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How important are grandmothers? What does it mean to be a grandmother? How many of 

us knew our grandmothers and were influenced by them? And in what ways? We shared 

our experiences. Sadly some of us hardly knew our grandparents and others had/ have very 

good relationships with them. One or two of us positively disliked our grandmothers. Mostly 

we  found them inspiring and a fount of good advice and likely to be non-judgmental. They 

definitely form a link across generations and if we are lucky, a source of love and 

encouragement. 

Colourful and idiosyncratic grandmothers, real and imaginary, fill the pages of Margaret 

Forster’s latest novel Isa and May. There’s the Victorian photographer Julia Margaret 

Cameron, who, when she wanted to photograph a child looking tragic, was not above 

locking her model in a cupboard for a while. The diarist Cynthia Asquith was given to 

wearing a band around her head with two halves of an arrow protruding from either side. 

Edith Holman Hunt, wife of the Pre-Raphaelite artist, frequented small cafés where she 

would order hot water, produce a muslin bag of tea-leaves and powdered milk, drink and 

then dip her finger in the salt and massage the gums of her lower jaw. These grandmothers 

were so eccentric it is hard to imagine their grandchildren not being intimidated by them. 

Forster interweaves the stories of famous historical women with more “ordinary” 

grandmothers and looks at the kind of grandmothers they all were. We considered whether 

the novel would have been better as a work of non fiction. One or two thought so. We 

agreed that these fascinating real cameos added depth to the narrative. 

The narrator Isamay is named  after her grannies: Isa and May  who both helped bring her 

into the world. As the paramedics who turned up late for the event remarked: “Good team-

work, ladies.” If the pair of them really managed to co-operate in delivering their 

granddaughter, we can be sure that they never did again. They tolerated each other but that 

was all. They competed for Isamay’s time and affection. 

We discussed the tradition of naming children after their grandparents. This is still widely 

adopted across cultures. It is most often the second name that is used. Lots of us have been 

given the same names as our grandmothers, which has to be preferable to such horrors as 

names like Trixiebelle or Peaches!  

The book opens as Isamay, now nearing 30, is grappling with her Women’s Studies MA 

thesis. She is researching the influence of grandmothers and enlisting, among others, 

Cameron, Asquith and Holman Hunt as examples, to illustrate what she hopes might be 

true: that grandmothers are important, even essential, in the development of their 



descendants. But the harder she works the more complicated the project becomes. Her 

supervisor, the coolly analytical Claudia, urges her to get focused and she does try.  But 

seeing to  the demands of her competitive grandmothers, posh and privileged Isa and 

working-class May, inhibits her progress. 

For the first half of the novel we share Isamay’s struggles to sort out her thesis and keep 
each of the battling grannies happy. The research reveals more fascinating facts : 

The children’s author Frances Hodgson Burnett wanted to be a “fairy grandmother” to her 
little ones; Queen Victoria thought she could be a fount of wisdom; and the French actress 
Sarah Bernhardt saw her role as inspirational. Elizabeth Fry seems to have been 
domestically inadequate, rubbish as a mother and not much better as a grandmother, 
though she was a superb prison reformer. George Sand simply wanted to “stuff her 
grandchildren with happiness”.  

Margaret Mead wanted to emulate her grandmother, who had been a teacher, and it was 
from her that she gained her sense of self-worth as a woman, and the self confidence to do 
what she wanted to do. She believed that grandmothers were vital to society, particuarly in 
what she called “ primitive societies.” In cases where there were no written records, these 
people only had themselves and their families to embody what they were. Grandparents 
were therefore of tremendous significance and value. 

But we tended to agree with Claudia that Isamay’s thesis lacked direction. One or two of us 
got very cross with her dithering. Others totally related to the stress and pressure of coming 
up with a sound argument for a thesis that can be sustained and proved. Isamay’s more 
scientific parents are somewhat baffled by her nebulous choice of topic. The novel drifts a 
little at the beginning, like lsamay herself. There is a good, if somewhat stereotypical, 
development of characters but little drama. Isa’s eightieth birthday party is mainly the 
focus. And the various ailments that the grannies are suffering. Meanwhile Isamay’s 
relationship with Ian simmers in the background. Then she discovers she is pregnant. We 
find out that Isamay has had abortions before. Ian expects her to have another abortion but 
she decides to continue with the pregnancy. She worries if she is just curious and what kind 
of mother she will be. 

Mysteries develop: is Isa concealing a secret, a somehow shameful brother? Did May’s 
mother actually smother her own demanding mother? Is Isamay’s  partner, the mysterious 
Ian, the child of some secret, famous and infinitely rich man? The plot thickens. More family 
secrets come to light. Isa is not really Isamay’s grandmother which shocks Isamay to the 
core. She has always been told that she has Isa’s eyes, that she most resembles her . But she 
realises she has no genetic connection with her at all. And she has to keep this knowledge to 
herself. 

Isamay and Ian’s relationship seems strange at first. Ian is very secretive and wants nothing 

to do with family life. He is most reluctant to meet her relatives. He has no desire to have 

children and makes this very clear to Isamay. Yet he is very loving and good to her, even 

when she reveals that she is pregnant. His decision to move out from their flat seems harsh 



but he is being true to himself and says he will not abandon her. We wondered why he has 

kept his own family situation so much to himself. 

