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Frost in May by Antonia White 

 

The Virago Modern Classics series was launched in the 70s to reissue books by female 

writers. Antonia White’s classic was chosen as the first in the series to be reprinted. Set in the 

Edwardian period, but not written until the 30s, this hugely autobiographical novel has been 

described as “succinct and compelling.” A worthy modern classic. But would our group 

agree?  

 

First, a brief summary :  

 

Fernanda Grey's father is a convert to Catholicism and the novel opens with Mr Grey taking 

his nine year old daughter to the Convent of the Five Wounds to start her Catholic education. 

A naturally spiritual and imaginative child Nanda struggles to feel equal to her peers who are 

from wealthy Catholic families. Her family is not wealthy and have the added stigma of being 

new converts. This pushes Nanda to become completely indoctrinated and to spend 

considerable time worrying about her vocation, on her first night at the Convent she prays: 

 

Nanda felt a wave of piety overwhelm her as she knelt very upright in her bench, her lisle-

gloved hands clasped on the ledge in front of her. "Oh dear Lord," she said fervently in her 

mind, "thank you for letting me come here. I will try to like it if You will help me. Help me to 

be good and make me a proper Catholic like the others." 

 

Nanda settles in to life at the boarding school. The nuns are a constant presence of routine, 

discipline and instruction and Nanda starts to find reassurance in this. The novel’s opening 

scenes show Nanda trying to find her way through a bewilderingly complex set of rules that 

governs every part of the girls’ lives. It’s shocking to discover just how controlled the girls’ 

lives were. Nanda is told how she should walk and eat, and in what position she should sleep 

at night (on her back with her arms crossed on her chest)  

 

However, Nanda cannot quite suppress her imaginative and passionate self. She gets caught 

reading literature that the nuns do not allow and she makes close friendships with a small 

group of girls. The nuns do not encourage this as it is seen as self-indulgence to have close 

friends. Nanda accepts all this, for the most part, because she really and truly wants to be a 

good Catholic, and although she is secretly terrified of receiving a call to be a nun herself, she 

likes the disciplines and practices of her religion. 

 

But she starts the book as an outsider, and she remains one; she struggles and struggles to be 

the kind of person the nuns think she should be, but she never quite gets it right, and 

eventually the seeds of rebellion are sown. White does an excellent job capturing the feeling 

of the convent school; the book is focused almost exclusively on the school itself, so that it 

becomes its own world, impervious to everything outside it. The convent is somewhere 

outside London, but that hardly matters; all that matters is the atmosphere of the school itself. 

When Nanda’s parents visit, she feels horribly awkward and unhappy at the way her mother 

does everything wrong - she is too loud, too happy, too willing to mock what Nanda holds 

dear. She is relieved when her parents leave and the familiar order is restored. Even though 



the nuns can be cruel, and they do what they can to rid her of her pride and individuality, she 

rejoices in all her sacrifices and deprivations - until the point when she doesn’t. 

The self-assurance of the nuns that they are truly conducting God's work is startling. They 

deny the enquiring mind and censor all correspondence between pupils and the outside world; 

between parent and child. The nuns are not bad women, they are genuinely trying to save the 

souls of their pupils and to raise good Catholic women. But for Nanda, the saving of her soul 

by Mother Radcliffe leads to a personal tragedy that will have repercussions for years to 

come.  

'"I am only acting as God's instrument in this. I had to break your will before your whole 

nature was deformed." Nanda glanced at the nun's face. It was pale and controlled as usual, 

yet lighted with an extraordinary, quiet exaltation.' 

 

Our comments: 

“ At first I was reluctant to read Frost in May , it didn’t appeal to me initially. But I 

persevered and ended up enjoying it. I liked the way Nanda was introduced - the time breaks 

were very well done.” 

“ I had a bound dull- looking library copy but the words inside made up for that. I was a day 

pupil at a Catholic school for a few years and could relate very well to the story.  But my 

experience was a positive one, girls were encouraged to have a voice, I didn’t find the same 

attitude at my next non Catholic school.” 

“For me, the ending was too abrupt. I would have preferred to know more.” 

