'SUCH A TWIN LIKENESS THERE WAS IN THE PAIR':
AN INVESTIGATION INTO THE PAINTING OF THE
CHOLMONDELEY SISTERS
7".

PROVEXAXCE AND .\PPK.\R.\XCE

In the early British collection at the Tate Gallery in London
hangs a painting which is both unique in its subject matter
and puzzling in its interpretation (frontispiece). It shows
two young women sitting up in bed, fully dressed and each
holding an infant. Known popularly as T%c C'/m/moHfAVfy
&j/«j, it has been dated by the Tate on grounds of technique and costume to approximately 1600 to 1610. The
subjects have never been identified for certain. For most of
its life the picture hung at \ ale Royal in Cheshire, the home
for several centuries of a branch of the Cholmondeley
family. Very little is known of the painting s early history.
The Tate's catalogue cites it as being in the collection of
Thomas Cholmondeley in the seventeenth century. The
historian of Cheshire, George Ormerod, whose multivolume work on the county was first published in 1819,
records a visit to Vale Royal where he saw 'in a passage
leading to the sleeping rooms ... an antient painting of two
ladies, said to be born and married on the same day,
represented with children in their arms, and long yellow
hairV Perhaps Ormerod's description was from memory,
perhaps the light was poor and the painting dirty, for
neither has blonde hair. He might, perhaps, be forgiven for
mistaking the edging of the ruff on the left-hand figure for
flowing locks. The painting was sold by Lord Delamere on
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19 May 1939 under the title Two Ladies of the Cholmondeley
Family. It was bought by a member of the Howard family for
£105, then sold, again at Christie's, by Francis Howard on
25 November 1955 and presented anonymously to the Tate
by the end of that year, in memory of Francis Howard. 2
Painted in oil on wood, the picture measures 68 in. in
width and is 35 in. high (173 by 89 cm.). It is glazed and
enclosed in a dark, plain wood frame. The four panels divide
the picture horizontal!}', approximately at head, breast, and
hand level, though the divisions are barely discernible.
Perhaps the use of wood rather than canvas suggests a
painter of conservative and traditional tastes, though wood
was then still widely used for portraits. The paint texture is
a little rougher than in many contemporary pictures, the
technique cruder than in the court portraits with their
exquisite and refined rendering of pearls and lace. The
portrait required considerable conservation on its arrival at
the gallery. Many losses of paint had occurred along the
horizontal grain of the wood panels. Securing the loose
paint, removing layers of discoloured varnish and of overpainting (of the background and bedcover), together with
filling and retouching, took over three years. The figure on
the left was more badly damaged and had been retouched
already, the face in particular suffering from paint losses.
The two right-hand faces had also had paint added at some
stage. The wood itself was dry and suffering from beetle
infestation, the bottom panel split. A black line along the
inner edges of the portrait indicated the painting of an
earlier frame while attached to the panels. Cleaning
revealed that the artist had used a white ground for the
figures, the backrest of the bed, and the coverlet; white had
been laid on a grey base, grey on black, and red and flesh
tones on a grey base colour. !
Two young women sit upright in a large bed, confronting
the onlooker directly with their gaze, each holding a child
on her lap. They are dressed sumptuously in early
seventeenth-century dresses, silver-white, with elaborate
ruffs, the pillows and sheets white against a dark, plain
background, the coverlet a patterned shade of dark crimson.
The infants would appear to be several weeks old but their
gender is impossible to determine owing to their apparel. At
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that period, swaddling was used up to about four months
after birth. 4 The mother on the left-hand side of the
painting has grey eyes (as does her child). She wears a
necklace of pearls with gold, heart-shaped ornaments forming a motif. The front of her bodice has a design, loosely
based on plant forms, reflected in her child's dress. Her
expression is dignified, content, even serene. Her companion to our right has dark brown eyes (her child's are a
paler tawny) and wears a necklace of pearls which includes
some tiny, rose-shaped, gold or red decorations. Her expression and features are a trifle prim, perhaps even a little
severe. Her child's gown does not seem to imitate quite so
closely the design of the mother's. The gold-embroidered
edging on the infants' robes has lozenges alternating with
saltires on the banding. The robe of the child on the right
more clearly shows a pattern, of plants, foliage, perhaps
rose hips, than does the left-hand cloth whose design is
plain. Artists of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries
often placed visual clues, puns or rebuses and the like, in
their paintings to identify the subjects or indulge in games
of arcane symbolism. Lengthy examination of this picture,
however, reveals little of that. The dresses of the two women
are almost identical, as are the children's clothes, except for
the decorative motif on the bodice. An analysis of the
costumes portrayed in the painting is helpful only as an
approximate dating aid. The trunk or cannon sleeves of the
women were in use from the 1570s to about 1620. The
square low neck persisted until around 1615. A fan-shaped,
open ruff was popular from about 1570 to 1620. The
addition of a narrow inner frill of gauze or lace to the ruffs
inner edge was not seen before about 1600 and was common
by 1605. : ' These features are clearly visible in the Cholmondeley portrait and suggest that the family, no doubt in
common with many provincial gentry, was fully aware of the
latest fashions emanating from London. Personal and business correspondence referred to below shows that the family
paid enough visits to the capital to be acquainted with the
new styles. In the 1590s, and until about 1615, the hair
would be coiled into a high bun, and the padded roll styles
used here were a little old-fashioned for the early 1600s.
Rings were common in the Jacobean period and it is
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perhaps surprising that the two married women in this
portrait wear none. The embroidery of the stomachers is
typical of the period around 1600. An open, fan-shaped ruff
was often used by unmarried women on formal occasions. A
wedding dress was often worn on anniversaries (until it no
longer fitted). It may have been used also for christenings
and their commemoration. If the christening was only a few
years after the wedding, it would have been cheaper and
more convenient to use the same dress.
The painting is one of a type of family group portrait
which was popular in the Elizabethan and early Stuart
period. The Elizabethan tradition was one of glorification of
an individual, bordering on the iconesque. It employed
emblems or symbols to show identity and status and was
uninterested in revealing psychological depths. Verstegen's
comment, made around the time of this portrait, is apt:
'When your posterity shall see our pictures they shall think
we were foolishly proud of our apparel. 1(J Roy Strong writes
that portraiture of the time 'is concerned with recording and
defining in visual terms the position of a sitter in society.
Gorgeous gem-encrusted costumes . . . proclaim to every
onlooker that these people are superior beings'.' The family
group genre is characterized by the portraits of Lady Lettice
Crcssy and her children (The Tasburgh Group)? painted about
1605, and of Barbara Gamage and her children, painted in
1596. 9 Two well-known paintings of the 1630s use the
device of a bed scene. Sir Thomas Aston at the Deathbed of his
Wife was painted about 1635 by John Souch of Chester. 10 A
year or two later, David des Granges painted The Saltonstall
Family, where the husband's first wife is shown lifeless in
bed and his second wife by the bed, seated. Three children
are also depicted." The Cholmondeley Sisters, painted about
thirty years before either of those two, uses the dramatic
artifice of a symbolic childbed scene. The portrayal of two
sisters in a single painting is unusual at that time. A portrait
at Longleat House in Wiltshire is believed to be of Frances
(or Penelope) and Dorothy Devereux, painted in their
mid-teens around 1580. Lady Mary Wroth with her Sister shows
the daughters of the first earl of Leicester and is inscribed,
probably in a later hand, 'Mark Garrard f 1612'. (Mark
Gheeraedts fecit 1612). The portrait has also been known,
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unflatteringly to one party, as Lady it/an' \\'rolh and her
Mother.^ 1 William Larkin painted the sisters Diana Cecil,
countess of Oxford, and Anne Cecil, countess of Stamford,
separately in about 1615.' :i These portraits are to some
extent an echo of the Cholmondelcy work as the Cecils are
shown wearing identical dresses. Though without infants,
the women are a facsimile of each other except facially and,
were the pictures to he joined, a mental image of the
Cholmondeley picture might be conjured up. The latter was
once attributed to the anglicized Fleming Marcus (Mark)
Ghceracdts the younger. It does bear a little similarity
stylistically to some of his work but docs not have the
technical virtuosity of his paintings. It seems a little dated
for its period, even naive
this is part of its charm. One
could easily believe that it belonged to the last years of
Elizabeth.
The enigmatic nature of the painting, apart from the
visual impact of the juxtaposition of the figures and the
mothers' steady gaze at the viewer, lies in an inscription
painted in gold in the lower left-hand corner. It reads:
Two Ladies of the Cholmondeley Family
Who were bora the same day
Married the same day
And brought to Bed the same day.

