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A Conversation with 
Louis Bayard 

Where are you from?

Washington, D.C.  

Who are your favorite writers?

Charles Dickens, Mark Twain, Edgar Allan Poe, Saul Bellow.

Which book/books have had the biggest influence on  
your writing?

Middlemarch by George Eliot.

Have you always wanted to be a writer? 

Well, yeah. When I wasn’t wanting to be a cartographer, an 
archaeologist, an actor, a Wimbledon champion. Writing 
turned out to be the most feasible option.    

What are your hobbies and outside interests?

Chasing after my kids. Movies. Gardening.

Movies: What’s your top 10 list?

Sunset Boulevard, All About Eve, His Girl Friday, The Lady 
Eve, The Earrings of Madame de . . . , The Bicycle Thief, 
Airplane!, The Godfather, Cabaret, In America 

What is the single best piece of advice anyone ever  
gave you?

Don’t let nobody steal your joy. (Although the person who 
said this was very much stealing my joy.)

What is your favorite quote?

“Tell me, what is it you plan to do 
With your one wild and precious life?” 
—Mary Oliver

“[If I wanted to 
read a certain 
kind of book, 

I was going to 
have to write  

it myself.”
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And what do you plan to do? Or are you already doing it? 

I guess I am doing it. I get to make up stuff for a living, 
which strikes me as kind of scandalous.  

What is the question most commonly asked by your read-
ers?

How much research do I do?

What is the answer?

Not as much as you might think, but more than I’d like. 
(NOTE to readers: See the author’s original essay in the  
next section.) 

What inspired you to write your first book?

The feeling that if I wanted to read a certain kind of book,  
I was going to have to write it myself.

Where do you write? 

At home, in the local coffee house. Wherever they’ll  
have me.   

Are you working on another writing project now? 

I’m working on a novel about Teddy Roosevelt and his son, 
Kermit, in the Brazilian jungle. It’s inspired by a real-life 
journey Roosevelt took in 1914.

About the 
Author
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“[The School of 
Night] had a 

story. I just had 
to find it. . . .”   

“The Inspiration for The School of Night”

Tiny Tim . . . Edgar Allan Poe . . . a French detective named 
Vidocq . . . one way or another, my books tend to begin with 
a character. Someone who intrigues me. Someone who raises 
question marks in me. Someone who may not have had the 
full hearing he deserves.

My latest book, though, had a very different genesis. It 
began with a name.

A name conjured up by that wonderful time suck and idea 
generator known as Google. A couple of years ago, I spent a 
whole afternoon jumping from link to link, just to see where 
I landed—and I unexpectedly found myself in a Wikipedia 
entry. My eyes glided up to the top of the screen, and there I 
read: “The School of Night.”

Now, I’d never heard this name before, but once I did, I 
could not get it out of my head. It had its own pulse, it had 
a mystery . . . it had a story. I just had to find it.

I soon learned that this school wasn’t your standard brick-
and-mortar establishment. Nor was it a training academy 
for wizards. It was just a group of men—intellectuals like 
Walter Ralegh and Christopher Marlowe who (so rumor had 
it) gathered late at night to engage in dark arts and heresy.

By now, you can probably guess, I was intrigued. I wanted 
to learn everything I could about this so-called school. The 
only problem? There wasn’t much to find.

Indeed, if you ask a lot of English literature scholars, they’ll 
tell you there may never have been a School of Night—at 
least not in any formal sense. Certainly, there’s no paper 
trail. If these brilliant scholars ever did come together to 
pick one another’s brains, they left behind no curricula, no 

An Original Essay by the Author
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Behind the 
Novel

dissertations—not even a scrap of homework. We can only 
intuit what they would have talked about from the writings 
they individually published in their lifetimes. And from the 
untimely ends so many of them met.

So, at the start, I had a lot more questions than answers. 
And you know, if I were a real historian, I might have 
despaired. But I soon realized that, for a historical novelist, 
the cloud surrounding the School of Night was something of 
a godsend. Because it meant I could make the school what-
ever I needed it to be.

Very early on, for instance, I made a conscious decision to 
push aside the school’s star attractions, Ralegh and Marlowe, 
in favor of one of the least known members: a guy named 
Thomas Harriot.

And if you’re asking, “Thomas who?” . . . well, that’s the 
same question I had. But as I did my research, that question 
morphed into: “Why don’t I know this guy? Why doesn’t 
everyone know him?”

