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A Conversation with
Carolly Erickson

“I read most 
of the classics 
of European 
literature on 

my own. . . just 
for the sheer

pleasure of it.” 

What is writing like for you? 

Writing is an altered state, a dream state.
Stories find us, and tell themselves through us.
We just have to get out of the way.

Did you study English literature 
in college? 

No, I studied music and history and French.
In graduate school, working toward my doc-
torate in medieval history, I read a great deal
of medieval Latin and enjoyed setting some
medieval Latin poetry to music. After I began
my brief six-year stint as a college instructor
and later an assistant professor, I read most of
the classics of European literature on my
own—the great novels and a good deal of
poetry—just for the sheer pleasure of it. 

You have been earning a good living as a
writer for nearly forty years. What is 
your secret?

I tell stories that fascinate me, and I trust that
they will also fascinate readers. If I am finding
an episode dull, I assume readers will too—
and I don’t proceed with it. In the same way,
if a character delights me, or a situation tugs
at my emotions, I make the assumption that
readers will have the same reaction. I put my
faith in the commonality of our human reac-
tions—even though I realize that there may
be readers whose tastes and feelings are not
congruent with mine. 
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About the
Author

When you write, are you consciously aware
that your audience is made up of people
from a diverse cultural spectrum? 

It is certainly a challenge to try to write for an
audience that includes readers in Estonian
and Japanese, Hebrew and Turkish, French
and German and Spanish, and a dozen other
languages as well as English. I recently
received an e-mail from a publisher in Greece
that is interested in The Tsarina’s Daughter.

I am aware that all these diverse readers will
encounter my words through the filters of
translation, sharp political and cultural differ-
ences, varying attitudes toward women’s rights
and aspirations, and many more discontinu-
ities. My hope is that as the world shares sto-
ries, the discontinuities will gradually become
bridges, connecting the human family. In the
meantime I can only hope that the universals
in our historical past will create greater under-
standing. 

Commentators frequently decry the state of
our popular culture, which does not honor
literacy and fails to teach students to revere
the beauty of language. What are your views
on this? You teach creative writing. What’s
the most important piece of practical advice
you offer your students?

Writing has as much to do with the music of
the words, their rhythms and sounds, as with
their meaning. Poets know this instinctively. I
recently read this sentence in a novel by the
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“My hope is
that as the

world shares
stories. . . the 
universals in
our historical

past will 
create greater 

understanding.”

superb historical writer Dorothy Dunnett: 

The still-lanterns made fireflies of their 
jewels; the cloaks swung, hissing, like 
thick-winged birds; a scimitar flashed; 
the awning cords, draught-borne, lifted 
weblike as quipus; a conch blew, and 
St. Andre’s face, earringed and turbaned, 
melted in the queer, slanting glare into 
an eminently fungoid growth, throwing 
disjointed shadows. 

Even if one did not know the meaning of any
of those words, they slip rapturously over the
ear and are worth reading, just for their
sounds and accents and the lulling seduction of
their music. Yet how many readers are willing to
dwell on such a passage, and savor it? 

What would you like to say to your readers? 

A resounding thank-you for your loyalty and
kind welcoming of my books. And my 
congratulations for possessing curious minds
and the desire to learn about the past—as I
continue to learn more about it with each 
new project. 
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About the
Author

Among Carolly Erickson’s twenty-five critically
acclaimed, prize-winning, bestselling books are 
biographies, histories and the recent series of 
fictional historical entertainments. Her range
is wide, her audience worldwide. She lives 
in Hawaii.
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“There 
are great 

gaps in the 
historical 

record of even 
the best- 

documented
lives.”

“Filling in the Gaps”
An Original Essay by the Author

I love reading old texts, documents written
long ago that offer a glimpse into another
era—and other times and minds. Letters, wills,
inventories of possessions, records of conversa-
tions (all too rare): these enduring words pre-
serve much about the way people in the past
lived and thought and acted. They are precious;
they are a vital part of our legacy from those
who have gone before. Yet they are tantalizingly
incomplete. There are great gaps in the histori-
cal record of even the best-documented lives.

Between one heartbeat and the next, between
one thought and the next, what ephemera—
unwritten, unpreserved, unnoticed —caused a
decision to be made, or a monumental chain
of events to be triggered? It is humbling for
the historian to realize that we can never really
know, or even guess, all the factors that went
into causing a change, small or large, in some-
one’s life course—or just a change in the
events of a long forgotten afternoon. 

Why did King William Rufus of England go
off into the New Forest on that sunny August
day in the year 1100 and die, wounded by a
vagrant arrow? (And whose arrow?) Did he
have a death wish? Was he meeting a lover,
stalking an enemy, or just hunting a stag?
What thoughts and plans, hesitations or fears
haunted the mind of his slayer? 