This inscription has always been the sole identification for
the sitters' identity and yet itself presents a puzzle. Found
on the reverse of the portrait on its arrival at the Fate
Gallery was a fragment of brown paper, 14 about 5 in. by 3
in., with a legend in faded brown ink, written in what looks
like an eighteenth-century hand:
.
.
.
.
.

.
.
.
.
.

.
.
.
.
.

adys of the Cholm . . .
amily, who were born . . .
me Day, Married the . . .
me Day, & their Children
n the same Day.

One inscription is clearly based on the other. The main
difference between the two is that the one on paper appears
to use the more prosaic 'born' rather than 'brought to bed'.
However, it seems clear that both inscriptions postdate the
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portrait by a hundred years or more. That on the front of the
picture is on top of a later varnish layer and subsequent to a
restoration. The style of the script suggests a late
eighteenth-century date.' 1 One can thus only wonder what
basis there is for the chronological accuracy of the inscription. Was it simply an oral family tradition or was it a series
of documented events? Verses were often inscribed on
frames that have since disappeared from the pictures they
describe and the identification lost with them. William
Larkin's portraits of the Sackvilles, writes Sheila O'Connell,
'are framed in identical early eighteenth-century frames and
inscriptions on some of them
including the incorrect
identifications of the portraits of the third earl and his
brother
appear to date from the same period'. 16 Larkin's
picture of Richard Sackville, third earl of Dorset, in about
1613 was actually inscribed 'Edward Sackville' (his brother)
in the early eighteenth century. Perhaps The Sisters is
another example of the same process. 'Such portraits would
have been of note only for the ancestors they portrayed
and inaccurate later inscriptions show that descendants
could be careless even there'. 1 ' If the inscription was added
some considerable time later, one may surely doubt its
accuracy. With the events of the Cholmondeley inscription,
we are looking at a coincidence of staggering proportions.
Having discussed the portrait's known history and physical appearance, it is time to enquire further into the
identity of its subjects, two adults and two infants. The
inscription gives us a generous clue, a well-documented
Cheshire gentry family of the period around 1600. There
were eventually two main branches of the Cholmondeleys
in the county, however, and despite the fact that the
portrait appears to have spent most of its life (about 315
years out of 380-odd) at one house, I shall attempt to show
that it originated at, and portrays members of, the other
house. This will involve examining a number of possibilities for the identities of the four sitters, though I believe
that there are only two (or perhaps three) strong candidates for the mothers and up to five pairs of possibilities
for the infants. In looking at the execution of the painting,
I shall try to make some suggestions as to the identity of
the artist.

