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Campbell: No, I don't think nece-
ssarily, and you're going to ask me
to prove that, aren't you? You're
going to ask me to think of a good
example. I don't know. Maybe it is
to me. I seem to write about vic-
tims, but not passive victims. I
think that's the important distinc-
tion. There is the horror story in
which the protagonist will just sit
there at the mercy of the plot, at
the mercy of the supernatural. I
don't particularly want to write
that, except very occasionally. I
suppose the stories are not so much
about the struggle between good and
evil any more -- or not mine anyway
-- but more about the struggle with
something that's within the charac-
ter as much as not. So we're not
talking about victims any more.
We're talking about the characters
coming to terms with themselves. 1T
did have a run of stories where this
pessimism became an almost automatic
thing, so you knew at the end of the
story the worst is inevitably going
to happen. I got rather tired of
this. I also thought it was a bit
too easy. I wasn't attempting to
explore the story properly. So I
did have a few stories over the past
several years in which the character
fights his or her way out, but only
at the cost of extreme psychic pain.

Sehweitzer: Do you ever have the
problem of your characters coming to
accept what is going on as super-
natural too quickly for it to be
plausible? We as readers, because
the story is in Frights or Whispers,
or some such place, know that it's a
supernatural story and therefore the
supernatural explanation of the
strange happenings is the correct
one. But in the real world, a sane
person has to eliminate every other
possibility first. If he goes
through the whole process in the
story, because we know what's really
going on, the story seems overlong
and belaboring the obvious. What do
you do about that?

Campbell: 1 think it's more a case
of stylistic indirection of having
the character say, "This has got to
be so-and-so,'" at the same time the
reader knows it is nothing of the
kind. It's not that difficult to
do. M. R, James used to have a won-
derful line in this sort of thing.
As you know, all his stories were
about three thousand words long, and
yet he used to pack in exactly this
sort of thing that you're talking
about. He would do it in an ex-
tremely terse way. You would just
have somebody look out of the win-
dow and see something like a sea-
gull's wing, a white wing. And the
character saying, '"Oh, that's just a

seagull's wing," but the reader
knows damned well it's nothing of
the kind. T think you can play that
game with the reader. We are
slightly ahead of the character,

and I hope that in the best stories
the development is also slightly
ahead of the reader.

Schweitzer: Lovecraft's "At the
Mountains of Madness" strikes me as
an apalling botch in this area. Af-
ter they've dissected these things
which have remained preserved for
millions of years and then the
specimens disappear, and there are
footprints everywhere, still the
characters refuse to believe that
there might be one of them alive.

Campbell: That's right. You mustn't
let your characters do that kind of
thing. Lovecraft said himself he
wasn't interested in character. 1T
think the single most important
thing in this kind of fiction is be-
lievable motivation. The one thing
I can stand is the character who
walks into the room from which we
have been hearing noises, for no
better reason than that the plot re-
quires him to go on the other side
of the door. If there isn't a bet-
ter way of getting him in there than
that, then forget it. The other
rather peculiar thing is that 1
tended to feel for a long time that
you had to take it as Lovecraft gen-
erally did, step by step, and really
keep to the very last moment the
revelation that it is the supernat-
ural after all. As you say...belab-
or the point through every single
possibility that it is not. Today
many of us would tend to say, "Oh
yes, it Zs the supernatural" at a
fairly early stage in the proceed-
ings, largely because the occult
seems to be rather fashionably ac-
ceptable now. It's something you
can believe in without coming very
much to terms with it. So in many
stories you do get people accepting
very early on that there can be a
haunted house. I had a problem re-
cently, which is a slightly differ-
ent problem, with a novel called To
Wake the Dead, which is, among other
things, fundamentally about a lady
who finds herself developing inad-
vertant astral projection. Fairly
early on in that, I thought I had

to say to the reader that this is
not a dream; it's real. You have
to do it slightly before the charac-
ter believes it, When the reader is
in there all right, the character is
still going to the peychiatrist and
hoping for the best.

Sehweitzer: What's wrong with so
many Cthulhu Mythos stories is that
they spend the entire story reaching

this point. The archetypical last
line is, The monsters were real!!
It seems to me that the thing to do
is play the Dracula game by estab-
lishing early that it's real, but
you don't establish all that it can
do. 1If you wrote Dracula in a
classic Mythos manner, it would
build up to, "My God! He was a vam-
pire!" and that would be the end of
it.

Campbell: That's right. 1It's a
short story method to a large ex-
tent. You can't make that work with
a novel particularly, and this is
where I think Lovecraft did fall
down with "At the Mountains of Mad-
ness." On the other hand, you look
at The Case of Charles Dexter Ward,
which I think is one of the great
structures in horror fiction. That's
one worth studying.

Sehweitzer: That was one of the few
cases where he actually seemed to
understand novel structure. But
then he went back to writing over-
long short stories later and he nev-
er submitted that one anywhere. Do
you think the supernatural form is
more suited for short stories or
novels?

Campbell: Well, I used to feel —-
largely because I wrote them for
thirteen years without doing any-
thing else -- that that must be the
best way. But I think there's a
difference with the novel, really.
It's a question of finding suffi-
cient psychological plot so you
don't have to throw in all your sup-
ernatural material early on. You
sometimes start off with some sort
of revelation, too. There was for a
long, long time the myth that the
supernatural horror novel was an ex-
tremely difficult thiag to write, or
at least to do with any kind of
success. When you get to thinking
about it, you realizeé that there are
people as different as Walter de la
Mare and recently Stephen King,
Peter Straub, and others who have
done it. Then it becomes apparent
that what was really wrong, proba-
bly, was this assumption by so many
people that it wasn't worth trying
in the first place. I'm inclined to
feel now that the novel is a very
strong structure if you can get it
right, particularly because you have
enormous opportunity for a long,
slow, inexorable buildup.

Sehweitzer: 1 think the reason
people would believe this is because
they would look at Machen and James
and Blackwood and see that it was
all short stories. You can't main-
tain a straight atmosphere of terror
all the way through a four hundred
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