This is the man, after all, who is known in certain circles 
as “England’s Galileo.” And for good reason. He was doing 
pretty much everything Galileo was doing while Galileo was 
doing it. Measuring the downward acceleration of objects. 
Using a telescope to map the moon. Witnessing Halley’s 
comet long before Halley did. Discovering a key law of 
refraction years before the man who’s credited with discov-
ering it.

Unfortunately, we’re just now getting around to knowing 
what Harriot knew because he published so little in his 
lifetime. In fact, the more I pondered his enigma, the more 
I wondered if he wasn’t just putting his findings in a kind 
of trust—for us, the generations of the future. Creating, in 
effect, a School of Night that could bridge past and present.

The structure of my book really flows out of that fancy. We 
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have, at one level, a love story about Thomas Harriot and 
the young woman who comes to work for him. We also have 
a modern-day quest, in which a group of adventurers, some 
less savory than others, are hunting for Harriot’s treasure, 
the “pope’s ransom” that he may have left in, of all places, 
the wilds of North Carolina (where he was the first English 
scientist to explore the New World).

At first, these two narratives sit side by side. Then, gradually, 
they begin folding around each other in ways that I hope are 
both surprising and moving—until, by book’s end, the two 
stories have converged. This is a novel that embraces many 
different forms—tragedy, comedy, romance, adventure, even 
a whiff of the supernatural—but it applies them toward a 
common end, which is plumbing the depths of a mystery.

And this is the same mystery that washed over me when I 
first read those words: “The School of Night.” A sense of 
darkness, yes, but boundlessness, too. And if I’ve communi-
cated any of that spirit to my readers, then I’ll feel like I’ve 
done my duty. To Thomas Harriot and to his brave fellow 
scholars, who dared to question orthodoxy and who, in the 
process, may have made us better and wiser people.

“This is a novel 
that embraces 
many different 

forms . . .  
toward a  

common end, 
which is  

plumbing the 
depths of a  
mystery.”
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Keep on 
Reading

George Garrett’s Elizabethan trilogy: Death of the Fox,  
The Succession, Entered from the Sun

A Dead Man in Deptford by Anthony Burgess

Wolf Hall by Hilary Mantel

The Gunpowder Plot by Antonia Fraser

Elizabeth’s London: Everyday Life in Elizabethan London by 
Liza Picard

Will in the World: How Shakespeare Became Shakespeare and 
Shakespearean Negotiations: The Circulation of Social Energy 
in Renaissance England by Stephen Greenblatt

Soul of the Age: A Biography of the Mind of William 
Shakespeare by Jonathan Bate

Recommended Reading
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Reading Group Questions

1.  Bayard draws many parallels between the worlds of 
Thomas Harriot and Henry Cavendish. What does Henry 
Cavendish have in common with the philosophers in the 
School of Night? Do you think he would he have been 
invited to attend their meetings, if they were alive at the 
same time? 

2.  Imagine you were a member of the School of Night. 
What treasure would you try to protect? Why?

3.  Margaret and Clarissa are both very strong women—one 
in mind, one in body. How are they similar? How are they 
different? 

4.  Had you heard of Thomas Harriot and the School of 
Night prior to reading this book? If so, did this change 
your opinion of him? What about the other players in the 
School of Night? How did this novel inform your knowl-
edge of their roles in history?

5.  On page 69, Ralegh writes: “I could find no better plaster 
for my wounds than memory. In parlous times, it is great 
joy to think upon that homely School, where we were 
glad to gather.” How does this quotation apply to each 
character in the novel? 

6.  The concepts of marriage and love are important through-
out the novel. Discuss the different types of marriages 
we see and how the idea of marriage affects the indi-
vidual characters (Harriot, Margaret, Henry, Clarissa, the 
Gollivers, etc.).
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Keep on 
Reading

  7.  How did Alonzo’s fake death help Henry and 
the group solve the mystery of the School of 
Night? How did it hurt them? 

  8.  A fallen academic, Henry Cavendish is a man 
grasping with his past and trying to save face 
throughout the story. What do you think of his 
excitement upon reading Ralegh’s letter’s first 
page? What do you think Henry has learned (or 
not learned) by the novel’s close?

  9.  What did you think about the book’s ending? 
Would you have ended it differently? 

10.  Discuss the nature of fact versus fiction in  
The School of Night. You may wish to take this 
opportunity to bring in other historical novels 
you’ve read (as a group or on your own). 

11.  Why do modern readers enjoy novels about the 
past? How and when can a powerful piece of 
fiction be a history lesson in itself?

12.  We are taught, as young readers, that every 
story has a “moral.” Is there a moral to The 
School of Night? What can we learn about our 
world—and ourselves—from both Harriot and 
Henry’s stories?
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