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A message from the Author
Kids always ask what inspired me to write a particular book or how did I get an idea for a particular book, and often it's very easy to answer that because most books come from a specific thing, some little event triggers an idea. But a book like The Giver is a much more complicated book and therefore it comes from much more complicated places--and many of them are probably things that I don't even recognize myself anymore, if I ever did. So it's not an easy question to answer.

I will say that the whole concept of memory is one that interests me a great deal. I'm not sure why that is, but I've always been fascinated by the thought of what memory is and what it does and how it works and what we learn from it. And so I think probably that interest of my own and that particular subject was the origin, one of many, of The Giver.

Why does Jonas take what he does on his journey? He doesn't have much time when he sets out. He originally plans to make the trip farther along in time and he plans to prepare for it better. But then because of circumstances, he has to set out in a very hasty fashion. So what he chooses is out of necessity.

He takes food because he needs to survive and he knows that. He takes the bicycle because he needs to hurry and the bike is faster than legs. And he takes the baby because he is going out to create a future. And babies always represent the future in the same way children represent the future to adults. And so Jonas takes the baby so the baby's life will be saved, but he takes the baby also in order to begin again with a new life.

Many kids want a more specific ending to The Giver. Some write, or ask me when they see me, to spell it out exactly. And I don't do that. And the reason is because The Giver is many things to many different people. People bring to it their own complicated sense of beliefs and hopes and dreams and fears and all of that. So I don't want to put my own feelings into it, my own beliefs, and ruin that for people who create their own endings in their minds.

I will say that I find it an optimistic ending. How could it not be an optimistic ending, a happy ending, when that house is there with its lights on and music is playing? So I'm always kind of surprised and disappointed when some people tell me that they think that the boy and the baby just die. I don't think they die. What form their new life takes is something I like people to figure out for themselves. And each person will give it a different ending. 

In answer to the people who ask whether I'm going to write a sequel, they are sometimes disappointed to hear that I don't plan to do that. But in order to write a sequel, I would have to say: this is how it ended. Here they are and here's what's happening next. And that might be the wrong ending for many, many people who chose something different.

Of course there are those who could say I can't write a sequel because they die. That's true if I just said, Well, too bad, sorry, they died there in the snow, therefore that's the end, no more books. But I don't think that. I think they're out there somewhere and I think that their life has changed and their life is happy and I would like to think that's true for the people they left behind as well. 
 

 

Lois Lowry's Biography
From the time I was eight or nine, I wanted to be a writer. Writing was what I liked best in school; it was what I did best in school. 

I was a solitary child, born the middle of three, who lived in the world of books and my own imagination. There are some children, and I was this kind of child, who are introverts and love to read -- who prefer to curl up with a book than to hang out with friends or play at the ball field. Children like that begin to develop a feeling for language and for story. And that was true for me -- that's how I became a writer. 

My books have varied in content and in style. Yet it seems to me that all of them deal, essentially, with the same general theme: the importance of human connections. A Summer to Die, my first book, is a fictionalized retelling of the early death of my sister, and of the effect of such a loss on a family. Number the Stars, set in a different culture and era, tells of the same things: the role that we humans play in the lives of our fellow beings. 

The Giver takes place against the background of yet another very different culture and time. Though broader in scope than my earlier books, it nonetheless speaks to the same concern: the vital need for humans to be aware of their interdependence, not only with each other, but with the world and its environment. 

I use the Anastasia books to make myself laugh and to lighten up between serious books. But I also use them to deal with serious topics in a different way, disguised by humor. 

I think it is my own children, all of them grown now, who have caused me to expand my view. One of my sons was a fighter pilot in the United States Air Force; as a mother during the Gulf War, I was newly stunned into fear for the world and a heightened awareness of the necessity to find a way to end conflict. One of my daughters has become disabled as a result of the disease of the central nervous system; through her, I have a new and passionate awareness of the importance of human connections that transcend physical differences. 

