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Mentors, editors or writing colleagues are involved in processes of literary production, 
sometimes over long periods of time, without anyone ever really paying attention to them. 
They seemingly disturb a prevalent image cultivated since the Romantic period: namely that 
of the author drawing only on the self and its solitude. However, along with an increasing 
professionalisation of writing, collaboration in the form of mentorships has become an 
integral component of creative writing courses and higher education programmes for 
emerging authors. A long tradition of mentoring programmes is also well established in 
Anglo-American universities.1 The most common approach to teaching creative writing is, 
however, the workshop, in which students discuss their manuscripts with their peers and a 
lecturer. In addition, one-to-one tutorials may be organised by some universities. 

 
The idea of the author as a solitary worker – however central dialogue may be to his or her 
writing process in practice – is based on the largely accepted notion that writing requires 
secrecy.2 Thus, according to Roland Barthes, the literary work in progress belongs to the 
realm of the secret and the ‘unnameable’3 – whether out of embarrassement, a strong sense 
of responsibility or the fear of losing the creative energy that exclusively flows between text 
and author. The very moment of writing, its potential conflicts with the act and mediums of 
creation, is not disclosed before the work is published or at least completed. This moment, 
referred to as ‘the writing scene’ in recent studies4, can only be commented on retrospectively, 
if at all. Usually, authors then focus on their struggles with characters or language and rarely 
mention the role or potential of their conversations with others about their writing processes 
or works in progress. 

 
Our research project Writing as dialogue – literary mentoring and authorship has observed 
these moments of disclosure regarding writing processes through conversations, which 
we have called ‘mentoring scenes’5 – thus echoing the notion of ‘writing scenes’. Funded 
by the Swiss National Science Foundation (2014–2018), the study was conducted in creative 
writing workshops and mentoring situations at three European universities and several 
German publishing houses. The material we collected consists of recorded conversations 
between mentors and students as well as interviews with authors and their editors. In the 
present analysis we shall refer to a few examples selected from twenty-two conversations 
in total – five in French, nine in English and eight in German – recorded between September 
2014 and August 2015 at the Bachelor in literary writing, Swiss Literature Institute, Bern 
University of the Arts; at the Master of Arts in Creative Writing, University of East Anglia, 
Norwich; and at the Master en Création littéraire, Université Paris 8. All our examples are 
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part of individual mentoring situations that accompany the students’ development of their 
final diploma projects. Based on the terminology of the different courses, we use the 
following terms to refer to the two mentoring partners: on one hand, the ‘student’, on the 
other, the ‘mentor’ or ‘supervisor’. During our research, we recorded three to four meetings 
of each of our seven mentoring duos.6 We also collected different versions of the students’ 
manuscripts discussed in these conversations. 

 
The three universities we worked with have different terms for their mentoring courses: 
‘Mentorat’ in Bern, ‘supervision’ in Norwich and ‘suivi individuel’ in Paris. They also have 
different ways of integrating these courses into the curricula of the respective MA or BA 
programs. In Bern, students meet their mentors every two weeks over the course of their 
three-year bachelor’s degree; in Norwich, ‘supervision’ only takes place in the last three months 
of the master’s degree and in Paris, mentors and students regularly meet during the last year 
of the master. The notions of ‘Mentorat’, ‘supervision’ and ‘suivi individuel’ all refer to a common 
understanding of what literary mentoring is or can achieve. Mentoring processes occur when 
individual supervision takes place over a long period and follows the elaboration of students’ 
projects, which will later be presented as literary BA or MA dissertations. In all of these courses, 
the pool of mentors is limited and students are not (entirely) free to choose their supervisor. 
Rather, the latter will sometimes be assigned by the course organisers and may not know the 
student yet – or only from their common participation in a writing workshop. 

