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A Conversation with 
Maeve Haran 

“[T]here’s  
nothing I  

enjoy more  
than reading 

endless history 
books....”

Could you tell us a little about your background  
and when you decided that you wanted to lead a 
literary life?

This is my third career (fourth if you count mom). 
I studied law at Oxford, gave it up and became a 
journalist, then a television producer for twelve 
years, and only took to the literary life when I had 
my second daughter. I have written ten contempo-
rary novels, one work of nonfiction about life’s small 
pleasures, and then had a complete change of direc-
tion with The Lady and the Poet. Plus I had a son, my 
“autumn crocus,” when I was forty-three!

Is writing a historical novel a very different process 
from writing a contemporary one?

Completely. I hated doing the research for my 
contemporary novels but I adore researching the 
historical ones. Obviously, it is quite a challenge to 
authentically re-create the sights, smells, clothes, lan-
guage, and belief systems of four hundred years ago 
in a way that convinces and carries the reader into 
such a different world. But there’s nothing I enjoy 
more than reading endless history books, collections 
of London street cries. Histories of dreadful illnesses, 
ancient recipes, plus diaries of long-dead people who 
jump back into vivid life.

Who are some of your favorite authors? 

I love the nineteenth century: George Eliot,  
Mrs. Gaskell, Thomas Hardy, Dickens. Great  
storytellers. Perhaps it was because so many of  
them wrote installments.
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About the 
Author

Who are some of your favorite historical figures?

I think Queen Elizabeth I, who very memorably 
appears in The Lady and the Poet, is perhaps our 
greatest monarch ever. I loved re-creating a very 
little-known true event where Sir George More, my 
heroine Ann’s father, is reminded by the Queen that 
when they were young she had taken a ring from 
her finger and asked him to deliver it to her one true 
love, the Earl of Leicester, with the message that, like 
the weather (it was raining cats and dogs), she would 
weep until they met again. It really made her come 
alive as a woman whose position meant she couldn’t 
marry the man she loved. The wonderful story of her 
stealing a dress from her lady-in-waiting was also 
taken from life. It really shows her vulnerability.

What was the inspiration for your book?

I have had a lifelong passion for Donne’s poetry, 
which started at my convent boarding school. He is 
my ideal hero: dark, seductive, witty, complicated. 
But when I found out more about his life I realized 
Donne scholars believed Ann was a poor, ignorant 
woman and that his marriage to her must have been 
a terrible mistake. The most exciting thing about 
writing this book was discovering little-known mate-
rial that challenged that assumption. Actually, Ann 
was highly educated and Donne did indeed love her 
deeply; far from their union being a disaster it was a 
marriage of true minds. I wanted to restore Ann to 
her rightful place in history!
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“I wanted  
to restore  

Ann to her 
rightful place  
in history!”

Is there any particular kind of music you listen to 
when you’re writing?

I discovered that a lot of Donne’s poems were set to 
music and that he was—much against his will—as 
one commentator put it: the “Paul McCartney of his 
era.” I discovered an amazing CD of Richard Burton 
reading Donne’s poetry. He was fantastic—sexy, 
angry, lyrical, tender—just as Donne was. He made 
Donne seem incredibly real, so I listened to it all  
the time.

Do you have any special writing rituals?  
For example, what do you have on your desk  
when you’re writing?

I had a large portrait of John Donne looking brood-
ing and sexy on my desk, plus pictures of all the 
other characters. Tragically, no portrait of Ann exists, 
but I did have her brother’s portrait, a very engaging 
young man, and her father, the villain of the piece 
in some ways. I always stick up pictures of my char-
acters if I can—they become more familiar than my 
family.

Did you have any interesting experiences when  
The Lady and the Poet was published?

I sent the book to the world’s leading Donne scholar, 
Oxford professor John Carey, who had always been 
rather scathing about Donne’s marriage to Ann, 
convinced that he couldn’t have loved her, that she 
was an ignorant woman. I explained how I had come 
across new information about how educated she was 
and got a wonderful response from him, saying how 
this changed his whole perception of their relation-
ship! That was incredibly exciting.
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About the 
Author

Do you scrupulously adhere to historical fact in 
your novels or do you take liberties if the story can 
benefit from the change? To what extent did you 
stick to the facts with The Lady and the Poet?

In a sense, I was lucky with Ann as so little is 
recorded about her, no letters or portrait, so I had 
to use my imagination. On the other hand, the new 
information I discovered about her meant I could 
bring her to life in a way I felt was true and con-
vincing. To be honest, I was much more terrified of 
trying to evoke Donne himself, since to those who 
know him he is a truly iconic figure. I was absolutely 
thrilled when one very influential British critic (who 
is known to be very snooty) said I captured the “sexy, 
elusive Donne” brilliantly. 

