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interview: robert shea 
PROLOGUE 

The son of a doctor, Robert Shea was 
bom in New York City on St. Valentine's 
day, 1933. He attended Manhattan Col¬ 
lege, where he worked on the college 
newspaper, yearbook and literary magazine 
and helped foizid a fraternity that dis¬ 
pensed with blackballing and pledging. 
Drafted in 19S4, he spent irost of his 
two years in the Army doing public rela¬ 
tions writing. After earning a master’s 
degree in English literature at Rutgers 
University and writing the first draft 
of an autobiographical novel (as yet un¬ 
published) about his college years, Shea 
returned to New York, where he tried 
free-lance fiction writing for a time. 
His first professional short story was 
published in FANTASTIC UNIVERSE by Hans 
Steffan Santesson-, who invited Shea to 
join the Hydra Club. At a Hydra meeting 
Shea met Larry T. Shaw, editor of INFIN¬ 
ITY, who hired Shea to work on CUSTOM 
RODDER and CAR SPEED 6 STYLE. (Shea was 
not to pass a driver's test for another 
seven years.) In 1963 he joined the ed¬ 
itorial staff of TRUE magazine and in 
1966 he was appointed editor of CAVALIER. 
In 1967 he was asked by PLAYBOY to be¬ 
come one of the editors of "The Playboy 
Forum" letter colunn. As a "Forun" edit¬ 
or he represented PLAYBOY in many lectur¬ 
es, panel discussions and debates. By 
1977 he was solely responsible for edit¬ 
ing "The Playboy Forum." He lost his 
job at PLAYBOY in an economy drive in 
September, 1977. 

Throughout his career as a magazine 
editor, Shea continued to write. His 
work included occasional science fiction 
short stories and a couple of novels (he 
tends to be vague about how many there 
were) that never saw the light of day, 
as well as other pieces that did. He 
had better success with non-fiction, his 
articles and essays appearing in iraga- 
zines as diverse as TODAY’S HEATH and 
the LOS ANGELES FREE PRESS. In 1968 he 
was one of a group who put together LAW 
AND DISORDER, a one-shot magazine spon¬ 
sored by the American Civil Liberties 
Union in the aftermath of the 1968 Demo¬ 
cratic National Convention in Chicago. 
The publication attacked Mayor Richard J. 
Daley and the Chicago police and support¬ 
ed the peace demonstrators. Shea writes 
mostly about subjects related to the be¬ 
havioral sciences, such as psychology, 
sex, religion and politics. As his nov¬ 
el-writing schedule gets heavier, his 
articles became less frequent. An im¬ 
portant article was his "Women at War," 
a critique of the women's anti-porno¬ 
graphy movement published in the Febru¬ 
ary, 1980 PLAYBOY. Lately he has taken 
to doing travel pieces on hotels and res¬ 
taurants in the Midwest for TRAVEL 8 
LEISURE. His most recent published art¬ 
icle was "Nobody Else Can Do It For You," 
in THE WRITER, November, 1984. 

During his years at PLAYBOY Shea met 
Robert Anton Wilson, also an editor on 
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"The Playboy Forum.” Together they wrote 
ILLUMINATUS!, published by Dell in 1975. 
The three volumes of ILLUMINATUS! have 
been described as "the anarchist/acid 
rock answer to THE LORD OF THE RINGS*by 
David Harris, one of the editors who 
worked on itk 
ILLLMINATUS! is still in print, unusual 
for a paperback original; it has been 
produced on the stage in England, the 
Netherlands, Germany and the U.S. and 
a small, antic cult has grown up around 
it. It was republished in a one-volume 
trade paperback edition in 1984 and has 
since appeared on a couple of science 
fiction and libertarian best-seller 
lists. 

Shea continues his career as an edit¬ 
or by getting out his own amateur maga¬ 
zine, NO GOVERNOR. He claims it has a 
circulation of a little over a hundred. 

Shea's next novel, SHIKE (pronounced 
she -kay), set in medieval Japan, was 
published by Jove Publications in June, 
1981. It has come out in eight foreign 
editions and is now in its seventh print¬ 
ing. 

His newest novel, ALL THINGS ARE 
LICHTS, a novel about a troubadour and 
the women he loves in the time of the 
Crusades, will be published by Ballan- 
tine Books in the simmer of 1986. He 
teaches part-time for the Department of 
Goimunications at Loyola University, Chi¬ 
cago. 

Shea lives with his wife, Yvonne, and 
his son, Michael, in a small yellow house 
surrounded by evergreen shrubs in a sub¬ 
urb of Chicago on the shore of Lake Mich¬ 
igan. It is a surprisingly conventional 
setting for a man vdio writes science fic¬ 
tion and calls himself an anarchist. The 
choice is possibly explained by a quota¬ 
tion from Flaubert Shea has tacked to the 
bulletin board of his office: "Live like 
a bourgeois and think like a god." He 
says, "We bought this house because we 
needed room and it was cheap and pretty, 
and now the price of houses has gone up 
so much that it's even cheaper to live 
here. In fact, we probably couldn't af¬ 
ford to move." 

Shea works in a room in the back of 
the house which has a pleasant view of 
green fields. Crammed with books, the 
room is papered with a black and white 
design of heraldic lions. The walls are 
decorated with framed posters advertising 
performances of the stage version of IL¬ 
LUMINATUS! There is also a small picture 
of Shea and Robert Anton Wilson side by 
side, each with his head enclosed in a 
pyramid surmounted by an eye, the symbol 
of the sinister Bavarian Illuminati. 
There is a bulletin board on which, Shea 
says, he changes the items once a month. 
This month's items include a calendar of 
his own devising (the weeks begin on Mon¬ 
day) , a schedule of the editing course 
he is currently teaching at Loyola, the 
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above-mentioned line from Flaubert and 
several odd-looking photographs without 
captions clipped from newspapers. Oi 
some shelves the books share space with 
what Shea calls "my collections of tacky 
souvenirs," cheap, gaudy objects purchas¬ 
ed in gift shops in various parts of the 
world. There is a gilt replica of the 
Eiffel Tower, a China pig from Louisville, 
Kentucky, a Space Needle pencil sharpen¬ 
er from Seattle, a dinner bell from the 
Sherlock Holmes Hotel in London, a pin 
cushion from St. Louis, Missouri, and a 
replica of New York City in a bottle. 
The centerpiece of Shea's workroom is an 
Applw //e computer which he calls "Mr. 
Chips." 