Cholmondelev Sisters
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'THE BOLD LADY OF CHESHIRE'

Christopher Holford of Holford Hall in the parish of Lower
Peover married twice. His second marriage, to Elizabeth
Mainwaring, produced a daughter Mary, his eventual sole
heir, in 1563 (figure 1). She was baptized on 20 January at
the local church. 18 Mary was considered an appropriate
match, aged twelve years and nine months, for the heir to
the Cholmondelev estates, a man about ten years her senior.
Her marriage settlement of 3 September 1575 stated that
the wedding was to be performed by 10 October. 1 '' Sir Hugh
Cholmondelev the younger, born 1552, lived his life somewhat in the shadow of his father (who predeceased him by
only four years). Wealthy and influential, the younger Hugh
took a leading role in local affairs, served on the Council in
the Welsh March and supervised militia operations during
the Irish campaign. He was trusted by the government
though revealed little of his personal beliefs. The Court of
High Commission noted of him: 'No man knoweth, but
obedient.' 2" Eight children were born, five boys, three girls.
Sir Hugh died on 23 July 1601, two months before the birth
of his last child, and was buried in the family vault at
Malpas; a memorandum of the Stanley family of Alderley
records that he 'went well unto his bed and was dead within
two houres after'. 21 The burial register states that he died
'repente' (suddenly)."" Lady Mary survived for another
quarter of a century and was regarded for a time as head of
the family, her eldest son Robert being only sixteen on his
father's death. She maintained great state as a widow for
several years after Sir Hugh's death until she became
involved in a lawsuit with her eldest son, Robert, on his
attainment of his majority in 1606.
King James I was received by Lady Mary at Vale Royal on
21 August 161 7. 1 He stayed for four days, in a room richly
panelled with oak carvings. During this time he visited
Chester for a few hours. The brevity of James's visit may
have disappointed the citizenry, for the Corporation
assembly book records that 'the streetes to be cleansed,
houses to be outwardly beautified if his Maiestie should
happilie by his presence so honor this Citie'.~+ After
returning to Vale Royal, the king knighted Mary's sons-in-
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law, Richard Grosvenor and George Calveley. During his
Cheshire progress he also knighted John Done, chief forester of Delamerc, at the family home in Utkinton.-3 Done
had helped to organize the entertainments at Vale Royal. A
portrait of Sir John, aged forty, made in 1619 (plate I), was
no doubt painted to commemorate James's visit and the
knighthood. 2() The picture is likely to have been made about
a dozen years or so after The Sisters and there are a fewtechnical resemblances beween the two works. The
treatment of the lace ruff and cuffs in the Done portrait and
particularly the thumb and fingers on the right hand show
some similarity to the technique visible in the portrait of the
women. The lettering of the Done inscription is somewhat
similar to the style of that on The Sisters, though its contemporaneity has not been authenticated. James gave Mary the
epithet 'the bold lady of Cheshire', perhaps with regard to
her part in a lawsuit with her uncle, George Holford of
Nevvborough, which lasted forty years, or on account of her
response to James's offer, after his visit to Vale Royal, to
provide for one of her sons at court. She replied that she was
too proud to accept a favour as a recompense for her duty. 2 '
Some years before, she had received a grant of special grace
from James. 28 Dated 21 May 1604, it applied to homicides,
felonies, transgressions, and other offences committed
before the death of Elizabeth I. The deed also referred to
'acts of rape, incest, buggery and witchcraft'. One can
hardly imagine Dame Mary being closely involved in
goings-on of this sort. Perhaps we have here an example of
the formulated blanket pardon. Certainly Dame Mary was
of a determined nature. One can wonder at the foolhardiness of her former servant, John Croppe, gaoled in
February 1607 Tor his lewd behaviour and abuses
attempted and done towards her Ladyship'. 29
A fine portrait of Dame Mary herself, known to have been
at Vale Royal in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries
and probably painted between about 1610 and about 1615,
judging from her costume, also survives (plate II). 30 Perhaps it was painted to commemorate her fiftieth birthday in
1613. Now three-quarter length, the portrait was apparently
once full-length, as stored with it is a small photographic
reproduction of a full-figure portrait, showing Dame Mary's
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Plate I: Sir John Done of Utkinton [courtesy of the Gros\renor Museum, Chester].
shoes protruding from her dress as she stands on a tiled
floor. The treatment of the hands is unlike that in The Sisters
and generally the technique is rather more refined. The
necklace worn by Dame Mary in this portrait is of some
interest. The style bears some similarity to that worn by the
right-hand figure in the double portrait. Triangles of tiny
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Plate II: Dame Mary Cholmondeley (ne'e Holford), the 'Bold
Lady of Cheshire' [courtesy of Lord Delamere].
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pearls hang from the main necklace on both women. Each
necklace appears to have been rendered accurately, as, no
doubt, the sitter would have wished. However, Dame Mary's
necklace lacks the red stones of that in the double portrait
and has pearl drops, missing in the latter. A brown brooch
echoes the colour of Dame Mary's eyes. She wears a lace
golilla standing band, typical of the years around 1605 to
1620 but becoming unusual after about 1615.
Most of Mary's earlier time as a widow was spent at her
father's old home, where she rebuilt the hall. 31 After the
acquisition of Vale Royal, she spent much time there,
making further improvements to the mansion and recovering from a fall in 1617 which resulted in a broken leg/52 Her
three surviving sons were settled at Cholmondeley, Knight's
Grange (near Hartford), and Vale Royal (figure 2). Mary
survived four of her children. Her affection for them and for
her in-laws is clear from her surviving papers. The deed
transferring Vale Royal to her twenty-eight-year-old son
Thomas in 1624 is endorsed T pray God bless it to him and
his forever, by me Marye CholmeleyV" Her will 54 (signed
'Marye Cholmeley', her usual spelling) itemizes many possessions to be left to her children Hugh, Thomas, and
Frances (Robert presumably having a sufficiency at Cholmondeley). No painting is referred to. Frances was left 'my
best crimson mockado bedd, embroydered'. Mockado was a
poorer quality, wool-based material (though it was often
made with silk), produced in Flanders and popular in
England in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. The
coverlet in the portrait does not look unlike this and it is just
possible that Mary's surviving daughter was given the bed
(or coverlet) of the portrait. Frances was left the 'residue of
the furniture of my closett at Holford (other than such as I
have geven unto my two sonnes Hughe and Thomas and to
my ii grandchildren Xpian [Christian] Gamull and Marie
Grosvenor'. (The latter died within the year). Frances also
received 'all the rest of my childbedcl lynens which I have or
shall have at my decease (other than such as I have given
her ii brothers)'. Mary died on 16 August 1625, 'nocte' (at
night), according to the Malpas burial register, where she is
recorded as 'Madam Lady Marye Cholmondcleigh,
widow'.'5 Mary, instrumental in producing several branches
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of the Cholmondeley family, was herself the last of the
Holfords. '1'he Stanley family memoranda, recording the
death of Sir John Davenport, relates that 'the old La[dy]
Ghomley dyed the next weeke after him and Cheshire
mourned for them both together'. l(>

