
From Blanche Vavasour, Lady Marchmont  
by Julian Fellowes

…The portrait appears to have been commissioned to commemorate Blanche’s 
sorrow. Dressed in widow’s weeds, she wears a downcast look as well as a 
distinctive brooch, as witness to the tragic death of her husband, to whom she 
appears to have been defiantly loyal. The image is that of a horseman with 
a hawk – a clear reference to Marchmont, who was a keen hawker – being 
chased by the figure of Death. The three pendant pearls were perhaps symbolic 
tears representing his famous Triple Curse, implying that Blanche must have 
accepted his judgement of her actions…

From A Letter from Catherine Hartshorn, A.D 1587, February 2nd  
by Joanna Trollope 

…He tells me he is 32, above a dozen more years in age than I am, which I 
am sure you will tell me does not signify. His complexion is clear, his eye blue 
and acute, his hair and beard reddish, which gives me to think him of Scots 
extraction and thus not ready to be too open with his purse.

He wears a very fine doublet, beloved mother, dull violet in colour, striped in 
a velvet ribbon with picot edge, and his ruff is well stiffened and of a good 
whiteness, indicating good laundresses at Newton Hall, which pleases me. And 
in his hand, he holds two pinks, one white, one crimson, which he tells me 
he had painted to show me he is in earnest about this marriage, for my own 
person, as well as because his land and that of my worshipful father do march 
together so conveniently…

From Rosy  
by Tracy Chevalier

…I have always flushed easily – from physical exertion, from wine, from high 
emotion. As a boy I was teased by my sisters and by schoolboys – but not by 
George. Only George could call me Rosy. I would not allow anyone else. He 
managed to make the world tender. He said it described not just my cheeks, 
but my lips as well, smooth and crimson as rose petals… 

From The Life of Nicholas Colthurst  
by Sarah Singleton

Nicholas Colthurst: scholar, swordsman and sometime privateer; a composer 
and musician – a player of games. 

The portrait was painted in 1601 when Colthurst was forty years old and 
at the height of his career. He is a striking, handsome man with a waxed 
moustache. His face expresses a guarded intelligence, confidence and 
ambition, but he is also something of a dandy.  
A pleasing jauntiness colours his calculating, masterful air…

Extracts from Authors’ Stories:



From The Life of Joachim Müller  
by John Banville

...In the winter of 1610 Müller made a hasty departure from Prague following 
a scandal involving one of the ladies at court—details of this affair are 
scant—and he is next heard of the following spring in London, at the court 
of James I, where he presented himself as an unofficial ambassador sent by 
Rudolf to treat with the English king. It is unlikely that the Emperor would 
have chosen such a man for so delicate a mission. Popov, in his monograph 
on Müller, suggests that Müller was a spy for Rudolf’s younger brother 
Matthias, who opposed Rudolf’s extreme Catholicism and allied himself to the 
German Protestants. It is possible that Müller acted as a go-between in the 
negotiations that would lead in 1613 to the marriage of James’s daughter 
Elizabeth to Frederick V, Elector Palatine, the so-called Winter King and 
champion of the Protestant cause in Europe...

From The Tale of Joshua Easement  
by Terry Pratchett

Sir Joshua Easement, of Easement Manor, Shrewsbury, was, in his own 
estimation at least, one of the last of the old Elizabethan seadogs – an 
ambition that was somewhat thwarted by a total lack of a grasp of the 
principles of navigation. Documents in the National Maritime Museum reveal 
that Sir Joshua’s navigational method mainly consisted of variations on the 
theme of bumping into things, and this was exacerbated by his absolute 
blindness to the difference between port and starboard. It was a joke among 
those seafarers who were lucky enough to have sailed with him and survived, 
but this was because he had never drink starboard, but had drunk practically 
everything else…  

Mathilda’s Letter  
by Minette Walters

…My heart sinks every time I think of the money he has spent. The rental of 
the armour and the lace collar cost more than it takes to feed the household 
for a quarter year, and I dare not relate how much it took to manufacture 
a crimson sash, embroidered in silver and gold, that bears resemblance to 
those worn by officers in the Dutch Army. I am deeply afraid that it may be 
treasonable to pretend membership of the officer class, but Jan dismisses my 
fears as womanly weakness…
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From The Life of Edmund Audley  
by Sarah Singleton

…In 1550, aged twenty-eight, he commissioned a portrait to send to his 
English bride-to-be, Margaret Mayne, the twenty-year-old daughter of 
a prosperous Cotwolds wool merchant. What did Margaret make of him? 
What did she learn from the portrait?  Edmund has an air of reserve and 
intelligence; something about his face and expression suggest that he 
possesses integrity. He is modestly but well dressed with soft, elegant hands. 
For all that, he has a sensuous mouth, hinting at a more passionate side…

From A Hand on my Shoulder  
by Tracy Chevalier

…He let me see the drawing today. Though he has done his best, William is 
too honest. He did not hide how thin I look, the flesh melted from my cheeks, 
my brow so bony. And something has happened to my eyes. The fever has 
made them lighter, if that is possible.  
I cannot seem to hide my thoughts – sadness and fear brim in my eyes like 
tears. The hand of Death has been heavy on my shoulder, and left its mark. I 
still feel its weight, though it is now only a ghost – a ghost waiting to return 
one day…

From I Am Mary Douglas  
by Minette Walters

…At fifteen, I have no wish to be as Arabella or Queen Elizabeth, with my 
fate determined by my status, yet the process has already begun. These last 
days of June, 1599, I have stood for a portrait which will be passed from 
hand to hand until a man I do not know, and have never seen, finds my looks 
passable enough to make an offer. Is it wrong to say I do not wish for such a 
husband?...
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From The Biography of William Wrightson, 2nd Viscount Dorchester  
by Julian Fellowes

William Wrightson, 2nd Viscount Dorchester (1594–1659), was the second 
but eldest living son of John Wrightson, 1st Viscount and Chancellor to King 
James I, who raised his servant to the peerage in 1609…William had been 
intended for the Church, but the death of his elder brother, Francis, in 1607, 
of a fever contracted while playing real tennis with Prince Henry at Hampton 
Court, altered his prospects, presumably for the better, since he is on record 
as saying that he ‘did detest the Church for a profession above all things, and 
that to include hangman and rat-catcher’…

From The Diary of Paxton Whitfield  
by Joanna Trollope

…I shall hang the painting in my library. I know the exact spot, upon the wall 
directly opposite the door, where it will immediately strike all those who enter. 
In her shrewish way, my wife has suggested that I might like to place a small 
table beneath, for candles, and offerings in tribute, but I feigned not to have 
heard her. She liked my looks well enough when we were wed, but custom has 
staled her admiration. And her courtesy…

From The Life of Launcelot Northbrook  
by John Banville

…Northbrook was renowned as one of the most handsome men of his 
generation – his auburn locks in particular were much admired – and the 
saying was that half the women of London went into mourning when, in 
1643, he married Penelope Bright, the daughter of one of Cromwell’s cousins. 
In 1645 or 1646 the couple had a son, Andrew, and a daughter, Elizabeth, 
was born in 1649. It is thought that Northbrook never saw this daughter, for 
by the time that she was born he was in Ireland serving as a staff officer with 
Cromwell’s New Model Army.  At the siege of Wexford by Roundhead forces 
on 11 October 1649, Northbrook was with the Army command at its camp on 
elevated ground at the southern end of the town – an area known to this day 
as Cromwellsfort – where he was grievously wounded in the left temple by a 
musket ball from a Confederate gun and died the following day… 
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