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The Festival of the Self?: Clint Caward on how to avoid narcissism in memoir

Fingers in Many Pies: Lindy Alexander at the inaugural Launceston Freelance Festival

Under the Skin: Samuel Elliott gives tips for interviewing literary figures

Writer on Writer: Claire G Coleman on Dorothy Porter’s dance of language



EDITORIAL BY KIRSTEN KRAUTH

was talking to a writer working on his first 
manuscript at a festival recently and he asked 
me about the best way to get a novel published. 
After explaining that there were no hard and fast 

rules (I wish!), I suggested that establishing networks could 
be an effective tool, that publishers like to know that you 
have connections — with other writers and the literary scene 
in general. I highlighted joining a writers’ group for feedback 
on his work and a writers’ centre like ours to find out what’s 
happening in the industry, or starting to use social media to 
get to know other writers working in his genre. The writer 
looked at me, horrified. ‘Surely, it’s mainly about the quality 
of the work?’

I feel his pain, I really do. When you’ve invested so much 
time and thought into the creative process, sometimes it’s 
hard to step back and see the publishing landscape in a 
broader sense and we all want our books to be sized-up on 
merit alone. Of course, this can and does happen, but we 
can always help guide the process. After all, writing is our 
business, too.

With the increasing emphasis these days on a writer’s 
public persona — at festivals, on websites and social media, 
teaching workshops, giving talks — the role of the writer has 
evolved a great deal over the last decade. Sometimes this 
performative aspect can feel bewildering for those who just 
want to put words down in an effective way, and in this issue 
Clint Caward, Lindy Alexander, Samuel Elliott, Damon Young 
and Ruth Quibell all look at the public and private writing 
selves that we have to juggle in our careers.

While Damon and Ruth argue that it can be hard work to 
survive financially as a writer these days, Lindy sees a positive 
future, especially for freelancers and those working in 
regional areas. Clint looks at the various authorial challenges 
involved when writing your own family memoir while 
Samuel gives tips on how to interview literary figures, a job 
that often means trying to delve deeper into a writer’s world 
than the public self on display. In our regular columns, Claire 
G Coleman remembers her favourite poet, Dorothy Porter, in 
‘Writer on Writer’, and we spotlight regional NSW poet Kerri 
Shying.

As you’ll see throughout this edition, there are changes 
afoot. Having edited Newswrite for nearly a decade, it’s an 
exciting time to see our transition to a new name, Writing 
NSW, and along with it, a broader gambit and greater 
opportunities for writers based around the state.

If you have any comments or suggestions regarding this 
issue, feel free to contact me at editor@writingnsw.org.au, 
Twitter @kirstenkrauth, Facebook or the blogosphere at Wild 
Colonial Girl. Happy reading!
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The first to launch is the Access for 
Regional Writers Grants, which is open 
from 4–17 June. 

Applications for the remaining three 
grant streams will be open from 30 
July–26 August. 

These grants are offered by Writing 
NSW with devolved funding from Create 
NSW. 

See our website for more information, 
eligibility criteria and the details of last 
year’s winning projects.

Kids & YA Festival 

Connect with a community, gain 
industry insight and share your work at 
the tenth Kids & YA Festival.  

With panels, workshops and a chance to 
pitch your unpublished manuscript, this 
year’s program offers the tools to take 
the next step in your writing career — 
whatever that might be. 

Directed by children’s author Belinda 
Murrell, this year’s diverse and dynamic 
program includes new faces, some of 
our most established storytellers and a 
selection of top industry experts.

Speakers include Deborah Abela, 
Garth Nix, Kate Forsyth, James Bradley, 
Jacqueline Harvey, and Jaclyn Moriarty, 
alongside many more.

The Kids & YA Festival is taking place at 
the Writing NSW site in Callan Park on 

NEWS AT WRITING NSW

Our new name

Welcome to the first issue 
of Newswrite published under our new 
name, Writing NSW. After 27 years 
supporting the writing community of 
our state, the NSW Writers’ Centre 
has changed its name to reflect our 
expanding scope, including a growing 
digital presence as well as the face-
to-face programs we offer to support 
writers, both at our home in Callan Park, 
Lilyfield, and elsewhere. 

To celebrate our relaunch, we’re running 
a competition, asking you to nominate 
the best towns in NSW to use as settings 
for various kinds of stories. Visit our new 
website for details at writingnsw.org.au  

Announcing the 2018 
Writing NSW Grants

The Writing NSW Grants program is 
back again in 2018. This year, another 
$30,000 in funding will be available 
to writers and writing organisations in 
NSW via the following grants: 

 • Writing NSW Access for Regional 
Writers Grants 

 • Writing NSW Early Career Writer 
Grants

 • Writing NSW Writer & Scientist 
Grant

 • Writing NSW Emerging Writing 
Organisation Grants

Saturday 30 June. It often sells out, so 
be sure to book!

Writing NSW launch

New name. New July–December course 
program. What better way to celebrate 
our recent transformation into Writing 
NSW and six months of exciting 
upcoming courses than with a night of 
bold new voices? 

With readings from NSW Writer’s 
Fellowship winner Stephen Pham, and 
Early Career Writer Grant recipients 
Alana Hicks, Jarrah Dundler, and 
Shankari Nadanachandran, alongside 
others, join us at Frontyard in 
Marrickville from 6.30pm on Thursday 7 
June. Free entry!

CHILDREN’S AUTHOR BELINDA MURRELL IS 
DIRECTOR OF THE KIDS & YA FESTIVAL ON SATURDAY 
30 JUNE.
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LOOPING AND EFFECTS PEDAL WORKSHOP WITH BRON WATKINS AND PAIGE PHILLIPS AT 2017 UNSPOKEN WORDS FESTIVAL. 
PHOTO: MADS CLOVE.

On Friday 1 June, we will be joined by 
Nerrilee Weir, senior rights manager 
at Penguin Random House, for a 
discussion on international rights 
management. 

On Friday 6 July, the conversation turns 
to publishing as we speak to Catherine 
Milne, head of fiction at HarperCollins.

This members-only event is held 10–
11:30am on the first Friday of the month 
from March–October. 

Email events@writingnsw.org.au to 
RSVP.

Call out for submissions to 
Quantum Words 

Writing NSW is excited to announce its 
biennial science writing festival, Quantum 
Words, will be taking place on 3 November.

Submissions are welcome from science 
writers, scientists who write, publishers, 
agents or anyone else with a passion for 
writing about science, and could cover 
roles such as panel speakers, chairs, 
mentors, assessors or workshop leaders 
— other ideas are also encouraged! 

Submissions close Sunday 3 June. Find 
out more at writingnsw.org.au

Inside Publishing at 
Bellingen

In June, we will be taking our popular 
Inside Publishing event to Bellingen 
Readers & Writers Festival.

Come along at 5pm on Sunday 10 June 
to find out how the publishing industry 
really works from publishers, agents 
and other industry insiders. 

Tickets from: 
bellingenwritersfestival.com.au.

 
Boundless Indigenous 
writer’s mentorship

Writing NSW and Text Publishing are 
pleased to announce the Boundless 
Indigenous Mentorship Program, a 
joint initiative that aims to discover and 
nurture an exciting new Indigenous 
voice in Australian literature.

The program will facilitate mentoring 
by an established Indigenous writer and 
other career development opportunities 
to an unpublished Indigenous 
writer from anywhere in Australia. 
Applications will open in June, so check 
our website for more information.

Honouring: Oodgeroo 
Noonuccal

In its annual Honouring Australian 
Writers series, Writing NSW pays tribute 
to writers who have made an important 
contribution to our literary culture. This 
year we honour Oodgeroo Noonuccal 
(1920–1993), Australia’s first published 
Aboriginal poet. 

Oodgeroo Noonuccal, known publicly 
as Kath Walker until 1988, when she 
readopted her traditional name, was also 
a political activist, educator and artist. 

The event celebrating her contribution 
to Australian literature will include 
conversations, readings and archival 
materials. 

This is a free event, but bookings are 
required at writingnsw.org.au. Saturday 
18 August, 2:30–4pm, Metcalfe 
Auditorium, State Library of NSW.

First Friday Club

First Friday Club, our monthly 
conversation with an industry 
professional, is a chance for members 
to learn more about the writing industry 
over coffee and cake.

OODGEROO BY KATHIE COCHRANE, UNIVERSITY OF 
QUEENSLAND PRESS, 1994.
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THE FESTIVAL OF THE 
SELF?

 
Clinton Caward 
on how to avoid 
narcissism in 
memoir

Frankly, you are a self-obsessed bore: the 
embodiment of the Me! Me! Me! attitude 
which you so resent in small children ... 
Talk about navel-gazing.

T
his comment was part of a 
review that UK author 
Rachel Cusk got for A Life’s 
Work, her gripping and 

often hilarious memoir about 
motherhood. I’d never imagined a 
woman might struggle so profoundly 
with becoming a new mum, but some 
of the criticism she got, especially from 
other women, was pretty harsh. It 
doesn’t matter how thick-skinned you 
are, it’s got to hurt. 

No one wants the delicate flower of 
their private feelings peed on in public.
I imagined, though, that getting 
criticised is easier for someone like 
Cusk. She’s an award-winning writer, 
who has put herself on the line many 
times before. She’d at least be a bit 
used to it, but what about those 
writers stepping into the light for 
the first time —  especially when the 
citizen journalism we dredge from the 
soul may expose things that have been 
hidden for good reason?

When my father died from cancer he 
got from asbestos, I had a strong urge 
to write about him. I was afraid that if 
I didn’t put down all I could remember 
while it was fresh, I’d forget him. What 
kind of son would I be if I just let his 
story disappear? I quickly realised, 
though, that it wouldn’t just be his 
story, because if told through my eyes, 
it would be my version of him.

I imagined people I knew rolling their 
eyes. If they read my version, not only 

would they think I was pathetic, but 
they’d probably think I was lying, 
especially if they’d been there too 
and had a different experience. What 
would my family think if they knew 
how I really felt? Do I have the right 
to write about them? I’d have to, but 
isn’t there something a bit suss about 
being so self-obsessed? I didn’t want 
to be judged as just another shallow 
narcissist. 

But people seem to be happily 
exposing themselves every day. In the 
online festival of the self, everybody 
has a voice and can publish. We are 
drowning in personal stories exploding 
24/7 from phones we can barely visit 
the toilet without. Someone’s baby 
photos, a marriage breakdown, a quick 
‘like’ and we’re done. 

