
 

People are rarely good or bad. Every story has 
shades of grey. On one hand, EL James, the author 
of Fifty Shades Of Grey, is a self-publishing 
phenomenon. On the other, she’s an opportunist 
who infiltrated the world of Twilight fan-fiction, 

keying sentences into her phone en route to work. She 
released three novels over nine months, and capitalised on 
the rise of e-books as commuters indulged in the smutty 
texts, safe in the knowledge they were 
hiding behind a Kindle’s blank exterior.

Yet whatever you think of her, one 
cannot deny EL James (real name 
Erika Leonard) has achieved 
something quite staggering – she has 
sidestepped the normal conventions  
of publishing to find her audience, and 
in doing so, she has carved out a new, 
more independent route to literary 
success, and encouraged a whole section of society to 
engage with their sexuality in a way they didn’t before.

Selling more than 125 million copies, Leonard has 
become the eighth highest-earning author in the world,  
in spite of the heavy panning. Salman Rushdie famously 

proclaimed: “It made Twilight look like War And Peace.” 
Today, at the Universal Studios in Hollywood, London-
born 53-year-old Leonard laughs at this. “Salman Rushdie 
can…” she stops herself. “He’s not the audience, bless him. 
They’re hugely successful books. It pisses off people who 
don’t have hugely successful books.”

THE ENORMOUS SUCCESS OF THE BOOKS, and the 
first film adaptation, mean much has 
been written about Leonard, but she’s 
sceptical of all spin – positive or 
negative. Sales figures included. 
“Statistics can be used in any way,”  
she shrugs. As for Time’s inclusion of 
her in its 100 Most Influential People 
In The World in 2012? “I thought that 
was very mischievous,” she says. But 
her influence in the publishing, and 

now film, world cannot be underestimated.
Fifty Shades Of Grey sucked in all of us, even though 

some might be too sniffy to admit it. It tells the story of 
Anastasia Steele, a 21-year-old student who interviews 
handsome-but-mysterious businessman Christian Grey for 
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her college paper, and gets involved 
in a rather complicated sexual 
relationship with him. Christian 
initially insists on a dominant-
and-submissive BDSM contract, 
but Anastasia’s innocence and 
defiance eventually leads him to  
a healthier (although never entirely 
equal) relationship – with spanking along the way. 

Experts on intimate violent partnerships suggest the 
BDSM relationship is actually one of emotional abuse, 
romanticising stalking and subjugation. “That’s not 
something I want to talk about. Too raw,” says Leonard. 
“They’re not BDSM books. It’s a love story.” Some readers 
believe Ana is completely disempowered by Christian,  
I suggest. “Oh, I disagree. Ana wears the trousers,” she 
says. “There’s a huge difference between [abusively] being 
thrown around a room and a BDSM relationship.”

From the traditional right to the 
liberal left, the claws appear to still  
be out for Leonard. But I wonder how 
much she cares, particularly with 
endorsement deals putting her net 
worth at an estimated £50 million.  
“I do a range of sex toys, wine and 
lingerie,” she says. As for reported 
figures demonstrating a linked increase 
in injuries resulting from improper use 
of bondage techniques and sex toys, Leonard is 
flummoxed. “What? It’s not a frickin’ manual!” 
Composing herself, she offers, more calmly: “Look, this  
is not Proust. It’s not a polemic for 21st-century manners. 
It’s not a How To. It’s a fun way for women to escape.” 

LEONARD RARELY GIVES INTERVIEWS, particularly 
following a Twitter Q&A that resulted in a full-on social 
media roasting. She sees herself as an easy target. “I’m 
an overweight, middle-aged woman writing a sexy story. 
It’s all pejorative. It’s fine to have your Captain Marvels 
for older men. We live in a misogynist society. Anything 
women do for other women is denigrated.” 

Indeed, there is barely any focus on the doors Leonard 
has opened for others. When every Hollywood studio was 
after the rights to adapt Fifty Shades, Leonard chose to 
go with Donna Langley, a British executive for Universal 
Pictures (now chairman of the company). The story goes 
that on first meeting, Langley offered to make Leonard  
a cup of tea – a simple gesture, which compared to the 
macho jostling of the other Hollywood execs won her the 
gig. They would go on to break box-office records together.

Leonard agreed to Universal’s deal on the condition 
she’d be a producer. Involved in the casting “at arm’s 
length”, she’d seen Jamie Dornan in The Fall. Although 
delighted with his performance, she says she wouldn’t 
have chosen him. “He’s a lot of people’s Christian Grey,” 
she says. “And that’s what’s important.” But she had 

“three” other people  
in mind who she refuses to name.

The first film was in the hands 
of director Sam Taylor-Johnson, 
who said the material required a 
female visionary. This time, House 

Of Cards’s James Foley is in the 
chair. What was behind that decision? 

Leonard mutters some things off the record, then adds: 
“I’ll talk about it one day.” But she’s happy to discuss 
what Foley brings: “Experience. It’s wonderful working 
with someone who really knows what they’re doing.” 

I wonder if people were hesitant to get involved in the 
films considering the circus surrounding it. “That’s the 
point,” says Leonard. “They haven’t been hesitant. Even 
the sound mixers are buzzing. I don’t know why there’s 
such a buzz.” She does. It’s a buzz that goes ker-ching.

Essential to the appeal of the series is Leonard’s own 
story. She found her calling having 
spent the majority of her life in TV 
production. In her thirties, she’d 
commute into Piccadilly Circus with 
her favourite companions – romantic 
novelists. “I’d bend the covers back  
so nobody could see,” she blushes.

Her husband of three decades, Niall, 
an author and screenwriter, calls 2012 
“the year of the great madness”. It 

began when Leonard saw the film adaptations of Stephenie 
Meyer’s Twilight novels. Then she discovered Twilight 
fan-fiction forums – a community that gave her a sense of 
belonging. Combining that with her passion for fictional 
romance, she wrote what became Fifty Shades. “It was 
weird,” she says. “I didn’t want to do anything else. I didn’t 
watch TV or go to the cinema. As someone who’s been a 
constant daydreamer, I finally put my daydreams to work.”

Her life changed exponentially, but in many ways it’s 
the same. The family home remains in Brentford, west 
London, though she’s bought property in LA. Her two 
grown-up sons have moved out. They have never read 
the books but both attended the UK premiere of Fifty 
Shades Of Grey. “They said it was a great movie.” She 
starts to choke. “I actually might cry telling you this.”  
As her voice wavers, she regales a conversation she had 
with her eldest at the after party. “He said, ‘Mum, I’m so 
proud of you. All these people are here because of you.’”

Beyond the daunting unmasking of risqué content,  
her biggest fear was owning this previously hidden 
ambition. “I’ve always wanted to write. I never knew  
I could do it. What’s most interesting to me now is  
how invisible you become as a middle-aged woman. 
Completely invisible.” She’s a self-identified feminist, 
saved by the internet. “You can be whoever you like  
on there, you find your tribe.” And 
Leonard’s tribe has changed everything. e
Fifty Shades Darker is out 10th February
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CLOCKWISE, FROM 
TOP LEFT: Jamie 
Dornan and Dakota 
Johnson in Fifty Shades 
Darker; with director of 
the latest film, James 
Foley on set; EL James; 
with Sam Taylor-
Johnson and the cast at 
the first film premiere


