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Author Q&A:  
Sarah Winman
A YEAR OF MARVELLOUS WAYS
(Tinder Press, £16.99) 

Four years after her international 
bestselling debut Sarah Winman 
returns to the evocative Cornish 
landscape with a life-affirming 
story about the magic in everyday 
existence, the pull of the sea, the 
healing powers of storytelling and 
sloe gin, love, death and grief. 

How did the success of When God Was A Rabbit 
impact on A Year Of Marvellous Ways? 
It allowed me to write a book free of financial worry 
for the first time, which was an amazing thing – a life-
changing moment really, albeit a fleeting one. But, of 
course, the second book always comes with a sense of 
expectation; if not other’s expectation, then to a greater 
extent one’s own. 

How important is landscape in the book?
It’s very important because it has been the only 
constant in Marvellous’s life – her companion, if you 
like. Because of this, the landscape becomes its own 
character, with its own language. 

The novel is very poetic. Is this more a reflection of 
you as a writer or of Marvellous as a character?
It’s a reflection of Marvellous as a character. The poetry 
and extravagance of language is about an old woman’s 
storytelling. We are all part fact, part fiction. We have 
the ability to create make-believe when the reality has 
been too harsh or painful – almost unbearable, in fact. 
That is what she has done. 

Did the poetic prose ever prove to be an obstacle in 
moving the story forward?
No, because this is a book that plateaus, and these 
plateaus are important because they are the moments 
of contemplation, the moments of breath. This is not a 
book to rush.

Marvellous is an elderly woman. Are they largely 
ignored in fiction and is this a reflection of society?

I think we have the right to judge society by the way 
we look after our most vulnerable, and I think we have 
failed our elderly miserably. Not just this government 
but the one previous. This has been an ongoing decline. 
However, instead of writing about such failure, I’ve 
chosen to write about the immense riches my old 
woman has to offer – that, in itself, shames such failure. 

What inspired the character of Marvellous?
Marvellous is an amalgam of many people I know – 
relatives and old friends, of course, both men and 
women. She is a reflection of their courage and 
constancy, of their desire to keep on living no matter 
what life has thrown at them. What I knew I needed 
to do early on was to describe her physically to the 
reader. Like setting down a photograph on the table. Her 
physicality for me was the key to her enchantment. 

 
ANTONIA CHARLESWORTH 

A longer version of this interview is available in the See 
Hear section of bigissuenorth.com  

My book Northern ReSisters is 
my contribution to the genre of 
women’s history, a reminder of the 
important role that women play in 
radical organisations, a role often 
underestimated by them and by the 
writers who produce history books. 
Few books have been written by 
and about working class women. 
One of my favourites is socialist 
and suffragette Hannah Mitchell’s 
autobiography The Hard Way Up 
(Virago) which shows the highs and 
lows of political activity.

Ruth and Eddie Frow of the 
Working Class Movement Library 
in Salford were good friends and 
they encouraged my interest in 
writing about working class history. 
Their book Political Women 1800-
1850 (Pluto Press) reminds us that 
women have always played a role 
in the most important campaigns 
from Peterloo to introducing 
progressive ideas around marriage 
and motherhood.

In 1978 feminist historians Jill 
Liddington and Jill Norris broke 
the mould with their book One 
Hand Tied Behind Us (Rivers 
Oram Press). It exploded the 
myth that the campaign for the 
vote was exclusively middle class, 
highlighting instead the role of 
northern working class women in 
the suffragist campaign. For me it 
reinforced my own pride in being 
a northerner and also an activist 
following in the footsteps of my 
northern sisters.

Northern sisters today are 
still campaigning for democracy 
and for our role in peace, trade 
unions and anti-racist campaigns 
to be acknowledged. In my book 
I champion nine of these women 
including Betty Tebbs, Pia Feig, 
Mandy Vere and Honor Donnelly.

In her new book Honourable 
Friends (Granta, £14.99) Caroline 
Lucas of the Green Party lays 
out her plans for a fairer British 
political system and recognises 
the important role that women can 
play. In many ways it compliments 
my book by showing how women 
continue to make a significant 
contribution to the world we live in 
and the one we want to obtain.

Bernadette Hyland is the 
author of Northern ReSisters: 
Conversations With Radical 
Women (Mary Quaile Club, £5.95, 
maryquaileclub.wordpress.com)

THE FESTIVAL OF INSIGNIFICANCE
Milan Kundera 
(Faber, £14.99)

 A group of middle aged male 
friends meander through Parisian 
streets, meditating on meaning and 
significance while each confronting 
their own sense of identity and loss. 
One holds imaginary conversations, 
another serves at cocktail parties 
pretending only to speak and 
understand Pakistani, a third tells his 
friends that he has been diagnosed with cancer when 
he’s been given the all clear. 

Milan Kundera’s first novel in 14 years is short and 
playful. Like much of the Czech author’s previous work, 
it’s full of absent mothers, angelic but objectified 
beautiful women, and historical references – all under 
the control of a narrator who breaks into the prose to 
comment on the actions and thoughts of his characters. 

Exploring the meaninglessness of existence versus 
the significance of the everyday is not new territory for 
Kundera and this is a solid example of such navel gazing 
– often literally, suggesting more than a hint of self-
awareness. Nevertheless it is a welcome addition to his 
canon of work, and in amongst the wordplay are some 
lingering reflections on the nature of meaning.

CHRISTIAN LISSEMAN 
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