
This essay will examine the current nature and direction of Creative Writing, and their relationship within the wider range of the humanities, by considering the authors who, and works that, have topped the best-selling lists of Amazon UK – the major online marketplace – since 2019, and the Nobel laureates in Literature for the same period.[footnoteRef:1] It will also reflect on the expansion of creative writing opportunities afforded by streaming services, such as Netflix, and self-publishing.  [1:  Wikipedia, Amazon (company) (2023) <https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Amazon_(company)> [accessed 19 October 2023]] 


Creative Writing in the post-Amazon age

Amazon’s 3 bestselling books, 2019
Pinch of Nom: 100 Slimming, home-style Recipes by Kay Allinson
Hinch Yourself Happy: All The Best Cleaning Tips by Mrs Hinch
This Is Going To Hurt: Secret Diaries of a Junior Doctor by Adam Kay[footnoteRef:2] [2:  Amazon, Amazon Best Sellers of 2019 (2023) <https://www.amazon.co.uk/gp/bestsellers/2019/books>> [accessed 12 October 2023]] 

Amazon’s 3 bestselling books, 2020

The Boy, The Mole, The Fox and The Horse by Charlie Mackesy
The Thursday Murder Club by Richard Osman
Where The Crawdads Sing by Delia Owens[footnoteRef:3] [3:  Amazon, Amazon Best Sellers of 2020 (2023) <https://www.amazon.co.uk/gp/bestsellers/2020/books>> [accessed 12 October 2023]] 


Amazon’s 3 bestselling books, 2021

Pinch of Nom Quick & Easy: 100 Delicious, Slimming Recipes by Kay Allinson
The Boy, The Mole, The Fox and The Horse by Charlie Mackesy
The Midnight Library by Matt Haig[footnoteRef:4] [4:  Amazon, Amazon Best Sellers of 2021 (2023) <https://www.amazon.co.uk/gp/bestsellers/2021/books>> [accessed 12 October 2023]] 


Amazon’s 3 bestselling books, 2022
It Ends With Us by Colleen Hoover
Why Has Nobody Told Me This Before? by Dr Julie Smith
The Bullet That Missed (Thursday Murder Club book 3) by Richard Osman[footnoteRef:5] [5:  Amazon, Amazon Best Sellers of 2022 (2023) <https://www.amazon.co.uk/gp/bestsellers/2022/books>> [accessed 12 October 2023]] 