With so many stories vying for limited 
attention, why would people want to 
read, let alone write, a memoir? It’s 
only my family so why would anyone 
else be interested? Memoir always 
sounded to me a bit like a French 
word for a fuzzy ‘mirror’, something 
steamed up in the bathroom; to look 
into it might be to see a distorted 
soft-lens version of the self. That’s 
not far off. Memoir comes from the 
French for ‘reminisce’ or ‘memory’, and 
memory usually gives off a distorted 
reflection. Even the term ‘memoir’ is 
becoming blurry, as it swims in a gene 
pool increasingly cross-pollinated 
with new variations: life writing, family 
history, auto-fiction, autobiographical 
novel. With so many permutations, 
it’s a literary field under constant 
renovation. 

It’s the most porous and fluid of all 
genres, if it even is one, and our urge 
to leave a record of ourselves is much 
stronger than when Augustine penned 
his Confessions in 371 AD. Writing 
guru William Zinsser thinks ‘shame 
went out the window’ with Oprah-like 
chat shows creating a confessional 
world. But it’s not hard to argue that 
in increasingly virtual spaces where 
real feelings are packaged in reality TV, 
socialising is mediated and fake news 
makes us doubt what we see and hear, 
that we might increasingly hunger for 
a taste of the real.

What Nabokov calls ‘the first little 
throb’ of a story actually went through 
me while my father was still alive. It 
began in my final Father’s Day card 
and grew into a tribute in The Good 
Weekend so he could see his good 
deeds writ large before he went. But 
published 10 days after his death, he 
never got to see the article, and the 
project kept occupying all my thoughts. 
But how do we cup our hands around 
ghosts on the raw clay of the page, 
coaxing them from memory with 
promises of glory or vindication?

James Joyce said on writing about 
Dublin that if he delved well enough 
into the heart of his home town, he 
would be digging into the heart of 
every city in the world, because at 
a certain level, ‘in the particular is 
contained the universal.’ This seems 
Joyce’s big tip to escape the ‘navel-
gazing’ moniker no one wants to wear. 
But can we apply this to people, as 
well as place? Go deep enough, with 
honesty and detail into hopes and 
desires, and we’ll get to the essence of 
every human story? 

Once I started asking questions of the 
past, serendipitous things happened. 
I visited my aunt to get some old 
family letters from the 1920s and she 
remembered that ‘some woman’, she 
had no idea who, had interviewed my 

17-YEAR-OLD JIM CAWARD, GEORGE ST, SYDNEY, 1954

4 N E W S W R I T E  |  I S S U E  2 3 8



grandmother in 1996, a year before she 
died. Google brought my grandmother 
up in a PhD thesis about the wives of 
waterside workers and I soon tracked 
down Professor Grace Karskens, who’s 
written extensively about the early 
history of The Rocks. 

She still had audio of the interview. I felt 
I’d struck the motherlode. A 96-minute 
recording of my grandmother, with 
all her idioms and figures of speech, 
talking about her life around the 
wharves in Millers Point, where my 
father had grown up. I’d had no idea 
her parents came from the Shetland 
Islands: a bleak and windy, sub-arctic 
archipelago of rocks, 170 kilometres 
north of mainland Scotland, and I 
felt my family roots extend to the 
Norwegian Vikings who’d colonised 
those islands in the eighth century.

My grandfather’s naval papers led me to 
the ‘Karoola’, Australia’s first hospital ship 
that brought maimed soldiers back from 
the Middle East. I discovered the diary 
of a medical officer, who had served 
on board at the same time. I now had 
a detailed history of my grandfather’s 
tour, his return to Sydney and getting 
quarantined because of the 1918 
influenza, that unbeknownst to him, had 
just killed my grandmother’s mother in 
their little house on York Street. 

Slowly, I was piecing together the lives 
of my father’s parents. Finding the joys 
and sorrows that had formed them, and 
would go on to form my father, echoing 
further into the me forming on the 

page. But how to give form to all the 
raw material?

We are advised to bring memory to life, 
in scenes, using fictional techniques. 
But doesn’t using fiction mean getting 
fuzzy with the truth? Meg Jensen, from 
Kingston University’s Centre for Life 
Narratives, sees two ways of getting to 
the essence of the past: a straight up 
biographical history built from archival 
facts or, her preference, the imaginative 
process of autobiographical fiction. She 
thinks there’s a ‘greater truth in art-based 
writing than in science-based writing’.

Accepting that the self on the page is 
always a creation allowed me to think 
more imaginatively about reaching for 
that ‘greater truth’, the one we know 
when we hear it. Creativity, not cold 
facts, pushes the ‘what happened’ 
into art. Just see Geoff Dyer’s Out 
of Sheer Rage, about his love for DH 
Lawrence, or Maggie Nelson’s The 
Argonauts, about having a baby with 
her transgender husband, told through 
a collage of intimate anecdotes and 
snippets from critical texts. Melissa 
Bruce’s Picnic at Mount Disappointment 
is a rural coming-of-age, taking the form 
of a novel-length poem.

Rachel Cusk also believes that personal 
experience not only gives rise to the 
content of the writing, but also the 
form. After the breakdown of her 
marriage, she felt ‘ … chucked out of the 
house, on the street … no history, no 
network’. Through experiencing her safe 
identity as shattered, grew ‘Outline’, a 

story told from a negated or ‘annihilated 
perspective’; a first-person barely 
visible, just an outline. It’s an intriguing 
experiment in autobiographical fiction 
in which we only come to know her 
through conversations with people she 
meets.

My grandmother’s transcript became a 
personal map of Millers Point, where I 
increasingly wandered through intuitive 
afternoons. I sat in the pews at St Brigid’s 
Church where my father had gone to 
school and cupped my hands to the 
dusty window of the worker’s cottage his 
parents moved into in 1935, picturing 
my dad learning to walk on the wooden 
boards of the little front room. I didn’t 
really know what I was looking for. It was 
as if I was trying to connect my emotions 
with the past. I had been right, this 
wasn’t just my father’s story; it was my 
search for his past. I was the sentimental 
detective, already inhabiting the scenes 
I would describe. Finding his past meant 
finding my own. I was not separate, but 
part of a continuum. 

Memoir unavoidably veers towards ‘Me! 
Me! Me!’ but making a story out of the 
jigsaw of life strengthens our sense of 
self, connecting us to time, place and 
other people. If Narcissus killed himself 
after falling in love with his image on the 
surface of a pond, it’s because he took 
a shallow view. If the self we bring to 
the surface of the page is to find people 
who will love it, it must be composed by 
following emotional currents way down 
to the half-shapes lurking in the depths 
below. 

Seeing your life as a story, and turning 
yourself into a character, creates distance. 
With distance, the writing becomes about 
the work as a whole; not about you, less 
personal, more about art, the work asking 
for what it needs in order to be published. 
It will have its own desires about what it 
wishes to become. 

‘Form is destiny,’ says Cusk. ‘Form, not 
content, that which is shaped and 
therefore shapes its own fate.’

Clinton Caward’s novel Love Machine was published 
by Penguin. He’s written for the Sydney Morning 
Herald, Age, Australian, Southerly, Meanjin, 
Neighbourhood, SBS, Seizure and Overland.JIM CAWARD, BACK RIGHT. CIRCA 1945 AT THE BOTTOM OF BETTINGTON STREET, MILLERS POINT, NOW BARANGAROO.
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FINGERS, PIES, 
NETWORKING, BRANDING

Lindy Alexander 
attends the 
inaugural 
Launceston 
Freelance Festival

T
here’s never been a better 
time to be a freelance writer 
in Australia. This was one 
of the main messages that 

came out of the inaugural Freelance 
Festival held in Launceston over two 
days in April. Presented by the Walkley 
Foundation and the Media, 
Entertainment and Arts Alliance, the 
festival was aimed at self-employed 
creatives and included speakers such as 
journalist Tracey Spicer, author Anna 
Dusk, freelance travel writer Sue White, 
entrepreneurs Ryan and Lincoln Trainor, 
freelance social justice journalist Ginger 
Gorman and comedian and author 
Rachel Berger. 
 
As the first freelance-focused event 
supported by the Walkleys, the festival is 
an indication of how work is changing. 
Freelancers now make up one third 
of Australia’s workforce, the media 
landscape is opening up in a way 
that is creating endless opportunities 
for writers, and digital technology 
means that writers can work for 
anyone, anywhere. But despite the rosy 
outlook, there’s still a strong need for 
professional development for writers 
and creatives who work out of home 
offices, cafés or co-working spaces with 
little chance to meet up with fellow 
freelancers. Enter the Freelance Festival. 

Journalist Tracey Spicer opened the 
festival and acknowledged that being a 
freelancer can be isolating and insecure. 
‘I’ve freelanced for 11 years,’ she told 
the 60-strong audience, ‘but the power 
is when you connect with others and 
find your own tribe of freelancers.’ 

Spicer, who led the joint investigation 
with the ABC and Fairfax Media into 
sexual misconduct in Australia’s media 
and entertainment industries, said 
freelancing offered her an opportunity 
to pursue her passion and explore the 
stories that really mattered to her. ‘It 
can be tempting to be dragged into 
other areas,’ she said. ‘But we freelancers 
have to be authentic to ourselves and 
discover what we are passionate about. 
Follow your heart — that’s where you’ll 
have the most success.’ 

Over the two days of the festival certain 
words popped up again and again 
— authenticity, connection, passion, 
flexibility, diversity and networking. 
For lots of writers, the mere mention of 
the word networking is enough to get 
our hearts pounding, but many of the 
speakers emphasised how important 
those interactions are. 

The beauty of being an introverted 
freelance writer in 2018 is that so many 
of our connections are online (we pitch 
editors via email, we chat to other 
freelancers in Facebook groups, we join 
conversations on Twitter), and so even 
if you’d rather plunge daggers into your 
eyes than chat to strangers over cold 
canapés, the new world order means 
you can begin creating long-lasting, 
meaningful relationships with other 
writers, editors and clients without ever 
having to utter a word. But the benefit 
of meeting other freelancers in the flesh 
is undeniable.