Shea is about six feet tall, slightly 
overweight, and has a full head of wavy, 
greying hair and a brown mustache that 
droops over the comers of his mouth. He 
wears gold-framed bifocals. His manner 
is calm and pleasant. He speaks with a 
slight New York accent in a nasal voice 
that tends toward loudness, he says from 
years of trying to talk above subway 

• 
SFR After the publication in 1975 of 
TUlminatus 

SFR; After the publication in 1975 of 
ILLIMNATUS!, which you wrote with Robert 
Anton Wilson, your opus enjoyed a remark¬ 
able career on the stage. How did that 
come about? 

SFEA: A mad English showman by the name 
of Ken Campbell discovered the ILLUMINAT¬ 
US! books and decided to try to produce 
a theatrical version. Campbell's Science 
Fiction Theatre of Liverpool production 
of ILLLMINATUS! opened on November 23, 
1976 in a coffee shop called the Liver¬ 
pool School of Language Misic Dream and 
Pun on Mathieu Street, almost next door 
to the site of the Cavern Club, where 
the Beatles got their start. After that 
it played the National Theatre in London, 
and later in Amsterdam and Frankfurt. 
Then the Empty Space in Seattle got wind 
of the British production and arranged 



to do their owl, halfway around the 
world, which ran from Septenber to Decem¬ 
ber of 1978. Canpbell and his co-play¬ 
wright, Chris Langham, an illuminated 
comedian who used to write for the Muppet 
Show, originally set up ILLIMI NATOS!' as“ 
a cycle of five plays, one to be perform¬ 
ed each weekday night, followed by a 
Saturday marathon performance of all 
five plays lasting from noon to midnight, 
with pub breaks at suitable intervals. 
For the National Theatre they trimned 
that to eight and a half hours. The 
Empty Space turned it into a cycle of 
three plays, and their marathon perform¬ 
ances lasted about ten hours. 

SFR: What did you think of the stage 
productions? 

SHEA: What greater delight can a writer 
experience than to see real people taking 
the trouble to bring his work to life? 
When what began as a vague shape in the 
mind takes on solid form in a theater 
before an audience, it's a thrill that 
can't be duplicated. It was one of the 
most sublime experiences in my life, 
second only to being with Yvonne when 
she gave birth to our baby. Novelists 
are often displeased with adaptations of 
their works to other media. But Wilson 
and I were delighted with both the Brit¬ 
ish and Seattle productions. They were 
ingenious in handling problems of staging 
and special effects, and they vere faith¬ 
ful to both the text and the meaniing of 
the books. The actors were passionately 
dedicated and gave brilliant performanc- 

SFR: How were the plays received by the 
public? Did people have trouble sitting 
there for eight to twelve hours? 

SHEA: Audiences at the marathon perform¬ 
ances seemed even more enthusiastic than 
those who saw only one play at a time. 
ILLIMI NATOS! achieves some of its best 
effects through sheer size and all-inclu¬ 
siveness. In Liverpool, London and Seat¬ 
tle the house was always full for every 
marathon performance. 

SR; What did the critics have to say? 

SHEA: There were dozens of reviews of 
the various stage versions, nearly all 
of them favorable. The few negative re¬ 
views were invariably aimed at the mater¬ 
ial rather than the actors. I'm glad we 
got at least a few hostile reviews. 

SR: Why? 

SHEA: ILLUMINATOS! was intended to out¬ 
rage, disgust, disturb and bewilder many 
sorts of people. When two anarchists 
write a long novel full of satire aimed 
at everything from conspiracy theories 
to government and organized religion, 
somebody better be offended, or the au¬ 
thors are not comnunicating very well. 
The novel is replete with favorable ref¬ 
erences to drugs and rebellion, it pre¬ 
sents a series of pornographic scenes of 
progressively increasing complexity and 
perversity and it is peppered with ob¬ 
scene and blasphemous imagery and lang¬ 
uage. If nobody is turned off, it means 
nobody is paying attention. 

SR; In addition to its science fiction 
and anarchist aspects, ILLUMINATOS! dis¬ 
plays a strong preoccupation with the 
occult and the paranormal. Has your in¬ 
terest in this area grown, or are you 
more skeptical these days? 

SHEA: I've always been pretty skeptical 
about the occult and the paranormal, but 
in an open-minded way, if you take my 
meaning. I think magick, witchcraft and 
paganism have value as alternative path¬ 
ways to what the mystics call illumina¬ 
tion. I am willing to believe that oc¬ 
cult or paranormal phenomena really exist, 
if ever I'm presented with conclusive 
evidence. I think that it is a betrayal 
of science that some so-called scientists 
are trying to use institutional sanctions 
to discourage research in these areas. 
But I don’t think anything has been prov¬ 
en yet. And dcn't ask me to take things 
on faith. I was a believing Catholic 
until I was thirty, and it was difficult 
enough to get away from that. No no re 
spooks for me, thank you. Meanwhile, 
however, in ILLIMINATOS and elsewhere 
I'm willing to use such concepts as sto¬ 
ry material without worrying about wheth¬ 
er they're real or not. 

SR; What about the Ancient Illuminated 
Seers of Bavaria? Don't you believe in 
them? 