As of 12 October 2023, the Amazon top 3 bestsellers for 2023 are,

Spare by Prince Harry, The Duke of Sussex
Bored of Lunch: The Healthy Air Fryer Book by Nathan Anthony
Bored of Lunch: The Healthy Slow Cooker Book by Nathan Anthony[footnoteRef:6] [6:  Amazon, Amazon Best Sellers of 2023 (2023) < https://www.amazon.co.uk/gp/bestsellers/2023/books>> [accessed 12 October 2023]] 
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2019: Peter Handke, born 1942, writing in German.
Awarded "for an influential work that with linguistic ingenuity has explored the periphery and the specificity of human experience".[footnoteRef:7] [7:  The Nobel Prize, Peter Handke Facts (2023) <https://www.nobelprize.org/prizes/literature/2019/handke/facts/> [accessed 12 October 2023]] 
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2020: Louise Glück, born 1943, writing in English.
Awarded "for her unmistakable poetic voice that with austere beauty makes individual existence universal".[footnoteRef:8] [8:  The Nobel Prize, Louise Glück Facts (2023) <https://www.nobelprize.org/prizes/literature/2020/gluck/facts/> [accessed 12 October 2023]] 
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2021: Abdulrazak Gurnah, born 1948, writing in English.
Awarded "for his uncompromising and compassionate penetration of the effects of colonialism and the fate of the refugee in the gulf between cultures and continents".[footnoteRef:9][image: Abdulrazak Gurnah][image: Abdulrazak Gurnah][image: Abdulrazak Gurnah] [9:  The Nobel Prize, Abdulrazak Gurnah Facts (2023) <https://www.nobelprize.org/prizes/literature/2021/gurnah/facts/> [accessed 12 October 2023]] 
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Description automatically generated]2022: Annie Ernaux, born 1940, writing in French.
Awarded "for the courage and clinical acuity with which she uncovers the roots, estrangements and collective restraints of personal memory".[footnoteRef:10] [10:  The Nobel Prize, Annie Ernaux Facts (2023) <https://www.nobelprize.org/prizes/literature/2022/ernaux/facts/> [ accessed 12 October 2023]] 
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2023: Jon Fosse, born 1959, writing in Norwegian.
Awarded "for his innovative plays and prose which give voice to the unsayable".[footnoteRef:11] [11:  The Nobel Prize, Jon Fosse Facts (2023) < https://www.nobelprize.org/prizes/literature/2023/fosse/facts/> [accessed 12 October 2023]] 
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Creative writing is fundamental to the current definition of the humanities as ‘the study of subjects such as literature, language, history, and philosophy’.[footnoteRef:12] Professor Rens Bod suggests that ‘the systematic philological study of literary texts did not really start until the establishment of the library of Alexandria by Ptolemy II in about 300 BCE’, and for that to be true, creative writing must have existed long enough to allow ‘the often dozens or even hundreds of copies of the same text’ to be reproduced.[footnoteRef:13] From the Stoic anomalists of Pergamon, whose ‘detailed and particularistic approach to philology … has never disappeared from the humanities [and] reached a provisional pinnacle in twentieth-century poststructuralism’,[footnoteRef:14] through the development and progression of hermeneutics – ‘the philosophical discipline concerned with analysing the conditions for understanding’[footnoteRef:15] – to the relatively recent creation of the field of Media Studies, the author, poet, playwright or screenwriter has been the principle creator for that discipline of the humanities. [12:  Cambridge Dictionary, (the) humanities (2023) < https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/humanities> [accessed 19 October 2023]]  [13:  Bod, Rens, 'Antiquity: The Dawn of the ‘Humanities’', A New History of the Humanities: The Search for Principles and Patterns from Antiquity to the Present (Oxford, 2013; online edn, Oxford Academic, 23 Jan. 2014), <https://doi.org/10.1093/acprof:oso/9780199665211.003.0002> [accessed 19 Oct. 2023] ]  [14:  Bod, Rens, 'Antiquity: The Dawn of the ‘Humanities’', A New History of the Humanities: The Search for Principles and Patterns from Antiquity to the Present]  [15:  Oxford Academic What is hermeneutics? (2023) <https://doi.org/10.1093/actrade/9780199685356.003.0001> [accessed 19 Oct. 2023]] 
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Description automatically generated]Founded by Jeff Bezos in 1994, from his garage, the bookseller Amazon has grown to be considered one of the Big Five American  technology companies - the others are Alphabet, Apple, Meta and Microsoft.[footnoteRef:16] In a market that had been defined by the New York Times bestseller lists since 1931, Amazon Charts has usurped this relatively static measure of popularity with a real time algorithmic score of ‘what books are actually being read and listened to’ that is combined with the count of books being ordered from the platform.[footnoteRef:17] Whereas New York Times rankings ‘reflect unit sales reported on a confidential basis’,[footnoteRef:18] by incorporating live data from its Kindle digital reader and Audible audiobook platforms, Amazon rankings respond rapidly to, and feed back into, recommendations and trending books on social media platforms, such as TikTok. This innovation will be considered further, later in this essay. Similarly, the self-publishing opportunities provided to first-time and independent writers by Amazon’s Kindle Direct publishing (KDP) service allows an author to get work ‘published anywhere around the world, and there are no fees or costs attached’[footnoteRef:19] will be returned to.  [16:  Wikipedia Amazon (company)]  [17:  David Barnett, ‘Online top ranking: what does Amazon Charts mean for the book industry?’, The Guardian, 22 May 2017]  [18:  David Barnett, ‘Online top ranking: what does Amazon Charts mean for the book industry?’, The Guardian, 22 May 2017]  [19:  Sandra Haurant, ‘How to get your own book published: a step by step guide’, The Guardian, 9 August 2022] 


Being a world-wide enterprise, Amazon’s influence on, and reflection of, current trends and
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Description automatically generated]  © Charlie Mackesy 2023				  directions of travel in British creative writing rapidly followed the USA. On a global level, ‘the ‘dominance’ of English in the world and the concomitant loss of other languages, identities and cultures are direct consequences of the very significant inequality that exists in the world’[footnoteRef:20] is beyond the scope of this essay, and the ken of its author, but will be considered later, in the context of the Nobel laureates. However, Amazon’s bestselling lists indicate a wide-ranging market for the written word in the UK. Of the fifteen titles listed above, only one book appears twice – the illustrated children’s work ‘The Boy, The Mole, The Fox and The Horse’ written and illustrated by Charlie Mackesy. Our nation’s tastes and interests are distilled down to five novels, four cookery books, two self-help guides, two autobiographies and the previously mentioned children’s book. Both self-help guides – ‘Hinch Yourself Happy: All The Best Cleaning Tips’ and ‘Why Has Nobody Told Me This Before?’ – and all four of the cookery books are written by social influencers, with blogs and social media accounts followed by millions, a fact prominently stated in the product information that appears on Amazon’s site. ‘Today, people make most of their purchasing decisions on smartphones, tablets, and computer screens … online, all they get to see is a small cover image and a few sentences of marketing copy.’[footnoteRef:21]. Social media prominence, a television career, or high media profile, prior to publishing a work counts when considering Amazon’s bestsellers. All four of game show host Richard Osman’s Thursday Murder Club books have made Amazon’s top 5, and Prince Harry’s autobiography Spare ‘sold almost half a million copies in the UK in its first week on sale, making it the fastest-selling nonfiction book since records began’.[footnoteRef:22] [20:  Mario Saraceni, Aeon (2023) < https://aeon.co/essays/how-do-you-decolonise-the-english-language> [accessed 12 Oct. 2023]]  [21:  David Barnett, ‘Online top ranking: what does Amazon Charts mean for the book industry?’, The Guardian, 22 May 2017]  [22:  Sarah Shafi, ‘Prince Harry’s Spare is fastest-selling nonfiction book since UK records began’, The Guardian, 17 January 2023] 


