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I woke this morning with a stranger in my bed. The head of blond hair beside 

me was decidedly not my husband’s. … Well, I thought, here‘s a novel way to 

start the new century. 

 

Kitty Coleman’s words are a shock to the reader. We agreed that this is a 

striking first line and made us all want to read on.  The novel opens in January 

1901 when Queen Victoria has just died and we are intrigued by Kitty‘s 

apparently low moral standards. Our perception of Victorian England is of a 

highly moral and responsible society. Victoria’s son Edward – past his prime 

and waiting in the wings so long to become King – is about to succeed her to 

the throne. There are parallels here with Prince Charles, which we noted. 

Queen Elizabeth has been a faithful and dutiful wife. Charles had conducted a 

long love affair with Camilla during his marriage to Diana. Edward VII had a 

promiscuous reputation – one of his mistresses Alice Keppel – was Camilla’s 

great grandmother 

 

The death of Queen Victoria marked the end of an era. Britain emerged from 

the shadows of oppressive Victorian values to a more liberal Edwardian 

lifestyle. Tracy Chevalier takes us on a journey through the Edwardian period 

with two very different families: the Colemans and the Waterhouses. 

 

Despite being neighbours, the families occupy different positions in the British 

class system — the Waterhouses are lower-middle class, while the Colemans 

are upper-middle class, with a larger house and garden and with live-in 

servants. Yet they have adjacent family plots in a London cemetery – one 

decorated with a sentimental angel, the other with an elaborate urn. (We learnt 

that two different classes would be unable to occupy the same space in a 

Japanese cemetery, also that no Japanese would ever dream of walking in a 

cemetery except to pay their respects to the dead.) 

 

The two families are strolling through the cemetery paying respects to Queen 

Victoria when the two daughters Maude and Lavinia meet and start to play 

together. Despite their distinct personality differences, Maude being more 

precocious and contemplative and Lavinia leaning to the impulsive and 

dramatic, the girls are instantly drawn to each other to the dismay of their 

mothers. Their mothers have little in common, and their views on the changing 

political climate are exact opposites. Kitty looks forward to a more modern 

society, while Gertrude reveres the late Queen Victoria and clings to Victorian 

traditions. 

 



Chevalier uses multiple narratives enabling nearly  all the characters to give   

their views and impressions. Each chapter is told from a different character's 

point of view providing a broad overview.              

 

Some of us loved this style, others found it lazy and irritating. We all 

appreciated the upstairs/ downstairs contrast in lifestyle and opinion. Dorothy 

Baker,  the Coleman's cook , was one of our favourite characters. She is 

reliable, hardworking and kind and looks out for "Miss Maude" She just gets 

on with her job and doesn't involve herself with the family's comings and 

goings. 

 

"I arrive at half seven in the morning, I cook for them, I leave at seven at 

night- six if the supper's a cold one. I stay out of the way. I don't have opinions. 

Or if I do I keep them to myself." 

 

Jenny Whitby, the Coleman's maid, also works long hours and is enraged at 

hearing the middle class suffragettes' claims to be helping women. 

 

"They ain't fighting for my vote, only for the women who own property or 

went to university. Caroline Black had the nerve to ask me to donate some of 

my wages "for the cause". I told her I wouldn't give a penny until the cause 

had anything to do with me!" 

 

We discussed the movement for women's right to vote – noting how New 

Zealand and Australia were the first countries to grant the vote to women. A 

strong view was expressed that Chevalier concentrated too much on frivolity- 

in particular the way that suffragette women dressed. Green, purple and white 

were the colours to represent the women's movement. Much is made of the 

costumes worn and the ribbons and jewellery used to adorn themselves. Most 

of us agreed that these were marketing tools to make them noticed at a time 

when the media hardly existed. 

 

Kitty Coleman is very daring by wearing a Robin Hood costume – displaying 

her legs- when the sight of a lady's ankle was titillating. The right to wear 

trousers and to dispense with corsets was viewed as too progressive and 

disgusting by conventional women of the time. Many women were against the 

movement and believed that their husbands should vote on their behalf. 

Gertrude Waterhouse is horrified by Kitty's activities. It is ironic that her 

husband Albert is the most sympathetic of the male characters to the rights of 

women. He stand up for Maude's right to go to university and influences her 

father in his decision to allow her to go. 

