
10 

I’m a pushover for a confi dent voice. Any writer who can 

wield a verb with grace and stealth unlaces my stays. A sense 

of rhythm and the heady possibilities of language sets my 

knees atremble. Authentic emotion, intelligence, and a story 

that hooks you like lawyer vine and – lordy, lordy, where’s 

my swooning couch? 

My shortlist of recent literary crushes – Hilary Mantell, Margo 

Lanagan, James Lee Burke, Markus Zusak, Kate Atkinson, Jane 

Austen, David Sedaris, Peter Temple, Janet Evanovich – makes 

me sound like I’m anybody’s. I recently fell for BBQ Corner in the 

school e-newsletter. The voice slung an arm round my shoulders 

and pulled me into the fat splatter of old matey’s circle to blow 

the froth off a coldie and tell a few lies. When it slapped me on 

the rump and sent me on my way, I was staggered at how easily 

it had had its way with me. 

What can I say? I have eclectic tastes, but also, ahem, 

standards. The alert reader might detect the rustle of fabric 

as I adjust my stays and struggle back into a seated position. 

An author’s voice, dear reader, is his or her calling card (did you 

catch the prim note as I slipped on my spectacles and studied 

you over the rims?) and fi rst impressions are important. 

Voice is the way your words sound to your readers. Developing an 

ear for the music and rhythm of language requires commitment 

and, typically, years of practice. At least 10 years, or 10,000 hours 

of applied effort, according to the expert studies. 

Novelist and creative writing teacher Venero Armanno says he 

put in ‘a long slog of endless writing’ over a couple of decades 

with ‘many many failed manuscripts’ to become the author of 

a dozen books, including The Volcano, which won the 2002 

Queensland Premier’s Literary Award. He says a writer’s voice 

must engage the reader.

‘It’s very similar to what makes you want to listen to one 

person’s story over someone else’s. Say, at a party, or over 

a few beers,’ says Armanno. 

‘The boring storyteller invokes an “I” who is almost completely 

oblivious to the wider world and other people. The interesting 

storyteller invokes an “I” that has something of an every-person 

element. The latter invokes empathy and sympathy; the former, 

just a bit of eye-rolling. Books can be very similar to this, and 

writers’ voices are the fi rst step toward engaging or distancing us.’

Armanno favourites include Haruki Murakami, Charles Bukowski, 

and Joyce Carol Oates. ‘You can “hear” their voice as you read 

the text,’ he says. ‘Each seems unique, only possible to have 

been uttered by that particular writer. Many copy these three, 

but few can break away and create something completely new.’

The struggle to develop an authentic voice is shared by many 

writers, including Armanno. ‘I think some kind of unique voice was 

always there and that might have carried my earlier “developing” 

writing,’ he says. ‘I wouldn’t say that I’ve cracked this at all, but 

that’s the beauty of being a writer – always needing to learn more 

and trying to do better.’

He advises students not to take short cuts when developing 

their own distinctive writing voice. ‘Don’t look for easy options, 

don’t expect or even want to get published quickly. Look to the 

long term and the long career. Write endlessly. Create and re-

create weekly, monthly, whatever you can handle. Treat the fi rst 

10 or 20 years of writing as your training ground. Few people 

want to hear this but, for me at least, I think it’s the only way.’

Kirsten Reed’s debut novel The Ice Age received critical acclaim 

for a voice variously described as arresting, confronting, 

authentic, and powerful. I asked her how diffi cult it was creating 

the wry and ironic voice of her young female protagonist. 

‘The story and her voice came together quickly, once I got a 

handle on who she was and what she was about,’ says Reed. 

‘I used as much of myself, and my younger self – my emotions, 

my frustrations, my impulses – as I could. At the same time, 

I was freed by the knowledge that it wasn’t me, and I could 

lose myself and go with the fl ow.’

