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The English author Penelope Fitzgerald died in 2000 at 83, bringing to an 

end a brilliant, compact body of literary works. She had a reputation for 

writing short, quiet, clever novels in which no word is wasted. She won the 

Booker Prize in 1979 for her novel Offshore, was nominated on two other 

occasions for the same prize, and her final novel, The Blue Flower, won a 

major prize in the US. In addition to nine novels, she wrote several biog-

raphies, as well as short stories, numerous critical reviews and essays, and 

a lifetime’s worth of letters.   

If you pick up any of her books and read the blurb, you will discover 

that Fitzgerald did not begin publishing until she was around 60. The inside 

jacket of Hermione Lee’s 2013 biography, Penelope Fitzgerald: A Life, re-

peats this idea: “She was first published at sixty and became famous at 
eighty.” Yet Lee is at pains, not so much to solve the mystery of why Fitz-

gerald took so long to get around to writing and publishing her novels, as to 

investigate and understand what was actually a hiatus between her initial 

professional writing work and early success in the literary world, and her 

eventual return to serious writing. As Lee uncovers, this period of non-

writing seems to have begun in the late 1950s, when Fitzgerald completed 

work on the last of a range of freelance writing jobs, and ended around the 

late 1960s, when she started research on her first book. Why did she (ap-
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parently) stop writing, and what was it that enabled her to begin again? 

As Lee sets out in her preface, Fitzgerald “began as a brilliant young 
woman from an exceptional family, of whom much was expected” (xvii). 
Her father, Edward (Evoe) Knox, was a “comic journalist” who wrote for and 
edited Punch magazine; his sister was Winifred Peck, the novelist; her 

three Knox uncles, although not primarily writers, all wrote or edited in 

some form; and her mother, Christina, wrote occasionally for 

the Manchester Guardian, and contributed abridged and annotated adapta-

tions of classic texts to the English Literature series. This was a family that 

played with ideas and words as a matter of course, and who expected intel-

ligent discourse at the dinner table from all its members. Carrying on a fam-

ily tradition, the young Penelope and her brother Rawle produced a family 

magazine, IF, or Howl Ye Bloodhounds. Fitzgerald went on to Somerville 

College, Oxford, where she wrote and edited for the Isis and Cherwell 

magazines, and where her examination papers were so good that an ex-

aminer kept them and had them bound in vellum. When she left Oxford in 

1938, she was expecting to be a writer. She had no reason to think this 

would not eventuate, despite the fact that the world was by this time head-

ing into another war.  

Fitzgerald did work as a writer in some form or other for the next twen-

ty years. She produced reviews for Punch, and worked for the BBC as a 

producer and scriptwriter. A couple of years after leaving Oxford, Fitzgerald 

met and married her husband, Desmond. For three years, from 1950, Fitz-

gerald and Desmond together edited the outstanding World Review, “a 
magazine of the Arts, Politics and Law” (105). Highlighting Fitzgerald’s in-

terest in European literature, art and culture, which would be reflected in 

her later novels, Lee says of the magazine: “The political and social pieces 
were conspicuously international … World Review was modern and anti-

insular, Europhile, liberal, sceptical, and cultural without being snooty” 
(107). During this period, despite ever-dwindling means, Fitzgerald trav-

elled whenever and wherever she could, to France, Italy, Greece, Spain 

(especially Spain), Germany, the United States and Mexico, later Russia.  

Following his return from war service as an officer of the Irish Guards, 

Desmond worked as a lawyer, as he had managed to gain his qualifications 

while doing his military training. However, the return to professional “law-

yering” (121) proved difficult after the horror of his war experiences, and he 

began drinking. His work began to dry up, and Fitzgerald’s work also suf-

fered as she was required to focus more and more on their growing family 

(they had three children) and to manage the household, almost entirely by 

herself. Eventually, the work seems to have come to an end for both of 

them. Lee covers this period of struggle with sensitivity and compassion, 
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not only for Fitzgerald herself but also her family. She gives us a sense of 

the many factors at play, including Fitzgerald’s own attitude to handling the 
crises of this period: her refusal to ask for help, and her belief that she was 

responsible for coming up with her own solutions to what was happening to 

them all.  