And I have grandchildren now. For them, I feel a greater urgency to do what I can to convey the knowledge that we live intertwined on this planet and that our future as human beings depends upon our caring more, and doing more, for one another.

Lois Lowry Interview Transcript

The author was interviewed by Scholastic students.

What was your first book and when was it written?

My first book was called A Summer to Die and it was published in 1977. It is still in print and it's autobiographical. It's about the death of my sister when we were young. 

When you were growing up, did you ever imagine you'd become a famous author?

I imagined myself as an author. It's what I always wanted to be as a child. I studied writing in college. "Fame" — whatever that means — never entered into it. And still, fame is of no interest to me. 

Have you ever been tempted to do anything besides write books?

I have worked as a photographer and I love doing that, but unfortunately, I don't have time to do both things. For photographers, darkroom work is very time-consuming — I miss that, but I probably won't do it again. 

Did you write books as a child?

I began to write many books, as children do. As I know from the letters I get from kids, books by children are usually half-finished, and so were all of mine. It's very easy to start a book whether you're ten or sixty, as I now am. It's much harder to finish one. 

What was the source of the photos you used for The Giver's cover?

When I worked as a magazine photographer, I was hired to do an article about a man who was a painter. I wrote the article and I also photographed the man. That was more than 20 years ago, and that man, that painter, has died. But his face was so wonderful that I kept a copy of his photograph and used it on the cover of The Giver. Underneath that is another photograph, taken in New Hampshire, at sunset with new snow on the ground. 

Where did you get the idea for The Giver?

The Giver, of course, is entirely fictional. Its origins are complicated. I can tell you, though, that both of my parents were dying when I wrote the book. And, so the topic of "memories" and the transferring of the memories from one generation to the next was very much on my mind. 

How does The Giver relate to anything about you? Do you plan a sequel?

No, I don't plan a sequel. What I might do is a book set at the same time in a different part of the world, in another community, different from the one of The Giver. It would be a parallel book, rather than a sequel. How The Giver relates to me is probably the same way it relates to everybody — it is a reminder of the importance of the choices we make; also, the value of our freedom to make choices. 

In The Giver there are birthmothers, but who "fathers" the children?

I suppose there was some kind of artificial insemination. There's probably a lab somewhere in the community. I don't know who the fathers would be. Volunteers, I suppose, or maybe they would be appointed. Being a "birthfather" doesn't involve as much work as being a "birthmother." 

Do you think that people are more comfortable with "Sameness," as the characters in the book The Giver are?

I think that people are always more comfortable with familiar things. It is not easy to stand out, and that's why teenagers like to wear the same sneakers as other teenagers. The world of The Giver is a world where nobody has to take any risks. It's a very safe and comfortable world. 

Why did you choose a horrible shocking image to get Jonas to change his ideas about life in the community?

When you're a writer, you try to surprise the reader. You try to command the reader's attention. Sometimes that involves shocking the reader. In real life, I think, sometimes we have to be shocked into taking action, so the book reflects that. 

In The Giver, does Jonas die, or does he really go sledding to Elsewhere?

Ah, that makes about the 5,000th time I've been asked that. I don't answer that question, specifically. I like readers to create their own answer to that one. I view it as an optimistic ending, a happy ending. So, perhaps, that means he doesn't die. On the other hand, for Jonas, maybe death would be an entry into a better world. You as readers can decide for yourselves. 

In The Giver, why or how did you decide to have ceremonies in December, rather than birthdays?

Gosh, that's tough to answer. I was just creating a world with a different set of customs and rituals. I could have made those anything I chose. I could have had one enormous birthday in July, for example. But December is a time of change and a new year coming, so I chose that month for the community to acknowledge change. It's interesting that in Japan, traditionally, everybody becomes their next age on January 1, rather than acknowledging individual birthdays. 

We thought there were several religious undertones in The Giver. Are these deliberate?

I was aware of them when I wrote the book. It can be read as a Christian metaphor and many churches do use the book in that way. At the same time, a lot of Jewish people give the book as a bar/bat mitzvah gift because that ceremony celebrates becoming an adult at the age of thirteen. So, it could be read as Jonas' making a journey into adulthood as well. I'd like for people with different beliefs to find what they believe in the book, so it can mean many different things to different people. 