 
In the writing process, literary mentoring is situated between the moments of initiation and 
publication. The individualised process of literary mentoring integrates a young writer in a 
‘community of practitioners’,7 in which a more experienced writer accompanies the work of 
their junior colleague with a critical eye. The literary mentor’s attention in itself encourages 
the less experienced writers to take seriously their desire to write and to affirm their identity 
as a writer. If the more junior writer has not yet published their writings, the dialogue with 
a mentor can serve as a space of pre-publication: through mentoring, they becomes aware 
of the effect of their writing and of varying perspectives on their text. The mentor participates 
in both these processes as an external agent with the power to advance or hinder the writing 
process. He or she is hence involved in the process of literary initiation and publication – 
‘publication’ in the sense of a heterogeneous contemporary literary practice as described by 
Lionel Ruffel.8 Yet the mentor is seldom regarded as a collaborator of the prospective author. 
The analysis of our material, however, has shown that dialogue in literary ‘mentoring scenes’ 
tends to be highly collaborative. This manifests itself when the two interlocutors step back 
from their personal perspectives on the text and think about its needs or inherent rules – when 
they, as it were, act in the name of art. In what follows we describe three moments of this 
collaboration: namely, the idea of the agency of the text, the mentors’ immersive acting, and 
the use of the pronoun ‘we’ in mentoring conversations. 

 

THE AGENCY OF THE TEXT 
 

The dialogue between mentor and student focuses on the text which the student is writing. 
Both dialogue partners are concentrating on one and the same object or emerging world of 
ideas. The context – institutional framework or forthcoming diploma – is thereby rarely 
mentioned. Mostly, timelines and the external diploma pressure are ignored. One mentor at 
the Swiss Literature Institute even points out that writing is an emotional process, which cannot 
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be gone through only in order to be gone through. He argues that writing requires time and 
that loss of control is important.9 However, at the Swiss Literature Institute, mentors sometimes 
remind students of the approaching deadline. One mentor, in particular, repeatedly asks his 
students to organise and structure the accumulated material.10 

 
In the ‘mentoring scene’, the two interlocutors are thus focusing on the manuscript. The 
written words guide their conversation. This joint attention corresponds to a definition of 
dialogue by Karlheinz Stierle. For Stierle the characteristic of dialogue is, first, a 
continuous and mutual attention of two dialogue partners for each other and, second, a 
common focus on an object, relation or problem.11 The joint attention of the two dialogue 
partners also provides the condition for collaboration in the mentoring scene, namely the 
idea of the text as a third actor or agent within the mentoring process. The dialogue is in 
fact based on a triangle between the student, the supervisor and the text, or, as one of the 
project participants has pointed out: ‘In the beginning it was a discussion and then it 
increasingly turned into something organic; she reads my text and something is coming 
out of that and that is going back into me and then back into the text again.’12 The text 
becomes part of a chain of actions which include writing, reading and discussion – it is 
formed by the conversations, but also actively forms those in turn. As a ‘feedback loop’,13 
this chain of action could, theoretically, keep going and produce a never-ending story. 

 
The agency of the text emerges indirectly, for instance when the conversation follows the 
manuscript page by page. The text is hence not only the object of conversation but also guides 
its course. And it can have an impact on the tonality of the conversations, for example when 
humorous texts lead to humorous conversations.14 There are also examples of the manuscript 
influencing the way mentor and student refer to themselves or each other. At the Swiss 
Literature Institute a student was writing his grandmother’s life story, but at the time of the 
recording, his own involvement in the story was not clear yet. This uncertainty manifested 
in the conversation with the mentor often misspeaking or hesitating over whether to address 
his student as ‘the author’, ‘the narrator’ or a ‘character’ of the text.15 

 
The agency of the text becomes more directly apparent in the common interest of both 
dialogue partners, when it comes to revealing the potential of the text. In an interview, one 
of the institute’s mentors explains that he always knows quite quickly what the text would 
‘need’16 to become more complete. After a first reading he already develops what he calls ‘his 
own vision of the finished work’.17 But he also mentions his scruples over whether to express 
this vision for fear of hindering the student from developing their own vision of the text. A 
mentor from Norwich similarly argues that the supervisor should ‘encourage students to 
explore the possibilities, which can emerge’18 and that ‘a fine-tuned emotional and intellectual 
judgement’19 is therefore needed. The exploration of possibilities, in turn, does not happen 
on behalf of the mentor or the student or any other (abstract) reader, but ‘for the benefit of 
the story’.20 This, however, does not mean that supervision is a ‘conversation on techniques’.21 
The question is rather: ‘What is the optimal form of this text? What can the text be? How can 
the novel achieve its world, its corporality?’22 

