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This is as strange a maze as e’er men trod,

And there is in this business more than nature

Was ever conduct of.

 

Shakespeare, The Tempest

 

 

A surgeon should have an eagle’s eye,

a lady’s hand and a lion’s heart.

 

Sir Astley Cooper,

Professor of Surgery at Guy’s Hospital
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Part Five

Tropics

 

This is unhappiness. Sitting alone in the night, listening to the cicadas, the frogs and the great white owls, watching the moonlight move on the mosquito net, knowing that I have grown old. I hold a letter in my hands. I have read this letter again and again. There is now but one person in the world who remembers me when I was a child. The others are all gone, all gone. The first woman I loved, so cunning, duplicitous and brave, slipped away into this transparent sea. Hers was a kind of vanishing, an uneasy, ambiguous death. And my revolutionary General, for whom I imagined an heroic finale in battle, a grand public funeral, his horse following the gun carriage, the boots reversed in the stirrups, flags at half-mast and endless eulogies of praise? No cannon sounded at the last for him. He died of old age, under house arrest in his own country, decrepit and incontinent, in a sea of piss and dribble.

Here, even at the most angry height of summer, I feel the sea wind on my cheek. I watch the lizards freeze on the mill wall, blending quietly into the lichen and the stone. I cannot hide. And no disguise is necessary now. I have no fears of discovery. What should I fear? The mask has become the face.

Nothing is sadder than these men with their twisted hands, these women with their lined and silent faces, waiting for me, waiting for me. One of the women holds a child wrapped in a filthy cotton shawl. The thing is dying. Its skin is already grey and flies are gathering around the mouth. There will be nothing I can do. I will administer a pink tonic from Volpone’s bag and tell her that the Lord giveth and the Lord will very probably take away. She has ten children already, by several different men. She sits gazing at me, silent, waiting. She loves this child. This one. Bone of her bone, flesh of her flesh. As my mother loved me. The baby’s eyes are vacant, glassy, yellowing at the rim. Better dead, better dead, better dead.

I stroke the child’s tiny ruff of hair. The woman breathes her blessing over me and I retreat to my surgery, hot, angry and ashamed.

But don’t forget, these people whom you serve sell their children too, sell them – boys and girls of eight or ten – as workers, prostitutes, servants. There is not enough food in this place to feed them all. Sometimes I find the children brutalised, bleeding, cowering like animals in my surgery. A small boy was left before the door last week. He had no guardian, no clothes and no name. His collar-bone was fractured, his face cut and bruised. He was bleeding from the anus, which I found to be rotting with venereal disease. He can have been no more than six or seven years old. The child shrinks from my touch. No white man has ever touched him gently. He has been beaten, raped, abused. His eyes are huge as he listens to me, talking to him softly. He understands nothing. I leave him sitting quietly, stroking Psyche, his arm in a sling, and cross the road in the boiling dust to call on the Augustinian sisters in their cool white corridors with their blue shutters, closed against the heat, and I beg them to take one more, just one more. When I come back into the surgery the child has his arms around Psyche and he has fallen asleep. She licks his face. I stand over them, my fists clenched.

My hair is heavy with grey streaks and grey dust. My hands are covered with liver spots. What difference have I made? What difference have I ever made? I gather up the sleeping child in my arms. His elbows and knees project bonily out of his black skin. He snuggles his head against my neck.

Why can I achieve so little here?

If they live, they live. If they must die, then nothing I can do will save them. This place has defeated me, this sweating humid bush, jiggers in the dust, white nights drenched in stars and the clinging yellow fever. The colonists lie sweating beneath their silk mosquito shrouds.

Only in the mountains does the air thin and chill. Here, in these beautiful steep, wooded hills I catch my breath in the night air. I stopped my guide so that I could identify a tree orchid, shedding its humid torrent of scent upon the overgrown dirt of the pot-holed road, one single track, wolfed down by green. The flower was nothing much, white spindly petals and coiling tendrils anchoring the plant to the damp bark. It was not there to be seen, but to be smelt, a gift handed down to a tired and lonely man.

