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The days of hiding behind our typewriters and 
keyboards are gone. Today, writers are in the 
public domain, expected to promote their own 
books, communicate with readers, be involved 
with social media. There’s Twitter. Facebook. 
Insta. Do you even blog?

For some, technology isn’t an unfortunate 
addendum to being an author, but integral to 
their making. That’s how it is for Jo Thornely, 
author of Zealot, A Book About Cults, published by 
Hachette in 2019. 

‘Honestly, I don’t think I’d even be a writer if it 
wasn’t for technology and the internet,’ Jo says. 
‘My style is nothing without the help of social 
media, blogging (originally), and podcasting.’

Starting her blog in 2006 with her own personal 
style of pithy posts packed with humour in 
the midst of the booming reality TV trend, Jo’s 
satirical recaps of Australia’s Next Top Model hit 
the country’s funny bone. With comments, shares 

and re-tweets flying 
across the internet, 
Foxtel even began 
sending her the 
episodes in advance, 
while the cast and 
production crew of 
the show entertained 
themselves reading 
her recaps aloud 
during their breaks. 

Approached by the 
Daily Telegraph 
Opinions Editor 

who liked her style and offered her a freelance 
opinion column in the paper, she has since 
freelanced with women’s magazines, websites 
and journals. ‘Technology and the internet has…

made me a lot more accessible,’ Jo says. Even 
now, almost all her guest spots, writing work, 
events and contacts come from people who 
reach out to her via Twitter or Facebook. 

According to SocialMediaNews.com.au, ‘Social 
Media users in Australia are some of the most 
active in the world, with a total of around 60% 
of the country’s population active users on 
Facebook, and 50% of the country logging onto 
Facebook at least once a day.’ In Australia there 
are 5.8 million monthly active Twitter users, and 
10 million registered users of LinkedIn.

If you like listening to podcasts, those delightful 
audio chat recordings that you can download 
and carry in your pocket to listen to anytime 
you want, there’s plenty to choose from - 1.75 
million podcasts are available to subscribe to 
with 43 million episodes, nearly a quarter of 
which are listened to in the car. In early 2017, Jo 
thought that figuring out how it all worked and 
producing her own podcast would be ‘something 
I’d enjoy and be okay at.’ The online networks 
she’d developed gave her access to advice from 
so many people, and it made it easier for her to 
approach people to be guests on her podcast, 
Zealot. ‘It really is a community,’ she says.

Each episode of Zealot has Jo, a guest, wine, and 
a conversation about a different cult (yes, there 
are that many cults to talk about!). Past guests 
include radio announcer and TV personality 
Myf Warhurst, and writer and comedian Adam 
Richard.

Three years, a million downloads and a trip 
to Canada to do a live podcast at the Toronto 
True Crime Film Festival later, it’s fair to say Jo’s 
irreverent style has proven popular. So yes, it 
seems like something she’s ‘okay at.’

But why cults? ‘They’re terrible. But they’re 



You can follow Jo on 

Twitter (@jothornely), 

Facebook (@zealotpodcast),

 at her Blog (jo-joblogs.blogspot.com) 

and find out more about

 Zealot, A Book About Cults at 

www.hachette.com.au/jo-thornely. 

13AUTUMN 2021

fascinating,’ she says. Plus it was a great excuse to keep 
reading about them. And although the podcast is in her 
signature humour style, she’s clear who is being derided. ‘I 
try to stay respectful of cult followers, but as for the leaders – 
their main aim is to be taken seriously, so undermining them 
with ridicule is a true and useful pleasure.’

Described by Weekend Australian as ‘a piss-taker of rare 
boldness’, Jo claims humour is actually the only kind of 
writing she’s decent at. But writing humour is no joke. 
‘Humorous writing is often seen as ‘lesser’ or more lowbrow 
than ‘serious’ writing,’ she says, but ‘comedians and humour 
writers are often the most politically savvy, engaging, 
accessible, and write straight to the heart of matters.’

In her reality TV recaps, there’s usually a juxtaposed 
highbrow and pop-culture reference. ‘It’s like Georgia O’Keefe 
trying to paint flowers that don’t remind you of vaginas, or, 
for the lowbrow amongst you, like a Kardashian asking for 
privacy,’ she says in one recap. Her favourite ever comment 
from a reader was that they’d learned more about art from 
reading her Top Model recaps than they ever did in high 
school. They’re probably not the only one.

Being an identical twin, Jo couldn’t resist inviting her twin 
sister Shelley, also a writer, to be the guest on one of the 
podcasts. Jo begins by saying: ‘This is going to be confusing 
for anybody listening because our dad can’t tell our voices 
apart so we don’t expect anyone else to.’ Or maybe Shelley 
said that. No-one is sure. But while most people are horrified 
when they first hear their voice played back to them (it 
sounds weird because when we speak we hear our own 
voices conducted through our bony skulls), when editing 
the podcasts what it sounds like to Jo is that she’s simply 
listening to her sister. ‘It’s comforting,’ she says.   

Zealot: A Book About Cults, based on the podcast, is described 
by the Herald Sun as ‘deliciously sinister.’ If you haven’t read 
it yet – and you absolutely should – Jo says ‘tweeting a lot, 
one paragraph movie reviews, blogging and podcasting have 
all given me really good practice at crafting stories, playing 
with humour, testing what works.’ And it’s how she became a 
published author. 

A last note for women writers:

‘There’s a strong and wonderful community of women 
writers on Twitter, and it can be a truly supportive space. A 
lot of people think Twitter is full of trolls and bullying, but it’s 
easy to curate your own experience and only interact with 
people and accounts that make you feel good and keep you 
inspired and informed… Plus, it keeps you in people’s faces 
and is a spectacular tool for staying relevant and interacting 
with other writers and funny people.’