SHEA: At the time the book was written, 
I thought the legend of the Bavarian Il¬ 
luminati was a silly, paranoid myth. We 
were simply using the Illuminati legend 
and the related plethora of conspiracy 
theories about the sixties' wave of pol¬ 
itical assassinations as a launching pad 
for an extended flight of black humor 
and political satire. In the years dur¬ 
ing which we wrote ILLUMINATOS! the 
country was awash in paranoia, and we 
were hoping to exorcise some of it by 
poking fun at it. It had not been that 
long since Senator Joe McCarthy had the 
whole country in the grip of Conrnunist 
conspiracy mania. It was not that long 
since a harmless couple named Julius and 
Ethel Rosenberg were sent to the electric 
chair as atomic spies. The evidence a- 
gainst them was pure shit, if you look 
at it today, but it was convincing at 
the time because of the prevalent hyster¬ 
ia. At the time we were writing the 
John Birch Society had magnified that 
conspiracy mania by connecting the Com¬ 
munist conspiracy to the Illuminati con¬ 
spiracy, which Robert Welch had now dis¬ 
covered, and they were blaming that con¬ 
spiracy for sex education, fluoridation, 
rock nusic, the peace movement and the 
popularity of marijuana. And they were 
being believed. It was in that climate 
that Wilson and I took up our pens to 
tilt at the windmills of political mad- 

SR: Have you changed your mind at all 
about the existence of the Illuminati 
since the book was published? 

9£A: You, yourself, having written and 
researched TOE ILLUMINOIDS, which I con¬ 
sider to be a very sane and scholarly 
study of the Illuminati myth, are in a 
better position to say whether they ac¬ 
tually exist than I am. I still think 
the Birch Society picture of the Illum¬ 
inati—which is now also being put about 
by a Birch-like group led by an extreme 
authoritarian named Lyndon Larouche— 
is sheer nonsense. Of course, there are 
secret deals among world leaders and 
dastardly criminal acts are conmitted 
covertyl by government agents. Still, I 
don't believe in a single, worldwide, 
age-old conspiracy that explains All of 
the Bad Things That Are Happening. 

There is also the tradition of philo¬ 
sophical research whose initiates are 
sometimes known as Illuminati, a tradi¬ 
tion that includes the heretic-martyr 
Giordano Bruno, the magician Aleister 
Crowley and Robert Anton Wilson, my co¬ 
author. But members of this tradition 
have not tried to take over governments 
or the world economy, only to turn on 
more light in their own---and others'--- 
heads. 

SR: So you wrote ILLUMINATOS! purely 
as political satire? 

SHEA: Out intentions kept changing all 
the time. At first we saw it simply as 
an international espionage thriller, with 
the Illuminati as arch-villains, giving 
us, as I said, an opportunity to satirize 
current paranoias. As the book develop¬ 
ed, it rolled along like a blob-monster, 
absorbing everything in its path. We 
came to consider it what the literary 
critic Northrop Frye calls an anatomy, a 
long work of prose fiction that incorp¬ 
orates everything that interests the 
author---ideas, opinions, curious facts, 
canny stories. MDBY DICK is a good ex¬ 
ample of an anatomy. We wanted to out¬ 
rage authoritarians of left, right and 
center, so we made the book subversive, 
blasphemous and pornographic. We threw 
in generous helpings of anarchist propa¬ 
ganda and our notions about the theory 
and practice of mysticism. Eventually, 
we dared to hope that ILLUMINATOS! might 
be a more-than-literary experience, 
might actually have psychotherapeutic 
or mystically enlightening value, make 
readers feel as if they were participat¬ 
ing in some magical or religious rite. 
Only, the aim of this rite would be to 
liberate people, rather than confirm 
their current programning. I think the 
stage versions of ILLUMINATOS! really 
did have this magical quality. The mara¬ 
thon performances reminded me a bit of 
the long Catholic services for Holy Week 
that recapitulate the trial, crucifixion 
and resurrection of Jesus. Of course, 
ILLUMINATOS! is a good deal more enter¬ 
taining than any religious ceremony I've 
ever sat through. Maybe this is what 
religion was like before somebody decid¬ 
ed it had to be boring to be good for 
your soul. 

SR; You wrote ILLUMINATOS! while an ed¬ 
itor at PLAYBOY. Did you find working 
there an enjoyable or a stultifying ex¬ 
perience? 

Sf£A: It was a very lively, creative 
place to work, especially during my earl¬ 
ier years there. My vrork on "The Play¬ 
boy Fonm" gave me lots of material for 
ILLUMINATOS! Later on, though, the cor¬ 
poration started to run short of money, 
so the staff got smaller, and I had to 
take on nost of the work that had form¬ 
erly been done by a group of people. It 
took all my time just to do the "Fonm" 
well, and there was nothing left over to 
develop new ideas or new directions, so 
the job became something of a treadmill. 
Then there was an economy drive. Cn a 



single day in September, 1977 about ISO 
employees were axed including several 
editors, and I was one of them. 

SR: Was that traumatic for you? 

SHEA: No m atter how much they tried 
to tell me I was a swell person and my 
wrk was first-rate, I couldn't help but 
feel I had been weighed in the balance 
and found expendable. Also, Yvonne and 
I had some family tragedies at the same 
time that made things worse. Less than 
two months after I was fired my mother, 
who died in 1979, became an invalid, and 
Yvonne's 22-year-old brother was killed 
in a motorcycle accident. So the end of 
1977 was a bad time for us, not just 
because of my being kicked out by PLAY¬ 
BOY. 

SFR; How did you get through it? 

SFEA: I was buoyed up by Yvonne’s un¬ 
shakable confidence that I'd find worth¬ 
while work to do. Years of studying Zen 
helped a lot, too. It's a bounce-back 
philosophy. When fears of not being able 
to support my family plunged me into anx¬ 
iety or depression, I reminded myself 
that ray family needed someone who could 
stay calm and cheerful more than they 
needed someone who had a job. That 
helped me out of a lot of funks. Besid¬ 
es, PLAYBOY didn't exactly cast me adrift 
without a life raft. There were 15 weeks' 
severence pay, ray profit-sharing and sev¬ 
eral free-lance editing and writing as¬ 
signments. 

SFR: How did you manage to strike out 
on your own as a free-lance writer? 

SHEA: I'd always intended to leave PLAY- 
B0Y---on my time-table, of course—and 
try to write for a living. I didn't feel 
ready to do that when I was unexpectedly 
fired, but while I was job-hunting a sub¬ 
stantial amount of free-lance writing 
work came my way. At the same time, I 
gave some short outlines for novels to 
my agent, A1 Zuckerman. die of them 
turned into SHIKE, the medieval-Japanese 
novel which was published by Jove in 
1981. That's a publishing company, not 
a Roman god. Chce A1 landed a writing 
contract for me that vrould pay enough to 
support us, there was no question about 
going back to the old office-job-and- 
paycheck routine. 