For this is unhappiness. But I will not shrink from my melancholy, nor from my loneliness. The letter falls from my hand. I will spend this night remembering. Sitting here alone in the shrieking white night and knowing that I will always be alone, no matter how long I watch at the open door, no matter how many nights there are to come.

 

 

 

The first days when I came to this place become more luminous and vivid with the ebbing years. I can remember the boat coming ashore in a rocky cove to the west of Montego Bay. The shouts of the blacks on the beach, and the men in straw hats rowing together, and the lap and splash of clear water against the coral reefs, rocking like planted gardens beneath the sea. I smelt cooking in the clear air. We drove into town aboard a rickety cart drawn by two mules, covered in fly-blown sores where the harness pinched. I gazed out at the hills sheathed in the slender bright green tapers of the bamboo forest. The colours were too bright and too close. There was no perspective, no distance. I made many studies of the vegetation during those first weeks. Behind my garden there was a morass of log-wood, prickly yellow broad-leaf and trumpet trees with the wild fig pushing a curtain of green against the grey branches of a dead cotton tree. In this place I bear witness daily to the resurrection. For nothing stays dead for long. The entire world appears to be in the grip of a perpetual metamorphosis.

The vultures who assist this process of destruction and rebirth are protected by law. They gaze confidently back when you approach, their evil red eyes surrounded by hideous, wrinkled flesh, as they pick at the stinking carcasses of dead animals, thrown out on the rubbish mounds alongside the usual household waste. I have been unable to suppress the practice of abandoning dead animals in the open air and it is true that the John Crows pick them clean within a day. But the town waste pits are now situated at a healthy distance from the habitations, and the rubbish is regularly burnt under the supervision of my sanitation inspector. He once found a dead child wrapped in a sack, carefully stowed away in a wooden crate. The vultures, perched expectantly on the crate, alerted him to the dead flesh within, and upon kicking the crate aside, he discovered the child, which rolled out, its legs bent and shrivelled, unravelling its shroud. The poor thing was less than a year old, so I did not call for an official investigation.

Life is of too little value here. The days are too hot, too bright, the rain too rapid and powerful, the vegetation renews itself too rapidly. The tropics may resemble paradise, at a glance, from a great distance, but living here I can never rid my nostrils of the smell of putrefaction. During the annual epidemics, too many die for me to investigate them all. In 1840 we buried the new regiments in mass graves. If Gomm had not seconded me, and thrown all his influence behind the plan, we would never have established this station in the mountains. Often it appears that I have passed my life here fighting a paper battle with the bureaucrats. Ah, but I shall never forget the thunderous tones of the Field Marshal, bursting into my hospital office with the wild cry of victory: ‘We have carried the hill, Barry, we have carried the hill!’

And so I was able to build my airy fortress in the Blue Mountains.

I have sat here upon my verandah in the early day, watching the mist thinning into damp drops on the cannons, and then seen the far, low lines of Kingston and the coastline, laid out beneath me, a painted map, delicate at my feet.

We had the illusion of victory, of command. We are a nation of rulers. But no one holds this country. The land itself crouches, flexed and tense, opposing all I am and all I do. No one holds this country. Except perhaps that classic figure with the scythe and the hourglass, who, in the end, will cradle us all in his bony arms.

When I first came here the planters in residence still lived in the grand style. Their huge balconied houses were covered in bougainvillea and deep purple wisteria blossoms. Their irrigated gardens flamed with hibiscus and poinsettia. When they sat down to dine their tables overflowed with meat and fish, land and sea turtles, quails, snipe, plovers, pigeons and doves, mangoes and guineps, pineapples, fresh oranges, plucked from their own groves. But the most excellent fruit is the grenadillo, reduced in its ripeness to a mulch of juice and seeds, well sugared and then scooped out with a spoon. I sigh to remember the exquisite deliciousness of all the meals I have ever eaten in this insect-infested paradise world, from which, for me, there has been no escape. It seems that the tree of life and death is no longer forbidden.

