1. Why did you decide to write a novel about Jack the Ripper?
Because I’ve always been a fan of Jack. The crimes of Whitechapel have haunted me ever since I learned about them and my interest has never diminished. I regularly read and re-read studies about him and look at photos and maps, with the secret hope of finding a new clue. My book on Jack was in fact the second book I ever wrote. I badly wanted to write it and I was practically in a trance while I was doing it, projecting myself back to the period and the place. It was a very intense experience and I shudder every time I think about it.


2. What difference does the choice of JR mean to your novel, rather than any other serial killer? 
Quite frankly the other serial killers don’t interest me. First of all, it’s question of period and décor. Victorian London is a marvelous canvas for crime stories (hansom cabs, gas lamps, fog, badly paved streets, etc.) And Jack is the criminal par excellence: the fiercest, the most elusive, the most audacious, the most mysterious and the most aesthetic as well: think of the roaming shadow which disappears from the corner of an alleyway with the flick of a cape. His crimes were particularly audacious: out in the open street, right under the noses of the police—the Mitre Square murder, for example. And on top of all that, he announces his future crimes to the police, in letters written in red ink!
3. In you opinion to what can we attribute the continued interest in JR and his crimes (is it because his identity remains a mystery, or is it something else?) 
The interest resides largely on the reasons given above. JR is practically the symbol of mystery, for we know nothing about him. Despite all that’s been written, we don’t even know what his motives were. Was he a sexual pervert? A social reformer wanting to draw attention to the miserable living conditions in the quarter? Where did he come from? What happened to him? And, above all, who was he? The absence of a defintive response to this last question has greatly contributed to the aura of mystery. Because if he’d been arrested, he’d never have had the same notoriety, certainly. Isn’t the quintessence of mystery not knowing? 
 
4. Without revealing any secrets, how did you treat JR differently form other authors? 

There are two ways to write a book on JR. The first is to treat it as a traditional detective novel, in other words the search for the guilty party and hence based on the mystery of his identity. The second is to write it as a novel of suspense, putting oneself in the place of the culprit, a hunted being, with a whole city on his heels. Each approach has its advantages and disadvantages. For my part, I’ve tried to combine the two. So in The Red Fog (Le Brouillard Rouge) the enigma of his identity is preserved until the end, while manhunt gradually reaches a crescendo. Above all, I’ve emphasized the miraculous nature of his disappearances after the crimes, as if he could make himself invisible,  dissolveNow I think about it, it’s maybe that notion of an invisible enemy which is the most fascinating aspect of the JR story. 

5. What’s the most difficult aspect of writing about JR? 
Today, it’s certainly finding a new angle on the subject, because the serial killer theme is now part of the literature. There are thousands of books on the subject of JR and it seems as though many of the eminent Londoners of the period have appeared in one novel or another as the suspect. Curiously enough, the most likely theory by far (see the notes of Inspector Swanson, and the theories of Martin Fido and Paul Begg) has never been treated fictionally. It’s easy to write a story where the guilty party is Queen Victoria’s nephew, or her doctor, or Oscar Wilde as JR. But it would be an altogether different kind of challenge to produce a breathtaking drama with a poor Polish immigrant in the principal role. No film maker would ever touch it! 

                                                                              Paul Halter, March 17, 2013
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