Val McDermid’s Summer Newsletter

· BBC R4 series trailed on Woman’s Hour

· ITV3 Crime Awards and documentary

· Wire in the Blood VI

· A Place of Execution TV adaptation

· A DARKER DOMAIN UK publication

· Diary dates

It’s been a while since I’ve had the chance to sit down and bring you all up to date with what’s been going on. The main reason for that is that I’ve been so busy, partly because I started the year with a debilitating dose of flu, followed by a couple of opportunistic chest infections and a dental abscess, all of which cost me the first six weeks of 2008. And those were the six weeks when I was supposed to be finishing A DARKER DOMAIN… So by the time I got back to the book, I had to contend with all the other commitments in the diary that were predicated on me having finished the book when it was due. In the end, a lot of this book was written in far from ideal conditions – trains, planes and hotel rooms. But the reaction I’ve had from those who have read advance copies has been extremely positive, so perhaps I’ve discovered yet another piece in the constantly expanding jigsaw of process. This book feels very personal to me and I’ve written a short piece talking about the background, which you can find here: http://www.valmcdermid.com/pages/books/darker.html, or here:

http://www.amazon.co.uk/gp/product/product-description/0007243294/ref=dp_proddesc_0?ie=UTF8&n=266239&s=books

I’ll be doing various events where I’ll be talking about and reading from 

A DARKER DOMAIN:

· Sun 10th August: Edinburgh International Book Festival. 4.30 RBS Main Theatre, £9/£7
· 15 - 17 August - ST HILDAS’S CRIME & MYSTERY CONFERENCE UK - St Hilda's College, Oxford
Conference Theme: Past & Present
For Details email: eileen.roberts@st-hildas.oxford.ac.uk
· 4th September:
Launch event at the Alnwick Garden, 6pm
  

· Fri 12 September 2008 - 'Writing Lives': Val McDermid - The Fitzwilliam Museum (Courtyard), Cambridge. - 18:30 to 21:00 Doors open at 18.00 - £8 (£6 concessions) - price includes a glass of wine
One of the Uk's most celebrated and respected Crime authors will be discussing her writing career, taking a look at her new book, A Darker Domain 
Book through : ADC Theatre - phones sales Tues-Fri 3pm-6pm, 01223 300085.
For further information contact Helen Taylor, Literature Development Office on 01223 718135 or helen.taylor@cambridgeshire.gov.uk

· Sat 13 September 2008: Reading Festival of Crime Writing Big Author Event: 7pm Victoria Hall, Reading Town Hall, £6/£5. Box office 0118 960 6060

· Thurs 18 September: Off The Page, Stirling Book Festival. Tolbooth, 7.30pm £7/£5.50 Tolbooth Box Office 01786 274000
· Sun 21st September: Mord Am Hellweg, Westphalia, Germany. (for details see: http://www.mordamhellweg.de/das-programm/crime-special/40-crime-special/338-hellweg-meets-world.html)

· Thurs 2nd October: Gliterary lunch, Glasgow, with Penny Smith. (for details: http://www.gliterarylunches.com/event011.htm)

· Monday 6th October: A day out on a Fife Council mobile library, route to include the real locations of A DARKER DOMAIN

· Thursday 9th to Sunday 11th October: Bouchercon World Mystery Convention in Baltimore

· Sunday 11th October: Opus & Olives, Friends of St Paul Library, St Paul MN. (http://thefriends.org/opus.htm)

· Wednesday 15th to Sunday 19th October: Provincetown, MA. Various Women’s Week events including Bywater Books Celebration of Reading and the Big Lesbian Read.

· Thursday 23rd October:  Gliterary lunch, Leeds, with Sophie Hannah (for details, http://www.gliterarylunches.com/event012.htm)

And somewhere around then, I’ll be settling down to get stuck into the next book, which will be a Tony Hill & Carol Jordan. I haven’t got a title yet, so I’m poring over my TS Eliot. Any suggestions welcomed!