All is revealed when his bottle-blonde, chain- smoking Glaswegian mother turns up 

unexpectedly. She is a nightmarish  mother. We learn Ian has had a dreadful childhood, 

having to hide in his room from paying male guests. His grandmother had been his only 

source of love and security. Ian is consumed with guilt that his grandmother has had to go 

into a home and feels keenly the contrast of his grandmother’s lack of care and attention 

with the care and attention that both Isamay’s grandmothers receive. 

Isamay and Ian have a very modern kind of relationship. It seems it is still going to work 

after their daughter is born. Ian may not live with Isamay but he wants to stay very involved 

and give support to her and his child. Forster, now quite elderly, has a good grasp of  the 

nature of contemporary relationships. Perhaps she has gained this insight through her own 

grandchildren. 

Isamay is still in a panic over her thesis when she reads how Barrack Obama was influenced 

by his grandmothers. Obama is sure that a family can reach across the void of time. His 

grandmothers, in very different ways, had done the reaching. His maternal grandmother 

had reached across the void to teach by example. Her example was hard work and 

determination. His paternal grandmother, whom he didn’t meet until he was an adult, 

taught him endurance in the face of catastrophe. Isamay uses Obama’s thoughts to pull the 

strands of her research together. She concludes that grandmothers provide a continuity of a 

spiritual as well as a genetic sort, that there is something reaching across the void. 

When Isamay  has her own child  

she realises that her daughter will be herself, but she cannot be that self without traces of 

her mother, her grandmothers and great- grandmothers counting for something.There are 

connections between the generations of women that matter. 

Our Comments: 

“ I liked the idea and the topic. I very much related to the realities and difficulties of writing 

a dissertation. It was very believable. “ 

“ Why was Ian so strange? I really wanted to know. He seemed traumatised.” 

“ I liked the grannies. How they can be a role model. I liked the narrator. She is a nice 

woman and reflective - often thinking of others. It was a good read.” 

“ Yes. Isamay is likeable but she is a bit of a drama queen.”  

“Is the story of Isa’s brother plausible? Would she have never gone to see him?”  



“ Three generations of females in a family - how important is the genetic connection? Does 

it matter if you’re related or not?” 

“I’m looking forward now to having grandchildren!”  

“ I have always liked Margaret Forster’s books. But this time I was disappointed. It didn’t live 

up to expectations.” 

“I found myself thinking like her tutor Claudia- too many loose ends- it’s all a bit shallow, not 

going anywhere.” 

“ The secrets that families hide from each other- that part was very interesting.” 

“I enjoyed it very much- perhaps because I’m a granny!” 

“I like her style, her use of language and I was keen to read about grannies.” 

“ I enjoyed the non fictional part a lot. But didn’t feel it worked overall as a novel.”  

“I’m still enjoying reading it. I’ve read the beginning and the end and haven’t found anything 

that displeased me.” 

“ I don’t want to pass judgement. The characters are well crafted. How easy is it to 

understand the next generation? “ 

“ Grandchildren often get on better with their grandparents than their parents. Isamay 

certainly loves her mother but they are so different in personality .”  

“ I didn’t expect loose ends to be sewn up. Life isn’t like that.”  

“ I only partly enjoyed it. Isamay got on my nerves. She was very irritating. I wanted to shake 

her and get her to be more decisive.” 

“My grannies weren’t very involved with me and I didn’t connect with them very much.”  

“ It’s a delicate balance being a grandmother- being involved but not giving too much 

advice.One has to step back and be there to help when asked.”  

“At the moment I hate families and I hated my grandmother so it wasn’t the kind of book I 

would enjoy right now.” 

“Claudia was the character I most sympathised with,. Isamay’s work seemed to have been 

taken straight out of Wikypedia!” 

“ I liked it very much but was disappointed by the ending. It becomes too overloaded, too 

violent. Too much starts happening at once.” 



“I was only six when my grannie died . I remember her like an angel- she was always 

protecting me from my older brothers.” 

“My grandmother was always there for me. My mother died when I was young and my 

grandmother raised me. She convinced me that I could achieve whatever I set my heart on.”  

“My grandmother taught me to stay independent and never to become too dependent on 

anyone.” 

“ I always had the example of the courage of my grandmother who was left on her own to 

raise seven children. She took in people’s washing and built up her own laundry business. 

When I found myself bringing up my daughter on my own, I thought,well surely I can raise 

just one child. I also had the advantage of an education and a job that I loved.” 

“ Grannies don’t get a good press in fairy stories. Little Red Riding Hodd’s granny is gobbled 

up by the big bad wolf.” 

“ There is a Grimm fairy story - The Devil with the three golden hairs - in which the Devil has 

a grandmother. She tries to compensate for his wickedness.” 

“ In Swiss tradition it is a grandfather not a grandmother.”  

“It’s something to look forward to in later life - being a granny.” 

“ It’s great seeing the world again through a child’s eyes and sharing the wonder of books 

with them.” 

Is it a coincidence that Mary Lawson, our next visiting author, has just emailed me  “ Aren’t 

grandchildren the best thing ever?” 

 

Recommended  

Isa and May is well worth reading - it’s an enjoyable look at the role of grandmothers, past 

and present. Not her best novel but highly recommended for discussions - ours was a lot of 

fun and very lively. 

My favourite Margaret Forster novels are Lady’s Maid and Diary of an Ordinary Woman. 

Non fiction- her biographies of Daphne du Maurier and Elizabeth Barrett Browning. 

Hidden Lives – a memoir of Forster’s own mother and grandmother  

 

 