Reed acknowledges she is something of a ‘method’ writer, 

immersing herself in the world of her story. Authors who get 

the world right, then get out of the way so that the reader can 

be swept up in the story, impress her. ‘I like to completely 

forget about the author when I’m reading, the same way you 

might get transfi xed by a movie and not give the director 

a second thought.’
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It can drive you crazy having the voices 

in your head, but I need my characters 

to talk to me so I can hear what they 

sound like. – Melina Marchetta
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She says the best advice on developing her own voice came 

in art school where she kept a diary while writing a screenplay. 

Her mentoring tutor told her: ‘Your struggle to create is more 

interesting than what you’re creating.’ 

The comment perplexed her, but she has held onto it. ‘I take 

it to mean if I incorporate more of my own experience, no 

matter how average, into my creations, this may imbue them 

with a humanising authenticity ... this, in my case, often involves 

a degree of pathetic self-deprecating wit.’

Reed says stubbornness helped develop her writing style. 

‘It’s fun to experiment, get into that self-contained bubble, 

and lose all self-consciousness. However, I now consider that 

to be just one part of the process – ultimately it’s entertainment, 

and a communication with the reader; if they’re not feeling it, 

I’ve fallen short. This is where the feedback of editors, readers, 

and trusted peers comes in handy.’

Finding the right voice for a story is no easy task according 

to internationally award-winning and best-selling author Melina 

Marchetta. She was 21 when she wrote her fi rst novel – a story 

told in the third person with fi rst-person diary entries.

‘I didn’t know what I was doing when I wrote it,’ Marchetta says. 

‘Over the years it kept getting rejected and I kept working on it, 

without really changing the two voices.’ 

Penguin was interested, but wanted her to choose one voice 

– the strongest. She rewrote it as a fi rst-person narrative in the 

voice of 17-year-old Josie Alibrandi, creating one of Australia’s 

best-loved young adult novels, Looking for Alibrandi, published 

when Marchetta was 27. She has penned another four novels 

including the international award-winning On Jellicoe Road and 

next month’s release, The Piper’s Son – a sequel to her 2003 

novel Saving Francesca. 

Each book, according to Marchetta, had its own challenges in 

getting the voice right. ‘It can drive you crazy having the voices 

in your head, but I need my characters to talk to me so I can 

hear what they sound like.’ 

Enthusiasm for her craft is obvious as she speaks of the music 

and rhythm of her characters’ speech, her ‘less is more’ approach 

to creating dialogue in accented English, the diffi culties she faced 

getting the voice right for her fi rst ‘Anglo’ family. 

‘The Piper’s Son is my third novel set in Sydney’s inner-west, 

but the fi rst whose characters aren’t second- or third-generation 

Italians. I had to get my head around “grandma” and “grandpa” 

... I had never used the word “Aunt” before.’

A perfectionist, she now accepts that she doesn’t have to do 

everything in the fi rst draft. In her work-in-progress, a sequel 

to her fantasy novel Finnikin of the Rock, she is concentrating 

on plot and relationships; in the second draft, she’ll worry about 

getting the voice and setting right.

‘Writers should trust the voices in their head,’ Marchetta 

advises. ‘Give them time to speak to you before putting pen 

to paper. Listen to the rhythm of their speech. Find a way to get 

to know your characters and their world. Create a playlist and 

listen to their music. Give them backstories, know their politics. 

Create conversations between them that never need to make 

it into the story. Be true to your characters.’ 

A fi nal tip from yours truly: voice is the way a writer’s words 

sound, so don’t be afraid to read your work aloud, listening 

for the false note. Then rewrite it until it sings. 

Christine Bongers grew up on a farm outside Biloela, Central Queensland. She 

has worked as a broadcast journalist on the ABC, and in commercial television 

and radio, in Brisbane and London. She completed a Master of Arts (Research) 

in youth writing in 2008. Her debut novel Dust, published by Random House 

Australia under its Woolshed Press Imprint, was released in July 2009. Henry 

Hoey Hobson, her second novel, is due out in July 2010. She is currently 

working on an adult crime novel, The Lonely Dead.

... voice is the way a writer’s words 

sound, so don’t be afraid to read your 

work aloud, listening for the false note. 

Then rewrite it until it sings.

Listen to the rhythm of their speech. 

Find a way to get to know your 

characters and their world. Create 

a playlist and listen to their music.