NETWORKING NOUS
Forging connections with other 
freelancers is not only good for your 
mental health, but it’s also good 
for business. Ginger Gorman and 
Sue White, two freelance journalists 
based in Canberra, spoke about how 
in addition to writing feature articles, 
they have recently launched Media 
Bootcamp, where they teach PRs how 
to sell their stories to the media in 
addition to coaching small business 
owners, CEOs or entrepreneurs how to 
ace interviews with journalists. 

Nina Hendy is another freelance 
journalist who has collaborated with 
multiple freelancers to set up The 
Freelance Collective, a curated online 
community that gives clients direct 
access to top Australian freelancers. 

It’s been crucial for Gorman, who tends 
to work from home, to have friends 
who are freelancers. She and a number 
of other freelancers have an informal 
agreement where they are each other’s 
virtual colleagues. ‘I may send Sue a 
text and say I’ve got a virtual work 
mate question,’ Gorman said. ‘You can 
pick the communal brain of freelancers 
to help you solve problems and if you 
are generous to other freelancers, 
then they will be generous to you.’  
Gorman’s advice for connecting with 
fellow freelancers is simple. ‘Treat these 
like real friendships, be authentic, and 
become part of a community — that 
combats the feeling that you are alone.’

LINDY ALEXANDER GIVES A KEYNOTE ADDRESS AT THE LAUNCESSTON FREELANCE FESTIVAL.  
PHOTO: SUE BELL.
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need to be on every social platform, 
just choose the ones that work for 
you and do it properly. That’s how you 
build a brand.’ 

SMALL TOWNS, BIG IMPACT
All over the world, regional centres 
are playing an important part in 
freelancers’ success. ‘I can’t tell you 
how many editors have said to me that 
they’re so glad I don’t live in a big city,’ 
said Gorman. ‘Living in Canberra gives 
me a different perspective and it helps 
me.’ 

From Castlemaine to Newcastle, 
freelancer writers are finding they 
can create a location-independent 
business, while still accessing high-
speed internet (most of the time) 
and a community of like-minded 
entrepreneurs. And if the crowd at the 
Freelance Festival was anything to go 
by, Launceston is going to be the next 
hot spot for an influx of freelancers. 

Lindy Alexander is a freelance writer who regularly 
contributes to some of Australia’s best-known 
and well-loved publications such as Sunday Life, 
delicious., the Saturday Paper and Age/Sydney 
Morning Herald. She was a keynote speaker at the 
Freelance Festival and writes a popular blog at  
www.thefreelancersyear.com about how to earn a 
great living as a freelance writer.

mentor other writers and make 
presentations. All those other income 
streams subsidise my investigative 
work. It’s like putting together a puzzle 
that makes your work sustainable.’

BUILD YOUR BRAND
It’s hard not to roll your eyes when you 
hear experts talk about the importance 
of having a strong brand, but there’s 
little doubt that branding is key. And as 
freelancers and solopreneurs, how we 
appear to the outside world matters. 
For Spicer, branding for freelancers 
is relatively simple. ‘People often ask 
me how they can create their personal 
brand,’ she said. ‘But it’s not about 
creating it. You are your personal 
brand.’

Gorman acknowledges that for many 
of us, the idea of building a brand and 
publicising what we do is foreign. ‘It 
can feel un-Australian to talk about 
branding, but it really is the key for 
freelancers,’ she said. ‘Why would an 
editor or client pick you over another 
freelancer? Is your website sexy? If it 
was made in 1992, they’re not going to 
choose you.’ 

While you don’t need to go overboard, 
there are outward-facing things you 
need to take care of. ‘You need a great 
website, a social media presence 
and a professional Facebook page,’ 
recommended Gorman. ‘You don’t 

While the connections Gorman, White 
and Hendy have forged are a key 
part of being a successful freelancer, 
the fact that they have set up a side 
business points to another crucial 
factor in why they have booming 
careers as freelance writers. 

LOTS OF FINGERS. LOTS OF PIES. 
In her keynote speech about building 
a freelance business, Gorman 
emphasised the importance of 
freelance writers having diverse income 
streams. ‘You have to future-proof 
your business,’ she said. ‘At any point, 
40 per cent of your income could 
disappear — perhaps the person who 
commissions you leaves their job or 
they change their focus or they have 
a freeze on commissioning content.’ 
For some writers, this means writing 
a mix of feature articles for magazines 
and newspapers, copywriting, 
content writing for corporates and 
even taking on other gigs such as 
teaching, mentoring or working in 
communications, marketing or social 
media management.  

‘I think of freelancing as germinating 
a seed,’ said Gorman. ‘To make a good 
income you need projects at different 
stages — you may be pitching some 
ideas, researching others, interviewing 
for some articles and writing others. 
You have to get good at juggling.’

Gorman explores complex and often 
harrowing issues in her work as a 
freelance social justice journalist. 
She has reported on human rights, 
domestic violence, youth suicide, LGBTI 
issues and cyber hate. When Fairfax’s 
investigation team was dissolved, 
Gorman spotted an opportunity to 
undertake freelance investigative 
social justice reporting. 

While Gorman is incredibly passionate 
about her social justice work, she treats 
it as a loss leader. ‘I may get paid $1 a 
word for my investigative journalism, 
but if I work on an article for six 
months that’s not a great return,’ she 
said. ‘So I put my heart and soul into 
those pieces and they are what makes 
people come into my ‘store’. It means 
that I then get asked to write opinion 
pieces, teach journalism students, 

FREELANCERS GINGER GORMAN, TRACEY SPICER AND LINDY ALEXANDER AT THE LAUNCESTON FREELANCE FESTIVAL. 
PHOTO: SUE BELL.
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Don’t get too side-tracked, but don’t 
shy away from the random whims that 
arise either. 

Give your undivided attention, 
exchange pleasantries during 
introductions and use active listening 
throughout. 

Be mindful of, but not strained 
with, your body language and facial 
expressions. 

Bear in mind, even the most seasoned 
literary figure can have their off days 
and might not reciprocate to you at 
your most vivacious and disarming self. 

If you find it’s not going as you’d 
hoped, maybe switch off the recording 
and chat for a while about something 
unrelated, but nevertheless pleasant. 

If the interview wraps up and you still 
aren’t happy with what you’ve talked 
about, ask if you can arrange to speak 
with them at a later date to ostensibly 
confirm a few details. 

The second time around unfailingly 
produces sterling material, as your 
subject has a better head-space 
and appreciates your devotion to 
producing the best feature possible.  

FINALLY
Never give up! Persistence brings 
success. 

I have found interviewing to be an 
intuitive experience that grows easier 
with repetition. 

Once you’ve completed a few, 
you’ll find that publicity teams will 
actually approach you about future 
interviews and, just like that, you’ve 
garnered yourself a reputation as an 
accomplished interviewer.

Samuel Elliott is a Sydney-based author and 
interviewer. Links to his interviews and excerpts 
of all of his work can be located at  
www.facebook.com/samuelelliottauthor.

LITERARY FIGURES

Samuel Elliott on 
how to nail the 
perfect interview

A
ustralia is blessed with 
one of the most 
approachable literary 
communities the world 

over, translating to perfect conditions 
for anyone aspiring to interview our 
wealth of authors. 

SO, WHERE TO BEGIN? 
In my experience, smaller publishing 
houses are much more inclined to 
accommodate first-time interviewers. 

Start off with a debut novelist — one 
who has produced a title of a genre 
that you would enjoy discussing. They 
are new to it all as well and will have 
more time to spare than, say, a visiting 
best-selling type in town for a day. 

Before contacting their Media & PR 
team, though, sort out where the 
piece is going to be published first. 

For text, I recommend The Big Issue. 
Their editions are released monthly 
and they have a colossal readership. 

Digital journals are also a good bet. 
They often release more content, more 
regularly, and are tireless champions 
for new literary voices. Start with 
Compulsive Reader. 

Often, these publications will even 
give you a brief of what they would like 
you to address, so use that as your 
starting point to form your questions.  

The next step is to email the publisher 
your succinct query. You can locate 
contact details on their site. 

Give a bio that includes previous 
publishing credits, including links to 
where they can find examples. 

IN PREPARATION 
In the lead-up to the day, read the 
novel (and earlier works) back-to-front 
endlessly. 

That extensive knowledge will 
ensure you never have a shortage of 
questions at your disposal, no matter 
which direction the interview turns. 

On the day itself, punctuality is key. 
Arrive early. If you’re meeting in 
a hotel lobby, for example, find a 
spot where you won’t be constantly 
disturbed. 

I always record on my phone and dictate 
later, instead of trying to short-hand. 

THE INTERVIEW
Avoid any portentous questions! The 
questions I have been praised for 
asking, that triggered the greatest 
revelations, were formed by my need 
to learn from more experienced 
writers, imbued with my passion for 
the craft. 

Being a fellow writer will be 
immediately apparent to your subject 
and resonate with them, regardless of 
if they are a literary heavyweight or a 
complete newcomer. 

Instead of referring to notes, 
memorise the gist of what you want to 
cover and then embrace the flow. 

THE BIG ISSUE IS A GREAT MAGAZINE TO APPROACH 
FOR INTERVIEWS WITH WRITERS.
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first book I had ever asked an author 
to sign and is still a precious treasure 
to me.

As she signed my book, she thanked 
me for my question, said it was an 
excellent, intelligent and interesting 
question. I was so happy I nearly cried.

There was always something special 
and luminous in the stripped back 
verse of Porter. She could make words 
dance across the mind and sear 
themselves into your cerebellum, she 
could lift you up, she could tear your 
heart out in a way that made you say 
‘thank you’ then beg for more. It has 
been said that the ultimate expression 
of art is when something is stripped 
back to its essence, in the way a 
painter can express a bird in flight in 
one stroke of the brush. Porter did 
that with every sentence.

She was the poet I aspired to be and 
believe I can never be.

The next time I saw Dorothy Porter, I 
was passing a café and there she was, 
on an outside table in the sunlight, 
drinking a beverage with a friend. I 
was too shy to walk up and say hello, 
called my girlfriend in a panic, freaking 

WRITER ON WRITER

Claire G Coleman 
on Dorothy 
Porter’s dance of 
language

I
admit, my first exposure to 
the work of Dorothy Porter 
was the film version of The 
Monkey’s Mask. The story 

gripped me at a time when I was 
beginning to lose faith in story, 
particularly in film. That the film was 
based on a verse novel blew my mind. 
Two days later, I caught the train from 
Reservoir to Melbourne, went to a 
bookshop and bought the book.