SFR: What is life like out on your par¬ 
ticular limb? 

SHEA: When I had a regular job I used 
to observe the free-lance writers I knew 
and say it mist take nerves of steel to 
live like that, but I had no bone-deep 
mderstanding of how frightening it real¬ 
ly is until I started to do it myself. 
It is very difficult to be creative while 
worrying about when my next check is go¬ 
ing to come in. I've learned to put 
thoughts of money firmly out of my mind, 
as much as I can. It helps a great deal 
now that Yvonne now has a full-time job 
and I can ditch that old Tule, so de¬ 
structive to mm, of being the sole sup¬ 
port of my family. Work is nuch more of 
a pleasure than it was when I was a maga¬ 
zine editor. It's hard at times and 
lonely at times, but what could be more 
fun than spending all day in a quiet room 
watching and recording the doings of the 
creatures of my imagination? 

SFR: Have you always had a creative 
bent? 

SHEA: As a kid I constantly drew and 
made models of dinosaurs, space ships, 
robots and horrible monsters. I made 
my own toy soldiers out of paper. They 
were usually supposed to be Martians. I 
built fleets of paper rocket ships. I 
staged great battles on the living room 
rug. At the same time, I was making my 
own newspapers. Before I knew how to 
write I would fold pieces of paper and 
decorate them with regular rows of 
squiggles, which I would then "read" to 
any interested adult, making the news 
stories up as I went along. I made up a 
long epic about my teddy bear, which I 
told in daily installments to my mother. 
As I grew older I developed the ambition 
to write and draw my own science fiction 
comic strip. This grew out of ray fascin¬ 
ation with BUCK ROGERS, which I began 
reading in 1938. I felt about BUCK ROGERS 
the way my son now feels about STAR WARS. 
I drew my own comic strips and passed 
them out to friends. 

SFR; How did you get started as a writ- 

StEA: Just as reading BUCK ROGERS made 
me want to do my own comic strip, read¬ 
ing sf made me want to write the stuff. 
I started reading science fiction---a 
CAPTAIN FUTURE story called "Magic Moon" 
—when I was eleven. Since the maga¬ 
zines didn't come out fast enough for 
me, I started patronizing a back-number 
magazine store in my neighborhood, and 
pretty socm I had built up a big collec¬ 
tion of sf magazines. About the time I 
got the urge to write sf stories myself, 
I discovered that this store had stacks 
of back issues of WRITER’S DIGEST, THE 
WRITER and AUTHOR AND JOURNALIST. These 
magazines fed my ambition, and they also 
taught me that there are principles in 
the construction of fiction, techniques 
for telling a story, methods of going 
about writing. I started reading how¬ 
to-write books. Those by Jack Woodford 
were among my favorites. By the time I 
was in high school I was turning out 
short stories pretty regularly. As a 
senior in high school I wrote a long 
pseudo-history of the future, which I 
called THE MARCH OF THE MARTIANS. It 
leaned heavily on a book I loved, THE 
MARCH OF THE BARBARIANS by Harold Lamb, 
a history of the Mongols. I had a cou¬ 
ple of short stories published in THE 
MANHATTAN QUARTERLY, the college liter¬ 
ary magazine. I had finished college 
and done two years in the army and was 
in graduate school when I had my first 
professional publication, a short story 
called "Brave Feast," which appeared in 
the January, 1958 issue of FANTASTIC UNI¬ 
VERSE, edited by Hans Stefan Santesscm. 
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H.L. Gold published a story of mine call¬ 
ed "Mutineer" in the July, 1959 issue of 
IF. I wrote fiction and articles fre¬ 
quently during my years as a magazine 
editor, but it wasn't until 1975 that 
Bob Wilson and I came out with ILLUMINAT- 
US!, which was the first time I had my 
name on a book. 

SFR: Can you remember the first novel 
you ever read? 

9£A: Not for sure, but the most ijiport- 
ant was THE WIND IN THE WILLOWS. One of 
the great books of all time. Yvonne and 
I took turns reading it aloud to each 
other a few years ago, and I recently 
read it aloud to Michael, and I still 
think it is a beautiful and delightful 
book. SWISS FAMILY ROBINSON was another 
favorite. I read M3BY DICK and HUCKLE¬ 
BERRY FINN when I was seven or eight 
years old, but I didn't understand them 
very well until much later. 

SFR: What books did you like most when 
you were a teen-ager? 

SHEA: I read more magazine science fic¬ 
tion than anything else. When I was in 
ray teens there were no publishers regu¬ 
larly bringing out sf books. I was en¬ 
chanted by Leigh Brackett's SHADCW OVER 
MARS and by Asimov’s FOUNDATION series. 
Among novels I loved Robert Penn Warren's 
ALL THE KING'S MEN and Ayn Rand’s THE 
FOUNTAINHEAD. I also liked big gaudy 
historicals like GONE WITH THE WIND and 
ANTHONY ADVERSE and the many novels of 
Frank Yerby and Thomas B. Costain. 

SFR: You nust do a lot of reading as 
part of your vrork. Do you read for 
pleasure as well? 

SHEA: A writer who doesn’t read for the 
sake of reading is doomed to lose all 
sense of what writing is all about. I 
do most of my leisure reading either for 
pleasure or for self education. Recent¬ 
ly, for pleasure, I have read LINCOLN by 
Gore Vidal, HERETICS OF DUNE by Frank 
Herbert, THE WARLORD by Malcolm Bosse, 
THE GATE OF WORLDS by Robert Silverberg, 
THE TCMB by F. Paul Wilson, and PET SEM- 
ATARY by Stephen King. For enlighten¬ 
ment, in the last few months, I've read 
THE TIME FALLING BODIES TAKE TO LIQfT by 
William Irwin Thompson, THE C ZONE by 
Robert and Marilyn Kriegel, INTIMATE 
CONNECTIONS by David D. Bums, THE HOLO¬ 
GRAPHIC PARADHM edited by Ken Wilber, 
THE TURNING POINT by Fritjof Capra and 
PROMETHEUS RISING by my good buddy Rob¬ 
ert Anton Wilson. 

