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About the book

Flight—you’ll dream about it.

‘She had never seen the sky in all her life before. How high could she fly? What was the limit? She was already so 

high the earth was no longer real. Only her in the sky. Every spiral pure joy. This was Flight. It was for this she’d risked 

and endured so much. It had to be worth it.’

The dream of being able to fly is now physical reality but only the rich and powerful can afford the surgery, drugs, 

and gene manipulation to become fliers. Peri, a poor girl from the regions, will sacrifice anything to get her wings 

and join this elite, but the price is higher than she could have imagined. So why then does she throw it all away?

Feel the exhilaration and terror of flight—over vertiginous skyscrapers, into wild storms and across hypnotic wilder-

ness—in this beautiful and daringly imaginative novel that explores the limits of self-transformation.

About the author 

Claire Corbett was born in Canada and has worked in film and government policy. She has had essays and stories 

broadcast on Radio National and published in a range of publications, including Rolling Stone, Cinema Papers, 

Picador New Writing and the Sydney Morning Herald. She was a finalist in The Independent Young Writer of the Year 

awards 1991, completed an MA Writing at UTS in 1997 and a Varuna Mentorship in �000. When We Have Wings is her 

first novel. Claire currently lives with her husband, son and daughter in the Blue Mountains.

Author, Claire Corbett on writing when we Have wings

The spark for the original source story for When We Have Wings came from time spent in the Louvre Museum, Paris. 

I lived in Paris for six months and spent a lot of time in the Louvre; I especially loved roaming the palace on Wednes-

day evenings, when the museum stayed open late and was echoingly shadowed and quiet, with few tourists. 

I became aware of images, paintings, sculptures and mosaics not only of humans with wings but of animals with 

wings—bulls, horses and so on—across all cultures. Humans seem to think just about any creature is improved by 

adding wings. 

These images fused in my mind with memories of flying dreams—always my favourite dreams—that I had as a child. 

It occurred to me that virtually everyone has had flying dreams; we all know what it feels like to fly.

Growing up in a wild region of Canada near the foothills of the Rockies also played an important part—we hiked 

in the foothills and camped in the high mountains and I yearned to be like the red-tailed hawks and golden eagles 

which took off from cliffs and soared effortlessly above us on thermals. At the same time the sport of hang gliding 

was just coming into being and my step-uncle was one of the first daredevils to take it up, launching himself from a 
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cliff near where we lived and attracting television news crews, including my father, a television director.

Reviews

‘A brilliantly conceived vision, bold in its execution and utterly convincing in its detail. When We Have Wings is that 

rare thing, a compelling read that is both emotionally and intellectually satisfying.’ —Amanda Lohrey

‘This book is intoxicating; it made me imagine things I never imagined before. The world of flying is so complete, so 

detailed and real, it was as if I was flying, as if I could feel my wings. This is an addictive mystery, clever and compel-

ling.’—Jane Campion, director of The Piano and Bright Star

 ‘If you only read one book a year, When We Have Wings may be the book to read. It will be the book everyone will 

be talking about this year. And for good reason - it is well written with strong characters, brilliant plot and thought-

provoking themes. It is as much a celebration of motherhood as it is of flying, as much an allegory as it is a political 

thriller. I don’t want to give too much away on this gem of a novel, but having read the book, I can now only wait for 

the movie. It is a book that will translate brilliantly to the computer assisted silver screen.’ Boomerang Books website 

(http://www.boomerangbooks.com.au/), reviewed by joelisa (�1 May �011)

For discussion 
	  ‘An observation on dystopian fiction by British academic Kay Sambell, implies that dystopian stories for   

 adults and children have essentially the same purpose—to warn us about the dangers of some current      

 trend. That’s certainly true of books like 1984 and Brave New World; they detail the consequences of   

 political authoritarianism and feckless hedonism. This is what will happen if we don’t turn back now, they  

 scold, and scolding makes sense when your readers have a shot at getting their hands on the wheel.’ (Laura  

                 Miller, New Yorker, 14/6/10)  Do you think this comment is relevant to your reading of When We Have   

 Wings?

Jane Campion has said, ‘The world of flying is so complete, so detailed and real it was as if I was flying, as if  

 I could feel my wings.’ How did the author make you believe the winged characters could fly and allow you  

 to feel their experiences of flight? 

Why does the author switch between first person point of view for Zeke and intimate third for Peri? What  

 effect does this have?

When We Have Wings explores inequalities of class and power. What new dimensions of pleasure, power  

 and fear do wings add to the sexual relationships between the characters?

‘The human project is over,’ is a favourite phrase of Church of the Seraphim leader David Brilliant. How does  

 the idea of human beings directing their own evolution resonate with the references to various religions  
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 throughout the book?

How has the author adapted the techniques of crime fiction and speculative fiction to tell a story that goes  

 beyond genre conventions?

A character says, ‘I don’t know how tall I want my son to be! Who the hell knows—what’s the right height  

 for happiness? Didn’t know how lucky we were when we didn’t have these choices. Now kids can really   

 blame their parents. For everything.’ What do you think of the choices parents make for their children in   

 When We Have Wings? What would you do? 

Suggested further reading

Oryx & Crake, Margaret Atwood

The Road, Cormac McCarthy

The Time-Traveler’s Wife, Audrey Niffenegger

The Lovely Bones, Alice Sebold