I read that book as I was waiting for 
the train back to Reservoir. I read that 
book as that train hurtled towards my 
home, so enthralled I nearly missed 
my stop. Totally transported I stepped 
from the train, walked to the nearest 
bench in the station, sat down and 
continued reading. I don’t know how 
long I sat there but I do know I did 
not get up, could not get up, until the 
book was finished.

There was something special and 
magical about her words. I had read 
poetry before, had even written some 
myself, but nothing like this. I am 
certain now that there are other poets 
that might have touched me the same 
way back then but it was Porter who 
had struck me, it was The Monkey’s 
Mask that had bitten me.

Three more Dorothy Porter verse 
novels emerged, and I consumed 
them, before I had my first chance 
to meet her. By a complicated 
coincidence, I happened to be in the 
vicinity for a reading and Q&A for 
El Dorado, Porter’s fifth verse novel. 
I listened to the reading and talk 
enthralled, asked a question about The 
Monkey’s Mask and then purchased El 
Dorado for my hero to sign. It was the 

out because I wanted to meet this 
incandescent talent properly. If I had 
known it would be truly my last ever 
chance, I might have been more brave.

It was not long after that I learned that 
cancer had taken Australia’s greatest 
poet.

Although I have had poetry published, 
and have written more that has not 
been picked up, I am mostly a writer 
of prose and non-fiction. However, 
it is the dance of language I learned 
from Porter that I turn back to again 
and again. There is a reason some 
reviewers call my prose poetic.

I have never admired any work of 
literature as much as I admire the 
verse novels, the exquisite verse, the 
perfectly sculplted words, of Dorothy 
Porter.

Claire G Coleman is a Wirlomin Noongar 
woman.  Her 2016 Black&Write Indigenous 
Writing Fellowship winning-novel Terra Nullius 
was published with Hachette Australia and was 
shortlisted for the Stella Prize.

POET DOROTHY PORTER IS THE AUTHOR OF THE MONKEY’S MASK AND EL DORADO.
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W R I T I N G  N S W  I N F O R M AT I O N

ABOUT NEWSWRITE

Newswrite is printed four times a year. 
We encourage contributions to the 
magazine. 

If you have an idea, email  
editor@writingnsw.org.au a 100-word 
pitch for the article you plan to write, 
along with previous examples of your 
work, and we can consider it for a 
following edition. 

We are particularly looking for articles 
that tackle topical issues and themes 
surrounding writers and the process 
of writing (eg discussions of genre; 
the impact of digital technologies on 
practice; snapshots of regional areas) in 
an innovative way.

Newswrite is printed by Blue Star Print.

ADVERTISING DEADLINES

2018 ISSUE        Deadline Mailout 

SPRING 
Sept/Oct/Nov  26 Jul  31 Aug 

SUMMER   
Dec/Jan/Feb  1 Nov  30 Nov

ADVERTISING
Display advertising available in  
mono and colour.

MONO
• Eighth page: $160
• Quarter page: $260
• Half page: $475

COLOUR 
• Quarter page: $365 
• Half page: $605 
• Full page (IBC & IFC): $1,100 
• Back Cover Half Page: $725 
• Back Cover Full Page: $1320

Members receive a 10% discount on 
advertising costs. Save 20% when you 
book a year’s advertising.

INSERTS

• A4/A5 inserts: $540 (members $490) 
• Brochures: prices on application

For more information about 
advertising in Newswrite, please email 
advertising@writingnsw.org.au.

The views expressed in Newswrite do not 
necessarily reflect the official policy of 
Writing NSW. All care is taken to check 
details reproduced in these pages but 
no responsibility can be accepted if they 
are inaccurate. Please let us know if we 
have inadvertently published incorrect 
information and we will do our best to 
correct this in the following issue. Writing 
NSW does not endorse or warrant the 
accuracy of paid advertisements.

EMAIL BULLETINS
Promote your event or service to 5000 
subscribers: 
 • Flat rate of $400.
 • For more information or to book an    
    email bulletin, contact us at
    newsletter@writingnsw.org.au.

VENUE HIRE
Our building in Callan Park, Lilyfield, 
is available for hire during the day, in 
the evening and on weekends, and is 
perfect for workshops, corporate events 
and seminars, weddings, training and 
coaching, book launches and meetings. 
We have a number of rooms available 
for hire, as well as a kitchen and the 
lobby, verandah and gardens. The Judith 
Wright Room seats up to 60 people and 
the Patrick White Room up to 100, while 
the upstairs Henry Lawson Room is 
suitable for groups of up to 16. Special 
rates are available for members.

GETTING TO WRITING NSW
The Writing NSW building is located 
in Callan Park, Lilyfield. To visit, use 
the entrance on Balmain Road, at the 
lights opposite Cecily Street, and follow 
the signs from this entrance.

For more information, phone 
(02) 9555 9757, visit our website at 
writingnsw.org.au or email  
info@writingnsw.org.au.

WRITING NSW BOARD OF 
DIRECTORS
Joel Naoum (Chair), Jane Pochon 
(Deputy Chair), Bruce McCabe, 
Alison Green, Eleanor Limprecht, 
Jace Armstrong, Kate Faherty, Elissa 
Buttsworth, Loretta Re

HONORARY LIFE MEMBERS
Hazel Forbes, Angelo Loukakis, Norm 
Neil, Andrew Feitelson, Linda Funnell, 
Les Murray, Brenda Saunders, Gayle 
Kennedy, Michael Wilding, Irina Dunn, 
Alwyn Owens, Terry Hanly, Susanne 
Gervay, Steve Wimmer

STAFF
CEO: Jane McCredie 
Program Manager: Julia Tsalis 
Business & Property Manager:  
Jeanne Kinninmont
Program Officers: Ashley Kalagian 
Blunt, Ren Arcamone
Project & Communications Officer: 
Aurora Scott 
Membership & Development Officer: 
Sherry Landow
Administration Officer: Cassie Watson
Caretakers: Anthony Bell, 
David Edmonds, John Morgan 
Newswrite Editor: Kirsten Krauth 
Interns: Catherine Bouris, Lucie 
Towers, Annie Zhang

To contact any member of staff,  
email info@writingnsw.org.au with  
ATTN: (staff person name).
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BOOKINGS AND INFORMATION: 
writingnsw.org.au or (02) 9555 9757

WRITING ASSESSMENT PROGRAM
You’ve spent a long time on your 
writing but wonder how to tell if it’s 
any good. You feel like there’s room 
for improvement, but want some 
objective feedback. Your friends and 
family like what you’ve produced, but 
you wonder how it would stand up to 
a publisher’s critical gaze. Sound like 
you? Producing a body of work on your 
own is a fantastic achievement. But 
professional advice can be invaluable 
for bringing your work to its full 
potential. Writing NSW has developed 
an assessment program to help you 
do just that. Whether you’ve written a 
manuscript for YA or adults, a picture 
book, memoir or non-fiction work or 
poetry, our expert consultants will help 
you improve your work.

FICTION ASSESSMENT
Provide the first 15 pages of your 
manuscript, along with a one-page 
synopsis and a brief writing CV, at 
least 10 days in advance and receive 
a one-hour consultation with one of 
our publishing industry-experienced 
professionals.  

Saturday 28 July: Leonie Tyle (YA only)
Saturday 25 August: Laurel Cohn 
Members $150; Non-Members $190 
 

NON-FICTION
Provide the first 15 pages of your 
manuscript, along with a one-page 
writing CV, and receive a one-hour 
consultation with one of our non-fiction 
and memoir publishing experts.

Saturday 15 September: Lliane Clarke
Members $150; Non-Members $190  

PICTURE BOOK ASSESSMENT
Provide a maximum of 1,000 words 
of picture book text or early readers’ 
(6 to 8-year-old) chapter book text at 
least 10 days in advance and receive a 
30-minute consultation with one of our 
children’s publishing experts. 

Saturday 28 July: Leonie Tyle 
Members $75; Non-Members $100 

POETRY ASSESSMENT
Provide a maximum of 10 pages 
of poetry (3 to 10 poems) at least 
10 days in advance and receive a 
30-minute consultation with one of our 
experienced poets. The assessments 
will use examples from specific poems 
to give a general assessment of how 
your work is progressing, where you 
may need to direct more attention, 
what you can do to improve your 
work and where you could turn to for 
inspiration and guidance. It will not be 
possible to provide detailed feedback 
on each of the poems.

Saturday 17 November: Martin Langford
Members $75; Non-Members $100 

CAN’T MAKE IT TO LILYFIELD?
Writing NSW offers Skype manuscript 
assessment appointments for regional 
members and people who are unable 
to make it to the Writing NSW building 
in Lilyfield. Skype is a free computer 
program that allows voice and video 
calls via the internet. Calling from one 
computer to another is completely 
free, which means that you can see 
and speak to our manuscript assessor 
in Sydney as though they were in 
your home, without any additional 
cost. You must use the Skype-friendly 
appointments we’ve set aside in 
our regular manuscript assessment 
sessions.

MENTORSHIP
Writing NSW offers a mentorship 
program for members who would 
like professional assistance with their 
writing. Mentorships may be conducted 
face-to-face, by email, Skype or over the 
phone and issues covered may include 
structure, characterisation, audience, 
style, editing and redrafting.You can 
apply to join the program and nominate 
your preferred mentor from the list on 
our website.

If you are accepted into the program, 
it will be up to you and your mentor to 
set your work plan.

$1,540 for 20 hours’ supervision; 
$1,200 for 15 hours; $825 for 10 hours,  
inclusive of GST. Hours include your 
mentor’s reading time.

CONTACT US

Writing NSW
Callan Park, Balmain Rd, 
Lilyfield
PO Box 1056
Rozelle NSW 2039

Phone 61 2 9555 9757 
writingnsw.org.au
info@writingnsw.org.au
@writingNSW
facebook.com/writingnsw
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to understand common usage and 
potential pitfalls.  

Gillian Polack is the author of six novels, 
including The Wizardry of Jewish Women 
and The Time of the Ghosts. She won the 
Ditmar for Special Achievement in 2010 
and has taught writing and language 
skills for over two decades.

EVERYTHING YOU NEED 
TO SUCCEED IN HSC 
EXTENSION 2 ENGLISH: 
THE REFLECTION 
STATEMENT

With Felicity Castagna

Sunday 3 June, 10am–1pm

Price: $30

Participants will learn what the Board 
of Studies is looking for in a reflection 
statement. 

