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Maggie Shipstead graduated from Harvard in 2005 and earned an 
M.F.A at the Iowa Writers’ Workshop. She was also a Stegner Fellow at 

Stanford University. Seating Arrangements is her first novel and  
was awarded the Dylan Thomas Prize in 2012, the largest award  

in the world for writers under 30. She was also awarded the  
LA Times Book Award for First Fiction.  

She lives in California.
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ABOUT THE BOOK

PRAISE FOR SEATING ARRANGEMENTS

The Van Meters have gathered at their family retreat on the New England 
island of Waskeke to celebrate the marriage of daughter Daphne to an 
impeccably appropriate young man. The weekend is full of lobster and 
champagne, salt air and practiced bonhomie, but long-buried discontent 
and simmering lust seep through the cracks in the revelry.

Winn Van Meter, father-of-the-bride, has spent his life following the rules 
of the east coast upper crust, but now, just shy of his sixtieth birthday, he 
must finally confront his failings, his desires, and his own humanity.

‘Irresistible … her prose is joyously good’  
DAILY MAIL

‘A ferociously clever comedy of manners  
GUARDIAN

‘A wise, sophisticated and funny novel about family, fidelity, class and crisis’ 
MARIE CLAIRE

‘Well-observed, hilarious, yet moving’  
WOMAN & HOME

‘Definitely one to watch’  
GRAZIA

‘Maggie Shipstead is an outrageously gifted writer’  
Richard Russo, author of Empire Falls

‘Startling beauty’  
New York Times Book Review
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QUESTIONS FOR YOUR READING GROUP

1. As a father of two daughters, Winn believes he is ‘standing at the threshold of a club 
that will not have him’. How are women portrayed in the novel?

2. Why, after thirty years of fidelity, does Winn feel the need to lust after Agatha?  
Do you blame Winn for this or Agatha for her wantonness?

3. How does the island setting lend itself to the growing tensions within the plot?

4. In Winn’s mind, the Fenn family represent a traditional and socially-acceptable form  
of “old money”. How is this depicted in the novel? Do you think there is a divide 
between old and new wealth or is it purely in Winn’s mind?

5. Do you regard Biddy as a strong matriarch?

6. On page 357, Dominique realises that the Van Meters’ home is ‘not magical or special 
at all but ordinary, flawed’. Why do you think she feels this way?

7. In his wedding speech, Winn describes marriage as ‘a precursor to death’.  
Do you think he regrets the path he chose?

8. What do you consider to be the three key moments in the narrative which  
lead to Winn’s downfall?

9. On page 168, Biddy states: “I think ... you’ve been the best husband you  
probably could be”. Discuss her relationship with Winn. Do you think  
their marriage will survive?

10. If you could read Seating Arrangements from another character’s point of view,  
who would you choose?
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AN INTERVIEW WITH MAGGIE SHIPSTEAD

1.  SEATING ARRANGEMENTS IS YOUR FIRST NOVEL. WHAT PROMPTED 
YOU TO WRITE IT?

 In 2006, I had a friend who was hit by a golf cart while riding his bike on the island 
of Nantucket. (Naturally, he was wearing tennis whites at the time.) His leg was badly 
hurt and he was shaken up, but the driver of the golf cart wouldn’t apologize. This 
refusal profoundly unsettled my friend. “You’re supposed to apologize,” he told me on 
the phone. “Even if something’s not your fault, you apologize so everyone feels better. 
It’s polite.” He didn’t seem angry. He seemed bewildered and perplexed, and, while 
making sympathetic noises, I started plotting to write a short story about a character 
who depends on the people around him to abide by strict rules of behavior and whose 
fragile world is thrown into disarray when they don’t. This was during my first year 
of my master’s program. The short story was only fifteen pages long but had versions 
of scenes that ended up in the book: the golf cart sequence, of course, and when 
Winn cooks the lobsters. Somehow, the final few sentences also survived virtually 
unchanged from the short story to the novel.

 But the short story had a lot of problems, one of which was that it was more of a 
character sketch than a working narrative. When my teacher suggested that it could 
be turned into a novella, I was excited about the idea of building something larger 
around Winn Van Meter, but I’d never written anything longer than a short story  
and felt unready. Almost two years of mulling-it-over later, after I was done with 
my master’s, I lived on Nantucket for eight months and wrote the first draft of  
Seating Arrangements.
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2. WHY DID YOU CHOOSE THE TITLE SEATING ARRANGEMENTS? 

 Actually, the short story and first draft of the novel were called Rules for Gracious 
Living. Later I changed the title to Inside the Whale, but that still wasn’t quite right. 
I had a chapter called “Seating Arrangements,” and my agent picked that out as a 
possible title right before we sent the manuscript to publishers. It worked for us. 
There’s a finickiness and a sense of social calculation to the act of assigning seats that 
fits nicely with Winn Van Meter’s finicky, socially-calculating personality, and I like 
the proper, old-fashioned feeling of the title. More broadly, the book is concerned with 
family and marriage, which are, in a way, the seating arrangements that define our 
lives.