Turning to the Nobel Prize for Literature as an indicator of Creative Writing’s nature and direction. One of the five prizes Alfred Nobel’s 1895 will provided for was ‘intended for the person who, in the literary field, had produced “the most outstanding work in an ideal direction”’.[footnoteRef:23] As Liam Fitt wrote after the award[image: Source: Wikimedia Commons] to American songwriter and poet Bob Dylan in 2016, ‘To talk about the Nobel Prize for Literature is to talk about controversy. Since the award’s inception, it has never broken free of accusations of one form or another, denouncements and criticism, from intellectuals and outspoken artists alike’.[footnoteRef:24] Of the 120 laureates since the award was first given in 1901, only 17 have been female, 29 (24%) of the awards were for English language work and only 22 recipients were not European, with 5 of those being Russian.[footnoteRef:25] Although Saeed Saeed considers the ‘eclectic array of international writers over the last five decades who published 	 				© UCL PI Media 2016 [23:  Kjell Espmark, ‘Nobel’s will and the Literature Prize’ The Nobel Prize <https://www.nobelprize.org/prizes/themes/the-nobel-prize-in-literature/> [accessed 12 Oct. 2023]]  [24:  Liam Fitt, ‘The Nobel Prize for Literature: An Ideal(istic) Direction?’, PI Media <https://uclpimedia.com/online/the-nobel-prize-for-literature-an-idealistic-direction> [access 19 Oct. 2023]]  [25:  Wikipedia, ‘List of Nobel laureates in Literature’ 2023 <https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/List_of_Nobel_laureates_in_Literature# > [accessed 12 Oct. 2023]] 

various forms of prose ranging from novels memoirs, stage plays to song’,[footnoteRef:26] the award continues to attract controversy ‘whether it be in criticism or in praise … looking back over the given justifications and the very writers chosen, there is an uneasy sense of some retro-active reshaping of the canon (and implicitly, ‘ideal direction’) of literature seemingly taking place.’[footnoteRef:27] [26:  Saeed Saeed, ‘Writing tips from authors who won the Nobel Prize for Literature’, The National News <https://www.thenationalnews.com/arts-culture/books/writing-tips-from-authors-who-won-the-nobel-prize-for-literature-1.664909. [accessed 19 Oct. 2023]]  [27:  Liam Fitt, ‘The Nobel Prize for Literature: An Ideal(istic) Direction?’, PI Media <https://uclpimedia.com/online/the-nobel-prize-for-literature-an-idealistic-direction> [access 19 Oct 2023]] 


When considering the current direction of Creative Writing - the creative potential, and potential financial rewards, developing - online streaming services, particularly Netflix, are redefining how the world accesses film and television. In fact, those terms are becoming redundant. Netflix is a ‘subscription video on-demand over-the-top streaming service’[footnoteRef:28] with 247 million subscribers and a current market capitalisation of $153 billion.[footnoteRef:29] Apple TV and Amazon are in the same market. In 2018, ‘Vice-president of original programming Cindy Holland … [had] access to a content war chest of $8bn (£5.7bn)’ and while ‘Netflix uses its [image: A person in a uniform with sunglasses