I’m not going to bore you with a complete rundown of recent months, but I will tell you a bit about the last few weeks. I began July working on the script for a two-part BBC Radio4 series called FROM THE BAN TO THE BOOKER. It’s been 80 years since THE WELL OF LONELINESS was banned by the courts for obscenity. Frankly, I’m with Virginia Woolf, who pointed out that the book was so dull it could have contained the most scurrilous material without there being any risk of anyone impressionable getting far enough in to find it. But nevertheless, it’s a landmark in the literary landscape and given the significance of lesbian writers in the field of contemporary British fiction, I thought it would be interesting to trace the line of descent from 1928 to the present. I got to interview a stellar array of writers whose work has meant a lot to me – Sarah Waters, Jeanette Winterson, Ann Bannon, Lilian Faderman and Manda Scott, among others – and had the chance to discuss my own theories with people who actually know what they’re talking about. The programmes go out on Monday 11th and 18th of August at 11am on Radio 4. You can listen online at http://www.bbc.co.uk, listen again via the BBC iPlayer or website and download it at BBC iPlayer to listen at a time that suits you. I’ll be talking about the series with Jenni Murray on Woman’s Hour on Wednesday August 6th. The show goes out at 10am on BBC Radio 4 – again, you can catch it online if you can’t hear it live on the radio.

The other main project was the making of a documentary about my writing life as part of the ITV3 Crime Awards event this autumn. They’ve made six hour-long documentaries about six individual crime writers. Each week, beginning on 18th August, they will show a documentary followed by a week of that particular writer’s TV adaptations. My week begins on Bank Holiday Monday, August 25th, with my documentary going out at 8pm on ITV3 (check the listings – that time may change!) We had a lot of fun making the film – you’ll have the good fortune to see some of the beautiful coast and countryside where I live, which will be a lot easier on the eye than me… Best fun was probably trying to squash an entire film crew plus equipment into my wife’s Land Rover because we only had permission to take one vehicle all the way up to Dunstanburgh Castle. The producer, jammed with his assistant in the middle of the front seat, turned very pale when I spoke of engaging four-wheel drive.

You can find out more about this new clutch of awards at: http://www.itv.com/Drama/copsandcrime/ITV3CrimeThrillerSeason/default.html

Among the awards is one for the best British crime writer whose works have been adapted for TV. I’m up for this against a very strong field of contenders; to be honest, I’d struggle to pick a winner from this lot. So when the voting opens later this month, I hope you’ll all cast your votes for your personal favourites. Naturally, I hope it will be me and Wire in the Blood, but don’t worry, we won’t ban you from the newsletter if you don’t vote for us!

I’m very excited by the ITV3 Crime Awards. I know their viewers love the genre, and I know from experience that a lot of my readers have discovered my books because they saw Wire in the Blood on TV. I think it’s a perfect marriage – a channel committed to showing the very best of crime drama recognising the writers whose ideas feed the material their viewers enjoy most. There’s a wide range of categories in the awards, and I’m sure that they will introduce readers to writers whose work they’d not come across before. And that’s got to be good for both the readers and the writers.

After the filming, I spent a couple of days with the wonderful Trina who runs the website, putting our heads together to come up with some new ideas for the site. Over the coming weeks, you’ll see some interesting new developments on the website, so if you haven’t visited for a while, do stop by and see what we’re up to. There will be a new competition called ‘Caught Reading’ so keep your cameras on alert over the summer holidays for close encounters with unexpected copies of my books.

Before I knew it, it was time for the Harrogate Crime Writing Festival, sponsored by Theakstons, who also support the Theakstons’ Old Peculier Crime Novel of the Year prize, an award I picked up a couple of years ago for THE TORMENT OF OTHERS. This year, I was invited to chair the panel of judges who decide, along with the votes of thousands of readers, who will carry off this coveted prize. It was a touch decision, given the quality of the dozen books on the shortlist, but in the end, the decision to give the TOP prize to Stef Penney for THE TENDERNESS OF WOLVES was unanimous. Our decision landed us in the middle of the latest ‘literary fiction versus genre fiction’ debate. Stef Penney’s wonderful novel had already won the Costa Book of the Year prize (formerly the Whitbread) which is unequivocally seen as a literary prize. But it’s a novel whose events are set in train by a murder, which centres round the various investigations of that crime and which ends with a resolution of that crime. Seems to me that’s pretty much the definition of a crime novel. The fact that it’s beautifully written doesn’t exclude it from the canon of crime fiction, although that seemed to be the attitude of at least one journalist who accused me of leading the judges in a ‘land grab’ to make our genre respectable. Nothing could have been further from the truth of what happened in the judges’ room. But now that Tom Rob Smith’s CHILD 44 has made it to the Man Booker shortlist, I’m sure the carping isn’t going to stop. I’m reminded of a comment made by my friend Laura Lippman, who once said that literary fiction is always judged on its best exemplars, while genre fiction is judged on its worst. This isn’t a new discussion, and I’m sure it won’t be the last time it rears its head, but I will keep on saying that the best of contemporary crime writing can stand shoulder to shoulder with any kind of novel.