In your opinion, was Jonas actually ready to give Gabe some memories?

Well, the book says he was able to do so. Perhaps it was too soon, but it did help him keep the baby alive at the end of the book. 

Why did the Giver have to lose memories when he gave them to Jonas?

It was just part of the plot. I don't know. I could have written it differently but a writer needs to make decisions and along the way I just had to decide "this or that," "yes or no," and so when it came to that point in the book, I had to decide that the Giver would make some sacrifices, too. 

As an adult, how are you able to get inside the head of an eleven-year-old boy so well?

Well, I was never a young boy, but I was certainly eleven years old once, and I remember very well my feelings from that time. In addition, I have had four children — two of them were boys. And now I have grandchildren, so I'm still invited into the world of eleven year olds now and then. When my oldest grandson was eleven, he and I took a trip together, and I felt that I knew him quite well and perhaps a little of him became part of Jonas. 

When you sit down to begin a book, do you have the whole story mapped out in your head, or do you just have some ideas, and as you write, you develop the plot and the characters?

In my head I have the main characters, the beginnings of the plot, and a sense of the theme. The secondary characters and the complications of the plot all come to me after I begin writing, and then I follow my imagination through the pages of the book. Parts of it take me by surprise when I'm writing. 

What is your next book that you're working on?

The next book is finished. It will be published in October and it's the fourth book in the series about Anastasia's brother, Sam. The title will be Zooman Sam. 

Have you ever started a book and not finished it?

I have occasionally set a half-finished manuscript aside for a while and gone on to something different. But I always come back and finish what I started. Right now I have several half-written books in my computer. Sometimes after a break, you go back refreshed and the ideas seem new and better. 

Did you do much reading while you were growing up?

I was a voracious reader as a child. My taste ran from the Bobsey Twins to good literature like The Yearling and A Tree Grows in Brooklyn. 

What kinds of books do you read in your spare time?

I think most people, including children, like to read about people their own age. So, I like to read fiction usually about women and by women. As for magazines, I read The New Yorker every week and all the other standard magazines out there. 

Do you ever want to write a book for adults?

No. The process is the same, but at the moment I love what I do, and that seems to be writing with young protagonists. I could change my mind some day. 

Which was the hardest book you ever wrote?

Hmm . . . I guess The Giver was the most complicated book I've written. I wouldn't call it hard to write because it was fun to do, but it was certainly the most complex and it required the most revision. 

Which of your books is your favorite?

I like Autumn Street a lot, probably because the characters in it were real people. They were very dear to me and almost all of them are gone now. 

Have any of your books been made into movies or plays? If so, did you like them?

A book called Find a Stranger, Say Goodbye was made into a TV movie. I didn't like it much. A book called Taking Care of Terrific was made into a TV movie, and I didn't like it much either. Number the Stars has been performed as a play, which I have not seen. It was also a musical, which I have seen (in New York) and I liked that a lot. Number the Stars and The Giver are both in the hands of movie companies now, but they've not been made yet. And Anastasia Krupnick is being made into a musical. 

Is it easier for you to write fact or fiction?

It's easier for me to write fiction. I like to use my imagination. Writing nonfiction kind of makes you stick to the truth. Even though you can write nonfiction in creative and imaginative ways, for me that's not as much fun as writing stories. 

How do you choose the setting for your books?

Most of my books are set in places where I have lived — Pennsylvania, New York, Maine — because those settings are familiar to me. I don't have to do research since I lived there. Of course I had to go to Copenhagen in order to write about it for Number the Stars. Rabble Starkey is set in an imaginary place. Each setting seems to appear as if by magic and is appropriate to the characters. 

Have you ever thought of writing a book about kids entering sixth grade? It's pretty scary to enter middle school, and we thought a book about kids having the same feelings might help.