 
In a conversation between the duo working on the text about the student’s grandmother, the 
mentor argues in a similar way to get his student to delete self-referential passages. At the 
time of the recording the manuscript also included a meta-story reflecting on the writing 
process. The mentor justifies his suggestion as follows: ‘Not everything that was in the text 
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served the text, that’s just what it is. It is more productive when the writing process is reflected 
by the text itself instead of being discussed on a meta level.’23 Most of the time, however, 
conversations in the name of the text are based on elements that have not been written yet. 
The existing version of the text inspires an exchange about its potential expansion. 

 

COLLABORATION AS A NARRATIVE IMMERSION 
 

During the different stages of the elaboration of the literary text, from the very start of the 
process until the revision of an already thought-through and sometimes nearly written up 
narrative project, we have observed two main forms of collaboration within the dialogical 
setting of mentoring. The first happens by way of an immersion in the text. Characters, plot, 
the ‘elements of fiction’ become the space in which the collaboration between mentor and 
student takes place. In a ‘mentoring scene’ recorded at the Swiss Literature Institute, a 
supervisor encourages a student to focus more clearly on the protagonist of his story. 
According to the mentor, so far too little attention has been paid to this character, whose 
traits constitute a mere caricature of what could be a much more complex personality. But 
the story seems to work quite well and provoked a series of very pleasing laughs from the 
audience at an end-of-term reading, which in turn strengthened the author’s confidence in 
the comic portrayal of his main character. The superviser then explains the need to further 
explore this particular character’s potential through the text itself by retelling a scene of the 
story. In said scene the protagonist is sitting by the fire and reading a dubious legal report, 
with which he hopes to recuperate most of his mother’s inheritance money: ‘So in the 
foreground, him sitting by the fire has to be outlined clearly, maybe by this one phone call. 
And then: Lean back, nose the whiskey, take a sip, look out the window, look into the fire, 
look at his own slippers – and then ponder what’s just happened.’24 At this point, the mentor 
is clearly focusing on the character, positioning himself within the narration, exploring the 
potential of this particular scene from within the character’s situation. His aim here is to 
encourage the narrator to be closer to the protagonist; according to the supervisor, this is 
the only way the effect-driven caricature can be overcome. 

 
This collaboration on the development of the text from within the narration also takes place 
in another conversation, recorded at the University of East Anglia. In this example, student 
and supervisor agree that the narrative project is going very well. However, the structure of 
the story has not been fully elaborated yet, and the reader must be brought to understand 
the inner motivation of the main character better. The supervisor argues from within the 
protagonist’s inner monologue: 

 
I sat down on the couch and wondered what to do. Maybe I needed to go to the gym, 
… maybe I needed to get a really good job, so I had some cash, maybe that would 
bring her back, but in the bottom of my heart, I knew that, none of these things were 
really going to work with… what’s her name? 25 

 
Here, giving feedback implies talking from within the emerging story, collaborating, as it 
were, with and through the text, as well as with its author. In another conversation of the 
same duo, both supervisor and student are engaging in the development of narrative elements; 
in this project, the central plot is centred around a jobless but enterprising man, who intends 
to participate in feline shows with his cat in order to win back his estranged spouse: 
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Supervisor: And what if the love rival is the bodyguard of, like the kind of super 
successful cat show shower? 
Student: (laughs) That would be really funny. 
Supervisor: And that the missing cat is the one that belongs to that super successful 
figure. The kind of mister big… . That might be one way of integrating them.26 

 
At this point in time, both the supervisor and the author are evoking a story, which – unlike 
in most supervisions – is not placed in front of them. Indeed they are speaking about a text, 
which the student has started but has not yet sent to his supervisor. The elaboration of the 
story, from the characters’ point of view, occurs here as a narrative projection in which both 
can participate. Further along in the conversation, the student adds: ‘I think you are right 
that his romantic rival should have something to do, there must be a meeting that has to 
happen between them, because that would up the stakes.’ Here, the story and what it artic- 
ulates are being developed via a highly dialogical process. Wether or not the novel pursued 
these directions, the supervisions sometimes took the form of collaborative story-telling. 
Although student and supervisor speak as separate entities, at this point they seem to engage 
in a common prospective enunciation of the text. 

