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Last month we read ‘The Great Lover’ by Jill Dawson, a fiction based on fact

 biography of the English poet Rupert Brooke, according to the ladies in our 

group the George Clooney of his day. Apparently he was almost as famous 

for his poetry as his beauty that made him an object of desire to men and

women. Brooke was a charismatic young man of great beauty, a golden 

Apollo who charmed everybody into falling in love with him. He worried
about his ambiguous sexuality and he became very depressed eventually

leading to a nervous breakdown. While at Rugby School he lost an older 

brother and younger sister which must have had a traumatic effect upon

his sensitive nature.

Jill Dawson’s novel draws extensively on historical records of Brooke and

his contemporaries, it is her decisions as a novelist that makes the account

of his life fascinating as well as faithful. Brooke and his circle are described

in the novel by the voice of a fictional character, a young servant girl called

Nell Golightly. She is a beekeeper’s daughter who comes to work at the 
Victorian Tea Gardens where Brooke will take lodgings. Nell is shown as

tough, clear minded and hard working to support her orphaned siblings.

The author shows how ruthlessly the Edwardian class system consumed 

such girl’s lives to support the leisure and education of the few. From 

the first moment of his arrival he is taken by Nell’s fair looks and the 

servant/master relationship disappears and deeper affinities are

revealed. Both are sensuous, passionate and their relationship is the 

most powerful in the book.  However, the most handsome man in 
England sets off to the Far East and sets up another relationship with

a Tahitian beauty.

Anyway what did we make of the book. As always there were mixed

 views but the majority were favourably impressed. Many enjoyed the 

idealism captured by Dawson’s engaging and poetic prose which brought 

the spirit of the time just before the Great War alive. She blended real

phrases and snippets of genuine letters, conversations and feelings

into her fiction in a powerful way to give voice to her main characters.

Some of our readers thought the voices were sympathetic to Rupert
Brooke and others felt that the character of Nell was too contrived and

too obvious, others found some characters unappealing. So here 

we are again in two camps with some prejudices exposed. The readers 

familiar with the  Grantchester environment , where the book is set,

 were delighted with the descriptions as were the poetic members 

among us. Overall, there was a favourable response to the novel.

Our next book has a similar title ‘What I Loved’ by Siri Hustvedt. 