SFR: What contemporary authors do you 
get the most out of reading? 

SHEA: The list is continually undergoing 
revision as my taste changes and my reas¬ 
ons for reading change, but John Fowles, 
Remain Gary, Norman Mailer, Yukio Mishi- 
ma, Vladimir Nabokov, George Orwell, 
Thomas Pynchon, J.R.R. Tolkein and Robert 
Penn Warren seem to have taken up perma¬ 
nent residence in my literary pantheon. 

SR; As a former magazine editor, you 
probably read a lot of magazines. 

SFEA: Dozens, though I don't have enough 
time to read as many magazines---or books 
for that matter—as I'd like to. 
favorite is THE NEW YORKER, which I think 
is the best magazine being published in 
the U.S. today. I also love NATURAL 
HISTORY, especially the column on evolu- 





try to write as my favorite writers do. 
I figure, if my writing pleases me, 
there must be some other people out there 
whom it will also please. 

SR: Do you think it's true that a writ¬ 
er is never the best judge of his or her 
own work? 

SHEA: Cn the contrary, the writer is the 
only judge whose opinion is important. 
In order to work at all, I mast be able 
to judge my own work and to assume that 
I am a good judge of it. I have to know 
when something I've written needs more 
work, and when it's okay and I can leave 
it as it is. If I couldn't make such 
decisions, I'd be writing in a vacuum. 
It is tme that writers often can't pre¬ 
dict how their work will be received by 
others. Others may praise work of mine 
that I am unhappy with, or dislike some¬ 
thing I think is fine. But other peo¬ 
ple's opinions are not really the import¬ 
ant thing for a writer. Writers can't 
ieam from what others think of their 

SR: Isn't it important for writers to 
follow editors' directions? 

SHEA: If you encounter an editor who 
deosn't like your work, it's best just 
to go looking for another editor. The 
publishing business abounds with sto¬ 
ries of writers who had a manuscript 
rejected by twenty-two publishers, only 
to have it accepted by the twenty-third 
and become a best-seller. A high-rank¬ 
ing editor at PLAYBOY once stated cate¬ 
gorically at a staff meeting, "Isaac 
Asimov can't write." Now, Isaac has a 
strong ego and a huge following, and he 
could care less what any one editor 
thinks of his writing. But I wonder how 
many potential Asimovs may have been cut 
off at the beginning of their careers be¬ 
cause they took some asinine editor’s 
word for it that they couldn't write. In 
fact, when I was making my adieus at 
PLAYBOY another high-ranking editor ad¬ 
vised me to look for another editorial 
job rather than try free-lancing because 
in his opinion I wasn't that good a writ¬ 
er. Thank God I didn't listen to him. 
The editor whose word you take as gospel 
today may be a public relations account 
executive---or a free-lance writer---to- 
morrow. The only teacher you can rely 
on over a lifetime is yourself. 

SFR: Are you very critical of your own 

SHEA: I try to be neither too severe 
nor too lenient. You can't fool your¬ 
self, and when you are a writer, you're 
working for yourself. You know when 
you’re goofing off and not getting the 
work done, spending too nuch time sharp¬ 
ening pencils. You know when you're do¬ 
ing belew-standard work. So there isn't 
really much danger of a person who is 
derious about writing being too lenient 
with himself or himself. The greater 
danger is paralyzing oneself with per¬ 

fectionism. Aside from listening to too 
many other opinions, the factor that more 
than anything stifles would-be writers 
is an overactive critical faculty. The 
people who tell you that writing is agony 
for them are usually criticizing their 
work even as they try to turn it out. I 
try to avoid that. When developing sto¬ 
ry ideas or doing first draft work, I 
try to ignore the voice of my critical 
faculty. Get something on paper first. 
The critical faculty is more useful to 
me later, when I'm revising and polish¬ 
ing, but I need momentum when I'm try¬ 
ing to come up with ideas or get a first 
draft on paper. 

SR; Could you describe ALL THING ARE 
LI (UTS for us? 

SHEA: The title comes from a medieval 
philosopher, Scotus Erigena, who said, 
"All that are, are lights." The main 
characters have an outlook that is as 
mystical as that statement, only their 
mysticism is not of the orthodox variety. 
The main character is a troubador who 
achieves illumination in an adulterous 
affair with a countess through the rites 
of courtly love, viiich I poTtray as a 
Westernized version of tantric yoga. The 
troubador is also in love with a woman 
minister of the heretical Cathar sect. 
Nowadays they tell women they can't be 
priests; in those days they burned them 
at the stake for trying. These people 
get caught up in the disastrous Seventh 
Crusade led by King Louis IX, known to¬ 
day as Saint Louis. The crusaders are 
eventually defeated by the Egyptian Mame¬ 
lukes. The survivors, including the 
King, are held as hostages by the Moslems 
and try to save their lives by paying an 
enormous ransom. 

SR: Sounds strangely familiar. What 
are you working on now? 

SHEA: It's in the formative stages and 
I don't want to say too nuch about it, 
but it seems to be a sequel to ALL THINGS 
ARE LIGHTS. It will be a continuation of 
my dyspeptic view of the Crusades and of 
the Middle Ages generally. 

SR; Let's talk about SHIKE for a mo¬ 
ment. How did that novel fare in the 
marketplace? 

SHEA: Quite well, though it wasn't a 
best seller. That is to say, it didn't 
make the NEW YORK TIMES or PUBLISHER'S 
WEEKLY best seller lists. But it did 
make the best seller lists of several 
book store chains, such as B. Dalton's, 
Waldenbooks and Kroch's and Bretano's. 
It was listed as a best seller by the 
Toronto STAR. And reprint rights have 
been sold in eight foreign countries. 
It has gotten good reviews and gone back 
for seven printings. All in all a res¬ 
pectable performance. And the people 
who like it, love it. That's the most 
important thing. 

SR; Did you learn anything in research¬ 
ing Oriental history for SHIKE that might 
be of interest to us in the twentieth- 
century Occident? 

