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Feedback 

What’s in a title? How important is it? Can we be discouraged from reading a novel by an 

unsuitable or dull title? Sometimes.  Moon Tiger sounded mysterious and romantic – we 

were intrigued by the title. But a moon tiger couldn’t be a less romantic object - it’s a coil of 

insecticide to keep mosquitoes away.  The coil burns down during the night into ashes. Why 

has Lively chosen this object as her title? Is it a metaphor for time passing? Some memories 

persist more than others. When we discovered the evocative power of the moon tiger, we 

understood its significance. It’s a symbol for a night of intense passion –a time of fleeting, 

perfect happiness. And its smell conjures up hot, steamy nights in Egypt. 

Winner of the Booker prize in 1987, Moon Tiger has since become a modern classic. Yet 

Penelope Lively hasn’t quite achieved the acclaim she deserves as a writer. We all loved the 

book, admiring especially her economical narrative skills. The novel is dense and satisfying 

even though it is only 208 pages long. So many novelists feel compelled to write books of 

mega- length. We all lead busy lives and appreciated the joy of a wonderful novel that we 

could read comfortably and which still left time to linger over the poetic choice of words. 

 At first the subject seems rather depressing. An old woman is lying in bed, looking back 

over her life, as she faces death. But Lively crafts her protagonist Claudia so cleverly that 

even though she is not an immensely likable woman, we all warmed to her and understood 

how hard it was for her to succeed as a Second World War correspondent. Yes, she is 

arrogant, gutsy and rather patronising of others. But she is fighting to get by in a male 

dominated world and has to be many of these things to survive. 

Aged 76, Claudia Hampton decides that her final work as a historian should be to write the 

history of the entire world. While she may not achieve this lofty goal, Claudia succeeds in 

telling the history of her own life. Lively uses her narrator’s journalistic skills to great 

advantage. The novel is comprised of Claudia's reminiscences told in the first person as well 

as glimpses of her experiences told in third person. Her philosophies about history dictate 

the manner in which her life story unfolds.  

Claudia informs us,  

"I've always thought a kaleidoscopic view might be an interesting heresy. Shake the tube and 

see what comes out. Chronology irritates me. There is no chronology inside my head...I am 

composed of a myriad Claudias who spin and mix and part like sparks of sunlight on water 

The pack of cards I carry around is forever shuffled and re-shuffled; there is no sequence, 

everything happens at once."  



This kaleidoscopic view provides the framework in which the story is told, and is 

representative of the tone Lively uses throughout the novel.  

 

The majority of the novel recounts Claudia's experiences as a journalist in Egypt during 

World War II, where she has a passionate affair with a soldier named Tom. With the 

exception of the unusually close, probably incestuous bond she shares with her brother 

Gordon, most of the other events and interactions in Claudia's life – however exciting and 

life-altering – pale in comparison to her love for Tom. Her relationship with her daughter 

Lisa is strained, probably because two of Claudia's traits--professional ambition and 

wanderlust--result in frequent absences from the child's life. Although her relationship with 

Jasper, Lisa's father, is amicable and provides one of the few constants in Claudia's life, it 

lacks the intensity she feels with Tom. As her life draws to an end, Claudia considers the 

separateness of the past and present, while not discounting the former's everlasting 

influence.  

 

While the temporal and narrative shifts are initially confusing, they work well within the 

greater concept of the novel, and it is interesting to watch Claudia's life unfold from the 

"kaleidoscopic" view. Occasionally, a scene narrated by Claudia will then be told in the third 

person, with slightly different details, adhering to the notion that history is never free of 

fiction. We responded to her approach to history and discussed how women remember 

feelings far more than facts. We would probably have a different view of the world if 

women had written more historical records. More human touches, like the spaniel on the 

Mayflower, would be present. Claudia’s comments on the realities of war (how wars are 

fought by children, language is distorted in support of war, millions are killed and displaced,) 

are free of jingoistic masculine bragging. 

 Claudia is witty and amusing, albeit distant and abrasive to those around her. She's seldom 

apologetic or regretful which, strangely, seems to make her more likable. Claudia does not 

try to drive people away for the sake of being icy or vindictive; it is simply part of her nature 

to give precedence to her own pursuits. She admits that she is self-centred, difficult, spirited. 

Her challenging and rebellious approach to history starts young and is not rewarded at 

school. 

“Please Miss Lavenham, did the Catholics think Queen Elizabeth was right to cut off Mary’s 

head?” 

“No, Claudia, I don’t expect they did.” 

“Please, do Catholic people think so now?” 

“I suppose some of them might not. People do sometimes disagree. But there is no need for 

you to worry about that. Just put down what is on the board. Make your headings nice and 

clear in red ink.....” 



“And suddenly for me the uniform grey pond of history is rent ; it is fractured into a thousand 

contending waves........my headings are not nice and clear in red ink; I get 38% ( fail) in the 

end of term exams.” 

Claudia is unconventional and leads an adventurous life. In contrast to her mother, who 

retires from history. 

