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‘One of Britain’s most celebrated novelists’ 
F I N A N C I A L  T I M E S

‘Leaves its traces in the air 
long after you’ve put it away’ 

A N N E  T Y L E R 

Claudia Hampton – beautiful, Claudia Hampton – beautiful, 
famous, independent, dying.

But she remains defi ant to the last, telling her nurses But she remains defi ant to the last, telling her nurses 
that she will write a ‘history of the world . . . and in the that she will write a ‘history of the world . . . and in the 
process, my own’. And it is her story from a childhood process, my own’. And it is her story from a childhood 

just after the First World War through the Second just after the First World War through the Second 
and beyond. But Claudia’s life is entwined with others and beyond. But Claudia’s life is entwined with others 

and she must allow those who knew her, loved her, and she must allow those who knew her, loved her, 
the chance to speak, to put across their point of view. the chance to speak, to put across their point of view. 
There is Gordon, her brother and adversary; Jasper, There is Gordon, her brother and adversary; Jasper, 
her untrustworthy lover and father of Lisa, her cool, her untrustworthy lover and father of Lisa, her cool, 
conventional daughter; and then there is Tom, her conventional daughter; and then there is Tom, her 
one great love, found and lost in wartime Egypt.one great love, found and lost in wartime Egypt.

The masterpiece of one of the century’s fi nest The masterpiece of one of the century’s fi nest 
novelists, novelists, Moon Tiger Moon Tiger is a haunting, evocative and is a haunting, evocative and 

dazzlingly original story of loss and desire.dazzlingly original story of loss and desire.

‘A complex tapestry of great subtlety. Lively 
writes so well, savouring the words as she goes’ 

DA I LY T E L E G R A P H

‘Fascinating . . . Way ahead of her time and yet 
absolutely of her time’ L E M N  S I S S AY
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penguin bo oks

MOON TIGER

‘Very clever: evocative, thought-provoking and hangs on  
the mind long after it is finished’  Literary Review

‘One of  Britain’s most celebrated novelists. Moon Tiger’s  
multiple, shifting viewpoints weave an  

eloquent disquisition on memory, identity, age,  
love and regret’  Financial Times

‘Atmospheric, inventive. Few books I’ve read recently have  
given me so much pleasure’  Sam Jordison, Guardian

‘Funny, thoughtful . . . A perfect example of   
the Lively art’  Independent
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about the author

Penelope Lively is the author of  many prize-winning 
novels and short-story collections for both adults and 
children. She has twice been shortlisted for the Booker 
Prize: once in 1977 for her first novel, The Road to Lichfield, 
and again in 1984 for According to Mark. She later won the 
1987 Booker Prize for her highly acclaimed novel  Moon 
Tiger. She is a popular writer for children and has won 
both the Carnegie Medal and the Whitbread Award. She 
was appointed CBE in the 2001 New Year’s Honours List, 
and DBE in 2012. Penelope Lively lives in London.
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I am grateful to Tim Tindall and to Andrew Wilson for 
correcting me on military matters.

For material on the desert war I acknowledge the help 
of  Alan Moorehead, African Trilogy; Barrie Pitt, The Crucible 
of  War; Correlli Barnett, The Desert Generals; Keith Douglas, 
Alamein to Zem Zem; Cyril Joly, Take These Men; and the 
photographic, film and art archives of  the Imperial War 
Museum.

I was born in Cairo and spent my childhood there during 
the war. I have also to acknowledge the contribution of  that 
alter ego, understanding little but seeing a great deal.
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Penelope Lively’s Booker Prize-winning Moon Tiger is an 
extraordinary novel that will grab you from the very 
first line. ‘I’m writing a history of  the world,’ the main 
protagonist says. ‘And in the process, my own.’ I remember 
reading this striking opening for the first time, many years 
ago now, and then pausing to absorb the fact that it was a 
woman who was uttering these unusual words. An elderly, 
ailing, dying woman is the last person we expect to make 
such a bold claim. ‘Let me contemplate myself  within my 
context: everything and nothing.’

