect those parties, the personalities, and a tone of detachment would set in, removing us from the place. Our ambitions were so big that seen in their light, San Francisco seemed so small.

I was writing about the entertainment industry regularly, and L.A. beckoned. Anne stayed true to course—the frosty reception from the male literary establishment in S.F. did not dissuade her from thinking big. She was very clear about what she wanted to do. She talked about having the impact that Dickens had. She recalled how eagerly Dickens’s readers had awaited each sequel, how Hemingway, Shakespeare, and Dickens had cut through all classes with their work. And she would, too. She and Stan saw few people; Anne dug in to her writing. And in 1980, I moved to L.A.

As I reflect on Anne’s development as a writer in the 1970s, when she broke in to the world of best-sellers, I am struck by how important I believe Stan Rice was to Anne’s success. Never had I met a kinder, more noble, more courtly man than Stan Rice. In the 1970s, when I was in my twenties, none of my friends had “husbands.” The word harkened back to the 1950s, when Mom was at home and Dad was at work. Since Anne and Stan had married in 1961, and had fallen in love in the late 1950s, theirs was more a relationship of another era. But never had I been exposed to a more perfect partnership, a blending of two souls who were meant to be together, and whose lives and ambitions totally supported each other’s. Because I was writing about Anne for many national publications in the late 1970s, I was always sensitive to how my accounts of her success would affect her husband. Would he be jealous? Should I write more about him? But Stan, secure in his tenured position in the creative writing department at San Francisco State, was fine. Stan was thrilled by his wife’s success. As for the money, Anne told me, “Stan took to the money
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