Each white member of the planters’ households had a black servant: their personal, domestic slave, to attend upon them, to prepare their wardrobe, enhance their toilette, anticipate all their desires and clear out the shit from their chamberpots. There were no horses in all the King’s Stables that were better fed, watered, nourished and groomed than these spoiled and indolent people.

I myself inherited an elderly Negro. His name is Abraham. He is only slightly taller than I. If we let out the seams to their limits and lengthen the sleeves, he can wear my cast-off clothes. He cannot read or write, but I am teaching his sons to do so. He is patient, discreet, white-haired. We stand side by side.

The Creoles were deeply inbred. Inherited diseases were rife within their families. The women were addicted to pleasure and demonstrated a loose sensuality that was shockingly overt. I was once forced to retire from a late supper party by a beautiful lady from Haïti, resplendent in white lace, who deliberately persisted in brushing her fan against the front of my trousers in a vain attempt to arouse me. I was amused by her gesture, in itself flattering, but alarmed that she did not care who saw her.

And yes, the balls and fêtes continue here, and there is a great splicing of patterns and studying of journals, including the latest designs in The Ladies’ Magazine. What are they wearing in Bond Street and Paris? We do not ape the fashions of the mother country here, we reproduce them with exaggerated excellence. The boats bringing cloth, already several months out of date, are eagerly awaited. I gaze at a pale mass of bare arms and shoulders, ferociously defended against the sun, drenched in powder, sweat and citronelle, to baffle the mosquitoes. I lead the ladies from the floor, their gloveless hands moist with dancing, and present them with softly opulent shawls and fans.

The estate I came to know best was Montpelier in St James, which then belonged to the Ellis family. Charles Ellis was an absentee landlord, for he was much occupied with his parliamentary duties. But he was not an irresponsible man and his second brother, Edward, a man some twenty years younger than myself, was sent to take care of the estate, after an undistinguished career in an unfashionable regiment.

Edward was a weak and languid man, given to an excess of lace shirts and Portuguese sweet wine. He was exceedingly effeminate and sought the company of ladies at every opportunity. In the hottest season he was unable to stir from a pale draught of warm air which traversed his bedroom and his study, where he lay on the sofa like a discarded damp handkerchief.

I rode over to Montego Bay every six weeks at least, to inspect the hospital and see to the needs of the regiments garrisoned in the north of the island. If the interior was considered unsafe, I made the voyage around the coast, for spontaneous rebellions were, and are, frequent and violent. On each visit I did not fail to spend time with Edward and to observe the life on his estate. To my knowledge Edward never once entered the infirmary, constructed under my personal direction, in all the years he lived in such close proximity with the noble, yet often wretched, creatures upon whom his life, and theirs, depended. He assured me that his aversion to the stench of illness was insuperable and he had promised himself that he would faint at the merest drop of blood. Yet he was a kind, if idle, master, and would not tolerate the grosser punishments, which were freely administered on other plantations.

I supervised the births of many Negro children born at Montpelier. I eased their passage into this world, and, all too often, their rapid departure into the next. One of Edward’s slave women, whose name was Jessica, a handsome girl with fine, high cheekbones, velvet black, with a face full of valleys and shadows, gave birth to eight children, only one of whom survived. Who the fathers were, I never knew. Lockjaw is the most common killer, and, as the midwife assured me, ‘Oh Massa, till de nine days over, we no hope of dem.’ My most rigorous régime of hygiene and cleanliness was followed at Montpelier. Yet still the infants died. Jessica told me that the souls of her children, liberated from slavery, fled back to Africa. She herself has never seen Africa. This land is her land, for she was born here. This is the only place she has ever known.