AT EATON BOAT

The baptismal entry of Lettice, the second of Sir Hugh and
Lady Mary's three daughters, does not appear to have
survived and known pedigrees do not mention the event.
However, the notebook from Vale Royal states that she was
born on 15 July 1585. 3/ This certainly accords with known
birthdates for her siblings, though no birthdate is given for
her sister Mary, the 'eldest daughter'. Her marriage entry
also cannot be found in parish registers or pedigrees. One
would expect the marriage to have taken place at Malpas
(where it is not recorded)*8 or at Cholmondeley (for which
no early register survives and where the bishop's transcripts
cover only certain years from 1601). J!) More helpful is a deed
of 14 May 1600, made at Tarporley, being the marriage
articles of Richard Grosvenor and Lettice Cholmondeley,
'one of the daughters of Sir Hugh Cholmondeley'. 4 ' 1 The
deed's first clause was that 'the said Mariage shalbe consumated at or before the feast daie of St. Bartholmewe next
cominge'. Lettice was to be wed by 24 August 1600. Her
dowry was set at £1,000. The daybook or memoranda of the
Stanley of Alderley family records the following: 'Anno
1600: Ric. Grosvenor maried Lettice Cholmeley at Cho: in
[blank], this yeare with whom he had in ready payment in m
li [£1,000]. The same tyme at Michellmas Robert Cho: and
Hatton went with him to Oxford. " Richard was aged
fifteen years seven months at his marriage. 12 The notebook
from Vale Royal gives the date of Lettice's marriage to
Richard Grosvenor of Eaton by Chester as 31 August
1600. 4i She was then aged fifteen years and one month.
The Eccleston registers contain several Grosvenors for
the early seventeenth century but no entries for the children
of Richard and Lettice. 44 Adjacent parishes' registers are no
more productive. It may be that some were baptized at
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Cholmondeley, as Christian was baptized there in 1608. 4°
Her sister Mary was christened on 24 May 1607 in Chester,
at the parish church of St John the Baptist. Ml Dates for the
births of the boys are contradictory or vague. The 1613
heraldic visitation of Cheshire4 ' suggests that Richard was
born about 1608 but Christian's entry rules this out. (Twins
would surely have been baptized together). An Eaton pedigree4 " gives 1604 for Richard while the Cambridge University register gives 1602. 4!l The 1663 visitation' 1" states that
he was buried on 31 January 1664, aged sixty. A second boy,
Robert, who died without issue, may have been born around
1609.'' The marriage ended with Letticc's death in 1612.
aged 26. She was buried in the Grosvenor vault at Eccleston
church. The register for 20 January gives simply: 'Letisah
Grosvenor, wife of Richard Grosvenor'. J~ Another source,
rather confusingly, gives 13 February as her date of death/'3
Richard later married Elizabeth Wilbraham (died 1621) and
Elizabeth Warburton, the latter predeceasing her husband
in 1628 by seventeen years.' 1 Prior to a late Victorian
restoration, Eccleston church contained an altar tomb,
much defaced about 1643, with an effigy of Sir Richard (I)
Grosvenor and 'one of his wives, with ruffs, their hands
clasped and their heads reposing on cushions'." Around
the tomb were depicted various children, including the two
sons and two daughters of Sir Richard and his first wife. We
may well have had here a representation in stone of Eettice
Grosvenor (nee Cholmondeley).
A letter survives written by Sir Richard Grosvenor at Lea,
the Calveleys' home, to his mother-in-law Dame Mary
Cholmondeley and dated 4 May 1612. 1(> She was evidently
in London on business for it is addressed to her 'at the signe
of the Saddle in the Strand'. He comments on his children
being well and sends regards to his brothers and sister. The
close links between the families are again revealed. (The
letter was written three months after the death of Lettice,
his wife). Among the Grosvenor papers at Eaton Hall is a
letter57 written to Richard by Dame Mary, dated New
Year's Day 1624, in which she says how much she would like
to have 'my sonne Dick' (i.e. her grandson Richard Grosvenor, then aged about twenty) with her for some of the
festive season. She signs herself 'your very loving and
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assured mother'. Clearly his two later marriages had not
changed her high regard for him.

