
Reading room

EDI T ED b y  A L L EY PA S COE

Great read
The Instrumentalist by  
Harriet Constable, Bloomsbury 

T
here’s a new genre in town, inspired  
by untold stories of women in history.  
Last year, That Bligh Girl by Sue 
Williams shone a light on Mary Bligh, 
the daughter of the notorious Bounty 
mutiny governor, 

William Bligh. Earlier this 
year, By Any Other Name by 
Jodi Picoult celebrated 
England’s first published 
female poet, Emilia Bassano, 
who’s rumoured to have 
written a number of 
Shakespeare’s plays.  
Now, The Instrumentalist is 
rewriting classical music 
history to include the 
contribution of Anna Maria 
della Pietà, a Venetian orphan 
and the greatest violinist of 
the 18th century. Without 
Anna Maria and the girls of 
the Pietà orphanage orchestra 
we wouldn’t have the most 
famous classical music piece, 
The Four Seasons.

If you’ve never heard of 
Anna Maria or the Pietà 
orphans, you’re not alone. 
Writer Harriet Constable grew 
up in a musical family. Her 
mother is a pianist and the 
soundtrack to her childhood 
included Bach, Mozart and 
Vivaldi, credited as the 
composer of The Four Seasons. 
Even though Harriet was 
raised on the classics, she 
only came across the story of 
Anna Maria after picking up  
a book in a Californian rental 
apartment in 2019. 

“When I started flicking through the book, I landed on  
a line about an orphanage in Venice [where] Antonio 
Vivaldi had spent his career teaching. His all-female 
orchestra was one of the greatest in Europe, and 
fundamental to the development of his music,” remembers 
Harriet. “I began researching right away in the British 
Library, and later the archives of Venice.” 

The Instrumentalist is born from that research. This is  
the fictionalised story of Anna Maria and her friends, of 
her spectacular talent and her ruthless determination to 
be remembered as more than “the orphan of a prostitute”. 

“I wanted to bring the story of Anna Maria and the 
women and girls of the Pietà to the world. It’s a huge 
privilege and responsibility,” says Harriet. “We’re finally 
getting to know the astonishing women who came before 
us. History is so much more nuanced, more colourful and 
rich than we have yet imagined it.” 

This new genre could also be called “Unsung Heroes”, 
and The Instrumentalist is its latest shining star. A must read. 

About 
the author
Harriet Constable 
understands her 
protagonist, the “utterly 
determined” Anna Maria 
della Pietà. “She’s an 
orphan, and a girl, and it’s 
the 18th century. She can 
either save herself with 
music, or be married off,” 
explains Harriet, an 
award-winning journalist 
and filmmaker based in 
London. “I can relate to  
her desire to create big, 
beautiful things and the  
grit it must have taken.” 
Harriet’s next book, an 
historical novel set in 1680s 
Paris in the early days of  
the opera, celebrates 
another remarkable woman. 
Harriet is raising the bar in 
fiction rooted in truth. 

R e m a r k a b l e  D E B U T

Juice by Tim Winton, 
Penguin Australia 
Juice is being heralded  
as “Tim Winton as you’ve 
never read him before”.  
The four-time Miles 
Franklin Award winner  

is back with his first novel in six years, 
and – you guessed it – it’s a ripper. 
Underground in an abandoned mineshaft,  
a man and child seek refuge from the  
harsh, apocalyptic world above. It’s bleak 
up there. Instead of finding refuge, they  
end up being held captive. The man can 
only see one way out: To tell his story –  
and the story of this world – and hope  
for mercy. The story shows how human 
decency can slip into barbarianism when 
survival is at stake. There’s an urgency  
to Tim’s writing in these pages, a feverish  
pace and a deep tone. Tim Winton is a 
talent like no other, and Juice is a book  
in a class of its own. This is a fitting 
addition to Tim’s marvellous collection, 
which includes the iconic Cloudstreet,  
Breath and Dirt Music. 

