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Not belonging...
by Tracey Warr

can allow a writer to see afresh, to dehabitualise their observations. Place is 
geographical, textual, imagined and psychological all at the same time.

The Lure of Another Place & Time
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the landscape and history of France

outhern France is graced by spectacular hilltop castles, 
medieval towns and a rash of English historical novelists. There 
are plenty of castles in the British landscape as well, so I asked 
several novelists what it is about France that works for writers. 

Kate Mosse’s trilogy is set in Carcassonne, and she declares 
her writing starts with landscape: “France was a language that 
spoke to me.” Imagining the Cathars during a visit to Montsegur 
sparked Labyrinth, and a plaque to two nameless female members 
of the Carcassonne Resistance was the impetus for Citadel. Mosse 
likens characters emerging in the process of writing to “developing 
a photograph.”

Deborah Lawrenson also emphasises the 
importance of landscape: 

The senses bring a story alive  and can 
transport the reader to another time and 
place by making a connection to memories 
of the scent of lavender, for example, or the 
taste of sea wind. 

When I visit Nice, or Aix-en-Provence, 
it’s an important part of the experience to 
think I am walking in the footsteps of artists 
who were drawn to the light here.
Lawrenson’s The Lantern (Harper, 2011) 

depicts the perfume industry in Provence 
after the Second World War: 

Being in the actual places I write about 
offers the chance to make them authentic 
on the page. A walk through a town or a 
pinewood above the sea is a gift of detail 
for a writer. Some of it will be background 
description, but the landscape itself often 
suggests the stories that might be possible within it. 

For historical novels, understanding the geography gives a vital 
insight into why certain events played out in specific places. In 
my  novel  The Sea Garden (Harper, 2014),  I wrote about the 
RAF planes that landed clandestinely in Provence during WWII. 
When I found the plateau in the lavender fields where these real 
events took place...I could place my characters in it and imagine 
their thoughts and feelings, and personal stories.
Jacqueline Yallop’s Obedience (Atlantic, 2011) deals with 

the fraught legacies of sexual passion during the Second 
World War German occupation. Yallop says, “Obedience 
evolved from conversations  I had with neighbours and friends. 
No matter how much accurate historical research  you  do, 
I find it’s actually treading the ground which makes a difference, 

which allows you as a writer, for a moment, to inhabit other lives.”
Vanessa Couchman’s The House at Zaronza (Crooked Cat, 

2014) centres on a young girl growing up in a patriarchal society 
on Corsica in the early 20th century, experiencing rapidly changing 
values and the First World War. Couchman notes, “France is near 
enough to be familiar to readers, but far enough to be slightly 
mysterious.” 

Amanda Hodgkinson’s 22 Britannia Road (Fig Tree, 2011) 
focuses on Polish refugees in England after the Second World 
War, and Spilt Milk (Penguin, 2014) concentrates on two pre-

war moments to tell a moving, lyrical story of 
sisters and mothers. Hodgkinson remarks on 
a strong sense of the importance of culture 
in France: “The French have a wonderful 
attitude to writers. They are supportive of 
the notion of an artist’s life in general.” Mosse 
points to the substantial market of avid 
English ex-pat readers. The bilingual Festilitt 
festival in the French village of Parisot is 
evidence of that audience, and a wonderful 
experience where English and French writers 
and readers come together. 

Writing my own novels about French 
medieval history, I often wonder: how might 
French readers feel about this outsider 
perspective? Before I arrived in France I read 
Helen Stevenson’s Instructions for Visitors 
(Black Swan, 2002) about making a new life 
as a writer in France. Not entirely fitting in, 
being a bit of a voyeur, is the ideal position 
for a writer. “Writers are by nature nosey,” 

says Mosse. There is value in the estranged position evidenced 
by ex-pat writers from Joyce to Hemingway. Not belonging can 
allow a writer to see afresh, to dehabitualise their observations. 
Place is geographical, textual, imagined and psychological all at 
the same time. The lure of another place and time that are not 
your own is strong for writers and readers.

The books mentioned are reviewed in HNR. The next Festilitt 
festival is in October 2016, http://www.festilitt.com

Tracey Warr lives in southern France and Wales and has 
published two novels set in early medieval France: Almodis the 
Peaceweaver (Impress Books, 2011) and The Viking Hostage 
(Impress Books, 2014).
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