There’s a lot to like in Natasha Pulley’s debut novel The Watchmaker of Filigree Street. Unfortunately there’s a lot to dislike too.

Review 3: The Watchmaker of Filigree Street 

The Watchmaker of Filigree Street, Natasha Pulley 

I really wanted to love this book. I tried. There’s a lot to like about it, but there’s a lot that rings a little hollow. It’s meant to be set in [1880s], there’s a decidedly Dickensian atmosphere of a smoggy-foggy London, instantly recognisable but a bit cliché. Some baffling Japanese political Game of Thrones style drama is also featured, crashing the plot back and forth between London and Japan, and crushing a man beneath a wall in the meantime. It’s all a little too charming though, and that takes the power away from the events of the plot. 

Which should be very dramatic, and frightening. Intrigue and danger abound! London is in the throes of a spat of terrorist attacks and clockmakers city-wide are under suspicion. Thaniel, a character so apathetic that you wonder why you care, is forced into espionage, a profession that he is so increasingly uncomfortable and hand-wringy with that you wish he’d just bloody get on with it. You could have more empathy for a pantomime villain. When Thaniel threatens to push someone down the stairs, you know to the bottom of your heart that he won’t have the guts to do it, but boy do you wish he would, just to see some life in him. There’s also meant to be a watershed moment in Thaniel’s life when a gold pocket watch comes into his possession and (yes really) saves his life from a bomb-blast on the streets of London. His life is meant to go from boring, uniform, like clockwork, to suddenly filled with- what? Pulley doesn’t make this clear. Thaniel’s new life already seems pretty bland, I dread to think what it was like before the events of the book take place. 

In his quest (which is more of a rather hesitant half-hearted inquiry rather than a quest) to find the maker of the mysterious pocket watch, Thaniel finds himself befriended by a Japanese immigrant watchmaker and thrown into the path of the incorrigible Grace Carrow, a young woman determined to make science her vocation and eschew the trappings of married life. The plight of a woman in the Victorian era should make you naturally indignant, and want to cheer her on, but its unclear whether Grace is meant to be a likable character. Perhaps she is? But while we’re meant to pity her at one moment, at the next she’s horrible to those around her, until she’s completely unbelievably wicked and who knows what to make of her. But at least she has a little more pep to her than Thaniel. 

The watchmaker is simultaneously mysterious and an open book, an achievement on the part of the author that I’m not sure was intended. What Pulley did manage very well was to ignite a passionate interest clockwork that I’d never knew I had. The best character in the entire novel is Katsu, the clockwork octopus. A real scene-stealer. I wish he’d been the protagonist. He’s endearingly naughty, stealing socks and getting trapped in drawers and banging his clockwork tentacles against the wood until he’s let out. The line “Katsu stole his other sock and flopped onto the floor with an unbiological bang, whereupon he octopused out of the open door and slid down the banister” was my favourite line of the entire novel. I liked it so much that I’m almost willing to let the rest of the novel off the hook because of it. Almost. At the very least I want my own Katsu. 

[bookmark: _GoBack]The other flaw of the novel is the language. The dialogue is too modern. The prose is too clear.  The majority of Victorian societal manners and niceties are done away with, though chaperones are mentioned at one point, like an afterthought. Still,  I don’t want to be dumbed down to. If I read a novel with a Victorian setting, I want to have to work for it. I want to trawl through numerous, countless, voluminous adjectives in Dickens’ paid-by-the-word prose. I want to stagger through Brontesque, syrupy preachy romantic treacle. I want to feel the smug, self-righteous elation when finishing a Thomas Hardy. I want to be made to work for it. Yet the Watchmaker of Filigree Street could very well be set in modern day London with very little changes needed. I’m not even sure, beyond the smog and fog, if I would have noticed it was even set in 1883, but the book’s first chapter helpfully tells us so. Lines like: “Everyone was going to the Rising Sun and to other bars and clubs near Trafalgar Square. (p 38).” cause you to wonder whether they’re all co-ordinating their night out on their smartphones and calling an Uber to get home after.   

I couldn’t bring myself to love this book. But I couldn’t bring myself to hate it either. It’s the kind of book you could easily read in that strange week between Christmas and New Year. Save it for then, when you don’t know if it’s a Tuesday or a Wednesday or even a Thursday, and you can’t remember when you last went outside and you’re sick of the tripe on TV. Read it if for nothing else but for Katsu, the little clockwork octopus, sliding down the banisters on his getaway on another sock-heist. 
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