I've written a number of books about that age — not specifically about entering a new school. It's certainly a good idea and some writer ought to do it. I have twin granddaughters in fourth grade, so fairly soon they'll be experiencing that, and maybe that will spur me to write about it. 

Did you do much writing in school when you were growing up?

When I was a student, not much attention was paid to writing — at least in elementary school. I went to a small, private high school, and there I had some teachers who influenced me a great deal. In high school, we had a lot of creative-writing assignments, and I worked on a literary magazine. So, that was a very happy time for me. 

What types of activities did you get involved with when you were in school?

First of all, I was very bad at sports. I joined school clubs occasionally and I was always elected secretary because I had good handwriting and a way with words. But, to be honest, I do not like groups, and so as an adult I avoid joining clubs, and I really didn't like them as a kid either. 

What should children do to develop their writing abilities?

I always tell children that they should write letters to their grandparents, and they groan when I say that. But I don't mean it as a joke. The best way to write fiction is to write it as if you're telling a story to a friend. Getting in the habit of writing letters to friends or grandparents is a great way to practice writing fiction. The best fiction has that kind of intimate quality to it. And, if you're not in the habit of writing with that warmth and intimacy, then your fiction becomes stilted. 

How do you feel about keeping a journal?

I think it's a good idea, but I confess I don't do it. In a way, I serve the same purpose by writing to friends and children every day. I do that by e-mail just telling them about trivial things I'm doing. So, it's the same as a journal, I think. Except that it's never saved and treasured. 

As a child, did you daydream a lot? If so, is that where your story ideas come from?

As a child I was a reader, an introvert, and a daydreamer. I suppose stories do arise out of daydreams, but I don't remember specific stories from my childhood imagination. 

How do you come up with new story ideas for each Anastasia book?

For each of the Anastasia books, I try to use one main problem that would seem real to readers. Some of them are problems I faced, like moving or things my children dealt with. 

Did you model Anastasia's character after yourself?

No. Because I was an introvert; I was very shy. Anastasia is much more outgoing. In a way, she's the child I yearned to be. Perhaps that's why I created her. 

Did your being an introvert as a child deprive you of a regular childhood?

No, I think the fact that I was an introvert didn't mean I was deprived in any way. It simply meant that I thought about the importance of such things. I got a letter yesterday from a person I last saw when she was four years old and she lived down the street from me. I was perhaps nine or ten. She just discovered who I am. She's a school librarian and she wrote me and said, "You were always so patient with me. I remember the attention you paid to a rather lonely little girl." She was a child who was much like me, except I was older. It's neat that we made that kind of connection. I remember well and I have such a strangely accurate memory for trivia that when I wrote her back I was able to tell her what her family's phone number was in 1943. I also told her what her brother's middle name is. Don't, however, ask me where my car keys are at this moment! 

When did you realize that you wanted to write books for children?

Since childhood I always wanted to be a writer. I majored in writing in college, but I thought of myself as a writer for adults. It wasn't until I wrote my first book for kids in 1976 that I realized it was something I loved doing. Now I hardly ever write for adults. 

What's the first thing you focus on when you begin writing a book?

I create the characters first, then a setting that feels somehow right. I think all the books about Anastasia fall into that category. There are also three books about Caroline and her brother JP that are funny and for your age group. I write the title last. I think a good title should be fairly short, easy to remember, easy to say, and should tell something about the book without revealing too much. 

Do you have any favorite characters from your books?

I love the character named Sweet Hosanna in the book Rabble Starkey. She is the mother of the main character. For some reason, I'm very fond of her. Maybe she deserves a book of her own some day. I also like Anastasia's mother a lot. Maybe I'm just fond of mothers because I am one. 

Which character in your books is most like you?

The child named Elizabeth in an early book called Autumn Street was me — also the girl Meg in A Summer to Die. Both of those are me at different ages. 

How do you make your characters believable? 

The main characters seem quite real to me from the start. I know in my mind how they dress, behave, talk, react. For minor characters, I jot down notes with small details of their characterization. For example, right now I have on my desk a list of all the children in Sam Krupnick's nursery-school class. By looking at the list, I remind myself that Becky is a crybaby and Adam is a troublemaker. When those characters appear, they will behave according to those traits. 