Intermezzo  
by Sally Rooney,  
Allen & Unwin
For fans of Sally Rooney’s 
pared-down, loosely 
punctuated and character-
driven style, Intermezzo 

will be a treat. The novel – Sally’s fourth 
– comes after the phenomenal success of 
2017’s Conversations with Friends, 2018’s 
Normal People, and 2021’s Beautiful World, 
Where Are You. In each, her characters  
are well developed, and the emotions are 
harrowingly raw. There’s no surface level 
with Sally Rooney, her work is jolting and 
profound. This time around, we meet brothers 
Peter and Ivan, born 10 years apart and 
opposites in almost every way. Peter is a 
slick lawyer juggling two women, and Ivan 
is a socially awkward chess player. Their 
differences soften when they’re connected 
by the shared grief of losing their father.  
It’s set in rural Ireland and Dublin, and the 
dialogue is best read in a thick Irish accent.

Head for the Hills 
by Tricia Stringer, 
Harper Collins

There’s something 
soothing about Tricia 
Stringer’s writing.  
The former librarian  
and bookshop owner 
turned best-selling author 
is known for her rural 
fiction and trademark 
warmth in titles such as 
Back on Track and Heart 
of the Country. Head for 
the Hills is no different.  
The novel is set in the 
Adelaide Hills, where  
a small town is being 
divided by a potential 
boutique hotel 
development. Sisters 
Margot and Roslyn live 
next door to each other, 
and the development 
puts them on opposite 
sides of the fence, 
figuratively as well as 
literally. As battle lines  
are drawn, true colours 
are shown, and long-held 
resentments are aired. 
This book will make  
you want to enjoy  
a weekend in the 
countryside, crack open  
a good bottle of pinot 
gris, and hug your sister.

The mystery around 
Grand Duchess 
Anastasia, the youngest 
daughter of the last Tsar 
of Russia, Nicholas II, has 
enchanted generations.  
I Was Anastasia 
interlaces the harrowing 
story of the execution  
of the Romanov family 
with the drama and 
speculation around Anna 
Anderson, who claimed 
to be Anastasia for 
decades. Ariel Lawhon 
demonstrates a mastery 
of historical fiction, 
moving from the 
Bolshevik Revolution  
in 1917 to court cases 
around Anna’s identity in 
the 1950s. Anastasia – 
the princess supposedly 
murdered at 17 years of 
age – is brought to life. 
Historical characters, 
including Hitler and 
Rasputin, and details 
about the Romanov’s 
final days in Ekaterinburg, 
blur the lines between 
fact and fiction and  
will keep you guessing 
until the final pages.

There’s Nothing 
Wrong with Her 
by Kate Weinberg, 
Bloomsbury

The ‘Her’ in the title of  
this book is Vita Woods,  
a producer of a celebrity 
podcast with a doctor 
boyfriend and a goldfish 
named Whitney Houston. 
Struck down in “The Pit” 
of debilitating pain, she  
is visited by the ghost  
of Luigi, a character  
from her abandoned 
screenplay, and visions  
of her sister, Gracie. 
There’s Nothing Wrong 
With Her is about how 
childhood trauma 
manifests in the body  
and lingers for decades.  
It explores the “choice 
about whether the past 
becomes your story” – 
particularly when  
one sister wants to  
talk about the past and 
another wants silence. 
Touching on the themes  
of long COVID and  
the minimising of  
women’s pain, alongside 
the isolation and 
suffocation of chronic 
illness, the book is  
a timely read. 

I was Anastasia 
by Ariel Lawhon, 
Simon & Schuster 

Country 
comfort

Off 
kilter

History 
making

Storytime
I n s t a n t  C L A S S I C

S m a s h  H I T
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Reading room

The bookshelf ... new reads to have on your radar 

Wing by Nikki 
Gemmell,  

HarperCollins 
The tale of four 

private school girls,  
a male teacher and 
the Australian bush 

where they  
go missing. 

A Voyage Around 
the Queen by  
Craig Brown,  

HarperCollins 
A biography of Queen 
Elizabeth II unlike any 

other. Craig Brown 
reinvents the genre, 
and we bow down.

A Very French Affair 
by Maria Hoyle,  
Allen & Unwin 

What happens when  
a smitten 63-year-old 

Kiwi leaves her life and 
family in Auckland for  
a French man? Read  

this to find out. 

No One Will Know 
by Rose Carlyle, 

Text 
The author of  

The Girl in the Mirror 
returns with a twisted 

thriller for fans  
of suspense  
and intrigue. 

The Last Dream by 
Pedro Almodóvar,  
Penguin Random 

House 
A fascinating insight 
into the life and mind 

of legendary film 
director Pedro 

Almodóvar. 