Are you currently working on another book? And if 
so, what or who is your subject?

I have written another unknown but wonderful 
love story, this time between Frances, Duchess of 
Richmond, a great beauty who posed for Britannia 
on the British copper coins, and the man she loved. 
It’s set in the Restoration period when Charles II 
pursued Frances relentlessly, even offering to make 
her Queen, but she held out for the man she loved!
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1558    Queen Elizabeth I comes to the throne.

1597    Donne enters the service of Lord Keeper of 
the Great Seal, Sir Thomas Egerton; meets  
Ann More, daughter of Sir George More, 
niece of Lady Egerton.

1600    Lady Egerton dies of smallpox.

1601    Donne and Ann secretly marry.

1602      Donne reveals their marriage to Ann’s 
father, Sir George More. Donne is dismissed 
by the Lord Keeper and imprisoned in the 
Fleet Prison. Sir George disputes the validity 
of the marriage but it is upheld by the  
Court of Audience.

1602      Donne and Ann move in with her cousin 
Francis Wolley in Pyrford, Surrey.

1603    Elizabeth dies and is succeeded by James I. 

1615     Donne is ordained in the Church  
of England. 

1617      Ann dies at thirty-three after giving birth to 
a stillborn child, their twelfth. 

1621    Donne is elected as Dean of St Paul’s 
Cathedral. He never remarries.

1631    Donne preaches his final sermon, and 
poses for a funeral statue by Nicholas 
Stone before his death. The statue is 
among the only St Paul’s monuments  
to survive the Great Fire of London.

Historical Timeline
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Behind the 
Novel

The Poetry of John Donne

The Flea
Mark but this flea, and mark in this,
How little that which thou deny’st me is;
Me it sucked me first, and now sucks thee, 
And in this flea our two bloods mingled be.
Thou know’st that this cannot be said
A sin, nor shame, nor loss of maidenhead ;
    Yet this enjoys before it woo,
    And pampered swells with one blood made of 
two;
    And this, alas, is more than we would do.
Oh stay, three lives in one flea spare,
Where we almost, nay more than married are.
This flea is you and I, and this
Our marriage bed, and marriage temple is;
Though parents grudge, and you, we are met,
And cloistered in these living walls of jet.
    Though use make you apt to kill me,
    Let not to that self-murder added be,
    And sacrilege, three sins in killing three.
Cruel and sudden, hast thou since
Purpled thy nail in blood of innocence?
In what could this flea guilty be,
Except in that drop which it suck’d from thee?
Yet thou triumph’st, and say’st that thou
Find’st not thyself nor me the weaker now.
’Tis true ; then learn how false fears be ;
Just so much honour, when thou yield’st to me,
Will waste, as this flea’s death took life from thee.

Poems
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A Valediction: Forbidding Mourning 
As virtuous men pass mildly away, 
    And whisper to their souls’ to go, 
Whilst some of their sad friends do say, 
The breath goes now, and some say, no: 
So let us melt, and make no noise, 
    No tear-floods, nor sigh-tempests move, 
’Twere profanation of our joys 
    To tell the laity our love. 
Moving of th’ earth brings harms and fears, 
    Men reckon what it did, and meant, 
But trepidation of the spheres,
    Though greater far, is innocent. 
Dull sublunary lovers’ love  
    (Whose soul is sense) cannot admit
Absence, because it doth remove,
 Those things which elemented it.  
But we by a love. so much refined, 
    That ourselves know not what it is,
Inter-assurèd of the mind,  
    Care less, eyes, lips and hands to miss 
Our two souls therefore, which are one,  
    Though I must go, endure not yet  
A breach, but an expansion,  
    Like gold to airy thinness beat.  
If they be two, they are two 
    As stiff twin compasses are two’  
Thy soul, the fixed foot, makes no show  
    To move, but doth, if th’ other do.  
And though it in the centre sit,  
    Yet when the other far doth roam,
It leans, and hearkens after it,  
    And grows erect, as that comes home. 
Such wilt thou be to me, who must, 
    Like th’ other foot, obliquely run ; 
Thy firmness makes my circle just,
    And makes me end where I begun.  

Lady and the Poet_RGG   8 1/21/11   3:23 PM



Behind the 
Novel

Holy Sonnet 17
Since she whom I loved hath paid her last debt
To nature, and to hers, and my good is dead,
And her soul early into heaven ravishèd,
Wholly in heavenly things my mind is set.
Here the admiring her my mind did whet
To seek thee, God; so streams do show the head;
But though I have found thee, and thou my thirst hast fed,
A holy thirsty dropsy melts me yet.
But why should I beg more love, when as thou
Dost woo my soul, for hers offering all thine:
And dost not only fear lest I allow
My love to saints and angels, things divine,
But in thy tender jealousy dost doubt
Lest the world, flesh, yea, devil put thee out.