We start with basic grammar and move 
on to look at precisely how grammar 
can work for the writer. Agreement, 
tenses, split infinitives: all this and more 
will be at your command. 

You will be able to analyse a sentence 
step-by-step and make that sentence 
work for you.

The second part of the day is about 
punctuation. Effective punctuation 
will make writing shine. Effective 
punctuation can lead the reader 
through a work without them even 

knowing they 
are being led.  
Bad punctuation 
is, however, 
more common.  

We’ll work 
through types 
of punctuation 
and how 
they are used 

JUNE

GRAMMAR AND 
PUNCTUATION BASICS 

With Gillian Polack
Saturday 2 June,  
10am–4pm

Full Price: $195; Member: $135; 
Conc Member: $120

Learn how you can use the building 
blocks of grammar and punctuation to 
create writing that says what you need it 
to say. 

Gillian Polack will teach you how to 
polish your prose, using punctuation 
and paragraphing to evilly manipulate 
the mind of the reader; she will also 
explain semi-colons. 

Where possible, examples will be 
provided from the participants’ own work.

IT’S SO EASY TO ENROL

ONLINE: writingnsw.org.au
PHONE: (02) 9555 9757 
IN PERSON: Located in Callan Park, 
Lilyfield. Our office is open Monday to 
Friday, 9am–5pm, or Saturday, 9am–
1pm. EFTPOS is available.

Concessions are available only to members 
who hold a valid seniors, pension or full-
time student card. Please be sure to give 
us your telephone number and email 
address when booking.

Please check our website for more 
detailed course information and updates, 
as occasionally course dates, times or 
speakers may have to be changed.

We provide tea and coffee-making 
facilities. Course participants are 
advised to bring a pen, paper and their 
own lunch as there are no cafes within 

easy walking distance.
Individual courses may have other 
requirements. Check the course 
description for details. 
All participants must book and pay in 
advance to secure their place in the 
course. Students who have not enrolled 
and made payment prior to the course 
commencement date will not be 
permitted to attend.

Please note: students under 18 wishing 
to participate in any course must 
provide us with three weeks’ notice 
(excepting the HSC English Ext 2 
course).

CANCELLATION POLICY
Please choose your course carefully. 
Once your enrolment has been 
processed we cannot refund (either in 
full or part) your course fee. We cannot 
accept responsibility for changes in your 
work or personal commitments 

that prevent your attendance. 
In the event that you should wish to 
withdraw from a course, you must 
inform Writing NSW at least 14 days 
in advance of course commencement 
to receive a full credit. Withdrawals 
at least seven days prior to course 
commencement will be eligible for a 
50 per cent credit. 

If we cancel or withdraw a course for 
whatever reason, you can choose to 
either receive a credit or be refunded 
in full.

ADVERTISED DATES AND TIMES
Advertised dates and times of 
courses may change or be cancelled 
without warning. If this is the case, 
all reasonable attempts will be 
made to contact you via email and 
telephone. However, confirmation 
of starting time remains the 
responsibility of the student.

W R I T I N G  N S W  C O U R S E S   For full details of courses please visit writingnsw.org.au
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Topics covered include the 
fundamental information that must 
be included in your statement, 
focusing on what really matters, how 
to pack a lot of information into a 
small space, how to discuss creative 
writing practice in sophisticated ways 
and how to show that your work is 
informed by theory and research. 

Felicity 
Castagna is an 
experienced 
Extension 1 and 
2 teacher as 
well as an HSC 
marker who has 
marked both of 
these sections 
for the Board 
of Studies. She 

spent several years as a high school 
English teacher before leaving to 
teach creative writing in universities, 
community organisations and 
schools. Her book, The Incredible 
Here and Now, received the Prime 
Minister’s Literature Award (YA). 

YEAR OF THE NOVEL 
PHASE 2: MUSCLES, GUTS, 
FLESH AND BLOOD

With Emily Maguire 

8 x Tuesday evenings;  
5, 12, 19, 26 June;  
3, 10, 17, 24 July,  
6:30–9:30pm

Full Price: $880; Member: $615; 
Conc Member: $530

Year of the Novel Phase two is all 
about putting flesh on the bones of 
your novel, giving your story depth 
and force and vigour by looking at 
structure, style and theme, and going 
deeper with character, voice and plot. 

As we approach the year’s halfway 
mark we’ll also talk about how to stay 
focused and motivated to see this 
thing through to the end.

Please note that while the three phases 
are designed to build on each other, each 
may also be taken as a stand-alone unit.

Emily Maguire 
is the author of 
five novels and 
two non-fiction 
books, and an 
experienced 
teacher and 
mentor to 
young and 
emerging 
writers.

WRITE A GREAT LOVE 
STORY 

With Anna Campbell

Saturday 16 June, 10am–4pm

Full Price: $195; Member: $135;  
Conc Member: $120 

Award-winning, internationally 
published historical romance author 
Anna Campbell will reveal the building 
blocks of a great love story. 
Participants will learn practical 
techniques to turn their stories into 
books that make people stay up until 
3am to finish them. 

This workshop will cover the essential 
elements of the romance novel, 
including genres within the genre, 
structure, pacing, characters, conflict, 
openings, first meetings, first kisses, 
turning points, black moments, 
sensuality and love scenes, dialogue, 
and of course, the blissfully happy 
ending! 

Participants will complete structured 
writing exercises to develop hands-
on skills in telling a story that makes 
readers’ hearts beat faster. 

This promises to be a fun, information-
packed day that helps participants 
find their feet as romance writers and 
start writing their bestsellers with 
confidence.  

Anna Campbell 
has written 10 
multi-award-
winning historical 
romances, all 
set in the early 
19th century. 
She has also 
independently 
released 17 
bestselling 

novellas. Her work is now published 
in 18 languages. Since selling her 
first published novel at auction to 
HarperCollins US in 2006, she has 
written full-time. 

 
ELEMENTS OF THE SHORT 
STORY

With Ryan O’Neill

Saturday 16 June, 10am–4pm

Full Price: $195; Member: $135; 
Conc Member: $120

Join award-winning author Ryan O’Neill 
for an introduction to the art and craft 
of writing short fiction. The focus of the 
course is practical, and will primarily 
be on expanding and developing 
participants’ skills in short story writing. 

Participants will examine the elements 
of a successful short story, including 
themes, setting, characterisation and 
narrative point of view, and explore 
these elements through excerpts 
from model short stories across a 
range of genres in order to reflect on, 
discuss, and implement them in their 
own writing. A range of short writing 
exercises will develop the skills learned 
through the day. 

Ryan O’Neill is the author of The Weight 
of a Human Heart and Their Brilliant 
Careers. His work has won the Hal 
Porter and Roland Robinson awards. 
His latest book, Their Brilliant Careers, 
won the 2017 Miles Franklin Award.
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are sympathetic and believable, a 
compelling and relevant plot, a vivid 
setting, a strong beginning and 
satisfying ending, deft use of narrative 
building blocks, and memorable use 
of language. 

Along the way, Kate will illuminate the 
Hero’s Journey and other traditional 
story structures, the difference 
between stereotypes and archetypes, 
and the importance and purpose of 
rhythm and pace. Participants will 
have time to work on their projects in 
class, but will not receive independent 
feedback due to time restrictions. 

Participants will be asked to share 
a single sentence that describes 
their work to the class. Participants 
must have a first draft of a novel 
manuscript. Please visit our website 
for full details. 

Kate Forsyth has 
sold more than 
a million books 
worldwide. 
Named one 
of Australia’s 
Favourite 15 
Novelists, 
Kate is also 
an accredited 
master 
storyteller. 

SELF-PUBLISHING 
PROGRAM 

With Joel Naoum

7 x Thursday evenings:  
28 June; 5, 12, 26 July;  
2, 23, 30 August;  
6:30pm start

Do you want to self-publish your book, 
but you’re not sure where to start? 
This extended program will cover the 
specifics of how to take your edited 
manuscript through the process of 
self-publishing. When you complete 

the program, you will be able to have 
your book for sale in print and digital 
formats. 

Taking a hands-on approach you 
will be guided through the process 
of briefing a cover, typesetting and 
creating digital files, ebook and print 
on demand distribution and the 
fundamentals of marketing your book.
Participation in this course is by 
application. 

To be eligible, participants must have 
a completed, edited and proofread 
manuscript. They must also be 
computer confident and familiar with 
Microsoft Word. For full details and 
program cost, please visit our website. 

The program will be led by Joel 
Naoum, the director of Critical Mass, a 
consultancy for authors and publishers. 
He previously established and ran 
Pan Macmillan Australia’s digital-first 
imprint Momentum. 

FICTION FEEDBACK: A 
CRITIQUE GROUP 

With Catherine Hill 

6 x Sunday mornings:  
17 June; 1, 15, 29 July;  
12, 26 August, 10am–1pm

Full price: $720; Member: $505;  
Conc Member: $430 

Take your fiction-writing and evaluation 
skills to the next level in this focused 
but friendly critique group convened by 
fiction editor Catherine Hill. 

Prior to each meeting, three writers 
from the group will submit an extract 
of their work (maximum of 5000 
words; can be a short story or part of 
a novel) for other group members and 
the convenor to provide constructive 
feedback on during the meeting.
Providing feedback in this way will help 
group members develop their analytical 
skills, spot room for improvement in 
their own work, and push their writing 
further. Each meeting begins with a 
discussion of a particular aspect of 
fiction writing, such as point of view, 
story structure, characterisation and 
dialogue. 

THIS COURSE IS SOLD OUT. 

Catherine Hill is head of editorial for 
Penguin Random House in Sydney. 
She has been an editor for 20 years. 
She started her career as an editorial 
assistant at Weidenfeld & Nicolson in 
London, then moved to Little, Brown as 
an editor, before leaving for Australia 
and Random House.

STORYTELLING MAGIC

With Kate Forsyth

Saturday 23 June, 10am–4pm

Full price: $195; Member: $13; 
Conc Member: $120
 
Kate Forsyth will explore what makes 
a good story — characters that 

W R I T I N G  N S W  C O U R S E S   For full details of courses please visit writingnsw.org.au

14 N E W S W R I T E  |  I S S U E  2 3 8



kirstenkrauth.com

editor@
kirstenkrauth.com

Writing 
Editing 
Digital 
Communications

I can help you with:
• manuscript assessment
• copy & structural editing: fiction, non-fiction, poetry 
• corporate: annual reports, brochures and catalogues
• marketing: ad campaigns, blogging, social media, 

newsletters
• author advice and coaching: finding your voice, 

setting up a website, social media tips for building  
an audience, industry contacts

My special focus is literature, film, arts, humanities, 
publishing and digital media along with academic texts, 
student essays and theses.