THE CALYELEY CONNECTION

George Calveley, son and heir of Sir Hugh Calveley of Lea
Newbold, married the eldest daughter of Sir Hugh Cholmondeley, though no surviving register entry tells us where
or when. A deed of settlement of 8 September 160P8 sets
out the order of claims to several manors for the four
surviving sons of Dame Mary Cholmondeley, newly
widowed. The document contains a clause referring to the
possible 'advancing, preserving and bestowing' in marriage
of her daughter Mary and mentions a sum of £1,500. The
wedding may have taken place at Cholmondeley soon after,
or in 1602 (a year for which no bishop's transcripts survive).
Mary may well have retained close links with her sister, as
Lettice at Eaton was a mere two miles from Mary at Lea,
though until her father-in-law's death in 1606, Mary and
George apparently lived, along with their domestic retinue,
at Holford with Dame Mary/'9 Mary is described as the
eldest daughter of Sir Hugh and Lady Mary in the visitation
of 1613 WI and in funeral certificates for Cheshire." 1 She was
almost certainly their eldest child as she was older than
Lettice who was born thirteen months after Robert, the
eldest boy. No pedigree suggests that Mary and her next
youngest sister Lettice were twins. Mary's untraced birth
may have taken place in the early 1580s. Lady Mary was
seventeen in 1580 and already married five years, though
the first child's baptism presently known was in 1584.
The will of Hugh Calveley, George's father, dictated
while he lay sick at Becston, according to a deposition made
in the consistory court at Chester, is transcribed in the
register of the bishop of Chester. 62 It is dated 22 January
1606 and, among several beneficiaries, there appears the
following item: 'I give and bequeath to my daughter in lawe
Marie, wife to my said sonne George Calveley one guilte
boulc with a cover weighinge 6 ounces or thereaboutes'. An
inquisition post mortem,63 taken 5 August 1607 (Hugh died
in March 1606), described his son George as being aged
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'thirty years and more 1 , born, therefore, about 1576 or a
little earlier. Mary and George, clearly married prior to
January 1606, do not appear to have had any children by
that date. The beneficiaries are numerous and one would
expect old Sir Hugh to have left his grandchild a token.
Pedigrees do not suggest that any children were born and
died in infancy before 1606. So little Mary, the first child,
was probably born after January 1606. Perhaps Mary was
not even pregnant when the will was made. Her first child.
Mary, was born by the end of the year, according to printed
pedigrees, to be followed by five or six others in the ensuing
ten years: George (1607, date unknown),(>4 Dorothy (born 22
May 1608),'" Elizabeth (baptized 13 August 1609), li(l Lettice
(born 14 October 1610), 67 Hugh (born 20 March 1613),68
and Richard (born by January 1616). G9
Mary died in July 1616, probably in her mid-thirties and
was buried at Aldford near Chester.' 0 Sir George then
married Sydney, daughter of Sir William Jones. Dame Mary
Cholmondeley's will states that young Richard Calveley
was 'nursed in my house', which may suggest that he was
Mary Calveley's last child rather than the child of Sydney
Calveley (nee Jones), George's second wife. Sir George
entertained King James in 1617 at Lea Hall, the day after
the monarch had arrived at Vale Royal/' Calveley died in
1621 and was buried at Bunbury 'in his own vault under his
tomb there 1 .' 2 An inventory of his goods, dated 17 January
1620, survives.''5 It was made with the consent of Lady
Calveley (presumably Sydney) and Sir Robert Cholmondeley, the eldest son of Sir Hugh and Lady Mary. A
number of paintings are mentioned and we have an idea of
the family's little portrait gallery at Lea Hall and of some
local interrelationships. The Long Gallery contained 'Old
Sir George, his sonne's picture, broken' (valued at 2s. 6d.),
the Hall held 'Old Sir George, his picture' (valued at £3
including six others). In unspecified rooms there hung
Mistress Calveley's picture (perhaps young Mary, born
1606, but possibly her mother), Mr Grosvenor's picture
(probably the father of Richard, former brother-in-law of Sir
George), and Lady Gcrrard's picture. Most intriguing,
however, is this: 'Mistress Marie Calvelcy and Mistress
Elizabeth, their pictures, at 13/4'. Does the joint valuation
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mean that this was one painting of two females? Much
appears to hang here on the interpretation of'mistress'. The
inventory abbreviates the word throughout, the contraction
seeming to represent 'Miss'. George's wife Mary had been
dead over three years when the inventory was compiled and
the former Sydney Jones was now Lady Calveley. She was
described thus in the introduction to the inventory. 'Mistress Mary Calveley' would appear to be the child born in
1606 and 'Mistress Elizabeth' her sister born in 1609. This
painting, if it is only one, would therefore represent two
girls of thirteen and ten at the most. The entry cannot relate
to the Tate's portrait. Another will that survives is that for
Sir George's daughter Mary, perhaps one of the two females
referred to above in the picture at Lea. Her will was made,
'considering the uncertaintie of man's life', in September
1625 with a later codicil and proved on 19 October 1625.' 4
She thus died only weeks after her maternal grandmother,
the 'Bold Lady', unmarried and aged about twenty.

AT CHOLMONDELEY OR AT YALE ROYAL?

Once a Cistercian house of great wealth and influence, Vale
Royal Abbey in central Cheshire had been dissolved in
1539. Thomas Holcroft, the royal agent supervising its
suppression, was granted the abbey and its land in 1542 for
£450. 75 The Holcrofts sold the estate to Lady Mary Cholmondeley, widow of Sir Hugh the younger, in 1615 for
£9,000. 76 A drawing of 1616, showing the west front and the
adaptation of the monastic buildings to form the nucleus of
a Tudor gentleman's mansion, survives. 7 ' Mary settled the
Vale Royal estate on her third surviving son, Thomas, his
elder brothers Robert and Hugh succeeding to Cholmondeley and Knight's Grange respectively. The deed of
settlement was made in 1624. 78 Thomas was clearly something of an art-collector, at least in the field of family
portraits. He spent much time with his mother and seems to
have been her favourite son. She gave him all her old
papers, books, plate, and family paintings. 79
Among the archives of the Cholmondeley family of Cholmondeley is an inventory of early seventeenth-century date,
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judged from the handwriting. 8" It is an undated gathering of
eight leaves, badly damaged by damp. Only parts are
legible. It comprises a list of furnishings at Cholmondeley
Hall and includes a large number of beds and fabrics. Some
paintings are itemized at the end. They include 'iii great
Spanish pictures', 'my Lord and my Lady Lumley', Henry
VIII (twice), and 'Turkish ladyes'. No reference to the
double portrait is discernible, though the inventory appears
to have been compiled in the period between the painting's
creation and its final departure for Vale Royal (about 1625).
Perhaps it was not intended to be included, was with Dame
Mary at Holford, or, frustratingly, appeared in the nowdamaged section. The painting certainly does not seem to
have been at Cholmondeley Hall by the later seventeenth
century. A surviving inventory (1681) from the Hall itemizes
several paintings, including portraits, but makes no reference to The Sisters. 81
The Lysons state that several portraits were displayed at
Vale Royal in the early nineteenth century, including those
of Sir Hugh Cholmondeley the younger, full length, in a suit
of green silk, Dame Mary his wife, and, exasperatingly,
'others of the Cholmondeley family'.82 Soon after, Twycross
relates that the walls of the saloon of Vale Royal were
covered with family portraits. H! These included Sir Hugh
Cholmondeley the younger, Dame Mary Cholmondeley,
their son Robert, and some later family members. No
mention is made of The Sisters. However, there is no reason to
suppose the portrait left Vale Royal. In 1977 Mary Hopkirk
wrote that she recalled as a child seeing the painting in the
Oak Rooms there, her grandfather being Lord Delamerc's
tenant. 84 Its situation in a bedroom or corridor upstairs may
account for it not being listed or noticed by some writers.
The will of Thomas (I) Cholmondeley of Vale Royal, made
in December 1652 and proved the following February,"5
hints at both his art interests and his character. He provided
for his funeral 'which I would have to bee made without
externall Pompe or vayne expence' and left his eldest son
furniture 'in the White hall and in the dyninge Roome with
the Pictures in the same'. The descendants of Thomas
continued at Vale Royal for many years. His great-greatgrandson was created Baron Delamere in 1817. The family
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began to wind down the Vale Royal estate in the 1920s,
selling pictures from the first lord's collection in 1926. In
1939 the portrait, together with much furniture and fittings,
was sold; an inventory811 survives though it does not itemize
the painting, which was presumably dealt with separately.