The Negroes bury their dead in their own gardens. I was puzzled by this practice at first, as they are an extremely superstitious people and live in terror of ghosts, or duppies as they are called here. But Jessica explained to me that she and her sisters had no fear of the beloved dead, but trembled before the menacing spectres of their enemies.

These people are deeply religious, and each corpse is accompanied to its grave by a whole community’s passionate singing and lamenting. I attended the ceremony for the last of Jessica’s babes, a child that was stillborn. The slaves were given permission to bury their dead at dusk, when the day’s work was over. Despite my advice that she should rest, the woman accompanied the coffin as the principal mourner. At the head of the cortège she sang the most heart-rending melody to the quiet grave in her own language. Her people are called the Eboes and their language is forbidden to them upon punishment by flogging or even death. They eat no meat and have been known to fall ill after eating the flesh of turtles. As she sang, the company stared at me, the only white man present, transfixed with alarm. I took her hand when she had finished, wiped her incessant tears away and cast the first handful of dust into the tiny grave. My shadow leaped across the earth’s opening. The company gathered round, crushing inwards. I realised that something was expected of me and so I spoke the Nunc dimittis as loudly and as clearly as possible.

‘Lord, now lettest thou thy servant depart in peace, according to thy word: For mine eyes have seen thy salvation, Which thou hast prepared before the face of all people; A light to lighten the Gentiles, and the glory of thy people Israel.’

A huge wail went up as I finished speaking and the rhythmic chanting began. I extracted myself gently from the crowd, gathered in the purple twilight, and left Jessica alone with her people and her dead.

But Death is my companion here, my fellow rider, perched beside me, silent and rattling on his pale horse. The numbers of the deceased in the army alone make my pen falter as I copy them out for my despatches. According to official records, one in nine of all the British soldiers stationed here between 1816 and 1836 was surely doomed to die.

The station at Montego Bay was notorious. The barracks were sited in the town, an evil position in a stone building, cut off from the sea wind. The sweltering temperatures never ebbed. At night the men sweated naked on their foul mattresses. Even the civilians who lived in that malodorous place scarcely passed a year without falling victim to some appalling disease. Ants and termites undermined the buildings. Everything rotted and festered, no matter how carefully it was wrapped or cleaned. Yet still the town grew, alongside its expanding graveyard. Sometimes the seamen entering the harbour emerged spotless and hopeful from their quarantine, only to succumb to the malignant vapours emitted by this unhealthy cauldron. On several occasions I closed the barracks down myself. How could the troops defend the planters when I had scarcely a man who could stand upright? Even the hospital, which was scrubbed daily and maintained with Prussian rigour and fortitude, on my orders, proved to be a lazar house. In 1832 I buried a third of the garrison, with minimal ceremony, in shallow graves.

Part of the solution, as in Spanish Town, was to rebuild the barracks; not on low, swampy ground ridden with mosquitoes and general pestilence, but up on the purple slopes of the volcanic hills, in the cooler air. I demanded buildings with large windows and airy balconies, a muslin mesh firmly fixed to the frames against the nightly armada of insects. We eventually won the station at Newcastle, when Field Marshal Sir William Gomm so memorably ‘carried the hill’ after ten years of persistent bullying.

The north coast was the most unhealthy place in all the world. At Buff’s Bay seven out of twenty-five men were dead within the year. In Manchioneal they were all dead, sick or dying when I arrived. There was not a man left in the guardhouse. I rode straight in, unchallenged, followed by a little mob of shrieking children in love with my uniform. The visiting killer is usually yellow fever: our notorious Yellow Jack, who hastens them away to a painful end. In the case of the barracks at Manchioneal, which could have been overrun in a matter of minutes, I took the precaution of sending Abraham out to the rum shop, to spread stories of the good Dr Barry battling with the recalcitrant duppies of the dead soldiers, who, having died so far from home, refused to rest and wandered the fort at all hours. I had the satisfaction of seeing members of the local population scuttling past at high speed, casting fearful glances up at the red brick fort. I’m afraid that Abraham half believed my stories.