I have over 20 years’ experience as a writer and editor 
and offer reasonable rates for non-profit organisations, 
emerging authors and students.

Cheers, 
Kirsten

Kirsten 
Krauth

Do you need a writer? 
Or are you a writer who needs an editor?

MA  
Creative Writing

Published Novel 
just_a_girl

Judge  
Sydney Morning Herald 
Young Writer of the Year.

Articles 
Good Weekend 
Sydney Morning Herald 
The Age 
The Australian 
The Saturday Paper 
RealTime 
ABC Arts 
Island 
Empire

Clients 
Australian Film 
Commission 
Writing NSW 
THINK Education 
Various authors
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PUBLIC WRITERS, 
PRIVATE LIVES 

Ruth Quibell and 
Damon Young 
on achieving the 
work-life-writing 
balance

T
he public face of writing is 
an edited, commercial one. 
Beyond book signings, 
blurbs and bullish advances 

are two stubborn tropes: writers are 
idiots, and writers are butterflies. Idiot, 
from the ancient Greek idiotes, is 
someone who refuses community; a 
recluse or exile. A butterfly, while 
charming, never sits still for long. She 
flits and tastes, sits then flies — a 
creature of caprice. This is the author as 
a hermit or party animal; dying of 
tuberculosis and ennui in an attic, or 
playing with bon mots over cocktails. 
Whatever it is that the artist achieves 
— and this is often left absurdly 
ambiguous — this endeavour is 
otherworldly, and foreign to ordinary 
labour and polite society. Writing is not, 
in a word, bourgeois. 

There are some good reasons for these 
tropes. First, the caricature of the 
mysterious exile or party animal works 
nicely with the romantic ideal. The artist 
is liberated, not only from ordinary 
labour, but from the etiquette of middle-
class respectability. She is often in touch 
with ‘higher truths’ invisible to anyone 
concerned with material concerns like 
net price, rent and groceries. 

Since Plato, artistic reverie has often 
been put in the same ornate box as love 
and madness, and this makes sense: 
the craft of writing can indeed involve 
something like epiphany or inspiration. 
Discoveries can be made, seemingly 
without conscious effort, as if ‘from 
above’. The author, in other words, 
seems to avoid dull labour or common 
sociability: she is more prophet than 
drudge. This specialness also provides 

attorney, notes that many authors of the 
past were monied, and never needed to 
earn an income from writing. ‘Over the 
centuries there were no doubt others of 
whom we know nothing now,’ he writes, 
‘but were as gifted as Byron or Tolstoy, 
and who simply didn’t have time to 
share these gifts because feeding 
oneself or one’s family came first.’ 

Authors in Australia earn, from their 
writing, approximately one sixth of 
average annual income, and one fifth 
of the median: around eleven thousand 
dollars. It is rarely a living wage. 
Tasmanian author Peter Timms replied 
that we would ‘have to be joking’, when 
asked if he lived off his earnings. ‘I rely 
on a bit of investment income and my 
partner’s age pension.’ The income 
from writing is often sporadic as well as 
meagre. Another writer and academic 
from Hobart, Helen Hayward, says she 
has made ‘bits of money’, but nothing 
to live on. 

Some writers do cultivate more 
bohemian lives, purchasing the hours to 
write at the cost of income security and 
ordinary middle-class assets. Melbourne 
novelist, poet and playwright Alison 
Croggon writes full-time, and is happy 
with her decision to give up journalism 
years ago as a promising young cadet. 
Her prolific and wide-ranging output 
— from poetry and libretti to genre 
fiction — has enabled her to live well 
and bring up three children on a writer’s 
income. But she recognises that she and 
her husband, playwright Daniel Keene, 
are living on their wits. ‘I guess the 
major thing I’d like,’ she writes, ‘would be 
financial security. We never know from 
year to year whether we’ll be OK, or if 
we’ll be broke.’ 

The anxiety of uncertain literary income 
is not radically different to that of many 
contractual or casual workers, jostling 
for cash. But writers often earn less for 
their labour, including years before 
‘making it’. ‘I’d have to make a hell of 
a lot of money,’ writes blogger and 
forthcoming non-fiction author Clint 
Greagen, ‘to catch up on the hours I’ve 
put into it over my lifetime.’ 

Indeed, even successful authors are 
routinely asked to work for free. It 
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some consolation — at least in the 
minds of the monied — for the financial 
insecurity of a writing career. 

Second, some very successful modern 
authors have seemed to live this way, 
and their aura of hermetic austerity 
(Orwell) or public pickling (Hemingway, 
Dylan Thomas) provides tropes for 
the next generation. Plenty of brilliant 
writers have suffered madness (Woolf, 
Plath), chosen solitude (Proust) or 
both (Nietzsche, Wittgenstein). Virginia 
Nicholson’s excellent Among the 
Bohemians exemplifies this outlook, 
with its tales of poverty, adultery and 
filth. Put another way, many great 
authors provide not only a wealth of 
aesthetic experiences, but also a stock 
of identities.  

In film or on television, these become 
(ironically) simple caricatures for 
mediocre narrative. Need a poor 
loser to transform, or as a foil for the 
authentic hero? Make him a failed 
writer, preferably with something 
called ‘writer’s block’. Need someone 
who lives a ‘fabulous’ life of cocktails 
and cock, without a day job to confuse 
things? Make her a writer. The idiot 
and the butterfly keep screenwriters 
from having to think about other, more 
complicated animals. 

As writers, we want a better-stocked 
menagerie. We are curious, not only 
about others’ literary ideals, but also 
about the strife between these ideals 
and the reality of professional writing. 
To this end, we interviewed 20 authors 
from Australia and abroad, from a 
columnist in her first year of full-time 
writing, to a best-selling global author 
and television personality. What we 
gleaned was more nuanced, and often 
more banal, than romantic poverty 
or champagne soirées — and more 
compelling for this. 

BITS OF MONEY
 

How do I feel about my literary 
income? Hungry. 
– Melbourne freelance writer Amy Gray 

The most obvious fact of professional 
writing is money — and its scarcity. US 
author David Lebedoff, who works as an 
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Creative writing does have a romantic 
tinge to it. It is often treated quite 
differently to work undertaken for 
money — even when this work is 
also writing. While it is valued for the 
pleasure, lucidity or catharsis it gives 
the reader, many authors value writing 
for its own sake; for the joy of writing 
itself, including the reflection and 
daydreaming required to cultivate 
it. Historian Robyn Annear describes 
this as ‘the thinking about writing, 
and getting into the fugue, that 
requires time of a certain quality — 
uninterrupted/undistracted — and 
quantity.’ 

It is this time that is pilfered by the 
demands of paid work, child-raising and 
general busywork. For many, it is rarely 
granted, and often snatched by writers 
in small grabs. Writer and editor Rachel 
Power describes reflecting ‘on the train 
on the way to work, sometimes straight 
after I wake up, half-time at my son’s 
football match ... in those brief stolen 
moments.’ Thomas Farber, author and 
creative writing teacher at University 
of California, Berkeley, echoes Power’s 
sense of having burgled the world 
for time: ‘I’ve found that writing time 
is stolen from an unwilling world. [...] 
Like most people, I hate being harried. 
There’s dream-time versus machine-
time ... ’ 

This notion of a ‘dream-time’ seems 
mystical, but is quite straightforward 
for many artists. It arises when the 
conscious mind is not devoted to 
anything strenuous, and often when 
(or just after) we are engaged in a 
rudimentary physical task: washing 
up, walking, showering, brushing 
teeth. Sometimes it is a state known 
as ‘transient hypofrontality’, in which 
the usual patterns of order between 
ideas break down, and new — often 
unpredictable — connections are 
made. It is, in other words, exactly 
the mindset required for creative 
writing. ‘Dream-time,’ writes Farber, ‘is 
sometimes in not writing.’ 

Yet the portrait of the artist idling 
in reverie can be misleading. Often 
authors require some other work 
— paid or domestic — to discipline 
themselves, or otherwise bring order 
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is not unusual to have a speaking 
event staffed by producers, directors, 
publicists and sound engineers, all 
earning a wage — while the author 
is supposed to pay for groceries with 
applause and a bottle of wine. Amongst 
the general population frustrated by 
‘high’ book prices, perhaps the idiot 
and butterfly tropes add to this: writing 
is not seen as skilled labour meriting 
payment, but as otherworldly or 
glamorous sorcery. 

Whatever the cultural background, the 
miserly rewards can lead to rightful 
frustration. ‘Writers,’ Melbourne 
novelist and academic Tony Birch says 
bluntly, ‘are the most exploited workers 
in the publishing industry.’ Novelist 
Jennifer Mills, a vocal advocate for 
writers’ financial rights, agrees. She 
started the @paythewriters Twitter 
account to highlight the industry’s 
stinginess. ‘I’m an enthusiastic 
volunteer for projects I care about,’ 
says Mills, ‘but that doesn’t forfeit my 
rights as a worker.’ Even internationally 
successful UK author Alain de Botton 
feels the precariousness of literary work. 
He is, he says, ‘very lucky’ to have his 
income, but ‘scared (always) about the 
future.’ 

An insider’s view of the industry can 
certainly justify financial fear: stressed, 
distracted, sometimes paralysed editors 
and agents, watching publishers and 
newspapers leak lucre. ‘My US publisher 
owes me $20,000 in unpaid advances 
and royalties,’ says US-based fiction 
author, David Francis, ‘because the 
publishing house is going belly-up; my 
English agent (who was wonderful) 
drank so much he had a leg removed 
then died; my New York agent (who 
was wonderful) has gone dotty and 
retired; the owner of my US publisher 
(whom I loved) recently died from drink 
and disappointment; and my French 
editor (whom I love) just left her job. My 
writing life is in a wonderful shambles 
and yet I have finished a new book and 
am naively hopeful and inspired, but 
relieved I’m not trying to live off the 
spoils.’ 