“  I found myself thinking- nothing happens- where is the plot? Where is the story? But by 

the last third of the book I was really into it. The time and setting – the picture of that small 

world- was brilliant.” 

“ The style of writing is extremely well done. I loved it. I’ve gone on to  read more books by 

Antonia White  Her most joyful one was about her cats- Minka and Curdy“ 

“ I wanted to be a nun when I was a child. My mother told me to read Frost in May to put me 

off! Reading it again as an adult I had a completely different reaction. As a teenager I focused 

on the nuns story. As an adult I was horrified by the father – I noticed that he is quite a nasty 

person- imposing his religious beliefs on his daughter. He is cruel to her too.” 

“ A school story- I thought- oh- another Enid Blyton or Harry Potter! But of course it is a 

more serious book than I expected. I still found the religious passages – like Nanda’s 

meditations from the retreat - very boring.” 

“ The ending was too predictable- disappointing.” 

“ I was at a Catholic school and had similar experiences to Nanda. The church dominated my 

life in my youth. It is still important to me but I have converted from being a Catholic to a 

Protestant.” 

“I’m very interested in the history of monasteries, nunneries etc so I was looking forward to 

reading Frost in May. And I wasn’t disappointed. The explanation to the children of the 

reasons for the rules and regulations were of particular interest. All these details were 

illuminating. I think it would be a very good idea for convent schoolchildren to read this book. 

It is written in an accessible style for young teenagers.” 

 



“ I disagree. I would certainly not recommend it to young people.” 

“This was the first book we have read in the groups that I haven’t enjoyed. It seemed too 

girly and too concerned in church bashing! It wasn’t a pleasure to read.” 

“It was tough going to read. The introduction by Elizabeth Bowen had encouraged me as I 

admire her writing but Antonia White’s style was not to my taste. I also come from a Catholic 

background of converts. I’m familiar with converts having to prove themselves more than 

Catholic families that go back generations.” 

“ As a child I used to  try very hard to find things worthy of confessing! I hadn’t tidied my 

room or I had been unkind to someone- I had to have something to say to the priest.” 

“ I’m sorry I wasn’t able to come to the group as I have a cold. But as a lapsed Catholic I 

have been taught to enjoy suffering!” 

” The immaculate conception has always puzzled me. Thank you for explaining that Mary is 

believed to be the only person born without original sin- apart from Adam.” 

“ I was taught that Jesus was born through the navel!” ( much laughter and shocked 

reactions!.) 

“ Everything must be a sacrifice for Jesus- punishments are necessary to make up for sins.” 

“ Nanda is taught to be more familiar with what life is like in hell than in the west of Scotland 

or Minneapolis!” 

“ There is still a famous Catholic boarding school in England called Ampleforth which is as 

strict as Nanda’s school. But I taught in a Catholic school for twenty eight years and it was 

much more liberal than the  Convent of the Five Wounds.” 

“ The rigid control of the pupils explains how child abuse can have happened in Catholic 

schools- and still does to this day. Suffering is made to seem a  positive experience- but we 

must remember that most nuns are not as strict today or as harsh.” 

“ Banning books because they may have a bad influence on “ good catholic girls” horrified 

me. It seemed like brainwashing.” 

“ The international nature of the girls was a surprise. I hadn’t realised so many European 

aristocratic families sent their children to be educated in England at this time.” 

“ Very critical of organised religion. Antonia White suffered herself at the hands of this kind 

of school. I empathised with her plight.” 

“It is moving, funny and tragic all at once. It’s not just about religion, it’s about a child’s will 

being broken and how Nanda has to accept control by the school and her father.” 

“ It can be viewed as a story of anyone who is being oppressed.” 

 

Frost in May isn’t perfect - some sections in the middle languished a bit and some of the plot 

and characterisations seemed awkward - but still, it’s a wonderful portrait of what it’s like to 

be a serious, idealistic, devout child and then teenager, caught up in an intricately-structured 

and carefully-controlled world, trying to live up to everyone’s high expectations, including 

her own. And it’s a fascinating picture of one version of the religious life – even though it’s a 

particularly harsh and harmful one.  

Recommended - As a period piece – a true classic - but not everyone found it an enjoyable 

read - proceed with caution. But excellent for discussion. 
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