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The HistWriter

Dear Reader,

The first issue of The HistWriter comes to

you from Wexford in Ireland, where I, as an

aspiring historical fiction writer, am

preparing for the publication of my debut

novel Heart of Cruelty by Poolbeg Press. 

I'm hoping to share something of my writing

journey and the way that history has given me

a lens through which to view the modern

world.

News and notes 
from 

Maybelle Wallis

M Wallis | HistWriter.com

Twitter: @DrMWallis

Facebook:
@MWallisHistWriter



A Victorian Gothic novel: workhouse

abuse, inquests, funerals, destructive

passions and shameful secrets.

It’s 1840, and Jane Verity’s dream of a

romantic life in the theatre has ended in the

Birmingham workhouse, where a serial

abuser’s victims are ignored. When Coroner

William Doughty encounters her it alters the

path of his life. Instantly and profoundly

attracted, he rescues her, but as she works as

his maidservant and cares for his ailing wife

Harriet, she learns about his inquests and

pieces together the secrets of the workhouse.

As Doughty struggles with his passion for

her, she must convince him to act, even

though exposing the truth will destroy his

marriage and his career...

Heart of Cruelty

I’ve drawn on historical research: Coroner’s

Courts in the 1840s were very different.

There was no court house as such, and

inquests were held in the nearest public

house or workhouse boardroom; anyone

could attend and testify. Postmortem

examinations were in their infancy and were

carried out by surgeons in improvised

facilities.

I've also used my own experience as a

paediatrician of giving evidence under cross-

examination in child protection cases. I’ve

researched modern abuse cases such as the

Jimmy Savile enquiry and accounts of

clerical abuse by survivors. Even now the

#metoo movement challenges the way we

treat survivors and hear their testimony.
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Next issue:

A vast range of unproven

patent remedies was

available to 19th century

patients...



The Victorian Celebration of Death.

Professor James Stevens Curl.

This book is in itself a celebration of the

19th century fascination with the

remembrance of the deceased. 

Even before the coronavirus restricted the

numbers of mourners at modern funerals,

they had become relatively simple

ceremonies, whilst young couples would

gladly spend enough to purchase the

deposit of their first home on their

wedding. In the Victorian age it was the

other way around. Elaborate funeral

processions with horse-drawn hearses

adorned with black feather plumes and

attendants in black mourning clothes

were de rigueur even in poor districts.

Book Review

Great public cemeteries such as Kensal 

Green, Glasnevin and Glasgow

Necropolis became established during the

19th century. In a parkland setting, the

bereaved put up ornate tombs in the

classical style, with sculptured angels,

weeping mourners, and marble figures in

eternal repose.

Professor Curl’s book is lavishly

illustrated with the architecture of the age

and with the ephemera of mourning.
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From the
writer's

bookshelf



Little. Edward Carey

This is the novel that I have enjoyed the

most so far this year. 

Edward Carey’s fictionalised biography of

Madame Tussaud (1761-1850) is

exquisitely brought to life with small

macabre details. Our heroine is ‘little’ and

plain-looking, her early life a struggle as

the apprentice and maidservant to Dr

Curtius, an eccentric modeller of

waxworks. 

As the waxwork collection becomes

successful the dreadful events of the

French Revolution and the Terror unfold

around them.

This is a period in history that fascinates

me and his portrayal of it is deft and

convincing. 

Book Reviews
Atlas of the Great Irish Famine.

Crowley, Smyth, Murphy (eds.) 

My sequel to Heart of Cruelty will be set

in Dublin in the 1840s, during the

humanitarian disaster of the Great Famine.

Ireland was changed forever, depopulated

by starvation, epidemic disease and

emigration. 

A colleague generously gave me this

magnificent book. The authors are

historians, geographers, economists,

biologists, and archaeologists. There are

statistics and a series of maps showing

how the socio-economic situation

developed across Ireland.  At the same

time they vividly show the human impact

with illustrations, letters and press

cuttings. It’s history at its best, combining

academic rigour with broad appeal.
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