
The Thirteenth Tale, May 2007The Thirteenth Tale, May 2007The Thirteenth Tale, May 2007The Thirteenth Tale, May 2007    

 

A creepy crumbling house. Ghosts lurking. Confused identities. Major tragedies- a fire, death, murder, sexual 

abuse. A very troubled family. Secrets. Lost and bewildered maidens.  Our choice for May "The Thirteenth 

Tale" by Diane Setterfield had all of these elements. A classic Gothic mystery. Timeless and gripping. 

Unputdownable? 

 

Diane Setterfield, formerly a French teacher in Yorkshire, was offered by the publishers a million pounds for 

this, her first novel. A mystery too. Why had it shot to the top of the New York Times bestseller list? I was 

hoping to find the answer from our groups. Not being a fan myself of the Gothic novel, I was intrigued by the 

success of this novel. I had quite enjoyed it but certainly hadn't been gripped by it. 

 

Here are some direct quotes from members: 

 

I liked it very much- I was intrigued by the language 

 

It was a captivating read-  I loved the atmosphere of  Bronte's Yorkshire 

 

I loved the different strands woven through it 

 

I thought it was beautifully written- I thoroughly enjoyed reading it 

 

For me it was a bit too surreal 

 

The story of the twins was especially fascinating 

 

Not my cup of tea- Gothic novels have had their time and that's that!! 

 

I read it and then read it again! 

 

It was over the top and much too long! 

 

The passion for reading was very well expressed- the value of books in people's lives was emphasised 

 

I thought the love of books was overplayed and hammered home too much 

 

I quite liked it but some of the descriptions were too exaggerated for my taste 

 

I found the portrayal of Margaret's loneliness very powerful- her father's attempts to make her birthdays 

special were very moving 

 

I didn't like it at first but I was totally drawn into the story 

 

Aurelius was the character I liked the most 

 

I really liked Margaret and empathised with her situation 

 

Vida Winter seemed too bizarre 

 

The storyline was extraordinary and fascinating- I like a bit of high drama! 

 

My first impression was that it would be boring but then I started to appreciate the vivid imagination of the 



writer and eventually loved the story 

 

I found it difficult to put it down 

 

I found the first 100 pages almost disgusting in places but at the same time I couldn't put it down 

 

It was very exciting- the plot was complicated and I had to read it a second time to get the twist in the plot 

 

The ending was rather corny 

 

I liked all the loose ends being tied up at the end 

 

The development of the twins' own language was very interesting  

 

The male characters were mostly tender and caring- especially the gardener John the Dig and Aurelius and 

Margaret's father 

 

Some of the plot was too far-fetched 

 

As a male reader I was baffled by the convoluted strands of the story- my wife didn't have the same reaction at 

all! 

 

I didn't think it was very well written- I was disappointed  

 

Margaret was too other-wordly- living and working in a dusty bookshop- she had no friends and no connection 

with the real world 

 

Thirteen is not an unlucky number in Japan- four is unlucky and eight is lucky 

 

The story was full of imagination and the vocabulary was unbelievable 

 

I found the language quite hard to understand 

 

I was impressed how Diane Setterfield managed to interweave the stories 

 

A gothic stew- dense and thick 

 

Definitely a good read! 

 

 

I asked the groups to rate the book on grades of 1 to 5. ( 5 being a high mark.) Putting all the marks together 

the book scored 3.9. A good mark but not outstanding and yet the author has made a cool million pounds . Food 

for thought. 

 

We discussed how important books are to us . Most of us can't go anywhere without a book- we feel lost in any 

situation if we haven't a book with us. But not everyone felt that way. We all agreed that Margaret lives 

through books too much. But we understood that the trauma of losing her twin sister had made her feel a 

half-person- incomplete and damaged. She felt safer in the world of books than in the real world.   

 

What it means to be a twin was an important theme. Margaret's parents had failed to tell her that she had had 

a twin sister. For most of her childhood she had felt something was missing- the ghost of her sister is a 

continuous shadowy presence. Then she discovers for herself  the birth and death certificates of her sister 



( hidden under her parents' bed) Those of us, without knowledge or experience of twins, were surprised to learn 

of the very intense relationship that often exists between them. Those of us with personal experience of twins 

didn't need convincing. 

 

As one would expect from a Gothic novel, the plot was complicated and intricate, and I am not going to attempt 

to recreate it here. But we agreed that it had been exciting and true to the Gothic tradition. 

 

The settings were atmospherically drawn and there is a timeless quality to the writing. We couldn't agree on 

which decade the book was set in. There are very few clues to work on. Jane Eyre is referred to,  train 

journeys and electricitiy exist but there are no signs of computers and mobile phones. We decided that this was 

deliberate and that the exact period was unimportant. Our guess was that it was probably set in the 60s . 

 

Daphne du Maurier's famous novel Rebecca had clearly been an inspiration. Vida Winter's name is created 

from Mrs de Winter  ( Rebecca is the second Mrs de Winter)  The fire at Angelfield is a mirror image of the 

fire at Manderley (the house in Rebecca.)  Echoes of Jane Eyre also reverberate throughout The Thirteenth 

Tale- Rochester's  house in Jane Eyre is called Thornfield- where there is also a dramatic fire and Rochester's 

mad wife Bertha lives in a wing of the house. Emmeline, the badly injured twin, hides away in a wing of 

Angelfield. 

 

I'm discovering that literary thrillers are proving popular with our groups. And there is an affection for 19th 

century literature. Looking back over our comments, I can see now the reason for the huge success of "The 

Thirteenth Tale." As one of us said , it was like an adult Harry Potter- there was lots of action and mystery!  

And sometimes we want to read just for fun and to lose ourselves in an unreal world. Diane Setterfield has 

satisfied all those desires and served up a tasty brew- rich and dark. Good for her- and with Joanne Harris' 

huge success with Chocolat in mind- are there any more French teachers in Yorkshire waiting in the wings?  

 

Or perhaps an English teacher in Berlin? 

 

DATES OF NEXT MEETINGS: 

"In the Country of Men" by Hisham Matar- facilitator Jan Bild   

 

  a.. Wednesday June 20th at 18:15 , or Friday June 22nd at 10.30 am at the Ingeborg-Drewitz Bibliothek, 

(3rd Floor Schloss Center at U-Bahn Rathaus Steglitz)  

 

  b.. or Wednesday June 27th at 19.30 at the Hundt Hammer Stein Buchhändler, Alte Schönhauser Str 23/24, 

U8 Weinmeisterstrasse  

 

  c.. or Thursday June 28th  at 19.00 at the Buchkantine, Essener Strasse 11,  U9 Turmstrasse.  

 

 

"Crow Lake" by Mary Lawson - facilitator Jan Bild 

is to be discussed at Saint Georges Bookshop in Wörtherstrasse on Monday June 25th at 19.30 .  

 

The choices for July are "Maisie Dobbs" by Jacqueline Winspear at  either Ingeborg- Drewitz Bibliothek, or 

Hundt Hammer Stein or Buchkantine and "The Treehouse" by Naomi Wolf at Saint Georges English Bookshop.  

 

Please email me and let me know which group you are planning to come to. 

 

Happy reading! 

 

Jan 

 



      

 