This instability usually translates, not 
into romantic alienation, but into 
diminished material expectations or 

straightforward pragmatism. Birch, 
who grew up poor, notes how the 
ordinary trappings of middle-class life 
are unattainable on a writer’s income. 
Despite his critical success, Birch’s 
writing cannot bankroll what many 
Australians would see as a ‘grown-up’ 
life: 

Writing is not viable for me as an 
income. I have kids, a dog, a mortgage, 
a reserved seat at the football. I have 
worked full-time since I was 15 (as 
a telegram boy). I am now 56, and 
even when I studied as a mature-
age undergraduate I also worked. 
I come from a very poor family 
background and income security is very 
important to me. Certainly more than 
concentrating my time on writing. 

There is a certain irony here: for 
all their appreciation of aesthetic 
and intellectual achievement, many 
authors are frustrated consumers. 
This was suggested, with no small 
dose of snark, by Edgar Allen Poe in 
his 1840 essay ‘The Philosophy of 
Furniture’. ‘A man of large purse,’ 
he wrote, ‘has usually a very little 
soul which he keeps in it.’ Unlike 
the monied, writers often struggle 
to possess the material reflections 
of their own cultural commitments. 
Philosopher and author John 
Armstrong puts the tension strikingly: 
‘I feel caught by personal history: my 
idea of how to live is basically very 
bourgeois, my idea of how to work is 
basically bohemian. The two do not 
really go together.’ 

STOLEN TIME 

I’m not afraid of being a crazy old man 
as long as I can still write. I romanticise 
being flung into prison, not for the sex 
but the chance to write unimpeded.  
– novelist David Francis 

The financial pressures of writing 
can undermine the craft. This is not 
quite the squalid hunger of Orwell’s 
Keep the Aspidistra Flying, as Gordon 
Comstock counts his pennies for 
cigarettes, and pisses away his talent 
with guilt, jealousy and alcohol. It is 
more about hours for creativity lost to 
administrivia, weariness or anxiety. 
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then dinner and ‘an evening devoid of 
writing’. A full day’s writing is sometimes 
necessary, but rarely welcomed. Farber 
has earned a living from writing, but also 
from teaching, editing and social justice 
projects. ‘I needed these various kinds of 
work, not simply for income,’ he writes, 
‘but to satisfy me in ways writing cannot.’ 

But many other writers are more 
ambivalent about their competing 
needs. They find it difficult, not only 
to switch off from creative writing, 
but also to stop other work and family 
matters eroding the literary state of 
mind. Novelist Charlotte Wood says 
her manuscript ‘leaches’ through her 
whole life. ‘I have not,’ confesses Rachel 
Power, ‘built adequate defences against 
the demands of my day job.’ Balance 
is particularly difficult for writers with 
young children, whose basic needs 
cannot be put off. 

THE PRAM IN THE HALL 

I have that faraway glazed look that 
writers often have, especially on holiday. 
– essayist and broadcaster Alain de 
Botton 

Writers, however solitary their practice, 
are rarely alone. They have spouses, 
partners, children, parents — each 
of whom brings generosities and 
obligations, anxiety and contentment. 
These intimacies inhabit and, in some 
cases, justify, the author’s imagination. 
At the very least, these relationships 
demand an outward sensitivity at odds 
with the aloof stereotype. 

Some of the established writers we 
spoke to have little difficulty switching 
off from the demands of family life. For 
Alison Croggon this habit of ‘focusing in 
the midst of chaos’ is one she cultivated 
early on in life. ‘I could be oblivious,’ 
says Croggon, of her kids’ early years, 
‘until I heard THAT scream (or THAT 
ominous silence) which meant I had to 
go and deal with something.’ For Farber, 
this problem has practical solutions, 
‘industrial ear protectors to muffle 
sound. I never answer the phone.’ 

Others are more divided about the 
relative value of writing and parenting. 
‘I refuse to switch myself off from 

to the day. This is not unprecedented. 
Poet TS Eliot, for example, worked at 
Lloyd’s Bank for many years, rising 
early and retiring late to allow time 
for literature (while caring for his sick 
wife). While his friends and colleagues 
lamented his drudgery, for Eliot 
the work was vital for his poetry: it 
gave him regularity and rhythm, and 
assuaged his guilt at choosing a less 
stable career. 

Matthew Lamb, founding editor 
of The Review of Australian Fiction, 
also finds that paid work, for all its 
harassing demands, offers some 
structure. While a four-week residency 
gave Lamb the chance to write the 
first draft of a novel, a nine-month 
stint in Dubai produced very little. 
‘With no obligations whatsoever, no 
worries about rent or food,’ he says, 
‘I managed to get little or no writing 
done.’ Returning to a busy full-time 
job and editing two journals actually 
helped Lamb to focus. 

Jennifer Mills, likewise, feels that too 
much time would be a hindrance to 
her writing — she enjoys the structure 
that a heavier workload brings: ‘I 
am better at writing when I have 
several projects on the go at once.’ 
This sentiment is shared by others. 
‘I’d rather be busy and urged to write 
because of the preciousness of time,’ 
admits Birch. ‘I wouldn’t consider 
writing full-time as I’d probably go to 
the movies then have a long run, and 
then read a book ... ’ While recognising 
that fewer hours hinder his writing, 
Timms notes that ‘busyness with day-
to-day things does keep me active and 
motivated’. Annear, who works in a 
library, says that a part-time ‘customer-
service, bookish type job’ is her ideal: 
socially stimulating, pays the bills and 
leaves time for writing. 

As Annear’s mention of ‘people-contact’ 
suggests, other occupations and 
pursuits can satisfy urges that writing 
cannot. These are broader human needs 
for company, exercise, and practical, 
political and ethical goals. For example, 
Lebedoff’s ideal writing day begins with 
writing from morning until noon, then 
lunch with friends, chores and errands, a 
long walk (‘exercise ... absolutely critical’) 

my friends,’ declares historian Maria 
Tumarkin. ‘I do not leave my son in 
after-school care. I put relationships 
before writing.’ Hayward has arrived 
at a similar resolution. For her ‘own 
mental health’ she wants to take care 
of her family and home ‘in order to 
keep what I care about buoyant’, while 
also respecting her work of writing 
‘which I fit in whenever possible’. At 
this point, neither family nor writing is 
more important than the other. 

Importantly, parenthood and writing 
need not be at odds. Hayward writes 
to better understand her family, while 
novelists Dawn Barker and Emma 
Darwin say having children allowed 
them to write in the first place. ‘I 
don’t think I’d have written,’ reflects 
Darwin, ‘if I hadn’t had children, even 
though that’s not what I write about 
at all.’ Darwin says her children made 
her ‘think about things for the first 
time.’ Barker says having children has 
given her the emotional space to start 
writing: the break she needed from her 
demanding career as a psychiatrist. 
She takes regular time away from her 
young children to write, and is a ‘much 
more satisfied and happier mum’ with 
a creative vocation she is proud of. 
She escapes the pram in the hall by 
working at the local library. 

A handful of writers also believe that 
the profession’s flexibility leaves them 
more available to their children. For 
columnist and sole parent, Amy Gray, 
writing allows her to be ‘physically 
available’, including walking her 
daughter to and from school. A parent 
of young adult children, Croggon 
similarly reflects that she and her 
husband Daniel Keene were ‘much 
more available as parents than we 
would have been if we had had 
conventional jobs ... I think it made a 
very great difference, especially during 
the teenage years.’ Contrary to the 
cliché of unhappy writers’ children, 
Croggon’s recollection of parenting is 
one of fun: ‘We’ve always had a lot of 
fun together as a family because we’ve 
never stopped talking to each other 
and being interested in what each of 
us are doing.’ Importantly, this is as 
much about marriage as it is about 
parenting. 
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I write for me not to feel that my words 
fall into some cosmic black hole,’ says 
Tumarkin. ‘I do feel that I am connecting 
to something and someone. This 
feeling is an immense source of energy 
for me.’ This is a common sentiment 
amongst writers, whether from literary 
festivals or letters. Birch writes that 
readers are his ‘bread and butter,’ and 
that he is regularly ‘humbled’ by their 
engagement. 

In this way, it is almost impossible to 
disentangle creative work, identity and 
income. Having a robust literary self 
often pushes writers to cordon off hours 
to work: Darwin’s ‘ring-fencing’ and 
Farber’s ‘stolen’ time. The more hours 
spent writing, the more identity can be 
enriched and enhanced by art and, in 
many cases, by professional recognition: 
from industry professionals and readers. 
Put simply, writers are rarely idiots and 
butterflies. What’s most common is an 
urge to realise the identity, ‘writer’ — an 
aspiration that is worked out, piecemeal 
and in private, amidst very familiar 
tensions. The ambition, like the art, is a 
work-in-progress.

Ruth Quibell is a sociologist and writer. She’s the 
author of The Promise of Things, and has written 
for the Age, Sydney Morning Herald and ABC. 
Damon Young is a philosopher and writer. He is 
the author or editor of 11 books including The Art 
of Reading and Philosophy in the Garden. Ruth and 
Damon are married (to each other). They live in 
Tasmania with their two children and too many 
books. 
 
This is an edited version of an article that 
originally appeared in Island, a print-only 
quarterly journal of ideas, writing and culture. 
You can subscribe or send submissions to 
islandmag.com.

EMBARRASSMENT AND 
ENTHUSIASM 

I feel like our family life would run much 
more smoothly if I didn’t have the desire 
or ambition to write. 
– writer and editor Rachel Power 

So much for the logistics — what 
of the passions? One of the most 
marked divisions between writers is 
how they think writing impacts upon 
them and their intimates. For some 
it is a source of deep joy and identity. 
‘It’s the most important thing in my 
life, making things,’ said AS Byatt, in a 
2009 interview which epitomises this 
view. ‘Much as I love my husband and 
children, I love them only because I am 
a person who makes things.’ It is this 
enthusiasm about writing and creating 
that informs Greagen’s talks with his 
kids about the ‘joys of being creative’. 

For others, writing is a more painful 
commitment. ‘I am far more anxious 
than I ought to be,’ reflects Alain de 
Botton, ‘far more irritable. I would be 
nicer if I were a lawyer.’ Power similarly 
feels that her writing ambition is 
frustrating her family’s peaceful life. 
‘But because I do have that desire,’ says 
Power, ‘I become deeply unsatisfied if 
I’m not writing, and that has a negative 
impact on my family.’ 