The Belburd by 
Nardi Simpson, 
Hachette 
First Nations peoples 
are the world’s first 
storytellers. For 60,000 

years they have passed their stories 
down from generation to generation. 
Today, Nardi Simpson carries on  
the legacy of her ancestors. The 
Yuwaalaraay writer from the northwest 
freshwater plains of New South Wales 
released her debut novel, Song of the 
Crocodile, in 2021 to critical acclaim and  
a Stella Prize longlisting. The Belburd  
is her second book. Poetic. Profound.  
A lyrical and masterfully woven novel 
about women, creation, belonging and 
the precious fragility of a life. The book 
tells the story of Ginny Dilboong, a 
young poet with a sharp edge making 
space for her art in the world around 
her, and Sprite, a spirited bubble on a 
mission from Eel Mother. This novel 
changed the way I see the world and 
reminded me that we’re all connected 
“from before we began to long after we 
begin again”. It’s a comforting reminder. 
And this is an astonishing read. 

Want by Gillian Anderson, 
Bloomsbury 
What’s your biggest fantasy? The question hits differently 
when asked by award-winning actress Gillian Anderson and 
not a stranger on a dating app. When Gillian asked women 
around the world to anonymously submit their sexual 

fantasies to her, she noted: “As women, we know that sex is about more than 
just sex. But so many of us don’t talk about it.” Gillian invited us to talk about 
it, and the result of her simple question is Want, an illuminating collection  
of confessions from hundreds of women. There’s the British pansexual  
who wants to be worshipped, and the Irish American who fantasises about 
men she knows. Individually and collectively, these stories break the shame 
and silence around female desire. A revelation! 

Women Rising by Megan Dalla-Camina, 
Wiley Publishers 
It’s been more than a decade since Sheryl Sandberg released 
Lean In, and hundreds of leadership books have been 
published in the years between. Women Rising is the latest 
offering in the empowerment space. Written by Megan 

Dalla-Camna, a former Fortune 500 executive, the book is a culmination of  
her lived experience, thorough research and hard-earned lessons. It’s an 
inspiring mix of practical tools, personal stories, reflective questions, actions 
and affirmations. There’s a lot of noise in the women’s empowerment space. 
What sets Women Rising apart from the girl-boss chorusline is the hands-on 
advice and strategies for succeeding on your own terms. 

R e a l  L I F E L i t e r a r y  F I C T I O N 

E x p e r t  A D V I C E

Clayful by Sophia Cai, Smith Street Books 
Good things come in small packages. Case in 
point: this book. Melbourne-based curator  
Sophia Cai has tracked down the tiniest pottery 
pieces – some only a few centimetres tall – from 
32 international ceramists. Mini in size, but  
big in talent, these creations are tiny wonders. 

We’ll Prescribe You a Cat by Syou 
Ishida, translated by E. Madison 
Shimoda, Penguin Random House 
There’s a reason this book is big in Japan.  
It is utterly delightful. The novel opens in an 
office on the fifth floor of a commercial building: 
The Nakagyo Kokoro Clinic for the Soul. Here,  

a patient is given a prescription. A cat. “A real cat?” the patient 
asks. “Of course. They’re very effective. You know the old saying,  
‘A cat a day keeps the doctor away’,” the doctor replies. The patient 
has never heard the adage, but that doesn’t make it any less true. 
This award-winning, best-selling book is spreading joy and hope 
around the world. One cat at a time. Get your prescription today. 

I n t e r n a t i o n a l  FAVOU R I T E

Children’s 
corner

Fun fiction for all ages
To Stir with Love by Kate 
Mildenhall, illustrated by  
Jess Racklyeft, Simon & Schuster
With the warmth of 
a grandmother’s hug 
and the sweetness  
of her signature 
cake, this book is  
a love letter to the 
bond between 
grandparents and 
grandchildren. 

Bravepaw and the Heartstone  
of Alluria by L.M. Wilkinson, art  
by Lavanya Naidu, Allen & Unwin
Meet Titch, the smallest 
mouse in her family. 
She’s on  a mighty 
mission to find the 
Heartstone and  
save her homeland, 
channelling the  
courage of her favourite 
hero, Bravepaw. 

Let’s Try Again Another Day  
by Charlotte Barkla, illustrated 
 by Jade Goodwin, Hachette 

We all make 
mistakes. This 
colourful and 
charming book is a 
rhyming reminder 
not to fret about 
them but to learn 
and grow from  
the experience. 

7-11

5+

3+
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