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ESSIE FOX/ELIJAH’S MERMAID 
 
 
How did you become interested in the Victorian era? 
 
I studied English Literature at university and one module, The Victorian Novel, 
excited and inspired me more than any other. My only experience of the era before 
had been through the classics read at school, in particular Dickens’ Bleak House, and 
Hardy’s The Major of Casterbridge – both in their own quite different ways 
captivating my imagination; almost living and breathing the Victorian world into 
which I had been unwittingly drawn. But, if I am quite honest, the medium that first 
alerted me to the twisting, turning Sensation plots was television, rather than books. 
When I was a little girl I spent many Sunday afternoons sitting next to my Mum on 
the sofa, thrilling to the murky candlelit realms of Great Expectations, or Fanny by 
Gaslight, Wuthering Heights, or Jane Eyre. Even now, I often close my eyes and 
imagine my novels as if a film. My writing is very visually inspired. 
 
You use some fantastic locations in Elijah’s Mermaid.  How did you go about 
researching these? 
 
The little church and the ivy-clad house with a stream at the end of its garden are 
found in a village in Herefordshire where my family still live today. Later, when 
moving to Chiswick, the river Thames inspired me, as did the grand houses along its 
banks. Chiswick Mall was only slightly adapted to create the menacing Thames Mall, 
where an artist lives in splendour while the stench of drains is rising up – symbolising 
the rot within his heart. Chiswick House and Gardens provided another glorious 
setting, as well as the venue for an asylum – a fact that I came to discover was true 
only after writing my novel’s first draft, learning then that the house had once been 
leased as just such an institution.  
 
Of other locations in the book, Covent Garden market and Cremorne Pleasure 
Gardens no longer exist in the same form. But there are many paintings and 
photographs, not to mention detailed written accounts describing them in Victorian 
times. Cremorne must have been spectacular, with lush lawns and pagodas and 
orchestras, not to mention the theatres and freak show tents, and the regular ascent of 
a hot air balloon. I also discovered that Cheyne Walk was quite a popular resort, and 
before the Thames Embankment was built the houses overlooked the Thames – a 
perfect setting for The House of the Mermaids, the brothel which is based upon a 
house where the artist Rossetti once lived – though I very much doubt that his 
drawing room walls were adorned with the same lewd murals. 
 
 
Elijah’s Mermaid could be described as a watery novel.  Are you fascinated with  
water? 
 
It was not a deliberately conscious thing to create such a ‘watery’ novel. But, yes, 
many scenes in Elijah’s Mermaid are based on streams, rivers, the sea. There are also 
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the fairy tale influences – The Water Babies by Charles Kingsley, and Hans Christian 
Anderson’s The Little Mermaid; the novel alluding to both of them and drawing on 
their darkest themes.  
 
Again the influence stems back to when I was a little child, spending many summer 
days beside the local river, while reading fairy tales at night. Those idyllic memories 
are also tinged with tragedy. The river could rise and be dangerous, and three children 
from my school were drowned. 
 
Which character in Elijah’s Mermaid did you most enjoy writing about and why?  
 
Without a doubt, Tip Thomas – the pimp from The House of the Mermaids. When I 
first began to write, I had not thought of him at all. But within a few pages, there he 
was, the dandy ‘grotesque’ with his long yellow hair, rouged lips and cheeks, and a 
tall top hat upon his head, who is rowing out on the Thames one night when he spies a 
floating baby, saving that child from drowning to raise her in a brothel.  
 
Without giving too much away – do you prefer happy endings or sad endings?   
 
I hate to admit this, but my natural inclination would be to go for misery – though 
perhaps with Elijah’s Mermaid, considering the fairy tale elements, I should have 
striven to conclude with ‘they all lived happily ever after’.  
 
The novel doesn’t have the end that I originally had in mind. That would have been 
too tragic. However, with a large cast of characters, I hope I’ve achieved a balance of 
fates. Some will be damned and others spared. 
 
What tips would you give aspiring writers? 
 
Ask yourself what you really want to write - which is usually what you love to read. 
Of that genre, study the very best books and try to absorb the structural ‘rules’ that 
will develop your own writing craft. What is it is about those stories that keep you 
turning the pages on? How can you create something different, whilst appealing to the 
same readership?  
 
Most important of all, enjoy your art. Writing can be demanding and with no 
guarantee of success at the end. More personally, I think that’s why I write historical 
novels. I really do love the research. If all else fails, at the end of the day, my time 
will not have been wasted. My life will be all the richer because I have learned 
something new – and those facts not used in my novels go on to inspire my blog: The 
Virtual Victorian. 
 
 
Can you tell us what you’re working on at the moment? 
 
I’m travelling into the future – a little – as far as the Edwardian era, and the earliest 
years of the film industry, with magicians, and actors, and a ghost. 
 

*** 