Song
Go and catch a falling star,
Get with child a mandrake root,
Tell me where all past years are,
Or who cleft the Devil’s foot,
Teach me to hear mermaids singing,
Or to keep off envy’s stinging,
And find 
What wind
Serves to advance an honest mind.
If thou be’st born to strange sights,
Things invisible to see,
Ride ten thousand days and nights,
Till age snow white hairs on thee,
Thou, when thou return’st, wilt tell me,
All strange wonders that befell thee,
And swear,
No where
Lives a woman true, and fair.
If thou find’st one, let me know,
Such a pilgrimage were sweet;
Yet do not, I would not go,
Though at next door we might meet;
Though she were true, when you met her,
And last, till you write your letter,
Yet she
Will be
False, ere I come, to two, or three.
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“With Ann, so 
little is recorded 
about her [that] 
I had to use my 
imagination.”

“Marrying Beneath You”  
by Maeve Haran

Any modern-day Cinderella who longs to find 
her Prince had better hotfoot it to Scandinavia. It 
was there commoner Mette-Marit Tjessem Hoiby, 
single mother and onetime waitress, became Crown 
Princess of Norway in 2001. In Denmark, Prince 
Frederick famously got hitched to Tasmanian estate 
agent Mary Donaldson. Then, former personal 
trainer Daniel Westling walked down the aisle with 
Crown Princess Victoria of Sweden with every appar-
ent blessing from her parents, the King and Queen.

In the past things haven’t been this straightforward 
for the upwardly ambitious. Rules and conventions 
were built up over centuries about who can marry 
whom—and anyone who broke them ran the risk of 
being cut off by their family, dropped by polite soci-
ety, or even clapped up in jail.

This is what happened in 1601 when the heroine 
of my novel, young and gently bred Ann More, 
fell in love with the scandalous but seductive poet 
John Donne, who worked as her uncle’s secretary, 
and infuriated her father by secretly marrying him. 
Donne ended up (mercifully briefly) in the Fleet 
Prison. They did go on to have a vast brood of chil-
dren and be very happy together, though life was 
hard since Ann’s father took years to forgive them 
and they were consequently very poor. Their love, 
being deep and genuine, at least made it all seem 
worth it.

Of course, John and Ann Donne were by no means 
the first to outrage the system with their love. In 
twelfth-century Paris, the renowned French phi-
losopher Peter Abelard fell in love with the young 

An Original Essay  
by the Author 

Lady and the Poet_RGG   10 1/21/11   3:23 PM



Behind the 
Novel

woman he was tutoring and caused no end of  
problems. Indeed, his love for Heloise led to one  
of the most famous and tragic love stories of all  
time when her outraged family, believing he had  
cast her off, set upon Abelard and castrated him as  
a punishment.  

Margery Paston, a feisty young lady, fell in love with 
her brother’s bailiff, Richard Calle in 1469, caus-
ing a great to-do in her family circle. Marrying the 
bailiff was something the gently bred medieval girl 
definitely did not do. But Margery resisted all man-
ner of pressure, from the Bishop of Norwich to her 
own mother threatening never to see her again, and 
was eventually allowed to marry her swain.

Perhaps the record for energy and daring must go to 
the amazing Emily Lennox, Duchess of Leinster, in 
1773. Emily had already had nineteen children when 
she fell in love with her children’s tutor, William 
Ogilvie, and conducted an illicit affair with him. As 
if this weren’t stunning enough, when the Duke died 
she married Ogilvie and had her twentieth child, 
leaving society—and her other children—utterly out-
raged. 

Apart from daring exceptions, marrying between 
different classes remained almost unheard of until 
that wonderfully levelling mechanism: the stage. 
When Charles II (who had his own ways of level-
ling out society) decreed that women should be 
allowed to take female parts previously filled by men, 
there was a positive boom in cross-class encounters 
of the sexual kind. Even ex-orange girls like Nell 
Gwyn could jump the social boundaries and sleep 
with a king. But it wasn’t marriage that Restoration 
actresses managed to make à la mode. It took a few 
more years for the celebrated Gunning sisters—also 
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“[Even] Fergie 
never managed  

to break  
through that 
impenetrable 

class barrier . . . ”

actresses—to achieve that leap.

By the mid-eighteenth century the famous Gunning 
girls leapt across the boards to bag not lovers but 
husbands from the aristocracy. Elizabeth Gunning so 
inflamed the Duke of Hamilton that he married her 
in a fit of passion in a notorious Mayfair chapel at 
midnight, plighting his troth with a bed-curtain ring, 
thereby encouraging hordes of aspiring duchesses 
to try to follow in their footsteps. Soon clandestine 
weddings became so common that a crackdown in 
the form of the Marriage Act of 1754 followed to 
try to save the flower of society from marrying ladies 
and gentlemen of definitely dubious origins. 