THE CHAPELS AT MALPAS AND CHOLMONDELEY

A chapel is known to have been licensed at Cholmondeley
by the thirteenth century. The parish clergy of Malpas
authorized the administration of the sacraments at the
chapel by a chaplain from about 1400. Christenings and
marriages were conducted there but the chapel never had
the right of burial. 87 Interments took place at Malpas until
1892. Members of the Cholmondeley family were buried
under the floor of Malpas church until 1514 when a chantry
chapel with a sub-vault was built in the north aisle. This was
not used after 1830 and was finally sealed in 1952. A vault
was built on the west side of Malpas churchyard and was
used as a family burial place until a private cemetery was
created in 1920 in the park, some distance to the west of the
chapel. Some brass coffin ornaments, comprising Cholmondeley family arms and cherubs, dating from the late
seventeenth century, were removed from the vault in 1950
and are now displayed in the Cholmondeley chapel in
Malpas church. On the chapel's east wall is a list of
members of the family from the fifteenth to the nineteenth
century, thirty-four in all, including the parents and two
brothers of the sisters Mary and Lettice. The list, the then
Lord Cholmondeley stated, was 'carefully and reverently
made up of all the ancestors and members of my family who
repose therein. May they rest in peace.' In that chapel
stands a tomb to Mary's and to Lettice's paternal grandparents, Sir Hugh Cholmondeley the elder and his second
wife Lady Mary (nee Griffiths). At their feet, at one end of
the tomb, is a representation of their son Hugh and his wife
Mary (nee Holford), shown kneeling and holding hands. The
inscription identifies the kneeling and praying children
shown around the tomb as those of Sir Hugh the younger
and Mary Holford. On the south side of the tomb chest are

Plate III: Detail from the Cholmondeley tomb, Malpas church, H>U5.
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three sons, ranging from an adult to a young boy. Their
arms are those of Cholmondeley impaling a blank (i.e. they
are unwed). They may be Robert, Hugh, and Thomas. On
the north side, an infant boy, swaddled, his coat of arms like
his brothers', is shown between two almost identical girls,
who may be in their mid-teens (plate III). They are delicately and exquisitely carved. The quality of work on these
two figures surpasses that of any of the others around the
tomb chest, including their parents. Although the boys on
the south side are depicted individually, these two girls,
dressed identically, look very similar facially. The hair of
one is shown as slightly longer and thicker than that of her
sister. There can be little doubt that these two are Mary and
Lettice Cholmondeley. Four-year-old Frances is omitted.
The sisters' arms show them as married women yet, puzzlingly, their husbands' arms are not those of Richard
Grosvenor and George Calveley. The arms of the girl on the
north-east side show two bars on a field (impaling Cholmondeley); those on the north-west show what appear to be
three hounds or talbots (impaling Cholmondeley). The
latter could hardly be an attempt at (or mistake for) the
calves of Calveley. The depiction of the daughters here may
be almost contemporary with that in the double portrait.
Dame Mary herself paid for the erection of this tomb in
1605. She and her granddaughter Mary Calveley both died
in 1625. The Malpas burial register lists several plague
victims in that year though it is not indicated that these two
women were among them."8
It is known that some family rites were performed elsewhere: young Hatton Cholmondeley was buried in London in
160589 and the first marquess was married in the drawing
room at Cholmondeley Hall about 1730. 90 The marriage of
General James Cholmondeley and Lady Barry(more) is
known to have taken place in the chapel at the Hall in
1726. 9 ' Some chapel events are actually recorded in the
registers of Malpas, for example in 1564, 1571, 1576, and
1608. 92 Even these registers, of a large and ancient Cheshire
parish, are incomplete: most of the entries from 1610 to
1614 are missing. Two brothers of Lettice and Mary
Hugh of Knight's Grange and Thomas of Vale Royal
were born at Holford, Dame Mary's old seat, and Hugh was
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baptized at the local church in Lower Peover. 93 However, no
sign of the two sisters appears in that register: their baptism
does not occur between 1576 and 1590. Given that their
baptisms and marriages have not been located in surviving
registers, that the Cholmondeley chapel transcripts do not
survive prior to 1601, and that their sister Frances and
Lettice's daughter Christian were both baptized there, it is
tempting to surmise that the sisters were both baptized in
the family's private chapel by the hall and that Lettice at
least mav have been married there.

WHO ELSE MIGHT THE TWO WOMEN BE?

