
10 Questions about Su Bristow and Sealskin 

 

Tell us about the Selkie legend. 
 
The word ‘selkie’ is the Orcadian word for ‘seal’, but it’s 
come to mean seals who can come ashore, take off their 
skins and become human for a time. There are stories about 
selkies from Ireland to Scotland to Scandinavia. Whenever 
people see them, there is a powerful attraction. Male selkies 
mate willingly with human women, but females are always 
tricked into it by hiding  - or even destroying - their 
sealskins, so that they cannot go back to the sea. 
 
 
What made you choose the west coast of Scotland as a 
setting? 
 
I’m half Scottish, and some of my ancestors came from there. 
And I’ve visited that area many times, so I felt familiar with 
it and with the way people speak and go about their lives.  
But the story is set in legendary time, when it was still 
largely Catholic, but the older beliefs were close to the 
surface. 
 
 
Why did you start the story with such a shocking act of 
violence? 
 
That’s how the legend goes: a fisherman witnessed the 
selkies dancing naked on the beach, hid one of the skins, and 
so kept one of them on land. Then it simply says that ‘he 
took her home to be his wife’. Stripped of the romance, 
that’s rape and abduction. How could there possibly be any 
kind of relationship between them? 
 
The contradictions in the story teased at me for years! You 
can tell it as yet another tale of male control of and cruelty 
to women. But what if the fisherman grew to genuinely love 
his wife, and tried to make amends? What if, as a result of 
that first dreadful mistake, he tried so hard to compensate 
that he became a better husband and father than he would 



have been otherwise? It seemed to me that here was a story 
worth exploring. 
 
 
What message does the legend have for us today? 
 
It’s a rich story with many layers of meaning. It’s about the 
yearning we have for wildness, and the separation we feel 
from the natural world. It’s about leaving childhood behind, 
and – for women – often being effectively tricked into 
marriage and childbearing without having a chance to 
choose freely. It’s about – for men – facing up to the 
responsibilities of adulthood, and never taking their 
relationships for granted. And it’s about the consequences of 
wrongdoing; we can atone, we can forgive, but there are 
always long-term effects that we can’t always predict. 
 
Do you see yourself as a writer of magical realism? 
 
I’d be honoured to be in the company of writers like Isabel 
Allende or Gabriel Garcia Marques! If magical realism means 
writing about a world where magic is part of reality, then 
yes, I suppose I do. 
 
 
You are a practising medical herbalist. How has that 
influenced the novel? 
 
Not so long ago, every village would have had its healers  - 
mainly women – who worked with herbs, and often magic 
and ritual too. Herbal medicine is still the norm in most 
parts of the world, where modern drugs and doctors are 
expensive, too far away or just not seen as having the 
answers. Bridie’s practice as a healer and midwife is drawn 
partly from my own experience working in rural Devon, and 
partly from research. 
 
 
When do you write? 
 
Whenever I can! At the moment, writing happens when the 
demands of work allow. I don’t have set times of day, 



because patients can ring up needing more medicine at any 
time. But I’ve been self-employed for so long that ‘working 
hours’ doesn’t have much meaning in any case. 
 
 
Where do you write? 
 
Sometimes at home, or sometimes I go to the Devon and 
Exeter Institution to be away from the lure of 
procrastination! There’s a lovely upstairs room overlooking 
the Exeter Cathedral green, and I like to work there. Quite a 
lot of Sealskin was written there, so I’m very pleased that 
the Exeter launch will take place there on March 25th, along 
with the fourth ceremony to award the Exeter Novel Prize. 
 
 
Did winning the Exeter Novel Prize make a big 
difference to you? 
 
Definitely! It told me that people other than my writing 
friends thought my novel was worth reading, and it spurred 
me on to finish it in the following months. When the 
competition judge – the literary agent Broo Doherty – took 
me on, it was a huge step forward. And because of that, 
Sealskin was eventually accepted for publication by Karen 
Sullivan of Orenda Books. 
 
 
 
What advice would you give to other writers? 
 
I’d say to anyone with ambitions to publish a novel, do enter 
competitions. It will spur you on to finish what you start. 
Find your way to other writers, and learn how to give and 
receive useful feedback. Go away and work on the advice 
you’ve been given. Keep writing, and keep reading! 
 
 
Which are the books that have influenced you most? 
 
I’ve always been an eclectic reader, ever since childhood 
when all I had access to was a very small branch library in 



the village. I read my way through the children’s section in 
short order. But the books I loved best were the ones with 
magic in them: the Narnia stories, and later The Lord of the 
Rings and The Earthsea trilogy. It was Angela Carter who 
first showed me that you could take a legend and retell it in 
your own way.  
 
But I think everything you read influences you. If it’s bad, 
you stumble over the grammatical errors or clumsy writing, 
and you learn from that. If it’s good, you forget that you’re 
reading at all, but somewhere in your brain, you’re listening 
and taking notes. Reading time is (almost) never wasted. 
 
 
What are you working on now? 
 
It involves fairies. Not sweet little sprites, but the 
mischievous and sometimes malevolent sort that used to 
plague people down the ages. They’re still out there, even if 
we don’t see them so much these days… 
 
 
    
 