Harrogate wasn’t all about the Theakston’s prize, though. I had enormous fun as part of the balloon debate on Friday evening – a very strange event where Mark Lawson from BBC R4’s Front Row presided over half a dozen crime writers representing six dead giants of the genre and trying to justify their place in an imaginary hot air balloon that was losing height by the minute. Probably the strangest experience was seeing Stuart MacBride with a raven sock puppet sounding like Peter Lorre channelling Edgar Allan Poe. Thought I have to confess I never imagined when I took up crime writing that one day I would be standing on a stage with a 4:50 FROM PADDINGTON tote bag on my head impersonating Agatha Christie (who came out sounding weirdly like the Queen…) The things we do to amuse our audience.

On a more serious note, we also had a fascinating debate on the issue of whether women or men write the most graphic violence. Unlike the ruck that the media created last summer between myself and Ian Rankin, this was a serious conversation that generated more light than heat. I’m indebted in particular to Mark Billingham whose intelligent and measured approach made it possible to have a meaningful discussion about something that exercises every one of us who takes seriously the work they do in this genre.

Apart from that, though, it was Harrogate as usual. Stimulating conversations, too much food and drink, too many late nights and too little time for bridge left me exhausted but high as a kite. I love Harrogate. I love the chance it gives me to catch up with writers I admire such as Robert Crais, Natasha Cooper, Allan Guthrie and Steve Mosby. There’s nowhere like it, nothing like it anywhere else in the crime fiction calendar. The energy, the good humour and the information imparted are unrivalled. We all still have so much to learn – I ‘taught’ a masterclass with screen writer Stuart Hepburn, and I genuinely felt I got as much out of it as the audience. It’s great to come away from a weekend like this bursting with rekindled enthusiasm.

Just as well, really. I left Harrogate on the Sunday and continued on to the Scottish Highlands to teach an Advanced Fiction course for the wonderful Arvon Foundation at their centre in the remote fastness of the mountains above Loch Ness. If you aspire to writing, you should seriously consider an Arvon course. They cover every aspect of writing, they’re taught by professional writers and they’re fantastic for kick-starting you when you’re feel like you’re dragging yourself to the keyboard. And I’ve never seen anything like the bonding that goes on among the students. I know some of the students I’ve taught are still in close touch years later, still there for each other. For me, it’s one of the most exhausting elements of my professional life, but I love it because it’s the only time I get to spend a week discussing the craft of writing. It’s an experience that always reconnects me to the fundamentals of what I do.

Was that it? Was that July? Was that all I managed to pack in?

Sorry, one more thing. The press launch for the sixth series of Wire in the Blood. It amazes me that we’ve made six series of this and still Coastal keep making it better. Two dozen journalists, three camera crews and a slew of senior media figures were there to demonstrate that there’s as much eagerness for the WITB experience now as there has ever been. Eight hours of Robson Green and Simone Lahbib coming your way at the end of the summer (if you’re lucky enough to live in the UK) and I guarantee it will not disappoint. I tell you, I was close to tears at the end of the second story, and I knew what was coming.

So, now you have a flavour of what things have been like round here lately. Other things on the stocks include a specially commissioned short story for BBC R4, and of course, the TV adaptation of A PLACE OF EXECUTION. We filmed it earlier this year and it looks stunning. A great script from Patrick Harbinson, who adapted THE MERMAIDS SINGING, locations that could have been created just for us, and heart-stopping performances from a remarkable cast headed by Juliet Stevenson, Greg Wise and Lee Ingleby – what a recipe for success. The hamlet of Simonburn in Northumberland was pressed into service for Scardale, and it looks amazing – a triangle of grass with a war memorial, bounded by low cottages and a churchyard. There’s even a manor house on tap. The only people to have a problem was the wardrobe crew. For Simonburn has a tearoom bursting with some of the best home-baking I’ve ever tasted. It was very cold when we were filming – it actually snowed on the first day – and so all the actors shot off to the tearoom between takes. One of the cast claimed he’d gained half a stone in the ten days they were there… It will be on the screens here in the UK in the autumn. I hope you love it as much as I do.

On that cheerful note, I’m off to pack my bags for the Edinburgh Book Festival. I can’t wait to feel the grass of Charlotte Square between my toes. Or should that be mud?

Enjoy the rest of your summer. Happy reading!

Best

Val