This, we do not say out loud often as a society, but the 
truth is we are not used to women claiming to speak for 
all humanity, blending the personal and the collective with 
such confidence and ease that they become inseparable. 
If  anything, we are used to the exact opposite. Women’s 
memories are supposed to remain in a separate box al-
together; closed, sealed and kept away from the grand 
narrative of  history, which, for the most part, has been 
recorded and remembered as ‘his-story’.

The French philosopher, writer and feminist Simone 
de Beauvoir passed away in 1986, only a year before Moon 
Tiger was published. I cannot help but wonder what de 
Beauvoir would have thought of  Penelope Lively’s grip-
ping masterpiece had she had the chance to read it. I think 
she would have adored it. De Beauvoir wanted her read-
ers to notice the dualistic framework central to patriarchy. 
She was concerned about how, whilst men have access to 

Introduction
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the ‘universal subject’, the one telling the comprehensive 
narrative, women were relegated to the peculiar, the partial, 
the subjective, the Other. The leading literary critic Toril 
Moi also expanded this question in her work, underlining 
how women are not expected ‘to speak with the ambition 
of  the universal, to speak in the outrageous hope that we 
will agree with them, a right that men have considered 
unproblematically theirs for so many centuries.’ It is this 
deeply rooted, conventional duality that Penelope Lively 
dismantles right from the start.

By creating the unforgettable character of  Claudia 
Hampton and placing her at the centre of  the narrative, 
Lively transcends multiple boundaries at once. Intelligent, 
opinionated, fiercely independent, at times aloof, and at 
other times surprisingly vulnerable, Claudia is a captivat-
ing, albeit complicated, character. A popular historian and 
a once-upon-a-time war reporter, she has not only studied 
history, but lived through it. ‘Was she someone?’ one of  
the nurses asks. She was indeed. Scholar, doubter, obser-
ver, traveller . . . daughter, sister, mother, lover . . . she was 
‘myriad Claudias’. Now, in her old age, as she lies in a 
hospital bed reminiscing about her long, eventful life and 
the world surrounding it, we, the readers, embark on a 
fascinating journey that weaves history, memory and 
memoir. Personal recollections merge seamlessly with 
broader political, social, cultural events. Seamlessly but 
not chronologically. Memory is neither linear nor static. 
The past is not a straightforward succession of  incidents 
and dates. The novel, in complete harmony with the non-
chronological nature of  human memory, moves back 
and forth between the subjective and the omniscient. It is 
no small risk for a novelist to venture this far beyond the 
traditional format and we are grateful that Lively took it 
to create a dazzling structure of  her own. Moon Tiger is 
water-like: it flows in multiple directions at once, never 
losing focus, never dropping its pace. This is a novel that 
embraces and honours the nuances of  life, its inherent 
multiplicity, the way only great literature can. ‘The voice 
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of  history, of  course, is composite. Many voices, all the 
voices that have managed to get themselves heard . . . My 
story is tangled with the stories of  others.’

I read Moon Tiger for the first time as a young aspiring 
writer in Istanbul, and then I read it for the second time 
recently in preparation for this introduction. What struck 
me was how vividly I still remembered the novel and its 
characters despite the passage of  time. Some books we 
read, we enjoy, but then, somewhere, somehow, we gen-
tly leave them behind. Other books we read, we fall in 
love and we sense that they have shifted something inside 
us. These are the kind of  books that stay with us forever. 
Moon Tiger is a companion for life.

It is the genius of  Penelope Lively to make Claudia the 
historian such a complex character, reflecting and refract-
ing the kaleidoscopic nature of  history itself. Claudia has 
myriad qualities, some admirable, others difficult to like; 
she is a combination of  good and bad, in varying degrees, 
just like all of  us. Impossible to reduce to a single thread 
or adjective, she is deeply human. As she narrates, she is 
restlessly remembering, but can memory be trusted? 
Can it ever be complete? ‘Shake the tube and see what 
comes out.’

