
The Magnificent Art of Writing Like Sir David Attenborough

Description

Here’s something rather remarkable: in the vast ecosystem of modern media, there exists a singular
voice so distinctive, so universally trusted, that it has become a sort of verbal equivalent of comfort
food. I’m talking, of course, about the narrative style of Sir David Attenborough.

Now, you might think capturing the essence of television’s most beloved naturalist would be as
challenging as photographing a snow leopard in the wild. But much like the clever octopus that adapts
its appearance to match its surroundings, we can learn to mimic the master’s technique through careful
observation and practice.

The Attenborough Formula: A Peculiar Beast Indeed

Let’s dissect this fascinating specimen. The first thing you’ll notice about Sir David’s style is its
delightful combination of gravitas and whimsy. He possesses an almost magical ability to shift from
explaining the mating habits of prehistoric gastropods to delivering lines that would make Oscar Wilde
proud.

Consider this classic Attenborough construction: “Here, in the depths of the Amazon rainforest,
something extraordinary is about to happen.” Notice how he doesn’t just say “Look at this weird frog” –
though that would be factually accurate. Instead, he creates anticipation, turning a simple observation
into the opening scene of nature’s own theatrical production.

The Secret Ingredients

1. Start with Location
Much like a GPS for the imagination, Sir David always grounds us in place. “Here, in the frozen
wastes of Antarctica…” or “Deep beneath the Pacific waves…” It’s not just scene-setting; it’s
creating a mental passport stamp.

2. Master the Dramatic Pause
The Attenborough pause is… quite possibly… the most powerful tool… in natural history
narration. See what I did there? It’s the verbal equivalent of a leopard preparing to pounce – you
know something fascinating is about to happen.

3. Employ the Power of Contrast
“This seemingly peaceful garden harbours one of nature’s most sophisticated predators.” The
contrast between the ordinary and the extraordinary is pure Attenborough gold. It’s like revealing
that your quiet neighbour who tends to his roses is actually a chess grandmaster.

4. Personify Without Patronising
When Sir David describes animals, they become characters in an epic drama, but never Disney
caricatures. A hunting eagle isn’t just hunting – it’s “perfecting a technique passed down through
countless generations.” It’s factual anthropomorphism, if you will.
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The Implementation Strategy

Here’s a rather clever trick: start by writing as you normally would, then go back and insert what I call
“Attenborough Amplifiers.” These are phrases like “remarkably,” “extraordinary,” and “fascinating” – but
use them sparingly, like truffles on pasta. Too many and you’ll end up sounding like an overexcited tour
guide.

Consider this normal sentence: “The penguin walks to the sea.”
Now Attenborough it: “In an extraordinary display of determination, the penguin begins its arduous
journey to the sea.”

A Final Observation

The true genius of Sir David’s style isn’t just in the words he uses, but in his ability to make us care
about things we never knew we could care about. He could describe a earthworm’s digestive system
and somehow make it sound like the plot of a Hollywood blockbuster.

So there you have it – a peculiarly British guide to writing like one of Britain’s most beloved
broadcasters. Remember, like the bizarre courtship dance of the bird of paradise, it may feel unnatural
at first. But with practice, you too can master this remarkable form of narrative evolution.

Just don’t forget the dramatic… pause.
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