In the hot months I could not leave the camp at Kingston. I was needed to fight yet another useless battle against these rapid, clammy fevers and to reconcile myself to inevitable defeat. It was in the cooler months when the stormy season of violent winds and rain, what Abraham calls ‘de big blow’, was safely past that I was able to travel the island without anxiety. I always visited Montpelier towards Christmastime. Sometimes, when the roads had seen little passage for many weeks, they were so overgrown with vines and creepers that Abraham rode ahead on his mule, slashing to left and right with a machete, forging a passage through the smouldering green like Moses faced with a thick green sea.

On one of these December expeditions, shortly before Christmas, on our way to Montpelier, while Abraham was attacking the vegetation some way ahead, I paused to stare at a palm tree, which was afflicted with a strange variety of blight. The large fruit, or rather vegetable, which had formed at the top of the tree, was crawling with a species of strange black roach, and the usually brilliant seeds, often scarlet and purple, were faded and dull. The feathery palm leaves were curling and brown at the tips, yet from its size the tree could not be more than twenty years old. My horse nuzzled the grass as I peered at the dying tree. Then I felt Psyche’s muscles tense and she let fly a low growl. Directly before me, uncannily close, inside the steaming, damp cave of bush, were several pairs of eyes, cautious and dark, surrounded by reddened white balls. I could make out a fine nose, then a pair of straight red lips, a jigsaw of black faces, watching from behind the green. I was certain that they were runaway slaves, but I could not pretend not to have seen them. I was armed, both with a sabre and with a musket, but I did not reach for either.

‘Step forth.’ I spoke calmly to the undergrowth, meeting the glare of three pairs of eyes without flinching. Three desperate, ragged-looking men obeyed, and stood, blocking my path, leaning on their ferociously sharpened sticks, cradling their machetes in their arms.

The tallest of the three was instantly recognisable. This was Plato, a runaway black, who had abandoned the Lewises’ estate in Cornwall and had then set about terrorising the neighbourhood with many thefts and beatings, and the occasional murder. He was exceptionally good-looking and was rumoured to have a harem of women living with him in the bush. He had robbed many carriages on the Blue Mountain roads and stolen jewels




































































































































































































































































Afterword

The people and events described in this book are not entirely fictitious. James Miranda Barry really did serve as an army doctor from 1813 to 1859. He was a well-known, controversial medical reformer, who quarrelled with Florence Nightingale in public. His ambiguous sexual identity caused considerable speculation and debate during his lifetime. Readers wishing to know more about the facts of his life should consult June Rose’s biography The Perfect Gentleman (Hutchinson, 1977) as I have done. Rachel Holmes is writing a new biography of Barry, so we can look forward to further revelations. Other histories of Barry include Isobel Rae The Strange Story of Dr James Barry (Longmans, Green, 1958) and a novel by Jessica Grove and Olga Racster, Dr James Barry: Her Secret Story (G.Howe, 1932). On the significance of cross-dressing see Marjorie Garber Vested Interests: Cross Dressing and Cultural Anxiety (Routledge, 1992), which includes a section on Barry.