 



We were puzzled by Chevalier's portrayal of the suffragette movement. It is 

quite negative at times. We didn't reach a conclusion but wondered if she was 

highlighting the egotistical approach of Caroline Black as an example of the 

bourgeois origins of the movement. Caroline Black is the only character who 

is not given a voice. Her negligence of Kitty may have led to her death. When 

Kitty is injured by the horse she is riding , she is less concerned with helping 

Kitty than with making an impression at the demonstration. She also avoids 

going to prison by deliberately staying back from the danger of being arrested. 

 

Central to the story is Kitty's disappointment in her marriage. She is bored and 

unhappy and has lost respect for her husband. Her life is empty and without 

direction. When she meets John Jackson, the head of the cemetery, she 

discovers a man who not only attracts her physically but who engages her in 

stimulating conversation. She risks everything to experience a moment of 

passion with him. Her happiness is short lived because she finds she is 

pregnant and has to have an abortion. After this she is a shadow of her former 

self until she finds a new passion in the women's movement. 

 

Setting a novel in a cemetery seems strange at first. Until we realised that a 

cemetery is a place where everyone can go and offers a form of liberation from 

the confines of society. The two girls Maude and Lavinia are able to mix with 

Simon, the gravedigger's son and both Kitty and Jenny conduct love affairs 

during their visits. The cemetery is a public place that is acceptable to visit 

without a male companion. 

 

Chevalier shows us the rigid rules for mourning in Victorian times and the 

lapse of these strict rules during the Edwardian period. Edith Coleman, Kitty's 

very old –fashioned mother in law, is the epitome of the Victorian matriarch. 

She is harsh with Kitty believing that she is not organising her household 

efficiently. She insists on Jenny the maid being dismissed when she learns of 

Jenny's illegitimate child. We couldn't help being pleased  that she is 

eventually unable to speak- following a stroke. Maude asserts herself by 

bringing back Jenny and overruling her grandmother's authority. We had all 

sympathised with Jenny's plight and celebrated her reinstatement in the 

household. 

 

Even today the single parent still has a bad press! But at least they are not 

condemned automatically and are usually able to support themselves and their 

child. Jenny is brave and feisty and a survivor. And acts as a mother to Maude 

very often. It is Jenny who helps Maude to cope with her first period. ( Kitty is 

hardly ever at home at this time.) It is Jenny who helps Kitty when she is 

dying and she keeps Kitty's secret of her abortion. 

 



Chevalier obviously has affection for working women. Mrs Baker supports 

Maude too- helping to alert Caroline Black to the change in date of the funeral 

and comforting Maude when her mother is in prison.  

 

We agreed that Chevalier is excellent at one-liners.  

eg Over his shoulder I saw a star fall. It was me. This is the only line that the 

child Ivy May has and we are left in no doubt as to her fate. 

 

The death of Ivy May seemed one step too far for some of us. Was it really 

necessary to have such a horrific death for a child? What point is Chevalier 

making here? The vulnerability of young women? The irresponsibility of the 

mother and the girls? The danger of a crowd? The loss of an individual in the 

midst of mass hysteria? We weren't sure- but the image of her being lifted up 

by an angel was moving and powerful.  

 

Richard Coleman's line -This year we will be staying at home for New Year's- 

tells us that by January 1907 Kitty and Richard are sharing a bed again. 

 

Angels and falling stars, comets and star gazing added a mystical background. 

The Victorian approach to death- the general disapproval of the  introduction 

of cremation in the late Victorian period- is explored. Kitty would like to be 

cremated and to have her ashes scattered. Simon and Mr Jackson risk digging 

up her body and burning the bones to honour her wishes. Richard and Edith 

Coleman have ignored her desire to be cremated and even excluded her 

suffragette friends from the funeral. 

 

Simon and Mr Jackson  show true affection for Kitty by taking such a risk on 

her behalf. Simon's last line is another  superb one-liner. 

 

"Sides, bonemeal's good for roses." Kitty had loved her roses and Simon saves 

some of her ashes to scatter at his Granpa's rosebush. He will be able to tell 

Maude later where she is laid. 

 

Tracy Chevalier received great success with a "Girl with a pearl earring." She 

undoubtedly researches her topics meticulously. We admired her for the 

accuracy of the picture of Edwardian society and particularly for the detail of 

the cemetery which was based on Highgate cemetery .But we generally felt 

that "Falling Angels" was not quite as satisfying a read as "Girl with a pearl 

earring.". 

 

Having said that, one of us absolutely loved it and praised Falling Angels as 

her favourite book that we have read in the groups. And this was one of our 

most enthusiastic members. Praise indeed!! 


