
INTERVIEW WITH RICHARD YAXLEY 

What were your favourite books/authors as a boy? 

I loved Enid Blyton, particularly the ‘Secret’ series, Anthony Buckeridge’s Jennings 
series, Biggles – pretty much anything I could get hold of. My parents owned the 
entire Reader’s Digest abridged collection so I devoured that from a young age. I was 
quite a precocious reader and tended towards classic-style novels, rather than 
experimental or speculative fiction, which probably reflects in my own writing today.  

Have you always known you'd be a writer? When did you know that's what you wanted to 
do? 

I don’t remember NOT thinking that I would write. I can recall putting together little 
books as a child with my brother, then later on being granted permission to go into my 
father’s study and use his electric typewriter, which made me feel important. I was, of 
course, very young and inexperienced so therefore quite imitative in my writing; for 
example, I read David Copperfield and then wrote something grimy and Dickensian 
about a poor unfortunate called Snodgrass. I even tried to write a spy thriller, without 
knowing anything about spies or, for that matter, thrills. I always wrote a lot of poetry 
because I liked the idea of saying a great deal within a concentrated format. That has 
stuck with me throughout my career.  

What books do you enjoy reading? What are you currently reading? 

I think it’s important to read widely and not restrict yourself to genre or style. I read 
crime for relaxation, literary fiction to be challenged, biographies to satisfy certain 
curiosities, historical fiction, even naturalist narratives. If I find a book that I like I 
tend to seek out that author’s remaining titles – go on a bit of a reading binge. 

One of my favourite authors is the American crime writer, Elmore Leonard. I really 
admire his economy, pacing and use of various vernacular languages. His work strikes 
that difficult centre line, giving the appearance of simplicity whilst being morally 
complex and highly stylised. A fantastic writer. 

You're a teacher of young people. How does that influence your writing and how does your 
writing influence your teaching? 
 

Being with young people on a regular basis certainly gives me a sense of their social 
concerns and interests. It also allows me greater insight into aspects of their lives such 
as mannerisms and language. I never base characters on particular individuals that I 
have taught or worked with; there’s a lot of amalgamating and reconstituting going on 
because characters need to exist in their own right, rather than as representations. 
 
I’m probably a better teacher for being a writer, mainly because I work so closely 
with words and their deployment and thus gain a more heightened insight into how 
texts operate. Writing also makes you consider and pull apart people’s deeper 
instincts and motivations. You’re putting characters into some tricky places, you need 
a degree of psychological insight – that certainly helps in the classroom! 

 
How do you juggle writing and teaching? 



It can be difficult but I have a very generous boss who believes in nurturing creativity 
and supports me in a range of ways. At the moment I’m teaching on a reduced load 
which gives me time to work on my writing and also allows me contact with the 
workplace and people, which can be a good salve after a few days of writing alone. I 
think I’m pretty lucky to be able to do both jobs to a reasonable level. 

Joyous & Moonbeam is such a sad, beautiful story. What inspired you to write that book? 

It all stemmed from Joyous; the creation of the character. He just fell into place when 
I was messing around with different ideas one day, and the plot developed from there. 
It’s not a long story but it did take quite a while to gestate because I needed to get the 
relationship between Joyous and Ashleigh exactly right. That was tricky; I had to 
work hard on ensuring that the relationship was never patronising or worse, weird. 

As much as anything, with Joyous and Moonbeam I wanted to show that it is possible 
to love someone in a way that is pure, clean and enriching. Love in the 21st century, as 
it is depicted in many media, tends to be cluttered with all sorts of baggage. It doesn’t 
have to be that way. 

You've been in Canberra on a May Gibbs Fellowship. What does a fellowship like that mean 
to you? How did you spend your time in Canberra? 

It meant a great deal to me to receive the Fellowship because it was formal 
recognition of my work and my potential as a writer. This is not an activity where 
feedback is prolific or ongoing! So to be offered that opportunity was very affirming. 
I’ve never been particularly confident with my capacities as an author; the Fellowship 
was a welcome reminder that I can do it, and at times I can do it well. 

In Canberra I researched and wrote a great deal, spent time walking and thinking, met 
with various groups and individuals, completed a workshop for young people and 
enjoyed catching-up with members of my family. It was both productive and 
invigorating. I went from nervously contemplating my half-formed story-shell to 
relishing my tighter, more powerful, properly structured narrative. 

What's next for Richard Yaxley? 

Completion of the novel that was my focus in Canberra, hopefully later this year. I’ve 
also been working on an adult literary novella based upon my great-uncle, an original 
ANZAC, and I’ve returned to a manuscript (from two years ago) that I want to 
recalibrate, polish and resubmit for publication. I’m also planning some travel at the 
end of the year – back to Europe, which I love – and possibly some study from 2016. 
I’m interested in researching and writing about the nature of creativity and different 
forms of creative process.  

Is there anything else you'd like to share with our readers? 
 

I’d like to thank you for your commitment to literature for young people. Kids need to 
read in order to better make sense of the world. The more we can get them into books, 
the more chance we’ve got of improving society as a whole. 