The following texts and reference books were extremely helpful to me. On the life and art of Barry’s ‘uncle’, the painter James Barry, I consulted William L. Pressly The Life and Art of James Barry (Yale University Press, 1981) and his catalogue of The Tate Gallery exhibition James Barry: The Artist as Hero (The Tate Gallery, 1983). For nineteenth-century diseases and their treatments, both what they looked like and what people thought they meant, I studied The Cambridge Illustrated History of Medicine edited by Roy Porter (Cambridge University Press, 1996). William Cobbett’s Rural Rides, ed. George Woodcock (Penguin, 1967), first published in 1830, gives a vivid impression of the countryside in southern England in the 1820s. I also drew on Gilbert White’s Year: Passages from The Garden Kalendar and The Naturalist’s Journal selected by John Commander (Oxford University Press, 1982). Jennifer Stead’s Food and Cooking in Eighteenth Century Britain and Maggie Black’s Food and Cooking in Nineteenth Century Britain, both published by English Heritage in 1985 were very helpful on cooking and kitchens. I have used Benjamin Robert Haydon’s own words; see Neglected Genius: The Diaries of Benjamin Haydon, ed. John Jolliffe (Hutchinson, 1990). For images and information about nineteenth-century theatre I drew on Simon Trussler’s British Theatre (Cambridge, 1994), and Claire Tomalin’s superb biography of Dora Jordan, Mrs Jordan’s Profession (Penguin, 1995). Also useful and fascinating was Women Reading Shakespeare: An Anthology of Criticism 1660–1900, eds. Ann Thompson and Sasha Roberts (Manchester University Press, 1997). The following texts were especially suggestive for that part of the book set in the West Indies: M. G. Lewis’s Journal of a West India Proprietor 1815–1817 (George Routledge and Sons, 1929), Gad Heumann ‘The Killing Time’: The Morant Bay Rebellion in Jamaica (Macmillan Caribbean, 1994), Michael Pawson and David Buisseret Port Royal, Jamaica (Clarendon Press: Oxford, 1975) and Mary Turner Slaves and Missionaries: The Disintegration of Jamaica Slave Society 1787–1834 (University of Illinois Press, 1982), which gives a detailed historical account of the slave rebellion in 1831. I have drawn on her work in Part Five of the novel and am grateful both to her and to my mother, Sheila Duncker, for their bibliographical help and historical advice. The real James Barry, who was working in Jamaica at the time of the rebellion, wrote: ‘I served under Sir Willoughby Cotton during the Rebellion and the burning of the plantations by the Negroes.’

This book is a work of fiction, an imaginative exploration of particular aspects of what must have been a very strange life. I have therefore taken the liberties which all novelists, who are not strictly historians, always do take with history. Alice Jones is entirely fictional. It did not suit the shape of my story that the painter James Barry should die in 1806, and so I insisted that he should live on until 1816. I hope he will forgive me. Francisco de Miranda lived from 1750 to 1816 and died a prisoner in Spain. I have changed his dates to 1770–1836, as I imagine that he would have liked to see more of the nineteenth century. And I sent him home to die. Barry’s last posting was in Canada. I have decided that he ended his career in Jamaica. It was, in any case, a climate he preferred. Where people have suffered and died in pain, as was the case of the slaves in the West Indies, I have remained as true to known historical fact as possible. As to the inner reality of James Miranda Barry’s life, here we can only guess at the truth, for there is very little evidence. And it is here that the novelist will always have the edge over the historian.

I finished the first draft of James Miranda Barry while I was a visiting fellow at Künstlerhaus Schloss Wiepersdorf in Brandenburg, Germany, during the autumn of 1997. I am grateful to the Ministerium für Wissenschaft, Forschung und Kultur des Landes Brandenburg, who financed my stay in Wiepersdorf and I would like to thank the Director, Frau Doris Sossenheimer, her staff and all the other ‘Stipendiaten’ who were working at Wiepersdorf at that time, especially the painter Sati Zech. My first reader, S.J.D., heard most of this book over the telephone, then carefully read the manuscript. This book and every other book I have written are dedicated to her. I can never thank her enough.

 

Patricia Duncker

France, 1998
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The Strange Case of the Composer and His Judge

Shortlisted for the CWA Gold Dagger Crime Novel of the Year

On a frozen New Year’s Day a half-circle of dead bodies lies on freshly fallen snow in the French Jura. A nearby chalet contains the debris of a seemingly ordinary Christmas: champagne, presents for the dead children, and a strange leather-bound book, written in mysterious code, containing maps of the stars. When Dominique Carpentier, the Judge tasked with solving the mystery behind this suicide sect, discovers the book, she is lead to the Composer, Friedrich Grosz, who is connected to every one of the dead. And so the pursuit begins.

