
Q Our first question is one that readers are no doubt curious about. You share the 
same last name as your novel’s heroine, the historical figure Anne Askew. Is she 
an ancestor of  yours?

A There’s no documented proof  that she’s an ancestor, but I became interested 
in her in the first place because of  her name. My Askew forbears came from 
England and settled in Virginia in the early 1700s. I’ve heard stories that 
they were descendants of  Margaret Askew Fell Fox, one of  the founders of  
the Quaker movement, who claimed to be a descendant of  Anne Askew, so 
it’s possible, of  course, but I think not likely. What I do recognize is a kind of  
metaphorical inheritance in the fact I’m descended from white Protestants 
who brought echoes of  the English Reformation to this continent.  

Q Your early works have all been set in Oklahoma. Why did you choose to take such 
a turn with this new novel?

A Yes, it’s quite a turn in terms of  era and place, but thematically it doesn’t feel 
like a turn at all. My earlier novels are about women caught in the crucible of  
history, as Anne is—women forged and changed by violent external forces. 
You see this in Althea and Graceful in Fire in Beulah, in young Sharon in 
Harpsong. I’ve also long been wrestling with biblical themes. My first novel, 
The Mercy Seat, is a Cain and Abel story. I grew up steeped in the rhythms 
and syntax of  the King James Bible, with its stories of  violence and sin and 
redemption, so it’s not a far stretch to write about a young woman who 
becomes obsessed with the English translation of  the Christian Bible in an 
era of  such radical, violent change. 

Q What kinds of  research did you conduct to create historical accuracy in Prize for 
the Fire?

A I had to learn top to bottom about the English Reformation. Although its 
aftereffects influenced so many of  the tenets I was raised with, I knew only 
the barest outlines of  that cataclysmic transformation. It took me twenty 
years of  research and writing to get there. I had to learn so much about 
Henry VIII, for instance—and then I had to drop him. Early drafts of  the 
novel had so much Henry that he threatened to take over the narrative. I had 
to cut him out of  the book. In Prize for the Fire, he exists as a massive force 
shadowing Anne’s life, as he shadowed the lives of  all his subjects, but he 
appears onstage only peripherally.

Very little is known of  Anne’s early life. We know that she was forced into an 
unhappy marriage at the age of  fifteen and that at some point she became a 
passionate proponent of  scripture. But those unknown early years shaped 
everything, so I had to find my way into them. The stack of  books I read 
on the Reformation stands a yard high, but more important was the time I 
spent in Lincolnshire and London. I had to walk where Anne walked, in the 
Wolds and the streets of  Lincoln, the churchyard at St Mary’s in her home 
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village of  South Kelsey, the Guildhall in London where she stood trial. For me, the act of  imagining depends on 
physical experience. I have to see the slant of  light, smell the hawthorn, hear the bird calls and bleating sheep 
in order to evoke a place for readers.  

Q How did you develop the voice for Anne and the other characters in Prize for the Fire?

A Well, being raised on Jacobean English surely helped. In fact, I had to tame that influence. Early drafts had 
Anne speaking from the grave in a voice straight out of  the King James Bible, language that would have been 
impenetrable for contemporary readers. I didn’t want the flat, direct sound of  contemporary spoken-word 
English. I wanted the flavor and rhythms of  Early Modern English, but in a voice that contemporary readers 
would find accessible and believable. Lots of  research gave me correct language and terms, but it was a kind of  
internal ear that gave me the voice—which only happened after I began to “hear” Anne speaking to her sister 
Martha, which came some 15 years and multiple drafts into the project.  

Q Prize for the Fire focuses on the social and legal strictures placed on women in the sixteenth century. Do you see 
parallels or differences with today?

A In the Tudor era, women’s lives were completely circumscribed—by religion, social hierarchy, fathers, 
husbands, all the trappings of  patriarchy—and it was directly because of  these forces that Anne suffered. 
Time and again she stood alone facing rows of  powerful men interrogating her on points of  law and faith. She 
answered back with defiance, sass, and her vast knowledge of  scripture, which was the intellectual capital of  
the day. Anne’s adeptness at it was something they couldn’t abide. When I see today a woman seated alone 
being interrogated by rows of  powerful men—there are plenty of  contemporary examples—I see Anne Askew 
facing the king’s privy council and lord chancellor, the bishop and mayor of  London, so many men who tried 
to contain her, and when they could not, destroyed her. We aren’t burning heretics and witches nowadays, but 
I do see parallels in the current erosion of  women’s rights. 

Q Did you find it difficult to write about the violence that was done to her?

A I’ve written about the 1921 Tulsa Race Massacre and other instances of  historical violence, so the challenge 
wasn’t so much in writing about violence as finding the right lens, the right manner and voice to portray it. I 
wanted to tell it in a way that’s neither sensationalist nor staid, that hews to historical fact but offers a fresh 
take. We know about Anne’s trials because she wrote about them, so we have a sense of  her voice and her 
perspective on what happened to her. The Examinations of Anne Askew was published by the Reformist writer 
John Bale just after her execution,  and so this woman who was famous in her own time became even more 
famous after her death. But I think not so many people know about her today. Telling Anne’s story in a way 
that’s compelling for readers who don’t know her, and historically satisfying for readers who do, became my 
dominant purpose.

Askew, page 2AUTHOR QUESTIONS

T H E U NIV ER S IT Y O F O K L A H O M A IS A N 

EQ UA L O PP O RT U NIT Y IN S TIT U TIO N . 

W W W.O U. ED U/ EO O