She opted for a world of her own creation in which there was nothing except floribunda 

roses, ecclesiastical tapestries and some changeable weather. She read only the West Dorset 

Gazette, Country Life and the periodicals of the Royal Horticultural society......on her dressing 

table stood a photograph of Father, trim in his uniform, eternally young, his hair recently 

clipped, his moustache a neat shadow on his upper lip, no red hole in his stomach, no shit no 

screams no white singing pain. Mother dusted his photograph every morning; what she 

thought as she did so I never knew. 

Claudia seems to be judging her mother harshly. Her mother has found a way to survive the 

horror and tragedy of the loss of her husband. Claudia never really recovers from the loss of 

her lover Tom. She has idealised their relationship, Tom is forever the perfect lover. If they 

had married and Claudia had lived a more conventional life as a wife and mother, would she 

still have seen Tom in the same light? It is possible but unlikely. 

The intensity of Claudia’s memories and thoughts are softened by passages in the present 

tense. The interactions between Claudia and the nursing staff bring us back to reality and 

are sometimes amusing.  

“God” she says, “is an unprincipled bastard, wouldn’t you agree?” 

And the nurses, who are aged twenty-one and twenty-four, freeze for an instant amid their 

deft tucking and folding and heaving. They exchange quick knowing glances. “Goodness” 

says the fair nurse. “That’s a funny thing to say. Do you want tea or coffee, Miss Hampton?” 

The novel ends with Tom’s war diary. Claudia realises he would not recognise her – a 

lifetime separates them. Most moving, is that Tom is gripped with an atavistic, primitive fear, 

with an instinct to run. His gunner, Jennings, is also paralysed with fear and cannot perform. 

Tom pulls himself together and carries on, only to be killed a few days later. Jennings is 

released from action. Maybe Tom too would have lived if he had not made himself act like 

an automaton, beyond feeling or caring. 

Claudia’s last moments alive are beautifully described. 

“Gradually the room is filled with light; the bare criss-crossing branches of the tree are hung 

with drops and as the sun comes out it catches the drops and they flash with colour- blue, 

yellow, and green, pink. The branches are black against a golden orange sky, black and 

brilliant. Claudia gazes at this; It is as though the spectacle has been laid on for her pleasure 



and she is filled with elation, a surge of joy, of well-being, of wonder. .....And beside the bed 

the radio gives the time signal and a voice starts to read the six o’ clock news.” 

Our Comments: 

“Usually I hate books with characters that I don’t like. This is the exception. I really loved it. 

Although I wasn’t convinced that Claudia would have been attracted by a man like Tom. He 

seemed too ordinary for her.” 

“It was absolutely brilliant. I liked the characters as long as I didn’t have to consort with 

them! Claudia was very charismatic but I wouldn’t want her as a friend” 

“I was fascinated to see if everything was from Claudia’s perspective. Maybe she had 

imagined the responses of her family and friends.” 

“How could that be possible as she would have to have written about her own death too? 

But, of course, lots of children still do. And then I died- is a common ending for children’s 

stories.” 

“’It’s the first time a heroine has had my name and I was disappointed that I didn’t like her. 

But then I realised that she had had a horrible life and still kept on helping people- like 

Laszlo- and I grew to like her more.” 

“I liked experiencing Egypt- the sights, the smells, the history- there wasn’t anything I didn’t 

like about it.” 

” I noticed the words atavistic and expedient were used rather often! I had to look up the 

meaning of lots of words. Claudia is an intellectual woman and her language reflects that. 

English is a language with so many different words. It is easy to speak simply but not at a 

higher level.” 

“I read Moon Tiger first over twenty years ago; I remember finding it raunchy and erotic. 

And the grandmother’s warning words to Claudia stayed with me “if you bite your 

fingernails, no one will want to marry you.” I bit my nails and worried about this.” 

“Reading it for the second time, I am now a foreign correspondent; I appreciated just how 

difficult it was for a woman at that time to be a war correspondent. I feel Lively doesn’t have 

the profile she deserves.” 

“I loved the constant references to history and how different generations looked at history – 

how biased it can be.” 

“I share Claudia’s interconnected vision- of what has been, was, will be, and is now- all is 

woven together. I recognise myself in this.” 



“Is incest an English phenomenon?  We’ve read a few books in the groups now which have 

featured this subject.” 

“Claudia had more patience with men than women. I could have hit her for her lack of love 

for her daughter. She was cruel and dismissive of her. I was delighted when her daughter 

Lisa revealed that she had a lover.  It was not just Claudia who had secrets!” 

“A very moving novel. Penelope Lively writes so well with emotional depth. A subtle post- 

modern approach which is imaginative but still eminently readable.” 

“Complex and yet subtle. Evocative and thought-provoking.” 

 

Highly Recommended 

An absorbing and stimulating read. An imaginative way of looking at history. Everybody 

loved it. Not always the best formula for a lively reading group discussion. This was an 

exception – as you can see above. 

 

Jan Bild.  Berlin intercultural reading groups. 

 


