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LIST OF STIMULUS TEXTS 
 

The STIMULUS TEXTS for the 2020 paper are: 

 

POETRY 

 

Jessica Traynor  The Quick (Dedalus Press, 2018) 

 

PROSE FICTION 

 

Wendy Erskine  Sweet Home (Pan Macmillan, 2019) 

 

PROSE NON-FICTION 

 

Adam Weymouth  Kings of the Yukon: A River Journey (Penguin, 2018) 

 

SCRIPT 

 

Sarah Ruhl   The Clean House (Samuel French, 2010)  
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Candidates for WRITE-3 in the Apprenticeship of Fine Arts in Creative Writing should 

read and examine the writer’s use of language, form and structure in ONE of these 

texts. In the examination in May, candidates will be expected to be able to demonstrate 

the influence of their chosen text on their own writing. 

 

Candidates may study and make use of more than ONE text if they wish to, but it is 

possible to meet the criteria for the highest levels of achievement in this component 

by using only ONE text.  

 

 

Principal Examiner’s description of 

the STIMULUS TEXTS 
 

POETRY 

Jessica Traynor, The Quick (Dedalus Press, 2018) 

A visionary cast of characters walks the pages of this mischievous, haunting and poignant 

collection. From strangers on a moonlit quay to a woman who keeps her dreams in a vase, from the 

infamous Lord Haw-Haw to a witch cursing her ex-lover, these poems explore the seams between 

our world and other worlds, with hauntings, curses, changelings. “Sometimes the dream is / a child 

lost and come back, / changeling like, to accuse.” Not merely fantastical however, the collection also 

explores what it is to be human, with poems about the arrival of a baby “no bigger / than a loaf of 

bread,” and the loss of loved ones: “… your throat was cut / but could we trust death / to keep our 

love a secret?” Traynor uses a quotation from John Berger to summarise the book’s intersection 

between past and present, where the past is beside us with each step we take, and where “What you 

think you’re looking at on that long road to the past is actually beside you where you stand.” The Quick 

gives us the social weft of a past where desperate children dive into Dublin’s River Liffey for coal, but 

also the intensely personal, with love and loss conveyed in succinct, powerful images wherein “you 

might hear / the long-lost music // of your mother’s voice / calling you home across the fields.” 

This collection is a superlative marriage of form and theme, providing examples of how to use 

narrative within poems, evocative repetition, and vivid motifs to add structure and bring a host of 

characters to life. This poet makes reality “newly strange” and reflects the emotional landscape of our 

lives. 
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PROSE FICTION 

Wendy Erskine, Sweet Home (Pan Macmillan, 2019) 

Erskine sets her stories within four streets of where she lives in Belfast. She portrays the 

heartbreak and the ‘quiet tragedies’ that run underneath everyday lives. These stories contain brilliantly 

observed characterisation, such as Mo, who refuses to pay protection money to a young, local thug 

when he threatens to trash her beauty salon. Then there are Susan and Gavin, the superficially 

successful architect and her husband, who are still suffering the scars from the death of their only 

child. Humorous titles convey the irony that runs through each story, with ‘Last Supper’, set in a coffee 

shop, bringing the dreams and desires of its workers, who struggle with learning difficulties, into sharp 

relief. The narrator in ‘Arab States’ is a lonely woman desperate to meet up with an old boyfriend 

who’s a world expert on the Middle East, so she slips away while her husband is at a Blues festival to 

attend her old flame’s book launch. We feel the poignancy as one drink too many finds her in the 

wrong place at the wrong time. Life’s ability to grind ordinary people down is portrayed throughout 

these stories. We read of a woman’s obsession with the details of her ‘niqab-wearing neighbours’ and 

her loneliness as she watches the women come and go, sharing shopping, cooking and television 

programmes – the ordinary intimacies of everyday existence. 

This short story collection is humorous, “whip-smart and witty and tender and wry.” It’s also 

ironic by turns, evocative in its portrayal of the hopes, dreams, desires, sorrows and regrets of 

ordinary people, and conveyed in language that is anything but ordinary. Erskine’s ear for dialogue and 

observation of the gritty detail of city streets creates a world that is convincing as well as surprising. 

 

PROSE NON-FICTION 

Adam Weymouth, Kings of the Yukon: A River Journey (Penguin, 2018) 

Adam Weymouth had never kayaked down any river, let alone down the mighty, white water, 

miles-wide expanse of the Yukon that flows through Alaska and Canada. This travel writer’s aim was 

to trace the journey of the king salmon on their mammoth swim, against the current, back to their 

birth-place, to the source of the river, to breed and to die. Weymouth’s book is testimony to his belief 

that travel writing ought to be responsible, ought to cover some of the most serious issues of our 

time. He uses his keen powers of observation to bring the wilderness and the characters he meets to 

life, and he explores the environmental impact that trawler salmon fishing has had on endangered king 

salmon stocks, as well as the disastrous effect of blanket salmon-fishing bans on the First Nation 

communities who rely on the kings for their livelihood and who never take more than they need, 

respecting both the fish and the environment. Weymouth relays conversations with people as they 

express their belief that fishing for the kings is a religious rite. The story is gripping as Weymouth and 

his partner seek exist in the wild, dealing with snow-melt, mosquitoes and hungry bears. They fish, 

forage and cook on open fires. More than that, Weymouth paints a vivid picture of the characters he 

meets, such as Mary, an eighty-year-old woman, who, in the time before the salmon stocks were 

endangered, took all of her eleven children to her camp on the Yukon each summer to catch the kings. 

Mary’s heart-rending life story of being taken from her mother to be raised in an orphanage, as many 

First Nation children in Canada were, is faithfully and honestly portrayed. 
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This is a travel book that shows us how to explore environmental and social issues, whether 

they occur close to home or far away. But it also tells a cracking adventure story, packed full of vivid 

characters and situations.  

 

SCRIPT 

Sarah Ruhl, The Clean House (Samuel French, 2010) 

Imagine a Brazilian cleaner who hates to clean. Instead, Mathilde spends her time trying to 

concoct the perfect joke. Now imagine two successful doctors – a super-organised woman called 

Lane, who is married to a surgeon called Charles. When Charles falls in love with one of his older, 

terminally ill patients, Ana, he moves out to be with Ana in the lead-up to her death. Throw into the 

riotous mix Lane’s cleaning-obsessed sister, Virginia, who secretly cleans Lane’s apartment in a deal 

she’s struck with the joke-obsessed Mathilde, providing Virginia with a purpose in life, and you’ve got 

a recipe for mayhem and irony. Not only is the characterisation fresh and innovative, but the staging 

is experimental too. In one scene the dying Ana’s apartment is positioned above Lane, who is sitting 

in her “white living room [with her] white couch, white vase, white lamp, white rug”. Then there’s the 

motif of the apples that inexplicably appear on the balcony of Ana and Charles’s apartment, and as 

they throw them into the sea, they land in Lane’s apartment below. The surreal staging and use of 

metaphor is both playful and unexpected. This playwright revels in challenging the audience’s 

perceptions.  

Ruhl uses quick-fire humour to explore the universal human experiences of life, death, love 

and loss. It’s as much a search for meaning as, of course, a search for the perfect joke. 


