The Correspondent

by Virginia Evans

Writer’s Craft Questions

Epistolary Form and Structure

1.

Virginia Evans tells the entire novel through letters and emails written or received by Sybil,
with no traditional third-person narration. How does this affect the reader’s experience?
What challenges does it pose for the author in revealing character, backstory, and conflict,
and how effectively does Evans overcome them? (Judy C)

The novel spans about a decade (2012-2022) and presents correspondence largely in
chronological order. Analyze how this structure builds a portrait of Sybil’s life. How does
the accumulation of letters over time create momentum or reveal gradual change, compared
to a more conventional linear narrative with flashbacks?

Evans distinguishes between handwritten letters and emails through formatting and tone.
How do these two forms of correspondence serve different narrative purposes? What does
the choice to include both reveal about Sybil’s character and the novel’s commentary on
communication?

Several letters are described as unsent or exist as a kind of private “spine” of the book. How
does Evans use unsent (or more honest) letters differently from those that are sent? What
does this technique add to the reliability of the narration and the depth of Sybil’s voice?

Voice, Tone, and Characterization

5. Sybil’s tone shifts noticeably depending on her recipient (e.g., family, friends, younger

people, famous authors, or adversaries). Think about specific examples of diction, formality,
humor, or sharpness. How does Evans craft these distinct voices to reveal different facets of
Sybil without direct narration?

Through correspondence alone, readers must infer much about Sybil’s personality, past, and
relationships. Think about Evans’s use of subtext, omission, and implication. How does this
“show, don’t tell” approach through letters enhance (or complicate) character development,
and how did the author manage to make Sybil so appealing as well as so
annoying/aggravating? (Katherine G)

Evans gives us a large cast of characters who have their own voices through their letters. As
a writer, is there any character you wish you’d had more of? Any character you wouldn't
have kept in your final edit? (Kim B)

Literary Devices and Style

8. Evans incorporates real authors (such as Joan Didion or Ann Patchett) as correspondents.

How does this blending of fiction with real-world literary figures function as a device? What
effect does it have on the novel’s realism?

Consider the novel’s pacing: short notes versus longer, reflective letters. How does Evans
vary sentence length, paragraph structure, and level of detail to control rhythm and
emotional impact?
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Symbolism, Motifs, and Craft Choices

10. Letter-writing itself (pens, paper, stamps, envelopes) functions almost as a motif or central
symbol. How does Evans weave references to the physical and ritualistic aspects of
correspondence throughout the novel to deepen its meaning?

11. The novel relies heavily on inference—readers piece together events, relationships, and
revelations from fragmented exchanges. Evaluate the effectiveness of this technique. At
what points is it most powerful, and where might it risk frustrating readers? How does Evans
guide the reader without overt exposition?

Authorial Intent and Broader Craft

12. As a debut novel (though Evans had written several unpublished works beforehand), The
Correspondent demonstrates mastery of a demanding form. What risks did Evans take with
this structure, and where do you see evidence of deliberate, refined craft decisions?

13. Evans teases out several reveals in the novel: Colt’s true identity, Sybil’s birth family, what

really happened to Gilbert. As a reader and as a writer, discuss your view of her approach.
(Kim B)

General Interest

14. Might Olive Kitteridge’s character in Strout’s novels have been an influence/inspiration for
the Sybil character?

15. Interesting name choice—Sybil. Thoughts? (Katherine G)

16. When a novel uses real locations (Annapolis) and a real job description (a Maryland judge’s
clerk) does it matter if these descriptions are not accurate? (Judy C)
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