Are you ever going to write an autobiography about yourself?

My newest book, published this past October, is called Looking Back, and that's what it is — stories from my own childhood. It includes a lot of photographs of me and of my children and my grandchildren as well. 

Does being a writer make you a more observant person?

I think all writers are observers and so everywhere I go I am absorbing the details of that place. What affects me most as a writer is observing human behavior. That changes very little from place to place. A couple of years ago, for example, I was on the island of Bali in a remote area. I was sitting and resting by a stream and a native woman sat down with me. We tried to talk, but she practically spoke no English. I asked her about her children by using gestures. She told me, using gestures, that she had four, but one had died in a fall. I was able to tell her that I also had four and that one had died. We put our arms around each other. The feelings of two mothers were the same, though she was barefoot and poor and we didn't speak the same language. 

What writers have influenced you?

I don't think that I consciously modeled myself on any writers. But, I do think that whatever you read affects what you write. 

Why did you want to write about Denmark during World War II?

I had a friend who was Danish and had grown up there during the war. I became aware of the very heart-warming story of Denmark at that time. There are so many terrible stories of wartime that I thought it was important to tell this story of integrity and courage and especially, to tell it for kids. 

What kind of research did you do before writing Number the Stars?

I first talked at length to my Danish friend, who had been a child in 1943 in Copenhagen. Then, I read history books about World War II and especially about the Nazi occupation of Denmark. I also went to Denmark and talked to people who had been adults in 1943, and I went to the places mentioned in the book so that I could get a feel for the landscape. Finally, after I wrote it, I gave the manuscript to Danish friends to read, and when they made comments or suggestions, I went back and rewrote those portions. 

Did you do research to find out about the drug they used on the handkerchiefs in Number the Stars?

Yes. That was in some history books. Also, quite recently, after Number the Stars was published, there was an obituary in The New York Times saying that the man who made that drug had died, and the obituary discussed the creation of that drug. 

What does the psalm represent in Number the Stars?

It says, "He numbers the stars one by one." It represents individuals — they have importance as individuals. Each one has a name and each one is of value. There was also a certain resonance to the fact that the Nazis required Jews to wear stars. Although that was never required in Denmark. 

In Number the Stars, do Annemarie and Ellen ever see each other again?

Of course they are fictional characters, so there's no way to know that. But in real life most of the Danish Jews who were taken to Sweden did come back after the end of the war. 

Did you cry when you read Number the Stars? We did when we read it.

No . . . it's hard work to write a book, and so it's only afterward when you read it that you might cry. I become very fond of characters in my books, and when I wrote about Peter's death at the end of the book, I was reminded of the real death that I had read about in Denmark. So, it made me sad but I didn't cry. 

Why did Peter have to die in Number the Stars?

When I was doing the research I read the accounts of the young resistance leaders, like Peter, and many of them were killed. I created Peter to represent those young people. They were such heroes to the Danish people. There's a statue in Copenhagen that commemorates them, and every day still, the Danish people put fresh flowers at the base of that statue. I thought it was important in the book to remind readers that bravery involved great sacrifices, as well. 

Why did you choose not to write about the concentration camps in Number the Stars?

I was writing about Denmark, and what happened in other European countries did not happen in Denmark. The Jews in Denmark — almost all of them — were saved. If I had been writing about France or Holland or Belgium, it would have been a different and more tragic story. 

Are you planning on writing any more historical fiction like Number the Stars?

Oh, I don't know. Something may come to me in the future, some story that I think is worth telling, but at the moment I don't have one in mind. 

How do you decide on the endings for your stories?

Well, each story is different. The ending of Number the Stars was told by history — I just had to retell it. When I'm writing fiction, the characters create the ending. I only move the character along and tell what they do. The decisions they make, determine what the outcome will be. Sometimes the endings of stories surprise me. 

Have you ever published anything that you're not wholly satisfied with?

