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If time, tide and circumstance were right, I could persuade them to combine, at 
the centre of the seal-being, into a man-like or a woman-like form.

Margo Lanagan, Sea Hearts

IDENTITY

Notes on Sea Hearts
SHORTLISTED FOR THE 2013 STELLA PRIZE

SYNOPSIS
Misskaella Prout is a knotted old witch who terrifies 
the young children of Rollrock. In the opening scene 
of the book, Daniel, Grinny and James are collecting 
sea hearts for their mothers when they stumble past 
Misskaella on the beach and, terrified, they rush away 
as quickly as possible.

But, in fact, Misskaella began her life as a small, 
frightened child. It is her grandmother, as she lies on 
her deathbed, who first labels Misskaella ‘different’. 
Misskaella is much younger and less attractive than 
her sisters, who tease her about her strange eyes and 
dumpy body, so at first her ‘difference’ is attributed to 
age and appearance. Soon, though, Misskaella realises 
that her differences run much deeper: she has a power 
no one else in her family possesses.

She has always felt an affinity for the seals that come 
to rest their velvety, lazy bodies on the beach, but 
her powerful differences only really become apparent 
to Misskaella when one day the world becomes 
distorted, pushed and pulled by a wind visible only 
to her. When she visits the seals on the beach, she 
sees that the myths of Rollrock are true, that she 
would be able to conjure a human from beneath the 
skin of a seal. Frightened by the seals’ reaction to 
her, Misskaella flees, spending days hiding in her bed 
as seals fill the streets in an attempt to follow her. 
As much as she tries to hide her newfound powers, 
the town and her family see her otherness. Some 
older members of the town even send gifts to placate 
her lest she use her powers against them. Some also 
send advice, which Misskaella is able to use to gain 
control over her new abilities. Her family and peers, 

however, are nothing but scornful, and she suffers 
terribly from their attacks and derision. 

Still, Misskaella doesn’t break. She has found a place 
where she feels that she belongs, and one night, when 
the desperation of being alone is at its peak, she 
conjures a handsome and gentle man from the skin 
of a bull seal. They spend the night together, before 
she returns him to his skin and watches him swim 
away. Weeks later, as she cares for her invalid father 
in the house that her sisters have long left, Misskaella 
discovers that she is pregnant. She gives birth 
alone, and hides her baby boy for fear of the town’s 
judgement. Despite loving him with all her heart, and 
despite feeding him more than she is physically able, 
the child does not grow. A blanket of seaweed soaked 
in the sea offers some comfort, but it is brief, and 
Misskaella realises that she must give up her son to  
his seal form.

Alone now, grieving, and taunted still, Misskaella 
turns sour. She brings forth a seal woman, who walks 
up onto the shore, at once winning the hearts of the 
men. Although the seal woman finds her skin and 
escapes, the damage is done. The town’s men have 
lost their hearts and are willing to pay Misskaella 
anything to create each of them a sea maiden.

What follows is a series of narratives by other 
characters – Bet Winch, Dominic Mallett and Daniel 
Mallett – as gradually the men on Rollrock leave 
their wives for sea maidens. Dominic Mallett, taken 
away from Rollrock as a child by his mother, returns 
the week before his own wedding on the mainland 
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to settle his parents’ affairs. Once there, he too falls 
under the spell of Misskaella’s sea maidens, and takes 
a sea wife, returning to live again in his childhood 
home.

The bulk of the remainder of the narrative is told by 
Dominic’s son, Daniel. Daniel, like all the other boys 
on Rollrock, has a ‘mam’ from the sea. There are no 
girl children, as they are sent back to the sea to be 
raised as brides for future generations. Daniel is not 
interested in finding a bride. He is interested in his 
beloved mam, and is distressed to see her, along with 
the other mams on the island, weakening under the 
weight of their desperation to return to the sea. When 
the women start giving up, driven mad by this desire, 
Daniel decides to act. Along with his mam, and the 
other boys, he develops a plan to steal back the coats 
that will return the mams to seal form, and to take 
the children with them. The morning after their 
escape, the men of Rollrock wake to discover their 
wives and sons gone. They will not see their wives 
again, and those who do meet their sons again will 
not do so for some time.