Is it possible that the two mothers might have been women
who married into the Cholmondeley family, that is,
daughters-in-law of Sir Hugh and Lady Mary? The latter's
eldest son, Robert, was born in June 158494 and died in
1660. He was married in 1617, 95 several years after The
Sisters was painted. His bride, Catherine Stanhope, bore him
no children. Ormerod's pedigree shows an illegitimate son,
Thomas of Holford, born to a Mistress Goldston, to whom
Robert was believed to have been affianced. 9'' This event
was unlikely to be commemorated in a family portrait,
especially, one imagines, where another sitter was involved.
Another son, Hatton, was born in 1587 in Islington97 but
died of smallpox in 1605, without issue, while studying at
Lincoln's Inn. 98 The third son, Hugh, was born in 1591 99
and married Mary, daughter of Sir John Bodville. They had
a son, Robert. Unless Mary was a few years her husband's
senior, however, she would hardly be old enough to be in the
painting, and Hugh would have been in his mid-teens.
Thomas, the fourth son, was not born until 1595. 100 His
marriage to Elizabeth Minshull could not have been fruitful
until after the portrait's creation. A fifth boy, Francis, died
in infancy, date unknown.' 01
Perhaps other relatives present possibilities. Given that
Dame Mary's Holford nieces would not count as Cholmondeleys, did Sir Hugh have any nieces of an appropriate
age? He had two brothers and a sister surviving into
adulthood. The younger brother, Randall, died without
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issue, as did Richard in 1587, according to a visitation
pedigree of 1613. lu2 Frances, Sir Hugh's sister, born perhaps about 1554, married Thomas Wilbraham of VYoodhey
in Acton parish. She might have borne a daughter who
could have been the right age for the portrait and who would
have been the child of a Cholmondeley-born mother. No
entries occur in the registers of Malpas for the baptism of
Frances. The Cholmondeley chapel register for the period is
not extant. The Acton registers survive only from 1653
though the bishop's transcripts date (intermittently) from
around 1600. 10J Frances died in 1580 when her son Richard
was a few months old. She had three daughters, Dorothy,
Mary, and Elizabeth, all of whom chronologically might be
possibilities for the women in the portrait but they could
scarcely be regarded as members of the Cholmondeley
family.
One other possibility remains. The painting was sold at
Christie's in 1939 as Two Ladies of the Cholmondeley Family,
only subsequently becoming known as The Cholmondeley
Sisters, its present title of convenience. Dame Mary's last
child, Frances, was baptized at Cholmondeley chapel on 22
September 1601."'4 If the Cambridge register means that
Richard Grosvenor was born about 1602, it could be that the
painting shows Dame Mary (on the right, with brown eyes
as in her later portrait) and little Frances, accompanied by
Dame Mary's middle daughter Lettice Grosvenor, holding
young Richard. Dame Mary would have been thirty-eight or
thirty-nine years old at that time. Perhaps Richard was born
the same day as or exactly one year later than his aunt
Frances. There can be no coincidence with regard to the
date of marriage of Lady Mary and Lettice, however
the
latter was married in August, while her mother's marriage
occurred between 3 September and 10 October, if the
settlements were adhered to. Likewise, Dame Mary was
born in January and Lettice in July. The right-hand figure
does not look almost twenty years older than the left-hand
one, even allowing for a little artistic licence on the part of
the commissioned painter; moreover, the widely-accepted
title of The Cholmondeley Sisters belies this interpretation, as
does the popular belief that they may have been twins. The
dresses were presumably made for the occasion if they were
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indeed mother and daughter, as the identical style would
otherwise be most unlikely. There is no reason why Dame
Mary should have worn the same necklace in this portrait
and in her known later one, but certainly the two items of
jewellery are not similar enough to be used as evidence that
the right-hand figure here is Dame Mary. It is unlikely that
a woman whose hair was as dark as that shown in The Sisters
would be able to colour it the light auburn of Dame Mary's
hair in her identified solo portrait.
No contemporary pedigree or parish register suggests
that Mary and Lettice were twins. The painting's inscription simply calls them 'two ladies of the Cholmondeley
family'. They are not even identified by it as sisters. It is
their allegedly shared birthdate that suggests to the viewer
that they were twins. The Tate's catalogue states that they
'bear a strong resemblance to each other'. The apparent
similarity of the women certainly left a strong impression in
the mind of Mary Hopkirk; she described them as 'two
almost identical Tudor ladies' and recalled the inscription
as stating them to be twins. 100 The virtual mirror image of
the two women creates an immediate impression of mutual
identity; the posture, the hair styles, the dress, the infants
all reinforce this. On closer examination, however, a genetic
difference is clear: grey eyes to our left, brown to our right.
The modern frequency of twin births in England is about 1
in 80. Fraternal twins are three times as common as
identical twins. The likelihood of bearing twins seems to be
a question of heredity, often occurring in several generations. There is no known evidence for this in the Cholmondeley family in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries.
Mary Cholmondeley is described by pedigrees and the Vale
Royal notebook as being the eldest sister. The difference
between their dowries, £1,500 for Mary and Jt 1,000 for
Lettice, clarifies which one was the elder.