A handful of writers are partially 
liberated from some of these concerns 
by circumstances: being single, 
childfree or parentless. ‘If my parents 
were alive,’ says Wood, ‘I would probably 
worry about offending their sensitivities 
from time to time.’ They acknowledge 
that this liberates their hours and 
energies — though not without 
sacrifice. As Francis put it: ‘I think writing 
may have kept me single. Waking up 
alone is lonely but conducive to writing.’ 

THE WORK

The writing... ‘relieved my soul of 
incoherence’ as I think Shirley Hazzard 
put it.
– novelist and writer Thomas Farber 

Anxiety over being a ‘mere’ writer, 
or not a ‘proper’ one, partly stems 
from ephemerality. Gray says her 

journalism is not, and perhaps should 
not be, valued because it is ‘transient 
diversions’ linked to the news cycle and 
‘easily forgotten’. In short, to be a real 
writer is to leave something of lasting 
worth behind. 

It is easy to be idealistic about this sense 
of value — clichés of ‘immortality’ and 
‘eternity’ ooze out of the pen. But as 
philosopher John Dewey argued in Art 
as Experience, art is the creation of an 
experience from the chaos of things. It 
is a new, somewhat stable unity, which 
allows us to experience our experience: 
in a more vivid, elegant or otherwise 
memorable form. 

As art, literature can be vital for the 
development of identity: it enables us 
to more readily recognise ourselves, the 
world, and the ties between the two. For 
the author, the book or feature is not 
only a material manifestation of their 
labour. It is also a way to encounter parts 
of their character that might be murky 
or rickety. The work can also add to what 
Wood calls ‘beauty and culture’. As an 
experience, it contains new harmonies 
and cadences, which give aesthetic 
pleasure to self and others. 

For many writers, this bond between 
the work and the self is essential. ‘The 
writing of my books made things 
that to me are beautiful and true,’ 
says Farber, ‘the houses I’ve been 
able to build, so to speak.’ Likewise, 
Annear notes the challenges met, 
and virtues encouraged, by writing; 
the sense that literature provides an 
ongoing test for her ambition. ‘What 
fascinates me too,’ she adds, ‘is to get 
an inkling of the depths there are to 
myself and everyone else... under the 
surface.’ Benjamin Law notes this same 
combination of curiosity, empathy and 
existential enrichment. ‘I know it sounds 
corny,’ he says, ‘but ... there’s something 
about being a writer that can help you 
become a better human being.’ 

Because we are social animals, we often 
share experience: so what adds to the 
author’s life also adds to the reader’s. 
And this is another source of value for 
writers: the communion with audiences, 
who discover some verity and beauty in 
their words. ‘Enough people read what 
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for new work to rush in, in my case. I 
did not go to university, so I was not 
used to being tested in that way; the 
understanding of having a ‘mission’ 
and spacing it out over the time was 
quite alien to my normal work process. 
It is a far better work process now and 
the grant is to blame for that. I became 
connected to the writing world in a way 
I had not thought to be before. 

Has your writing process changed since 
writing more poetry than short stories?
I think the process was changed by 
the onset of my chronic disabling 
disease, which makes me very tired; I 
found it harder to write longer pieces 
and it seemed ‘the governor’ in my 
head had gone. I always wrote small 
grabs in notebooks. This had been a 
lifetime habit I urge on everyone — I 
write things on bar coasters, on table 
napkins, any paper if I am caught short, 
and throw them in a box. The point at 
which they became stories was when 
they were assigned to characters. Now I 
write the lines in a clearer way, it seems 
to have less subterfuge to arrive at a 
similar destination. I would say I use the 
same process, but have taken away the 
long task of dressing up the actors.

Do you have any advice for emerging 
poets? 
Write daily, read widely in all genres 
and don’t think too much about the 
fashion. Don’t expect to get rich and 
don’t go about comparing your work or 
your progress to others. Everyone will 
go along at their own rate, as in other 
things in life. There are many terrific 
workshops available at writers’ centres 
and around the traps; go take them. Go 
read in pubs. Kill your darlings. Poems 
are like buses, there is always another 
one, right around the corner.

Kerri Shying is descended from the first Chinese 
settler in Australia, the first to be granted land 
and hold a liquor license. She belongs to the 
Wiradjuri people of NSW. Kerri was shortlisted 
for the Helen Anne Bell Bequest 2017 for the 
manuscript of Know Your Country. Her work 
has appeared in Cordite, Snap Journal, and 
anthologies from Papatuanuku Press and Blank 
Rune Press. She has received three Roland 
Robinson Literary Awards for her poetry and short 
stories. Kerri lives in Newcastle where she works 
with people with disability who wish to write. 

SPOTLIGHT ON 
KERRI SHYING

Kerri Shying is a poet of Chinese and 
Wiradjuri heritage who recently published 
sing out when you want me, a poetry 
collection that arose from receiving a 
Writing NSW Early Career Writer Grant 
in 2016. Membership & Development 
officer Sherry Landow caught up with 
Kerri about the collection and other 
writing projects.

You recently published your poetry 
collection, sing out when you want me. 
How will you launch the book? 
I had so much material generated 
through the course of the grant that I 
separated it into two books; the first 
one published is sing out when you 
want me, in English and Chinese by 
ASM/Cerberus/Five Islands Press. 
We are planning to launch it at the 
June meeting of Newcastle’s Poetry 
at The Pub (18 June, Wickham Park 
Hotel, 7:30pm). And yes, there’s an 
open read! Know Your Country is being 
further developed and is looking for a 
publisher as a full-length poetry book.

What inspired the collection?
It completely came out of my 
experience as a mixed race woman and 
an insider/outsider in all kinds of ways. 
Through my life experience and work. 
My sense of belonging (to this country) 
was never fragile but to the systems 
that run it — well that’s the story I 
suppose, right there. When you come 
from people with a history of hiding 
who you are, there is a story always 
inside you.
 
I’m gobsmacked by your dedication 
to write a poem a day for 365 days! 
How did you maintain motivation for a 
whole year? 
Stubbornness! Pride? I think it was 
some kind of magical thinking at 
various points. I was very intimidated 
in the first month, I even moved from 
place to place, certain that I would run 
out of things to write about, but by the 
time the month was up, I was begging 
to stay on for more. It gave me a sense 
of discipline that emboldened me to 
reach further in style and content. I got 
less precious, and that was essential. 

After the first month, it is a habit I 
think; you feel odd then if you haven’t 
written that day. 

Tell us about your writers’ group, Write 
Up!, and how it came about.
I’ve been disabled for almost a decade 
now. Write Up! started as a NSW 
government-funded accessibility 
project auspiced through Octapod. We 
have now devolved it through funding 
from the Council for Intellectual 
Disability to the point where it is 
freestanding and will work through 
an agreement with the Newcastle City 
Council Library. We provide monthly 
writing groups for any person with 
disability. We are a peer-support group, 
using the knowledge and experience 
of all the group members. You must 
write every time we meet. We try to 
source funds to assist with submission 
fees and so forth, and offer criticism, 
encouragement and social time. We 
have a load of good writers.

You were one of the inaugural 
recipients of a Writing NSW Early 
Career Writer Grant. How did this grant 
affect your writing year?
The grant was a huge motivation. I 
felt that I had something to live up to 
(everyone was very thrilled for me and 
that makes you work harder I think), 
and even the judges’ remarks gave 
useful feedback for me in planning how 
the work should go. I opened up a far 
larger field of interrogation to myself 
than I would have, had I not been 
applying for a grant. It is the reaching 
a little beyond what you think you 
are capable of, that makes the space 
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LINDY ALEXANDER

“The beauty of being an 
introverted freelance writer in 
2018 is that so many of our 
connections are online (we pitch 
editors via email, we chat to 
other freelancers in Facebook 
groups, we join conversations 
on Twitter), and so even if you’d 
rather plunge daggers into your 
eyes than chat to strangers over 

cold canapés, the new world order means you can begin 
creating long-lasting, meaningful relationships with other 
writers, editors and clients without ever having to utter a 
word. But the benefit of meeting other freelancers in the 
flesh is undeniable.”

KERRI SHYING

“I always wrote small grabs in 
notebooks. This had been a 
lifetime habit I urge on everyone 
— I write things on bar coasters, 
on table napkins, any paper if I 
am caught short, and throw them 
in a box. The point at which they 
became stories was when they 
were assigned to characters. 
Now I write the lines in a clearer 

way, it seems to have less subterfuge to arrive at a similar 
destination. I would say I use the same process, but have 
taken away the long task of dressing up the actors.”

CLINT CAWARD

“Memoir is the most porous and 
fluid of all genres, if it even is one, 
and our urge to leave a record 
of ourselves is much stronger 
than when Augustine penned his 
Confessions in 371 AD. Writing 
guru William Zinsser thinks 
‘shame went out the window’ with 
Oprah-like chat shows creating a 
confessional world. But it’s not 

hard to argue that in increasingly virtual spaces where real 
feelings are packaged in reality TV, socialising is mediated 
and fake news makes us doubt what we see and hear, that 
we might increasingly hunger for a taste of the real.”

CLAIRE G COLEMAN

“There was always something 
special and luminous in the 
stripped back verse of Dorothy 
Porter. She could make words 
dance across the mind and sear 
themselves into your cerebellum, 
she could lift you up, she could 
tear your heart out in a way that 
made you say ‘thank you’ then 
beg for more. It has been said 

that the ultimate expression of art is when something 
is stripped back to its essence, in the way a painter can 
express a bird in flight in one stroke of the brush. Porter 
did that with every sentence.”

SAMUEL ELLIOTT

“Bear in mind, even the most 
seasoned literary figure can have 
their off days and might not 
reciprocate to you at your most 
vivacious and disarming self ... If 
the interview wraps up and you 
still aren’t happy with what you’ve 
talked about, ask if you can arrange 
to speak with them at a later date 
to ostensibly confirm a few details. 

The second time around unfailingly produces sterling material, 
as your subject has a better head-space and appreciates your 
devotion to producing the best feature possible.”

DAMON YOUNG & RUTH QUIBELL

“Creative writing does have a 
romantic tinge to it. It is often 
treated quite differently to work 
undertaken for money — even 
when this work is also writing. 
While it is valued for the pleasure, 
lucidity or catharsis it gives 
the reader, many authors value 
writing for its own sake; for the 
joy of writing itself, including the 

reflection and daydreaming required to cultivate it ... It is 
this time that is pilfered by the demands of paid work, child-
raising and general busywork. For many, it is rarely granted, 
and often snatched by writers in small grabs.”


