Crimson Rose Q& A

A CONVERSATION WITH LAUREN WILLIG

I have a confession to make. In the past, when my characters have quizzed me about my books in these Q&As, it's been, well, me, making up both the questions and answers. No more. This time, all of these questions were provided by real live people, people who live outside my head. Many thanks to everyone who took the time to pop by the website and contribute a question.

Q.  How did the Alsworthys manage to produce either Mary or Letty? (Jessica)

A.  As you may have noticed, the Pink books tend to feature lots of families.  Parents, siblings, cousins, the whole kit and caboodle.  I’ve always been fascinated by the ways in which family structures and interactions shape individual characters and their actions.  Writing about Letty and Mary, one after the other, was a particular treat.  At first glance, Letty seems like her father’s daughter and Mary her mother’s, but it’s a good deal more complicated than that.  While Letty plays up to her father, her bossiness comes straight from her mother.  Mary, based on pure looks, gets more traction from her mother, but she inherited her father’s analytical mind—even though she chooses to bend it towards gaming the marriage market rather than articles on political economy.  At the same time, both also develop in reaction to their parents’ lifestyles and relationship: Letty views her parents as irresponsible financially and responds by becoming queen of the ledger book, purveyor of order and economy; Mary takes one look at the decaying results of her parents’ “love match” and resolves never to make the same mistake, treating matrimony as a business proposition to be parlayed into the highest possible returns.  One can only wonder how their little brother Nicholas will turn out….

Q.  This book has somewhat of a different feel to it from your others (not quite as lighthearted, more irony-loaded conversations), did you enjoy writing it as much?  (Angie)

The Seduction of the Crimson Rose was a departure from my other books in a number of ways, particularly in terms of tone. A large part of the change in tone was due to the characters themselves.  Both Vaughn and Mary are older than my other characters, darker, angrier, and more cynical. Vaughn, in particular, has a very strong voice.  While writing The Deception of the Emerald Ring, I noticed a curious (and frequently annoying) phenomenon: whenever Vaughn entered a scene, the entire tone of the narrative changed, even where his role was only a minor one.  I spent a good deal of time wrestling with the text of those scenes, attempting to de-Vaughnify them.  Once I moved on to Vaughn’s own book, it was a huge relief to simply give Vaughn his say. The darker tone might have something to do with what I was reading at the time.  I don’t know if it’s just what I’ve been buying or if it’s a larger market trend (my guess is the latter), but many of the lighter-hearted novels I had been reading during the writing of the first three seemed to have been replaced by books that were darker and denser in nature. Last but not least, I wrote Crimson Rose while I was working full time as a litigation associate at a New York law firm.  I was tired, harried, and frequently cranky.  This worked beautifully for Mary and Vaughn, who were perfect vehicles on which to work out my angst.  It would not have worked, however, for Charlotte, whose book, The Temptation of the Night Jasmine, has a very different tone to it and very much reflects her personality.

Q.  When you think about the main characters of your pink books, who do you picture??  (Celly)

A.  Mostly just them, as they appear to me on the page.  I know many authors tend to work from images of actors or historical portraits but, for the most part, my characters tend to hop into my head full grown, with features and voices all their own.  The challenge then becomes accurately conveying the person living in my head to those who, well, don’t live in my head.  That’s not to say that I don’t spend a certain amount of time hopping up and down, pointing at my television scream, exclaiming, and “Yes!  That’s it!  That’s so Miles!” (and for some reason, it usually is Miles, although occasionally it will be Richard, or even Geoff), but it’s always the actor reminding me of the character rather the other way around.

Q.  Will all the previous characters come together again in any of the future books? (Priyanka)

A.  I can’t promise that they’ll all reconvene in the same book like the Brady Bunch Reunion Special, but I can say that most of the previous characters will be prancing back through the narrative at some point or another.  Although this is all still in the planning stages, I have a feeling that Jane, Miss Gwen, our favorite Selwicks, and the graduates of the Selwick Hall spy school will be reconvening in Paris sometime soon—after all, how can the Pink Carnation resist the challenge posed by Napoleon’s plan to crown himself Emperor of the French?  Stay tuned!

Q. Do you have a favorite in the Pink Carnation series? (Alison)

A. That’s always a tough question!  Each book is my favorite while the idea is still pristine and perfect in my mind, before the battle of actually wrestling it to paper begins.  And while I’m writing them, I’m always convinced that the one I’m working on is the worst of the lot, a train wreck in progress, et cetera, et cetera.  While this pattern repeats itself with every book, the one of which I’ve remained the most consistently fond, over time, has to be The Masque of the Black Tulip.  Of all of them, it was the most lighthearted and Miles and Henrietta are still the two characters with whom I most enjoy just hanging out—which may be why they keep popping up in subsequent books!

Q. Will any of your characters fall for someone outside of the Ton, someone lower in the society ladder?  (Rose)

I can answer that question with a very loud and definite YES.  Captain Alex Reid, the hero of Book VI, comes from outside my characters’ usual world in a variety of ways.  Alex was born and raised in India, far from the social structures and conventions of London.  On his father’s side, he is descended from Jacobite rebels who fled Scotland to settle in North Carolina, while on his mother’s side, he’s descended from a long line of Welsh clergymen.  Putting Alex even further outside the ton, he may be a Captain, but he’s a Captain in the wrong army.  In India at the time, there was a great deal of snobbery attached to whether one served in a King’s regiment, where one purchased one’s rank (thus making it a primarily aristocratic, if not terribly experienced, officer corps), or in the East India Company’s army, where commissions were earned rather than bought.  Guess where Alex serves?  Finally, Alex’s status is further complicated by several Anglo-Indian half-siblings, with whom he is extremely close, but who are, by the laws in place in British India at the time, quite literally second class citizens.  As you can tell, I’m currently a little bit obsessed with my non-ton hero.

Q. Whose novels are a greater inspiration for you, Orczy or Austen? (Katie)

At the risk of offending the shade of Baroness Orczy, I would have to go with Austen.  While I greatly admire The Scarlet Pimpernel, it tends to blend in with an entire range of adventure novels that include Raphael Sabatini’s Scaramouche, Anthony Hope’s The Prisoner of Zenda, and Alexandre Dumas’ The Three Musketeers.  My fascination with the masked man as hero comes partly from the Pimpernel, but also from a childhood watching various versions of Zorro and Disney’s The Swamp Fox, both of which also employ the trope of aristocratic fop by day, dashing avenger by night.  Austen, on the other hand, had a marked impact on both my understanding of the complicated social world of early nineteenth century Britain and on my writing style.  I reveled in her sense of the ridiculous, consciously attempted to emulate her clever turns of phrase, and I held her up as my favorite example to everyone who had the audacity to argue that “real books” could not have happy endings.

Q. Do you intend to write any other books after you are done with the Pink Series?  (Katie)

At the rate new characters keep appearing, “done” seems like a very long time away.  Much as I adore the world of Pink, I do intend to write other, non-Pink books, either after or concurrently with the Pink series.  Exactly what those other books might be, I can’t say right now, but I have vague plans for all sorts of things, ranging from a young adult series about buccaneers in the seventeenth century to a mystery novel set at Yale.  Growing up, I experimented with a wide range of styles and genres (although in reference to my imitation Barabara Taylor Bradford novel from seventh grade, the less said the better), and I’m looking forward to trying my hand at all sorts of books over what will hopefully be a very long lifetime of writing, writing and more writing.   

