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CULTUREROSA RANKIN-GEE

osa Rankin-Gee, a talented young 
author living in Paris, won the 
inaugural Paris Literary Prize 
for her novella The Last Kings of 
Sark. Gallery caught up with Rosa 
to find out more.

Hands up if you think The Last 
Kings of Sark sounds like a history 
book. It does, but it’s not. Jude is a 
girl but ‘because of Law, Hey and 
the Obscure, they thought I was 
a boy.’ Which is why she is asked 
to go to Sark to tutor Pip, only 

child of Edward and Esmé Defoe. Together with Sofi, employed as 
the family cook, Jude spends a glorious summer in Sark. It’s a witty, 
beautifully observed tale which never fails to captivate. From Jude’s 
first encounter with the ‘toast rack’ to the references to ‘Farquart & 
Fathers’ (remind you of anyone?), it’s especially delightful if you’re 
familiar with the island.

Rosa grew up with creative parents – novelist Maggie Gee and writer 
and broadcaster Nicholas Rankin – so perhaps it was inevitable that 
she too would write. ‘I knew I wanted to “create”, but I was horrible at 
drawing and painting. That left words. And music. I still write songs 
– maybe one day I will force a publisher to attach some B-sides to 
an e-book.’

When the opportunity for a summer job in Sark came out of the 
blue, Rosa thought it would make the perfect setting for a novella. 
She scribbled notes while she was there, creating the basic bones 
of a story, and moved to Paris to write it. ‘The day before I got the 
Eurostar, my dad saw the advert for the Paris Literary Prize in the 
Times Literary Supplement, ripped it out and gave it to me.’

Like Sofi, Rosa worked as a private cook in Sark. Sofi has little respect 
for physical boundaries or food hygiene, but with her lack of regard 
for social niceties, she is refreshingly honest. Rosa admits, ‘I’d like 
to be a straight-up Sofi, but I’m probably a bit more of a skewiffy 
Jude.’ Although Rosa experienced many of the same things as her 
protagonists, her story and characters are entirely fictional – apart 
from DJ Silver Fox at the Mermaid. Perhaps the most intriguing 
character is Pip’s mother Esmé, who mostly remains upstairs. ‘She’s 

the shadow; the parts of the mind and the world 
that the three young characters do not want to 
see,’ explains Rosa.

Paris has long been considered a writers’ haunt, 
and Rosa - whose apartment has a bath in the 
kitchen - enthuses: ‘I love how small it is, how 
everything is downhill from my house, that there 
is a café on every corner, so that everywhere you 
go, you see life.’ The writer is not merely observing 
Parisian life, however. She is co-founder of A Tale 
of Three Cities, the first literary arts journal to join 
up the dots between London, Paris and Berlin, 
publishing new work by emerging and more 

established writers and artists. Rosa and her friend Jethro Turner 
also established the Book Club at Le Carmen, the hotel where Bizet 
once lived. ‘The concept is simple,’ says Rosa. ‘You bring a book, you 
swap it. We hold it in the most glorious bar – all gold gilt, burnished 
mirrors, ceiling roses, a human-sized birdcage. We have up to 300 
people, live pianists, artists, DJs. Literary cocktails, like Tequila 
Mockingbird and A Rum of One’s Own. We also do it in London 
and Berlin.’

When Jude leaves Sark, she throws flowers into the sea – which 
apparently means you’ll come back. Rosa did the same when she left 
the island, and she will return to the Bailiwick in September for the 
Guernsey Literary Festival. Although The Last Kings of Sark hasn’t 
yet been published, Rosa will be doing two readings and promises 
to ‘try to magic something up’ for everyone who can’t wait to read 
it. Arguably the only criticism you could level at the novella is that 
it’s over too soon and you don’t feel ready to leave Jude, Sofi or Pip. 
Thankfully, Rosa is writing some short stories which follow the same 
characters. ‘Together, they will be more of a book-that-makes-a-
bulge-in-your-pocket,’ she adds.

Whether you’re in the first flush of youth or you look back on it with 
nostalgia, The Last Kings of Sark is a joyful celebration of the time 
when, as Rosa puts it, ‘we choose the rhythms that will shape the rest 
of our life.’ Jude evokes the carefree craziness of youth: ‘I think that 
maybe you come a lot closer to dying when you’re young than when 
you’re old. It’s just that you sail home safe somehow’. Rosa is sailing 
towards a promising future as a novelist – we’re glad she chose Sark 
as the place to begin her journey.
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Follow Rosa on Twitter at @rosarankingee
You can book tickets for either of Rosa Rankin-Gee’s talks by 
going to arts.gg and clicking on ‘Guernsey Literary Festival’.


