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PENELOPE FITZGERALD

THE BLUE FLOWER

THE BOOKSHOP

Penelope Fitzgerald’s second novel, her first to be short-listed for England’s
prestigious Booker Prize, is set in the small East Anglian town of
Hardborough in 1959. In this “island between sea and river,” Florence
Green — a middle-aged widow with “a kind heart” — decides to open a
bookshop in  a long-unused, five-hundred-year-old property, the Old House.

Florence does not anticipate the ruthless opposition of Violet
Gamart, who dreams of her own Hardborough Centre for Music and the
Arts in the Old House and will not countenance any contenders for cul-
tural first lady. As the battle heats up, Florence must contend not only
with Violet Gamart and her cohorts, but with a poltergeist and forces of
nature as well. Florence’s own allies are few and oddly matched: the
eleven-year-old Christine Gipping; Mr. Raven, the wise marshman; and
the reclusive local squire, Mr. Brundish.

Fitzgerald casts a cool, sympathetic eye on this small-town battle-
ground, on its often comically animated residents, and on one coura-
geous woman’s quest for principled self-fulfillment. The Bookshopis, in
every way, “a marvelously piercing fiction.”(Times Literary Supplement)

“A beautiful book, a perfect little gem.”—BBC “Kaleidoscope”

“A masterpiece. How does she do it?”—A. S. Byatt

Friedrich Leopold, Baron von Hardenberg (1772–1801), was born in
Oberwiederstadt, Germany, studied law, philosophy, and history, worked
as a government auditor at Weissenfels, and — under the pseudonym
Novalis—became known as the “prophet of Romanticism.” Best known
for his Sacred Songs(1799) and Hymns to the Night(1800), Novalis left
unfinished two prose narratives, the more important of which,Heinrich
von Ofterdingen,centers on a mystical young poet in search of a myste-
rious blue flower.

Penelope Fitzgerald has taken the facts of Novalis’s short life and
fashioned a remarkable, poetic novel of irrational love, passionate
thought, and the transfiguration of the commonplace. The Blue Flower,
chosen nineteen times in England as the 1995 “Book of the Year,” also 
presents an uncannily convincing view of landscape and life in late-eigh-
teenth-century Saxony — its small towns, universities, estates, and 
people, from humble to noble.

In her inimitably magical way, Fitzgerald reconstructs Fritz von
Hardenberg’s formative years, from his childhood in a large family
through the death in 1797 of his beloved Sophie von Kühn, as well as the
society that he sought to transform and transcend. It is Fritz’s inexplica-
ble, impetuous love for the plain, twelve-year-old Sophie, however, that
is both focus and fulcrum for this “quite astonishing. . . masterpiece.”
(New York Times Book Review)
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