One fascinating aspect of cross-class marriage was 
the sexism that underlay it. For a woman to marry 
“up” was far more acceptable than women marrying 
beneath them, beauty and youth often being seen as 
a reasonable exchange for wealth and class. Indeed 
in 1554 when the corpulent forty-two-year-old 
Frances Brandon, Duchess of Suffolk and mother of 
Lady Jane Grey, married Adrian Stokes, her Master 
of the Horse, who happened to be twenty-one years 
her junior, it prompted Queen Elizabeth to make 
some unprintable remarks about the reasons behind 
the match!

Even Queen Victoria had her own rough diamond in 
ghillie William Brown, which scandalized her court-
iers, who were terrified of the risk of her becoming 
plain Mrs. Brown.

If you did marry out of your class you needed the 
hide of a rhinoceros to ignore all the rude remarks 
you inevitably attracted. Words like gold-digger and 
adventuress were bandied about. When Pamela 
Harriman, who by divorce or death had lost a num-
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Behind the 
Novel

ber of husbands (including Randolph Churchill), 
married American Ambassador Averell Harriman, 
she was described by the press as “The Widow of 
Opportunity,” and Arianna Stassinopoulos, when 
she wed millionaire oil magnate Michael Huffington, 
similarly had to shrug off the unflattering tag “the 
most upwardly mobile Greek since Icarus.”

Even though she seemed posh to most of us, Sarah 
Ferguson also met with a snobbish reaction that 
echoed the criticism from aristos down the centu-
ries when she bagged Prince Andrew. As trainer of 
their polo ponies, her father Major Ronald may have 
struck Queen Elizabeth II much as Adrian Stokes, 
the ambitious Master of the Duchess of Suffolk’s 
horse, did Elizabeth I back in 1554. And despite a 
marriage in Westminster Abbey, Fergie never man-
aged to break through that impenetrable class barrier 
that clangs down like a drawbridge on anyone who is 
deemed to be a bit of an outsider.

Ann, the heroine of my novel, was lucky. After her 
scandalous secret marriage to John Donne, her 
cousin offered them somewhere to live. But life was 
undoubtedly tough for them both. As Donne was 
rumored to have bitterly commented about the fall-
out from his marriage: “John Donne, Ann Donne, 
Undone.”  

However, if Ann had not defied her father and her 
background, she might have married a conventional 
country squire as two of her sisters did and we 
would have been deprived of some of the most mov-
ing poetic celebrations of true and enduring love in 
the English language. 
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Recommended Reading 

The Complete English Poems of John Donne 

Elizabeth and Essex: A Tragic History  
by Lytton Strachey  
I found this deeply evocative and moving.

John Donne’s Marriage Letters in The Folger 
Shakespeare Library 
(edited by Thomas M. Hester,  
Robert Parer Sorlien, and Dennis Flynn).  
It sent shivers down my spine to see Donne’s own 
handwriting when he confesses to Ann’s father  
about their secret marriage.

For the fun of it: Elinor Fettiplace’s Recipe Book 
for early recipes and evocation of Elizabethan  
manor-house life from the Penguin Cookery Library.

And for your listening delight: The sublime  
Richard Burton reading The Love Poems of 
John Donne (available on compact disc).
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Keep on 
Reading

1.  To modern readers, John Donne seems an  
impressive marriage partner: a public servant who 
was also a poet and went on to become Dean of 
St Paul’s Cathedral. Why did their marriage cause 
such a scandal at the time?

2.  John Donne is supposed to have said the famous 
line: “John Donne, Ann Donne, Undone.”  
Why might he have said that? Was he right?

3.  Was Sir George More the villain of the piece or 
just a normal sixteenth-century aristocratic father?

4.  Some people argue that it was Donne’s sense of 
exclusion due to his Catholicism and relatively 
humble social background that gave his poetry its 
distinctive power. Are there reasons why exclusion 
might benefit an artist more than social success?

5.  How was Ann different from most women of her 
era? Take a moment to talk about sexual equality 
and the obstacles that faced women during this 
time. How did they exert their power?

6.  Who was your favorite character in the book and 
why? (One of Maeve’s was Ann’s grandmother. 
There is a marvelously stern portrait of her at 
Loseley Park, Ann’s family home.)

7.  To what extent do you think the author took artis-
tic liberties with this novel? Do you think her work 
was made easier or harder given that no portrait 
of or letters from Ann survive?

8.  Why do you think there’s so little public trace of 
women in earlier periods?

9.  What makes a truly involving historical novel and 
why do we enjoy them? Do they add to or cloud 
our picture of the past?

Reading Group Questions
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