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Long-listed for the 2013 Man Booker Prize at just 27, the New Zealand
novelist has a few words to say about the art of writing a page-turner…
Congratulations on being long-listed
for the Man Booker Prize for The
Luminaries. Thank you very much.
It’s not your first prize, but it’s the big
one. How do you feel about it? I’m over
the moon. It was just astonishing, actually.
Ever since I found out, it’s been pretty much
nonstop in terms of media in New Zealand,
because we’re quite a small country.
So you’ve already become a national
treasure? [Laughs] Yeah, people have been
really excited about it. It feels great to be
flying the flag for New Zealand, in a way.
Everyone has been so warm in their good
wishes that I kind of feel like I’m an athlete
going to run a race for my country.
With all your success, do you expect
Australia to claim you as our own soon?
[Laughs] As long as I keep a New Zealand
accent, that will be pretty hard to do.
When you get big news like that, who is
your go-to person to share it with? Well,
I live with my boyfriend [Steven Toussaint],
so he found out right away. But I called my
parents first and when I rang my mum, she
was really stoked but she’d been meaning
to ring me because she had some good news
of her own – she’d discovered the world’s
best hair conditioner. So I rang her up and
I was like, “Mum, I’m on the long list for the
Booker Prize!” and she said, “That’s really
great… I’ve got some good news, too.”
Has your boyfriend been there through
the entire writing process? Yes, he’s
a poet, actually. He has his PhD in poetry
and he’s a really important part of my
process because I read to him every night.
Everything I’ve written during the day
I read out to him and then we talk about it.
The Luminaries [a murder mystery set
in the NZ gold-rush era] is quite hefty.

Did you always know you were
going to write such a long book?
No, but I knew I wanted to write
a book that used the system of the
zodiac in a way that was giving
presence to all the archetypes of the
various figures in the zodiac. I knew
from the outset I wanted to use all
of these parts as people and kind of
give them faces and voices. If you
are writing a book with 20 main
characters, and you’re not really
wanting to privilege one person’s
story above the others, it just grows.
The Guardian described The
Rehearsal as an “astonishing
debut novel” [published when
Catton was 22, it’s about an
affair between a male teacher and his
female student]. Were you nervous
about writing a follow-up? Absolutely.
I was definitely aware from the very
beginning that people were going to read
it. And I know that sounds like a really
basic awareness to have, but it was quite
different from the experience of writing
The Rehearsal, where I had no idea if
anyone was ever going to read it.
If you spend your days reading and
writing, what do you do for fun? I’m
a huge fan of long-form TV dramas such
as The Wire, Breaking Bad and Six Feet Under.
They influence my writing process hugely.
Are you a disciplined writer or do you
have to feel inspired? Well, I think I’m
a little haphazard. I’d probably give you
a different answer depending on what day
you ask me. I think, with a project, I feel
myself accelerate a lot. So the first sentence
of The Luminaries literally took me six months
to write. It took such a long time to put on
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paper because I knew once I had it down,
the novel would acquire its own necessity.
You teach creative writing part-time.
Is it a craft that can be learned?
Oh, absolutely! I think that creative writing,
or writing, is a system and it’s made up of
vocabulary, obviously, but it’s also made up
of syntax and rhythms that you can achieve
in prose – things that can be practised.
There are a couple of things that can’t be
taught and if somebody doesn’t have them,
they’re never going to succeed. And those
things are, in my view, curiosity and
empathy. I feel that if you don’t have those
two things, then you’re pretty much sunk.
What’s next for you? People keep asking
and I keep going, “Oh, I don’t really know.”
For a very long time I’ve had this idea
for a short series of novels for young adults
incorporating magic. I love reading youngadult and children’s literature. alice wasley
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