SHEA: Many things. For instance, right- 
wing libertarians often talk about pri¬ 
vate armies and private police forces as 
a necessity for a free society. I leam- 
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ed that the samurai, whom we look upon 
as the epitome of militarism, were just 
that, private warriors. They were not 
official government troops. They were 
armed retainers protecting the private 
property of local landlords. The word 
samurai means "one who serves." But on¬ 
ly a few hundred years after the class 
first appeared, they became the govern¬ 
ment. Government is based on the power 
to coerce, and as long as that power ex¬ 
ists, there will be government. 

SR: Your outlook is both anarchist and 
pacifist. Did you have trouble writing 
with sympathy about authoritarian mili¬ 
tarists like the samurai? 

SHEA: Any writer of fiction who sympa¬ 
thizes only with characters whose ideas 
agree with his or her own is going to 
run out of material fast. I've always 
admired Japanese culture, and in particu¬ 
lar the samirai. The samurai ideal is 
to develop oneself as a whole human be¬ 
ing, to be an artist, poet and philoso¬ 
pher as well as a fighting man. The 
samurai often studied under Zen masters, 
and some who lived long enough retired 
and became monks themselves. I find this 
cultivation of aesthetic sensitivity side 
by side with martial ferocity to be most 
attractive. You have to go back to the 
knight-troubadors of Provence, the Vik¬ 
ings or the pagan Celtic warriors to 
find anything similar in Western culture, 
yet as recently as World War II Japanese 
officers were still writing poems in 
beautiful brush-and-ink calligraphy be¬ 
fore charging into battle waving their 
beautiful, obsolescent swords. 

As far as my being a pacifist goes, 
paradoxically the martial virtues are 
not antithetical to pacifism. Gandhi 
remarked that many of his most steadfast 
nonviolent campaigners were men with 
military training and experience. In 
fact, both Gandhi and the Buddha were 
bom into the Kshatriya, the Indian war¬ 
rior caste. In the ANGUTTARA NIKAYA, a 
Buddhist scripture, we find, "Warriors, 
warriors we call ourselves. We fight 
for splendid virtue, for high endeavor, 
for sublime wisdom, therefore we call 
ourselves warriors." Bob Wilson had a 
nice little essay in NEK LIBERTARIAN sev¬ 
eral issues ago on the need for an effec¬ 
tive pacifist to have the heart of a 

SFR: Isn't historical fiction a rather 
drastic switch from science fiction? 

SHEA: Well, SHIKE started out as a pro¬ 
posal for a science fiction novel which 
borrowed its plot from certain histori¬ 
cal events---the Wars of the Roses in 
England and the Mongol invasion of Europe 
in the thirteenth century. An editor ex¬ 
pressed interest in the story, but asked 
if I could set it in medieval Japan, 
since he was in the market for historic¬ 
al romances, bot science fiction. This 
is not, by the way, the editor or the 
publishing house that ended up buying 
the book. Anyway, I did a little quick 
research and discovered that there was a 
Japanese civil war like the War of the 
Roses. The parallels were startling, 
even to the opposing sides using red and 
white as their official colors. I knew, 
of course, that the Japanese had suffered 
a Mongol invasion. Since the novel was 
in an embryonic state at that point, it 
was possible to do a little genetic eng¬ 
ineering and program the organism to fe- 
velop into a historical novel rather than 
a science fiction novel. This new novel 



is connected to my other work in other 
ways as well. My hero belongs to an 
order of warrior monks whose resemblance 
to the Illuminati is not coincidental 
and whose teachings suggest many of the 
ideas about mysticism, philosophy and 
politics expressed in ILLUMINATUS! There 
are similar threads connecting ALL THINGS 
ARE LIOfTS with ILLUMINATUS! 

Generally speaking, there are many 
similarities between science fiction and 
historical fiction. A lot of science 
fiction is historical fiction set in the 
future. In both genres the writers must 
create in their imaginations a society 
and a way of life that they cannot know 
firsthand. Many science fiction stories 
describe future societies obviously mod¬ 
eled after societies that existed in 
the past. Asimov, for example, drew on 
the history of the Roman Empire for the 
Foundation series. 

SFR: What other writing have you done 
recently? 

SHEA: The last piece published was an 
article in THE WRITER for November, 1984 
called "Nobody Else Can Do It for You." 
In it I said at greater length what I've 
just told you, that a writer has to be 
his or her own teacher and critic. 

SFR; Would you like to write more SF? 

SHEA: Oh, sure, but I could never be 
exclusively or even primarily a science 
fiction writer. There are too many other 
kinds of writing I want to do. 

SFR: Do you have any advice for aspiring 
authors? 

SHEA: Write the sort of thing you your¬ 
self prefer to read. Use your own taste 
as a guide to what to write and how to 
write it, and you are more likely to find 
a market for your work and to be happy 
doing it. Don't write what you consider 
trash just because it seems like a way 
to make a lot of money. Don't, on the 
other hand, try to write belles lettres 
because such writing confers prestige, 
if reading such literature puts you to 
sleep. Take as your models, not the 
writers who make the most money or those 
who rank highest with literary journals, 
but the writers from whose work you pers¬ 
onally derive the most satisfaction. 

There's another word of advice I con¬ 
sider equally, maybe more, important: 
Don't listen to people who give advice 
to aspiring authors. As it says in the 
painting aboard the Lief Erickson, 
"Think for yourself, schmuck." OD'ing 
on advice produces confusion, stultifica¬ 
tion, discouragement. I mentioned read¬ 
ing how-to-write magazines and books 
when I started writing. After a while, 
though, I reached a point where too iaich 
reading about how to write messed me up. 
I was forever changing my methods to fol¬ 
low the latest how-to article or profes¬ 
sional tip that impressed me. I even 
followed advice from writers whose actual 
novels and short stories I had never 
read. I kept fantasizing that I would 
discover the Secret and feeling depressed 
because my writing didn't seem to get any 
better. When you are trying to leam to 
write, you usually go through a period 
of having your work rejected by editors, 
and during this painful time you're 
tempted to listen to any plausible char¬ 
acter who comes along. All this advice 
hunting made my approach to writing much 
more erratic and inconsistent and hamper- 

ed by discouragement than it wouid have 
been if I'd just figured out my own way 
of doing things and kept on writing and 
writing and writing. The kingdom of 
writing is within you. 

