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About this Guide 
 
The following author biography and list of questions about Headlong are intended as resources 
to aid individual readers and book groups who would like to learn more about the author and this 
novel. We hope that this guide will provide you a starting place for discussion, and suggest a 
variety of perspectives from which you might approach Headlong. 
 
About the Book 
 
An unlikely con man wagers wife, wealth, and sanity in pursuit of an elusive Old Master. 
 
Invited to dinner by the boorish local landowner, Martin Clay, an easily distracted philosopher 
and his art-historian wife are asked to assess three dusty paintings blocking the draught from the 
chimney. But hiding beneath the soot is nothing less—Martin believes—than a lost work by 
Bruegel. So begins a hilarious trail of lies and concealments, desperate schemes and soaring 
hopes as Martin, betting all that he owns and much that he doesn’t, embarks on a quest to prove 
his hunch, win his wife over, and separate the painting from its owner.  
 
In Headlong, Michael Frayn, “the master of what is seriously funny” (Anthony Burgess), offers a 
procession of superbly realized characters, from the country squire gone to seed to his giddy, 

 



oversexed young wife. All are burdened by human muddle and human cravings; all are searching 
for a moral compass as they grapple with greed, folly, and desire. And at the heart of the clamor 
is Breugel’s vision, its dark tones warning of the real risks of temptation and obsession. 
 
“Rueful and amusing . . . Frayn is that rare writer who succeeds as both a novelist and a 
dramatist.” 

—The New York Times Book Review 
 
“Finely wrought and highly comical . . . a perfect introduction to a writer who likes to pull the 
rug out from under your feet while offering you the most seductive of smiles.” 

—Seattle Times 
 
“Exceedingly funny, both in event and in intellectual high jinx.” 

—Boston Sunday Globe 
 
“Part detective story, part art history lesson, part cautionary tale, and entirely funny.” 

—The New Yorker 
 
“Frayn isn’t stingy, even here, with the laughs, gleefully pricking holes in the overconfidence of 
academic art criticism. But just below the sugar powder you bite into his tough-minded essay on 
how history and individual human folly combine and conspire to manufacture art’s ‘message.’” 

—Los Angeles Times Book Review 
 
“Delightful . . . This novel, deadpan hilarious and wonderfully written, is as effective a work of 
historical reconstruction as it is a comedy.” 

—The Philadelphia Inquirer 
 
“Headlong offers an enthralling and refreshingly grown-up take on the alarming speed with 
which our morals shift to accommodate our desires, and on the lofty and low ways in which the 
great art of the past continues to affect us.” 

—Elle 
 
About the Author 
 
Michael Frayn is a celebrated British playwright whose best-known works include the classic 
comedy Noises Off and the Tony award-winning Copenhagen. He is a journalist, documentary 
filmmaker, and translator of Chekhov, and has written seven novels & three screenplays. 
Headlong was a Booker Prize finalist and a national bestseller.  

 



Discussion Questions 
 
1. On page 8, Martin speculates on how, exactly, one distinguishes the “real” country from 

terrain that might be mistaken for the country. He and Kate have different ways of 
determining authenticity, in this instance and throughout Headlong. How do their methods 
vary? Is there a correct approach or do you think authenticity is too ambiguous to judge? 
What does Michael Frayn seem to suggest? 

2. As a writer, Frayn is perhaps best known for his comedic works. Discuss the farcical 
elements of Headlong. Does Frayn’s use of comedy succeed? 

3. Throughout Headlong, Martin Clay misinterprets outward appearances. For example, he 
wrongly believes that Tony Churt’s shabby image is a humble disguise intended to obscure 
his wealth. What are some other instances in which Martin misjudges appearances? What do 
his mistaken inferences teach us about him? If he consistently misreads people and objects, 
then how reliable is his assertion that the canvas in the Churts’ breakfast room is indeed a 
Bruegel? What does Headlong tell us about the correlation between images and their 
underlying meanings? 

4. On page 127, Martin asks himself, “Well, who am I talking to now? Who is the ghostly 
audience for the long tale I tell through every minute of the day? . . . You, yes. In the 
Reading Room with me, occupying my chair. Who are you? You’re almost as elusive as 
Bruegel.” How well does Martin know himself and others? Has he come to a better 
understanding by the novel’s end? If so, how do you think the change comes about? 

5. Kate and Martin’s marriage goes through a number of changes in Headlong. Discuss Frayn’s 
portrait of their marriage. Do their problems seem resolved at the novel’s conclusion or do 
you think the author intentionally leaves their situation open-ended? 

6. Even after all of his detailed research, Martin never establishes if there is a missing Bruegel 
in this particular sequence of paintings, let alone if the Churts’ canvas is the lost work. Do 
you think his endeavor was doomed at the outset? What is it that keeps him from ever really 
getting to the bottom of the mystery? Why does Frayn leave the questions Martin poses 
unanswered? 

7. No two characters in Headlong place the same value on any of the canvases. Of all of the 
paintings in the Churts’ possession, Tony is most possessive of the portrait of the dog, Martin 
is obsessed with what he thinks is a work by Bruegel, John Quiss recognizes the worth of the 
two anonymous Dutch paintings, and the expert at Christie’s shocks Martin when he tells 
him how much the Giordano could sell for. What do these differences say about the value we 
place on art? How do these characters decide which painting they treasure? Is one of the four 
men best suited to selecting the most important painting? Why or why not? 

 



8. On page 134, Martin wonders if Bruegel was a collaborator during the Inquisition. He then 
argues, “It would be unreasonable to expect some wretched painter to turn down professional 
success, even if he had much choice about it, just because some of his fellow citizens had 
died of burns and asphyxiation rather than smallpox or typhus.” What kind of impact do you 
think artists’ moral decisions have on the value of their art? Do a painter’s personal choices 
affect our ability to appreciate his or her work? Should they?  

9. What do you make of the painting’s demise at the end of the novel? Why did the author 
decide to have it burn in the car accident? What do you think of Martin’s choice to rescue 
Laura from the flames first and the painting second?  
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