Some literary critics have called the novel ‘experimental’, 
but Lively does not so much experiment with the form as 
remain truthful to the subject of  her story. History speaks 
in multiple voices. It also speaks through silences – the 
forgotten, the erased. By incorporating shifting perspec-
tives, random coincidences and ‘what if  . . ?’ questions, 
Moon Tiger captures both the stories and the silences of  
the past. When all that we take for granted as a civiliza-
tion is in a state of  flux, the art of  storytelling is our one 
anchor, the bond that connects us all. ‘The power of  lan-
guage. Preserving the ephemeral, giving form to dreams, 
permanence to sparks of  sunlight.’ The narrative shuttles 
between past tense and present tense. The outcome is an 
exquisite, multilayered narrative. This is not a mosaic or 
collage where every piece is fixed. Moon Tiger reminds me 
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of  the Turkish art of  ebru – ‘painting on water’ – where 
pigments are dropped into water and allowed to dance, 
creating their own patterns and designs.

Poetic, sensual and philosophical all at once, Lively 
does not shy away from the harshness of  politics. Yet, 
even when she is referring to the darkest chapters in 
human history, there is profound compassion and wisdom 
in her writing. A deep awareness of  the pain, suffering and 
loss. Both Claudia’s and others’: ‘Mother, Gordon, Jasper, 
Lisa  . . . Father, lost on the battlefield on the Somme. 
Mother, gentle, well-meaning and “retired from history”.’ 
Her brother Gordon’s face always mirrors, eerily, hers. 

The most poignant parts of  the novel are about Tom 
Southern, the British tank commander Claudia was in love 
with. Before the war started Tom used to love reading 
history, but then he stopped. ‘When the times are out of  
joint it is brought uncomfortably home to you that his-
tory is true and that unfortunately you are a part of  it.’ 
Moon Tiger is full of  such magnificent sentences that will 
make you want to read them again and again. A con-
scious pacifism runs through this book like an undercur-
rent in a river. An instinctive agnostic, Claudia says, ‘Wars 
are fought by children. Conceived by their mad demonic 
elders and fought by boys.’ Few authors can capture with 
such depth the existential angst felt in a fast-changing 
world. The moment we stop seeing history as something 
that has happened in some other time, far off, and realize 
that we are in the midst of  history happening, now and 
here. In today’s broken world, Moon Tiger remains just as 
relevant and universal as the day it was written.

Literature helps us to pay attention to nuances, compre-
hend the fragility and resilience of  human existence, and 
the ephemerality of  time, not unlike the ash that accumu-
lates as the moon tiger slowly burns. From wartime Cairo 
to the English countryside, there is immense research and 
life experience behind this book. Moon Tiger is Penelope 
Lively’s seventh novel. It won the Booker Prize, competing 
against a powerful shortlist featuring Chinua Achebe, Iris 

9781405967006_MoonTiger_PRE.indd  xii� 8/22/24  6:00:29 PM

Copyrighted Material



Murdoch, Peter Ackroyd, Nina Bawden and Brian Moore. 
In 2018 it was shortlisted for the Golden Man Booker 
Prize, a special one-off  award crowning the five best nov-
els from the Prize’s five-decade history. It is one of  the best 
novels in world literature. While readers adored the novel, 
and appreciated its nuance and mastery, the same cannot 
be said of  literary critics at the time, some of  whom were 
patronizing and condescending. I cannot help but won-
der, had Penelope Lively been a male author, if  the novel 
would have been far more highly reviewed by those same 
people and its universality better acknowledged.

But the good thing about great novels by women is that 
they outlast the sexist elitism of  their reviewers. They al-
ways do. Moon Tiger is an exquisitely written, profoundly 
evocative and timeless novel from an author who is a mas-
ter of  the art of  storytelling. 

Elif  Shafak, 2024
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