SFR: Then you agree with the people who 
say it's impossible to teach anyone how 
to write? 

SHEA: Even that notion is misleading, 
if it is taken to mean that writing is a 
mysterious ability that can't be studied 
rationally or developed methodically. 
People who believe so, if they're not 
happy with their first efforts at writ¬ 
ing, may conclude that they don't have 
genius or talent or whatever it takes, 
and may give up. What I'm saying is that 
you have to leam writing by yourself. 
You can be quite rational and conscious 
about it, or you may just practice and 
allow your skill to develop—whatever 
suits you. You can leam a few things 
from other writers, but you have to be 
very selective. You have to invest your 
own ideas about writing, your own methods 
and techniques, your own goals. The 
kingdom is within. 

SR: Have you yourself followed this 
advice? 

SHEA: Not all the time, and that's how 
I've learhed that the advice is good. 
Whenever I've tried to do some sort of 
writing I despise or dislike I've been 
miserable and the result has been poor. 
Whenever I've uncritically adopted some¬ 
body else's writing theories or practic¬ 
es, my development as a writer has been 
held back. 

SR: Looking over your writing career, 
you seem to have had more work published 
in the last ten years than you did before 
that. Why do you think you are accom¬ 
plishing more lately? 

SHEA: I've been gaining experience and 
I've learned my way around the publish¬ 
ing business. The fact that ILLIMINATUS! 
was a collaboration helped me get that 
book done, too. I had Bob Wilson's en¬ 
couragement and example to spur me cn. 
Before ILLIMINATUS! I produced several 
novels which I never finished. 

Perhaps most important is that I 
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started psychotherapy in 1963, when my 
first marriage was falling apart, and I 
went into full-scale psychoanalysis be¬ 
tween 1967 and 1973. Before all this 
professional help I had a lot of problems 
with sticking to projects that I start¬ 
ed, with meeting writing conmitments, 
with figuring out what I really wanted 
to do. Psychoanalysis taught me how to 
be productive. 

SR: What else besides writing are you 
working at? 

SHEA: I'm teaching, among other things. 
I give courses in magazine editing and 
magazine-article writing at Loyola Uni¬ 
versity in downtown Chicago. It's great 
fun pulling all my experience together 
and trying to make sense of it. In my 
writing course I stress self-criticism 
and self-development as opposed to seek¬ 
ing answers from writing gurus. 

Then, I irregularly publish an anarch¬ 
ist magazine called NO GOVERNOR. I let 
this lapse between 1977 and 1984, but 
then I doing a magazine for Arthur Hlava- 
ty's Golden APA, and that got my editing- 
and-publishing motor started again. 
Lately my apazine has turned into a re¬ 
vived NO GOVERNOR. The magazine is now 
less purely anarchist and has strong mys¬ 
tical and fanzine components. 

I write for other anarchist and far- 
out publications when time permits. I 
give talks when asked and occasionally 
attend meetings of anarchist and related 
groups I'm a menber of the Social- Rev¬ 
olutionary Anarchist Federation, an um¬ 
brella organization for a number of an¬ 
archist individuals and groups. Several 
years ago I engaged in some anti-draft 
activity. For the past few years I've 
been nuch involved in the Freeze move¬ 
ment, working at the connunity level here 
in Glencoe. I write publicity and propa¬ 
ganda for them and do occasional comput¬ 
erized mass mailings. At the moment the 
Freeze isn't getting much publicity, but 
I still think it's the on ly practical 
alternative to the extinction of humanity 

I'm deeply interested in the study 
and practice of mysticism, particularly 
Zen. I meditate. I try to regulate my 
life in ways reconmended by mystical 
teachers. I have built up a large lib¬ 
rary devoted to mysticism. I sit now 
and then with the group at the Zen Center 
of Chicago. 

SR: What do you do for fun? 

SHEA: Everything I do is fun. 

SR: Does your fiction have a political 
purpose? 

90: Naturally my writing reflects my 
ideas about politics, religion and what¬ 
not. But I do not write to advocate ray 
ideas. Not the way Ayn Rand---whose id¬ 
eas and work I admire in many ways—did 
in THE FOUNTAINHEAD and ATLAS SHRUGGED. 

prirary purpose in writing is to be a 
storyteller, not a preacher. The ideas 
in my stories are just more material out 
of which the story is built. A story, 
to be any good, must honestly embody the 
writer's values and beliefs. But the 
better writer you are, I think, the more 
those ideological elements will be ab¬ 
sorbed into the creative process and be¬ 
come invisible. For over four hundred 
years people have been arguing about the 
meaning of various characters and events 
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Making speeches. Writing paaphlets and 
songs. Drawing cartoons. Producing an¬ 
archist paintings, novels and symphonies. 

SFR: Wait a minute. You previously 
praised writing that doesn't have any 
message. 

SHEA: True, but Blake said that all po¬ 
ets are of the Devil's party, whether 
they know it or not. I would say that 
all novelists are anarchists, consciously 
or mcansciously. All art that affirms 
life encourages anarchism. 

factory expl 
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I want a philosophy that will do for 
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SFR: How is your philosophy turning out? 

St£A: It’s a mixture of mysticism, an¬ 
archist individualism and scientific 
materialism, elements that are somewhat 
difficult to blend. Che of my key con¬ 
victions is that we have to cease to be 
guided by the ideas of good and evil. 
The origin of hunan misery, as the BOOK 
OF GENESIS tells us, lies in our adoption 
of the ideas of good and evil. Oddly e- 
nough, no preachers seem to have drawn 
the lofical conclusion that we ought to 
stop thinking in terms of good and evil. 
However, that is what both mysticism and 

minds. By i____ „_„ _ 
ties I was meditating regularly and had 
adopted a nunber of mystical practices. 
I started to treat my work, everything 
in my life, as a Way. I started to 
treat everything that happens to me as a 
lesson or problem presented to me by life, 
the true sensei. To me, mysticism has 
nothing, necessarily, to do with theolo¬ 
gy or morality. It's simply a means of 
making direct mental contact with the 
ultimate, indescribable reality, thereby 
achieving a state of peace and euphoria. 
This is an utterly inadequate descrip¬ 
tion of wiiat mysticism is. 