I think it would be the final third of The Giver. I wouldn't change the ending, but the final third (after he leaves the community) seems too rushed. I was trying too hard to keep it under 200 pages. I wish I had not felt restricted by length. 

Since you wrote your first book, has the process gotten easier?

No, the process of writing a book has stayed much the same and for me it's a relatively easy process. It's what I do best and it's what I like doing best. What has become more difficult for me over the years is the number of things I have to do now because of being a book writer. Things like making speeches, answering mail, conducting interviews — all take up so much of my time. 

What was it like winning the Newbery Medal for a second time? 

Of course it was very exciting to be honored. The first one was a complete surprise, but the second time people were predicting that The Giver would win. I didn't want to be waiting by the phone. I went on a trip where no one could reach me. I was in Antarctica when they made the announcement. Eventually, unable to reach me by phone, my publisher radioed the ship I was on. When I got the radiogram, I wanted to tell somebody, so I said to a woman on the boat, "You've probably never heard of this, but I just heard I won the Newbery Medal." She said, "My goodness, I'm the former president of the American Library Association." 

Did you enjoy your trip to Antarctica? Do you plan on writing anything about it?

Yes! It was a very interesting trip, and it means that I have visited every continent. I can't set a book there unless I write about penguins as characters, though, since no children live there. 

How long does it usually tke you to write a book?

Usually it takes me about six months to write a book. Then it takes a little additional time for some rewriting. After I've finished it though, it's another nine months with the publisher before it's in book form and in libraries. 

What is your favorite thing about writing?

I like the solitude of it. I like sitting alone here in my office, using my imagination with my only company and my only conversation being that of fictional characters. I never feel lonely when I'm writing, although of course, I do it all alone. I love the excitement of arranging words on a page, moving them around, testing them out, listening to their sounds and feeling their meaning. All of that process is very satisfying to me. 

Do you think writing is a gift you're born with or something any interested person can learn?

I think probably there is a genetic part to it — something you're born with, a feeling for words. But I think that needs to be nurtured by reading and by a family that encourages a love for books and language. I think people born without a gift for writing can learn a great deal of the craft, but I think the best writers probably combine a natural gift with a learned craft. 

Is it hard to come up with ideas?

No, I think ideas are there in the millions usually. The hard part is choosing which idea to focus on. 

Did you ever want to be anything besides a writer or a photographer?

I have at times thought that I would like to be a filmmaker. Of course, filmmaking is something that combines writing and photography, so that's why it appeals to me. 

Have you learned anything from writing your books?

I've learned a great deal, not from writing my books, but from hearing from people who've read my books. Through letters, I have learned a lot about the effect a writer can have on the life of a child. That's been important for me to learn. It's made me take my work very seriously. So that even when I'm writing a lighthearted book, I am always aware that a child out there is being affected by it. I write very carefully for that reason. 

Do you come up with the titles before or after you write your books?

I always write the title last. I never entirely know just what a book is about until it is finished, so it would be a mistake to write the title first. 

Would you change the endings of any of your books?

Gosh, I think I've written 25 books — I can't remember all the endings. Really, I don't think so. I think they all ended the way they needed to end. 

Have you ever written short stories? Were they published?

I have short stories in a number of anthologies. There's a book called Am I Blue?, which has a story by me in it. A new book coming out soon will be called Tomorrowland, and I have one in there, too. And there are a number of others. I don't have time to write short stories very often. 

Do you read any of the books by your fellow children's authors?

I don't read children's books. Many of those writers are friends of mine. For example, Katherine Paterson, Phyllis Reynolds Naylor, Paula Danzinger, Jerry Spinelli, and others. I admire all of them as people and I assume that I would love all their books, but I really don't read them. 

Do you have any hobbies?

I do a lot of gardening. I have two houses with flower gardens. I knit for my children and grandchildren. I love movies, too. 

Lois, do you have any final words for the audience?

This chat has been nice. When I hang up, I will click back onto my computer to the book I am working on, since that's how I spend most of my time. 