3.  IS WINN BASED ON ANYONE IN PARTICULAR? DO YOU THINK THE 
READER WILL SYMPATHISE WITH HIM?

 Like all the characters in the book, Winn is mostly invention with a few bits and 
pieces borrowed from men I’ve encountered in real life. He’s also unmistakeably a 
descendent of the men John Cheever and John Updike wrote about for decades: the 
Connecticut commuter waiting on the train platform with briefcase and raincoat, his 
inner life completely hidden by his conformist exterior. 

 I hope the reader will sympathise with him! Winn is very flawed (to say the least), but 
I have a lot of affection for him. To varying degrees, we’re all trying to make sense 
of the world and bumbling around in a maze of relationships and expectations and 
emotions, and Winn is trying and bumbling the only ways he knows how. He’s limited 
and misguided, sometimes to the point of ridiculousness, but who isn’t?  
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4.  WHY DID YOU CHOOSE THE SETTING OF WASKEKE? 

 Waskeke is primarily a fictionalization of Nantucket. In my first draft, I explicitly 
identified the setting as Nantucket, but I realized I wanted to be able to create my 
own geography for the island and not have people say things like, “There’s no church 
on those bluffs!” Oddly, I’ve never been on Nantucket during the high season, in 
midsummer, when it’s crowded and bustling, as in the novel. I lived there through a 
winter, when it’s numbingly grey and windswept and the vast majority of the houses 
are dark and closed-up. Nantucket in the winter is kind of a ghost town version of 
Waskeke. I would take my dog for walks in dense fog or howling wind or to the beach 
after a storm to watch huge winter waves carve away the coastline, and it was nice to 
go back inside to my computer and write about summertime. The characters in the 
book get to enjoy the weather I wished I was having.

5.  DOMINIQUE REFERS TO WASKEKE AS A ‘HALF-IMAGINED PLACE,  
A RESTING COLONY FOR BUSTLING, PUFF-CHESTED AMERICANS’.  
IS THIS A CRITIQUE OF NEW ENGLAND SOCIETY?

 I’m actually very fond of New England and even of its upper crust, but part of the 
beauty of writing from multiple points of view is that I can express blind devotion 
through one character, mild scepticism through another, and venture some criticism 
through yet another. Dominique is a critical lens, but she also has affection for the Van 
Meters and their circumscribed world. Through the course of the book, she realizes 
that she’s grown up and moved on and is less charmed by their way of life than she 
was as a teenager. There are all different kinds of New Englanders, but I do think 
families like the Van Meters exist, who have been defining a collective comfort zone for 
generations and have no interest in ever leaving it. Sometimes a stated commitment 
to tradition can be used as insulation against the difficulties of a larger world or 
encounters with people who haven’t been pre-screened by selective clubs and schools. 
I am critical of entitlement. Winn Van Meter would disagree with me, but I don’t think 
a pedigree, either familial or institutional, should spare anyone from having to prove 
his or her personal worth. Narrowness and insularity certainly aren’t exclusive to 
New England, though. I think it’s good to be shoved out of your nest every once and a 
while, regardless of geography.
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6. WHY IS WINN SO OBSESSED WITH JOINING THE PEQUOD? WHAT DOES IT 
REPRESENT TO HIM? 

 Winn is addicted to the sensation of belonging; he’s sheltered by it. Over the course of 
his life, he’s scuttled from boarding school to Harvard to a series of social clubs like a 
mouse bolting from one hiding place to another. When he’s admitted to a closed group 
of some kind, he finds reassurance that he’s living his life the right way, that people 
like him and that he’s making his mark on the world. But the Pequod doesn’t want 
Winn, which is unprecedented, and he gets obsessed with the question of why not. He 
feels thwarted and tantalized and discriminated against and also like this rejection is 
a sign of some dire shift in his status. Because Winn has no sense of perspective, the 
Pequod looms large. To him, it represents a judgement of his worth.

7. WHY DID YOU DECIDE TO INCLUDE FLASHBACKS IN THE NOVEL? 

 Because I decided to keep the action within a three-day span, I needed to be able to 
move through time to explain the context of these characters and to give weight to this 
particular weekend. These days happen to be a breaking point for the Van Meters but 
only because of the decades that came before. Also, I thought it would be fun to write 
about these characters in other times and places, to be able to get them off Waskeke.

8. WHAT LESSONS SHOULD THE READER TAKE AWAY FROM THIS NOVEL?

 If you find a dead whale on the beach, and it looks like it’s been there for a while, 
steer well clear.
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