SFR: So you are both a mystic and an 

SFEA: Yes. Che of the important threads 
in my thought derives from the existen¬ 
tialism of Sartre and Simone de Beauvoir 
who teach that the universe is not ruled 
by a god and is meaningless and amoral 
in human terms, that there is no here¬ 
after and that life on this planet is a 
chance event which has no significance. 
This is, so far as I know, what science 
appears to have learned about the human 
condition. Nevertheless, the existen¬ 
tialists assert that it is possible for 
human life to have value, meaning and 
dignity, if we realize that we can cre¬ 
ate these things for ourselves. The mi- 



AT THE KuBAM KAFE''.. - 

SFR; I'm curious about your outlook cm 
lifestyle as it affects long life and 
vitality. Do you engage in activities 
like jogging or running? Yoga or T'ai 
Oii? Is nutrition important in your 
daily life? Are such concerns likely to 
help us extend our life spans and enjoy 
life more? 

SHEA: I used to lead a determinedly m- 
healthy lifestyle. I was a heavy smoker, 
drinker and eater. I preferred high 
cholesterol foods like beef and cheese. 
I got no exercise. I liked to stay up 
half the night and often worked or play¬ 
ed through two days straight without 
sleeping at all. Sounds like fun, does¬ 
n't it? Gradually I got the message that 
it's a fun way to shorten your life. So 
I've been whittling away at these self- 
destructive habits. Studying and emula¬ 
ting the practices of mystics has helped. 
I try to follow the Buddha's rule of walk¬ 
ing a middle path between harmful asceti¬ 
cism and self-indulgence. I have to say, 
though, that I am repelled by fads. A 
couple of the things you mention have be¬ 
come fads to the point where I wouldn't 
do them even if they would double my 
life span. When I see a jogger coining 
down the street in his hundred-dollar 
Adidas warm-up suit, I want to reach for 
my revolver. 

SFR: I note that you and I share the 
unique distinction of having become 
fathers for the first time at forty. 
Isn't it great? Do you think it's bet¬ 
ter than becoming a father in your twen¬ 
ties? 

SHEA: Fatherhood is rather like its 
necessary precondition, sex, in that the 
older you get the more grateful you are 
that something so nice can still happen 
to you. And, as with sex, parenthood is 
an area of life in which our cultural 
evolution has outstripped our biological 
evolution. Though it is physically pos¬ 
sible for us to become parents in our 
teens, the cultural tendency seems to be 
to put off actualizing this potential 
until later and later in life. The fact 
that we tend to live longer and to be in 
better physical shape in middle age mak¬ 
es this postponement of parenthood prac¬ 
tical. Women are also putting off 
motherhood until later in life. In their 
twenties, and even in their thirties, 
people are still finding themselves. In 
the old days, if you hadn't found your¬ 
self by the age of sixteen, you were 
dead. But now people have more time and 
need more time, because life is more com¬ 
plex and there are more options. So it's 
often not until their thirties or forties 

that people have a sense of who they are 
and where they are going, have mellowed 
out somewhat and have the matured values 
that enable them to enjoy parenthood. 
Parenthood is like any other task--- 
you’ve got to enjoy it to do well at it. 

SFR: Many vital and creative people ex¬ 
tol the virtues of will power in making 
life more than just one darned thing aft¬ 
er another. Is will an important part of 
your approach to life? 

SHEA: For a long tinE I dismissed will 
power as an obsolete Victorian notion. 
I thought Freudian psychology had estab¬ 
lished that people have no control over 
the way they act, that it's all determin¬ 
ed by the structure of their subconscious. 
Then I learned that Freud never held any 
such view. He, and modem psychoanalysts, 
hold that people can direct their behav¬ 
ior rationally and should try to. Freud 
even admired those great exponents of 
will power and character the English 
Puritans, so much so that he named one 
of his sons Oliver, after Oliver Crom¬ 
well. All the important varieties of 
psychotherapy, even the non-Freudian on¬ 
es like behavior therapy, agree that for 
the therapy to be successful the patient 
must have a strong will to change. This 
is a precondition of therapy. Psycho¬ 
therapy doesn't replace will power, it 
depends on will power to be effective. 
In my own case, I thought my bad habits, 
smoking and the like, were neurotic syn?)- 
toms that would go away automatically 
when I completed my analysis. Not 
so. I still have the same struggle to 
direct my behavior rationally that I did 
before. The only difference---and it is 
a crucial difference—is that I'm a more 
together person and can struggle more 
intelligently with my self-defeating ten¬ 
dencies. There is no substitute for 
will. We must take responsibility for 
our lives. We can't just go on blaming 
the silly things we do on our parents or 
the economic system or the devil. Un¬ 
fortunately, this doesn't seem to have 
gotten through to the public at large, 
which is still looking for miracle cures. 
All that being said, please understand 
that I don't consider myself a very 
strong-willed person. I try to use the 
power of habit. I'm very conscious of my 
habits, and I try to strengthen the help¬ 
ful ones and gradually chip away at the 
self-defeating ones. I also think that 
will depends a lot on attitude, and that 
one's attitudes can be improved—and 
one’s will strengthened---by constantly 
reminding oneself of the attitudes one 
wants to have. For instance, if you 
like to smoke, you have to keep remind¬ 
ing yourself that tobacco is a poison 
and smoking is slow suicide. This is 
what is meant by reprogramming yourself. 
In this connection I also like Gandhi's 
advice, that you should never give some¬ 
thing up just for the sake of giving it 
up, but only make a sacrifice when you 
can see it as a way of gaining something 
else that you value more. Good health, 
say, or mystical illumination. That is 
what will is, in a sense---a zeroing in 
on what you value most. Through a pro¬ 
cess extending over many years I've be¬ 
come a somewhat more disciplined person. 
I behave more intelligently than I once 
did. But I still have a long way to go. 

SFR: Thank you, Robert Shea. 
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