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 Born in 1948 in England, Simon Mawer’s childhood in was spent in Cyprus and Malta, as well as in his mother country, England. He was educated at Millfield, a preparatory school in Somerset,  and graduated from Brasenose College, Oxford. 

Mawer’s first publication, Chimera, was published by Hamish Hamilton in 1989 when he was 41.  Before that, he says, “ between teaching and family life, there was little time left for novel writing.  Mawer’s most recent publication, a non-fiction book on Mendel and the History of Genetics, will be published jointly in the U.S. by Abrams and the Field Museum of Chicago. 

The author’s interest in genetics may seem at first glance to be at odds with the rousing mountain climbing mystery encapsulated in The Fall, his fourth book, published in ’03 by Little Brown.  His switch in focus from climbing to genetics may seem curious at first.  But his answer to my e-mail query requesting additional biographical information, reveals Mawer’s serious interest in biological science, and leads me to suspect that his novel more than hints that a talent for climbing and the obsession with risk that seems to go with it, probably contain a genetic component.  He said in his e-mail:


“I haven't really much to add to my biographical details - I'm not sure how much notice readers should take of such things. However, I notice that I do rather skate over the fact that I was trained as a biologist and that that subject, which gave rise to one novel, Mendel's Dwarf, is an abiding interest of mine. So much so that I appear to have infected my daughter who begins a PhD in molecular biology in September of this year. Perhaps if I had not been a writer, I would have been happiest as a research biologist. But that's just a pipe dream.”

At present Mawer is working on a new novel that he has “provisionally”  titled The Glass Room.

The author’s family consists of his wife, Connie and his two children, Mathew and Julia (she of the prospective PhD in molecular biology mentioned in Mawer’s e-mail). The fact that Mawer’s father and grandfather served in the Royal Air Force led to  a “ nomadic” childhood, during which his parents moved the family from England to Cyprus, and thence to Malta.  Living in various foreign countries, he says, “planted in me...a taste for exile,”  which may be why he and Connie have lived in Italy for the past  twenty years.  Although he says he doesn’t think of Italy as  his home, and conjectures that  “Home is where the mind is...” rather than where one actually plants ones roots, he does not tell us where his mind is now.   Climber that he was, perhaps his mind is still on the mountain in Scotland where he experienced the horrendous avalanche that  caused him to give up that sport entirely.

From the time he was eight years old, Mawer was, as is typical of a certain class of English person, sent to a boarding school far from home..  In describing his feelings about this, he speaks of having loathed, but eventually enjoyed being at boarding school.   The lack of privacy he endured there had a positive result, causing him to “preserve a secret, interior world” that was good training for the writer he was to become.

After Oxford Mawer taught biology for five years, first in the Channel Islands and then  in Malta.  From Malta he and his wife moved to Rome, where they have lived ever since.

 From the significant body of poetry he has written I  have chosen one poem to read aloud.  It is titled “In the Pinkas Synagogue”. A number of years ago Arthur and I were in Prague, and while there visited The Pinkas Synagogue of the title, as well as  a cemetery in Budapest in which all the gravestones bore the  date 1943. 

IN THE PINKAS SYNAGOGUE 

(On the walls of the Pinkas Synagogue in Prague are being painted the names of all those Czech and Slovak Jews who perished in the Nazi concentration camps.)
In Josefov the town hall clock 

Unwinds the past. 

Alt-Neu, Old-New, 

A place of paradox 

Where people queue 

to see the dead in Beth Cha'im, 

The Place of Life. 

  


In Pinkas Synagogue beneath the glare, 

While people shuffle past and stare, 

A girl in dungarees paints names, 

As many names as you could wish to see 

On a summer's day in Prague 

Seventy-seven thousand, two hundred and ninety-three. 

  


Like a scribe who writes the names of God, 

She works 

And as we watch her diligent brush 

Discovers there, as though by chance: 

KORLE Bedrich: Born 7.XI.1895, died 14.VII.1942

BILLITZOVA Amalie: Born 10.IX.1877, died 20.VII.1942


Mere paint cannot unwind the past, 

And there are questions 

That it's better not to ask. 

"Why Josefov?" is fine. 

So too is, "What's a Golem?" 

"Why 'Old-New' (Alt-Neu) Synagogue?" will do. 

  


But don't ask why the girl spends time 

With brush and paint. And don't ask who 

Was BILLITZOVA Amalie? 

Or why 

Seventy-seven thousand, 

two hundred and ninety-three? 
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(Note: A significant number of Mawer’s books are in translation)