Description automatically generated]wealth of data to predict the viewing potential of an original idea, and sets producers’ budgets accordingly’, ‘sizing up projects or whether we can afford the proposed budgets through a series of projection models’[footnoteRef:30] it has  commissioned original work such as six series of the, mostly dystopian, British series Black Mirror, created by Charlie Booker,[footnoteRef:31] and El Conde – a Chilean ‘satire that portrays Chilean dictator Augusto Pinochet as a 250-year-old vampire seeking death’[footnoteRef:32]. [28:  Wikipedia, Netflix (2023) < https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Netflix> [accessed 21 Oct. 2023]]  [29:  Derek Saul, ‘Netflix Earnings: Subscribers Swell To Record 247 Million As Stock Soars’, Forbes, 18 Oct. 2023 < https://www.forbes.com/sites/dereksaul/2023/10/18/netflix-earnings-subscribers-swell-to-record-247-million-as-stock-soars/> [accessed 20 Oct. 2023] ]  [30:  Jesse Whittock, ‘Netflix originals exec reveals how streaming giant makes commissioning decisions’, ScreenDaily, 25 April 2018 < https://www.screendaily.com/news/netflix-originals-exec-reveals-how-streaming-giant-makes-commissioning-decisions/5128552.article> [accessed 17 Oct. 22023]]  [31:  Wikipedia, Black Mirror (2023) < https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Black_Mirror> [accessed 21 Oct 2023]]  [32:  Nick Vivarelli, ‘Pablo Larrian on Depicting Augusto Pinochet as a Vampire in Netflix ‘El Conde’ While The Right Explores New Ways to Conquer Power’, Variety, 7 June 2023 < https://variety.com/2023/film/global/pablo-larrain-augusto-pinochet-vampire-netflix-el-conde-1235635664/> [accessed 21 Oct. 2023]] 


The part that self-publishing and self-promotion, although not necessarily in that order, is currently playing in the direction of Creative Writing is not new. From John Milton’s Paradise Lost (1667) – initially published by subscription (essentially 17th century crowdfunding) – and Sense and Sensibility by Jane Austen (1811) – ‘commissioning a publisher to print the book for her, she paid for the production herself. In the end, she came away with a £140 profit (equivalent to £5,000 today)’ – to current bestselling Amazon self-published authors Rachel Abbott whose ‘first seven novels have sold a combined total of more than 3 million copies’, and LJ Ross with ‘more than 20 individual #1 spots on various bestseller lists’.[footnoteRef:33] Writing a blog, expressing social influence with Instagram or TikTok – the democratisation of outlets for creative writing knows no limit. Except, ‘Amazon has created a new rule limiting the number of books that authors can self-publish on its site to three a day, after an influx of suspected AI-generated material was listed for sale in recent months”.[footnoteRef:34] [33:  Reedsy Discovery (2023) ‘The 34 Best Selling Self-Published Books of the Past 100+ Years’ <https://reedsy.com/discovery/blog/best-selling-self-published-books> [accessed 17 Oct. 2023]]  [34:  Ella Creamer, ‘Amazon restricts authors from self-publishing more than three books a day after AI concerns’, The Guardian, 20 Sep. 2023 < https://www.theguardian.com/books/2023/sep/20/amazon-restricts-authors-from-self-publishing-more-than-three-books-a-day-after-ai-concerns> [accessed 21 Oct. 2023]] 


Is the craft of Creative Writing approaching a golden age? Rachel Scarborough King, writing on the purpose of academic disciplines, notes that  ‘during the Enlightenment … writers such as Joseph Addison called for philosophy to be brought ‘out of Closets and Libraries, Schools and Colleges, to dwell in Clubs and Assemblies, at Tea-tables, and in Coffee-houses’.’[footnoteRef:35] Creative writing is now available on the ‘black mirror’[footnoteRef:36] that we all carry with us - the phone, the tablet, the laptop – at any time. It is up to those writers to ‘describe, with dazzling intensity, a world where change is the norm.’[footnoteRef:37] These words come from Sophus Helle, describing ‘the first known work of literature that was attributed to an author whom we can identify in the historical record’[footnoteRef:38] by Enheduana (c. 2300 BCE). Nobel laureate Bob Dylan tells us, ‘We have never arrived. We are in a constant state of becoming’.[footnoteRef:39] [35:  Rachel Scarborough King, ‘The ends of knowledge’, Aeon (2023) <https://aeon.co/essays/should-academic-disciplines-have-both-a-purpose-and-a-finish-date> [accessed 12 Oct. 2023]]  [36:  Judy Berman, ‘What Even Is Black Mirror Anymore?’, Time, 16 June2023 <https://time.com/6287513/black-mirror-season-6-review/> [accessed 18 Oct. 2023]]  [37:  Sophus Helle, ‘Poet of impermanence’, Aeon (2023) < https://aeon.co/essays/ancient-sumerian-poetry-turns-instability-into-cosmic-insight> [accessed 15 Oct. 2023]]  [38:  Sophus Helle, ‘Poet of impermanence’, Aeon (2023) < https://aeon.co/essays/ancient-sumerian-poetry-turns-instability-into-cosmic-insight> [accessed 15 Oct. 2023]]  [39:  Bob Dylan AZ Quotes (2023) < https://www.azquotes.com/quote/533167> [accessed 22 Oct. 2023>] 
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