 

WE – COLLABORATION AS A COMMON ENUNCIATION 
 

This way of speaking together from a common position, as expressed by the use of the personal 
pronoun ‘we’, is another feature of the mentor-student conversations we recorded. While 
far from being a persistent trait of mentoring dialogues, it nevertheless occurs in key moments. 

 
Towards the end of an hour-long discussion, during which a supervisor and his student 
adressed a series of problems posed by a novel manuscript, the author jokingly asked: ‘Is 
there anything you liked?’27 With the sense of humour that characterises this dialogue the 
student here was clearly expressing uncertainty. His supervisor reacted by reminding him 
of the very positive overall evaluation he made at the beginning of their meeting (‘It’s great, 
coherent, … the prose is very clean, you know, it works.’28) Concluding their supervision 
meeting, he then added: ‘We will crack it!’29 Although they are not constantly using ‘we’, the 
pronoun appears when the supervision is about to close. This ‘we’ here voices encouragement 
and the assurance that the supervision will enable student and supervisor to jointly solve 
the problems identified in the text. The pronoun also indicates that both interlocutors share 
(some) responsibilities within the dialogical process. 

 
In a conversation we recorded at the Swiss Literature Institute, a mentor also used the 
pronoun ‘we’ to encourage his student during the writing process: they were discussing 
different fragments of a text that still lacked a vision of the whole story. Through the exchange 
with his mentor the student was becoming aware that, in fact, most of the passages could 
have functioned as the beginning of the text, that he had many characters and descriptions 
but still no clear plot. As he was complaining about the story stalling, the mentor said: 
‘No, sometimes it protects us a little to procrastinate and to say “I have to first do this, and 
that” 
– and then to suddenly jump into the cold water.’30 
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The mentor here uses ‘we’ in an impersonal way, in the sense of ‘we writers’ and not in the 
sense of ‘you and me’. In order to encourage his student, he tries to explain the conflict as a 
typical part of a writing process that the author will surely find a solution to. Unlike the 
Norwich supervisor, this mentor does not refer to a collaborative perspective, but tries to 
encourage his student through a more general common experience – the practice of writing. 

 
The previous examples show that collaboration is marked by discreet forms of a common 
enunciation; the ‘we’ can also be a point of controversy. Thus, in another recording from the 
Swiss Literature Institute, the use of ‘we’ denotes a form of over-identification by the student. 
The above quoted student who tended to caricature his main character recapitulated the 
decision to change the name of his protagonist as a collaborative understanding between 
his mentor and himself: ‘You said it would be sort of desirable if we no longer referred to 
him as uncle. I somehow saw this as process of maturation.’31 The student’s use of ‘we’ in his 
wording of the modification reveals his wish for collaboration, whereas the mentor often 
reproached him for not acting more autonomously. 

 

A COLLABORATION WHICH DOES NOT SPEAK ITS NAME 
 

Students and mentors believe in the dialogical process and consider it a potentially very 
productive interaction during the writing process. Looking back over a three-year mentoring 
period with author Silvio Huonder at the Swiss Literature Institute, the German author 
Matthias Nawrat notes how he regarded his mentor as an ‘adventurer’: ‘That is to say, to engage 
with everything, really everything, the author writes – also with the meandering of which 
there may be traces, at most, in the finished text, once the writing process has been successfully 
completed. This is the kind of reader one wishes for: a true adventurer.’32 He further explains 
that having a reader at his side enabled him to disconnect his self-critical gaze on the text 
while writing and thus helped free his imagination. A supervisor at Norwich told us how 
effective the supervision process can be, when collaboration – a term which he does not use, 
however – is based on an equal degree of interaction: ‘The more interactive the position of 
the student is, the more productive it is for the production of literary texts.’ The adventurers 
here are both student and supervisor: ‘There is risk involved, in writing, as in supervising.’33 
Being an open process, literary mentoring cannot guarantee a specific outcome. 