As Carpentier is drawn into a world of complex family ties, ancient beliefs and seductive, disturbing music, she becomes more and more determined to crack the case. But has she met her match in the Composer?

‘At once an utterly terrifying murder mystery, a satirical examination of middle-class ennui, a psychology primer about cult formation and a strikingly beautiful journey through a European landscape rarely glimpsed in books or films’
Financial Times

‘Duncker out-Dan-Browns Dan Brown … Thrilling’
Daily Telegraph

‘Duncker has created an investigator of eccentric brilliance who should take her place as a female counterpart to Inspector Morse’
Daily Mail

If your device has internet capabilities, please click here for more information.


      
The Deadly Space Between

Toby Hawk has grown up surrounded by Amazonian women.  His mother, the charismatic painter Isobel, his formidable great-aunt and her partner form a protective triangle around him. Then Roehm, once his mother’s lover, resurfaces. Everything changes.

Toby soon finds himself consumed by jealousy and curiosity. Who is this enigmatic, sinister, but fascinating man? Toby decides to investigate his mother’s hauntingly irresistible, predatory lover, and in so doing begins to uncover not only the disconcerting truth about his own past, but the many mysteries surrounding his family.

‘Combines intellectual playfulness with the deadly suspense of a thriller’
Literary Review

‘The tale wins you over through its sheer eloquence and nerve … Holds the reader’s attention to the last’
The Times

‘Freud would have loved to have placed these characters on his couch; the general reader should rush to add them to his bookshelf’
Daily Mail

If your device has internet capabilities, please click here for more information.



Hallucinating Foucault

In this ravishing tale of sexual and textual obsession, the young unnamed narrator sets forth from Cambridge on a quest. He is to rescue the subject of his doctoral research, Paul Michel, the brilliant but mad writer, from incarceration in a mental institution in France. What ensues is a drama of terrible intimacy and tenderness played out one hot and humid summer in Paris and in the south of France. Hallucinating Foucault is a literary thriller that explores with consummate mastery the passionate relationship between reader and writer, between the factual and the fictional, between sanity and madness. In blurring these boundaries, Patricia Duncker has written a novel of astonishing power and beauty.

‘One of the best novels of the year’
A. S. Byatt

‘Ominous, classical, dark and romantic’
Louis de Bernières

‘If you buy one book make it Hallucinating Foucault … Not to be taken at face value, this novel leaves you perspiring, but chillingly inspired’
Observer

If your device has internet capabilities, please click here for more information.



Sophie and the Sibyl

Berlin, September 1872. The Duncker brothers, Max and Wolfgang, own a thriving publishing business in the city. Clever, irresponsible Max is as fond of gambling and brothels as the older, wiser, Wolfgang is of making a profit. When Max’s bad habits get out of hand, Wolfgang sends him away from the city, to dance attendance upon a celebrity author – the enigmatic Sibyl, also known as George Eliot. As enthralling and intelligent as her books, she soon has Max bewitched.

Yet Wolfgang has further plans – to settle Max in marriage with Countess Sophie von Hahn. Sophie is as stubborn as she is beautiful, and defying social convention, she contacts her heroine, George Eliot, beginning a series of events that overturn everybody’s future expectations.

A compelling Victorian novel and a playful meditation on the creation of literature, Sophie and the Sibyl balances a tale of courtship and seduction with a fascinating, lively imagining of the writer George Eliot at the end of her boldly unconventional life, and the height of her fame.

‘Fiendishly clever … I was completely gripped all the way through’
Kathryn Hughes

If your device has internet capabilities, please click here for more information.
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