In Her Own Words
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In Her
Own Words

What made Tsar Nicholas II abandon his gov-
ernmental duties and seek the contentment of
long walks in the countryside while his empire
came unraveled? Was he fleeing a responsibility
he simply could not bear, or did he merely
love walking, and shooting ravens with his
costly guns? 

What made the affluent Francis of Assisi turn
his back on his rowdy, pleasure-loving worldly
life and turn inward, shedding his possessions
and seeking the fulfillment of his soul? Did he,
in some unrecorded moment, glimpse the face
of a wretched beggar in a doorway, and in that
weighty moment, decide to take a different path? 

At every juncture in a historical story, there
are a thousand such questions, some conse-
quential, some seemingly insignificant—until
the novelist comes along and imagines ways to
fill in the gaps. 

In writing historical entertainments—which
are quite different from historical novels—it is
my task and pleasure to fill in these interstices
with fictional imaginings. And sometimes to
expand the gaps in ways that abandon histori-
cal accuracy entirely, for the sake of enjoy-
ment. 

The possibilities are endless. The (imagined)
queasy stomach that makes a statesman irasci-
ble and causes a breakdown in crucial negoti-
ations that leads to war. The (imagined) dread
in the mind of an insecure wife who fears that
her husband is in love with another woman,
and decides to seek revenge. The (imagined)
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festering childhood wound in the psyche of an
anarchist or terrorist who satisfies a lifelong
grudge by throwing a bomb or strapping
explosives to her waist and detonating them. 

To the historian, mysteries loom; to the 
novelist, there are small invented dramas 
that resolve the mysteries. Love between two
people that arises from airy nothing. A bad
dream on a troubled midnight. An act of
drunken violence. Recklessness, or hidden
spite or unsuspected goodness rising to the
surface, or a moment illuminated by an 
exalted vision. Or, as in my novel The Hidden
Diary of Marie Antoinette, a fictional road trip
to Sweden, undertaken by Antoinette and 
her beloved Axel Fersen. 

To a historian like myself who has spent
decades constructing nonfiction narratives
that approximate, however inexactly, the truth
of the past, it is a particular pleasure to turn
to whimsical, imaginative writing where inven-
tion leads and scholarship stumbles along
behind, or is left behind entirely, taking a dis-
tinctly secondary role. 

Do historical entertainments undermine his-
torical understanding? That is the risk. But
then, all art—even the modest art of commer-
cial fiction—is full of risk. There are times
when we readers and writers need the refresh-
ment of whimsy. A rest for the mind, a lift to the
spirits. Times when we need history that brings
a smile to the lips, while filling in the gaps.   

“To the 
historian, 

mysteries loom;
to the novelist,
there are small

invented dramas
that resolve the

mysteries.”
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Historical
Perspective

A Brief Timeline of Key Events

• May 1897 Tatiana Romanov is born 

• l904–5 Russo-Japanese War 

• August 1904 Tsarevich Alexei is born 

• February 1905 Assassination of
Tatiana’s Uncle Sergei 

• August 1914 World War I begins 

• December 1916 Assassination 
of Rasputin 

• February–March 1917 Russian 
Revolution; Tsar Nicholas II abdicates 

• August 1917 Romanov family is 
evacuated to Tobolsk 

• October 1917 Bolsheviks come
to power 

• April 1918 Romanov family is 
moved to Ekaterinburg 

• July 17, 1918 Romanov family 
is executed 

Historical Perspective
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“All art is 
full of risk.” 

1. Why do you think the Romanov 
monarchy collapsed? Would it have
endured if the first World War had 
not weakened it fatally? 

2. Why do you think there is so much interest
today in the family of Tsar Nicholas and
Tsarina Alexandra and their times? 

3. Did you feel sympathy for the tsar and 
tsarina? If so, why? If not, why not? 

4. Do you think Rasputin was a charlatan or a
genuine healer? How, if at all, did your view
of him change after reading the novel? 

5. In this historical entertainment, Tania is a
staunch and sympathetic supporter of her
deranged mother. Do you think she let her
devotion cloud her judgment? Should she
have listened to Grandma Minnie and let
the tsarina be committed to an institution? 

6. Did you enjoy the invented interchange
between the tsarina and “Mr. Schmidt”? 

Reading Group Questions
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Keep on

Reading

7. How did Tania’s relationship with the 
former factory worker Daria reveal Tania’s
character? Why do you think Daria 
ultimately sacrificed her life for Tania? 

8. Why do you think Tania was so much
more curious about the world beyond the
palace than her sisters were? Did her
curiosity ultimately save her from the
destruction that befell the others? 

9. How does Tania grow emotionally as she
opens her heart—first to Adalbert, then
more fully to Constantin, and finally 
to Michael? 

10. What qualities in the fictional Tania did
you find most likable? Which qualities 
did you most dislike? If you had been
born into a life of privilege in Russia in
the early twentieth century, would you 
have had her courage? 

11. If you could write a letter to Tania, what
would it say?
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