The story is concluded by Lory Severner, a mainland 
girl who returns to the island generations after her 
family left, and Trudle Callisher, the mainland witch 
who became Misskaella’s apprentice as a child. Upon 
burying Misskaella, Trudle uncovers a part of the 
secret that Misskaella had kept hidden. We learn that 
Misskaella stopped making seal women when the 
mams escaped, but in this final scene with Trudle, 
there is an uneasy sense of events repeating.

AUTHOR BACKGROUND
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THEMES
Identity 
Ownership 
Mother−son relationships 
Love 
Desire 
Malice 
Betrayal 
Enchantment

LINKS TO THE  
AUSTRALIAN CURRICULUM
As with many of the books in the Identity segment 
of these notes, Sea Hearts calls for a strong sense of 
ethical understanding, as the identities of many of 
these characters are shaped, and often decided, by the 
actions of others. 

READING QUESTIONS
 ✦ What hints are given early in the book about 

Misskaella’s differences?

 ✦ Why do people leave her gifts?

 ✦ How does Misskaella’s relationship with her 
family affect her decisions?

 ✦ What happens to Misskaella when she becomes a 
mother?

 ✦ Is she angry with the men or the women of 
Rollrock? If yes, why is she angry? How does she 
seek revenge?

 ✦ How does Misskaella describe bringing the 
women from the seals?

 ✦ What are the ethical issues around her actions?

 ✦ Why do the people on the mainland find the men 
of Rollrock disgusting?

thestellaprize.com.au/resources/schools
www.amongamidwhile.blogspot.com
thestellaprize.com.au/2013/04/the-stella-interview-margo-lanagan/
thestellaprize.com.au/2013/04/the-stella-interview-margo-lanagan/


thestellaprize.com.au/resources/schools-program/ IDENTITY: 21

SEA HEARTS

 ✦ Why does Nance Winch go to see Misskaella? 
What do you read into the moment when 
Misskaella tells Nance to ‘give my regards to 
Mister Winch’ (p.126)?

 ✦ Is the men’s behaviour justified by their 
enchantment? How should they behave?

 ✦ How are the seal women portrayed in the book? 

– How are they seen by the men? 

– By their sons? 

– By Misskaella? 

– By the people from the mainland? 

(Give examples as evidence for each answer.)

 ✦ When Dominic leaves, what is Kitty afraid of? 

 ✦ What is disrespectful about the actions of the boys 
when they put on their mother’s sealskins?

 ✦ What inspires Daniel to help his mother escape 
back to the sea? Why does he feel betrayed that 
she wants to leave?

 ✦ How do the men react once the seal women  
have escaped? 

– Are they sorry? 

– Who do they blame?

– What are they upset to have lost?

 ✦ How does the author keep the narrative moving 
forward by giving different characters control of 
the narrative? What are the benefits of this shared 
narration?

 ✦ What is the fate of the female babies?

 ✦ One review describes the mams as ‘loving but not 
happy’. What do you think the reviewer means by 
this? Do you think it is correct? 

 ✦ What is Misskaella’s secret? What does Trudle 
think it is? What are the main differences between 
Trudle and Misskaella?

EXTENSION ACTIVITIES 
1. In Sea Hearts, Margo Lanagan has taken an 
old myth and turned it into her own story. Think 
of a myth or fairytale you know well and write a 
creative piece (up to 1500 words) making it your own 
story. Write a page outlining which parts you have 

changed, which you have kept and why you made 
the decisions that you did regarding characters, time, 
setting etc.

(This could be a good comparison exercise with 
another fairytale retelling e.g. Cinder by Marissa 
Meyer.)

2. The seal women are portrayed as property and 
are written as having almost no personality or ability 
to rebel. Consider the effect this has on the way the 
other characters treat them, not only their husbands 
but other women and their children. Try to imagine 
that you are one of these women, suffering and 
without a voice. 

Write a piece from their perspective (it can be a letter, 
diary entry etc. but should be in the first person). 
How has this changed or enhanced your reading of 
the text? Discuss as a group what other situations this 
understanding could be applied to. 

What other examples can you think of where women 
are not able to give voice to their suffering? Choose 
one of these women and research their situation, then 
try to write a similar piece giving a voice to their 
suffering.
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