 
However productive the process may be, neither students nor mentors ever consider it as 
leading to collaborative authorship. Within the institutional framework, students make the 
decisions and their work is assessed. Although the student is clearly responsible for the 
final assessment, supervisors are often personally concerned about final grades or feedback 
given to MA or BA literary dissertations. Sylvain Pattieu, a supervisor in the MA course at 
Université Paris 8, comments on how involved he still may feel at the end of the dialogical 
process, when his students are facing other examiners’ comments; in this particular MA 
course, supervisors are part of the final jury for the MA dissertations and are thus directly 
confronted with the reception of the literary projects they have accompanied over the course 
of several months: 

 
We generally agree [on the evaluation of the dissertation], but last year, a student, 
whose text I appreciated, was heavily criticised. I felt for her, I had the impression 
that I had done something wrong…. It is always difficult, at the end, to give grades, 
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which do not necessarily mean much, which just reflect a general opinion regarding 
the text, a jury consensus, and even some negotiations.34 

 
So even though the authorship of the text remains unquestioned, supervisors are closely 
involved. However strong that involvement may be, it is obvious that supervisors have to let 
students create, write and rewrite according to their own agency. Claire Genoux, a mentor 
at the Swiss Literature Institute, emphasises that ‘the text does not belong to me. If anything 
I try to suggest ways of working and, mostly through questions, to interrogate the author 
himself, rather than the text.’35 

 
This division of responsibilities seems a topos of all the mentoring duos we have examined. 
This division is echoed in the statements of two editors whom we interviewed about their 
collaboration with authors. Jo Lendle, the editor in charge of Germany’s renowned publishing 
house Hanser Verlag, said: ‘A very simple rule seems important to me: we make suggestions 
and the author decides. This is the principle, which always applies’,36 even in cases when the 
editor may be convinced that his idea would improve the text. Caroline Coutau, the editor 
in charge of Zoé, a literary publisher based in Geneva, also draws a clear line between the 
role of the editor and the one of the author: ‘It’s about … supporting the elaboration of the 
text, not about participating in it.’37 

 
Authorship thus remains a solo performance in the eyes of those who accompany the work 
of authors, sometimes over years and across several texts. Interestingly, this is being underlined 
by mentors and editors at a time, when, at least in France, the emergence of literary works is 
often marked by collective practices. Indeed, if one considers the field of publication at large 
(and not only its mainstream players), authors are navigating their publishing careers between 
different poles, ranging from conventional publication to alternative channels, such as 
performance, collaboration with other artists, self-publishing and collective writing. In our 
research, most mentors and supervisors belong to a generation in which there is little interaction 
with unfinished works. The students belong to another generation (often born after 1980) and 
many of them strongly rely on dialogue when it comes to their writing processes. A graduate 
of the German Literature Institute in Leipzig told us that she considered her peers as the 
‘feedback generation’.38 Like her writing friends she often seeks the advice and feedback of 
other writers as well as readers, thus clearly relying on an intense degree of interaction 
regarding unfinished works. 

 
Traces of such collaborative practices, which mostly consist of conversations about work in 
progress and of mutual feedback on unfinished manuscripts amongst peers, can sometimes 
be found in the acknowledgement lists of literary books. Ben Lerner, for instance, precisely 
lists the (many) people who, in one way or another, contributed to the writing of his novel 
10:04,39 which itself reflects on the at times highly collaborative practice of writing, submitting 
and editing a book. In continental Europe, such acknowledgements remain rare, but young 
authors’ literary practices are certainly more clearly embedded in a chain of feedback, sometimes 
starting in the framework of a university course and continuing beyond the completion of 
their BA or MA degrees in creative writing. Authorship, though not an explicitly collaborative 
notion, is making the heretofore invisible presence of others in the writing process more visible. 
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