Among her solutions was their move, in 1960, from Southwold 

to London, where they first lived on a barge on the Thames, and Fitzger-

ald’s undertaking of teaching work. We get a glimpse into life on the barge 
in her novel Offshore, which recreates the eventual sinking of Grace, an 

event in which Fitzgerald lost most of her papers. We also get a taste of 

what teaching was like for Fitzgerald through At Freddie’s, although it takes 

Lee to reveal for us what Fitzgerald must have been like as a teacher of 

English literature. She notes: “in the memories of her ex-pupils, in her 

teaching books and her essay-markings there is evidence of passionate in-

terest, vigilance and dedication—and of a writer practising in secret. What 

began as a makeshift necessity became a useful vocation” (189). 

Lee conveys the sense that, although it was certainly not inevitable, it 

was after all not so surprising that Fitzgerald was not writing, perhaps could 

not write, during this period. She was going through a difficult time in her 

relationship with Desmond. The family had hit rock-bottom after the sinking 

of Grace, and were required to seek housing assistance. Although she was 

often inspired as a teacher, she did not love the work. She seems to have 

gone through a period of serious depression. Much of this she never spoke 

about.  

Lee nevertheless looks carefully into this period for signs of what was 

to come, and signposts Fitzgerald’s recovery through the gradual rebuilding 
of their fortunes. In 1964, Desmond got a job as a travel agent at Lunn 

Poly, which led not only to an easing of circumstances, but to many trips on 

cut-price or free tickets. The same year, they moved to more permanent 

housing. By the mid-60s, according to Lee, Fitzgerald was travelling “as 
much as she could inside and outside England,” reading constantly and 

widely, visiting galleries, going to films, studying Spanish and Russian, 

making ceramics and drawing (163). It seems that her relationship with 

Desmond had grown easier. By the late 60s, two of the children had left 

home. By 1972, her third child, Maria, had left, and Fitzgerald’s father had 
also died. It was during this period, according to Lee, that Fitzgerald “said 
that she began—at last—to write books ‘during my free periods as a teach-

er in a small, noisy staff room, full of undercurrents of exhaustion, worry 

and reproach’” (210). 

By the time Desmond died in 1976, Penelope had just pub-

lished Edward Burne-Jones, she was in the last stage of a biography of her 
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father and uncles, The Knox Brothers, and she had finished her first ex-

tended work of fiction, The Golden Child. In the following year she threw 

herself into work on “at least five books” (250). As Lee summarises: “Her 
debts were paid, she had a home, no one was depending on her, and time 

was short: she was sixty” (250). From this point on she would publish regu-

larly, every year or two, until the final novel, The Blue Flower, which was 

published five years after the one which preceded it.  

Dotted through this biography are reflections on the nature of writing 

biography, stemming from Fitzgerald’s own work on several biographies. 
Her father queried, “Must we have lives?,” suggesting his own reluctance to 

reveal—or to know about—what was best left unsaid (239). In this biog-

raphy, Lee makes much of Fitzgerald’s own reticence: “Fitzgerald is elu-

sive … Her art lay in reticence, quietness and self-obliteration” (xvii) and 

“She kept her secrets, and she had a lot of time for silence” (xviii). Fitzger-

ald started and made significant progress on a biography of her friend L. P. 

Hartley, but abandoned it, possibly because she felt that she had uncov-

ered too much about him, and that she could not present an honest biog-

raphy which would not at the same time betray him. Later she wrote in a 

review of a “rather timid” biography written by Adrian Wright: “What is cer-

tain is that Hartley himself wouldn’t have welcomed any investigation that 

went further than this book” (257). In this biography, Lee has managed to 

respect Fitzgerald’s reticence, touching only with the greatest care on the 
deeply private and the difficult, while giving us an incredibly rich picture of 

the person and the writer that she was.   
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