THE COMPANY OF PAINTERS

The early attribution of the portrait of the Cholmondeley
women to Marcus Gheeraedts the younger has long since
been abandoned and the painting is now regarded as an
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anonymous product of the British School of the early
Jacobean period. Is it possible to rescue the portrait from
this creatorless limbo and suggest a possible artist? A
considerable amount is now known about the portrait
painters of early seventeenth-century England. Milliard,
Gower, Gheeraedts father and son, Larkin, Oliver, and
others are all to some extent documented. The same cannot
be said of the minor artists and craftsmen who worked in the
provincial schools, yet they must also have produced a large
number of works, some of which still survive in country
houses and private collections. The guild for such workers,
after rationalization and amalgamation, had by Elizabethan
times become the Painters, Glaziers, Embroiderers, and
Stationers' Company. In 1590 the Chester chapter had
eighteen members, although only seven were painters. l()<)
The minutes survive only from 1624 though the accounts
are extant from 1567. These are contained, to 1619, in a
single, unfoliatecl, leather-bound volume, still stored perhaps only yards from where it was originally compiled. 10 ' A
perusal of its unnumbered pages gives us an indication of
the members of the guild, both brothers and apprentices.
We see also how painters were expected to undertake all
kinds of commissions, not just orthodox portraiture. Roy
Strong, in discussing portraitists of the Tudor and Jacobean
period, noted that a 'distinction of work did not exist . . .
members expected to cope with a commission to depict or
design anything that came their way'. 108 As Strong says,
'the idea of a painting as a work of art perhaps never
existed; ... it was primarily an expression of rank and
class'. 109 Members of the Company prepared and repaired
props for the regular productions of mysteries
the
painters were responsible for putting on the Shepherds'
Play
and decorated parts of public buildings such as
churches. Some were involved in the production of heraldic
devices such as hatchments and in the compilation of
genealogies. Such a one was Thomas Chaloner, appointed
deputy herald of Chester in 1598, on the day he died. His
family 'greatly affected heraldry' at the close of the sixteenth century. A painter, poet, antiquary, and 'collector of
untiring zeal and assiduity', 110 he was a Company member
for fourteen years. In the year of his death, his widow
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became the second wife of Randle Holme and most of
Chaloner's collection of manuscripts went with her.
Holme was the progenitor of a dynasty of heraldic
painters and researchers in Chester, four in all. spanning
the seventeenth century. He was born in 1571 and joined
the Company on 3 June 1598 as a qualified painter, having
fulfilled a ten-year apprenticeship under Chaloner from
January 1587 when he was sixteen years old.'" The two had
plenty of time to become acquainted. After his remarriage,
Holme graduated from arms-painting to genealogy and
heraldry. In 1607, he was referred to as 'servant to Henry
the most illustrious Prince of Wales'."- Such a link would
have given him considerable prestige in artistic circles in
Jacobean Cheshire and brought him to the attention of local
gentry. It may be that he was obliged to be in London for
much of the time around that year. He continued to
undertake heraldic commissions. Some oil-on-wood panels
in St John's church, Chester, may be by him. Two similar
panels of the 1620s are displayed in Backfbrd church near
Chester and may be his work. The churchwardens' accounts
of St Michael's parish record a payment to him in 1606 of 6j.
'for paynting the place for the sword'."^ In 1605 he
coloured the Company's ceremonial staffs in oils and the
following year painted its banner. Holme became a deputy
herald for Cheshire, Shropshire, and North Wales and was
sheriff of Chester in 1615. He died in 1655.
Other qualified painters of the Company, though far less
well known than the above pair, appear just as regularly in
the records. The account book"' suggests several members
to be trained and active, sometimes with apprentices,
around 1606.
William Handcock was apprenticed in 1588 and probably
qualified in the mid-1590s, for he had an apprentice in 1596.
He was nearly always described as a painter. If apprenticed
at sixteen, he would have been in his early thirties when 7%f
&j^rj was painted. James Handcock, probably William's
son, was apprenticed to him in 1614. William was still active
in 1618, when he was paid 16</. for 'gilding the little phenix
(the Company's emblem). He died about 1627. A William
Handcock who was a steward in the Barbers' Company in
1606 and 1609 was possibly the same man.
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William Poole had apprentices between 1600 and 1609
and was frequently referred to as a painter. No dates occur
in the accounts for his own training, although he was
admitted as a full brother in 1599. The accounts refer to \6d.
spent on 'sacke and clarrett wyne at William Poole's
dynner in October 1600. Perhaps each new brother's qualification was celebrated in this way. Poole progressed to
alderman in 1613. His father seems to have propelled him
into a painting career; Thomas was active in the Company
from 1563 and clashed with its hierarchy at least once when
he referred to them all as 'Drunken Swallyguttes'.
Robert Thornley was apprenticed in 1597 and the
accounts for October 1606 show the expenditure of 2s. 6d.
for wine at his dinner, with another 2s. 6d. 'at the same tyme
for musickc'. Again this looks like a celebration of qualification, as his first apprentice was bound in 1606. Although
described as a painter, Thorneley may have been just too
young to have been responsible for The Sisters, particularly in
view of the importance of the subject. He was still active,
with Handcock and Hallewood, in 1627; indeed, the men are
often referred to as working together on gilding or stone- or
wood-decorating exercises. After acting as steward on four
occasions between 1608 and 1617, he was an alderman from
1629 to 1651 and died while serving in that office.
Nicholas Hallewood appears in the accounts from 1585
and was using an apprentice from at least 1589. He was an
alderman of the Barbers' Company between 1602 and 1622
but seems to have been active in the Painters' Company
over a very long period. There are frequent references to
him as a painter, though his own apprenticeship date is not
given. In 1603 a payment to him of 5^. was recorded 'when
his house was visetted with the plagg'. Six years later he and
Handcock were fined 6d. each for giving a fellow member
'foule wordes'. He worked on into Charles I's reign, as he
initialled a deed to which he was a party in 1627 when he
was described as 'an aged old man' and unable to continue
painting the Company's ceremonial 'giants' or effigies."'
In 1914 Joseph Bridge noted 1 "' that in 1621 'certaine
pictures of ancient brethren of this Company' were 'given to
the house for the ornament thereof, according to the
account book. The house in question would have been the
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Phoenix Tower on the north-east corner of Chester's city
walls. The pictures were probably destroyed in the Civil
War. Perhaps these paintings might have included one or
two in a similar style to The Sisters and have helped to
identify stylistically the artist responsible. It is unlikely that
we will ever know how much the portrait cost. In Elizabethan times, painting was a mechanical skill and regarded
as a trade and paid accordingly, though by the early
seventeenth century this attitude was changing. Robert
Peake, a leading court artist, was paid only £5 each in 1599
for portraits of the earl and countess of Rutland."' Isaac
Oliver was paid £34 by Prince Henry for a 'great' picture
beween 1603 and 1612." H Larkin received £30 for a portrait
in 1617. 11 ' 1 These were all esteemed portraitists and a
provincial guild member would no doubt command a considerably lower fee. More pertinently, perhaps, John Souch
of Chester was paid 30s. in 1620 for a portrait of the earl of
Cumberland.'"0 To some extent, 'size and the work involved
in the sense of complex lace or drapery work, conditioned
price'. 121 The dimensions of the Cholmondeley portrait
might raise its cost, the merely local reputation of its creator
might limit it. Perhaps we might be thinking in terms of
around £5 or less.
The most significant entries in the painters' accounts for
our purposes occur in 1606. Sadly no specific dates are given
but receipts and disbursements run from St Luke's Day (18
October), to commemorate the patron saint of artists. The
volume records: 'receavcd of my Lady Cholmley . . . ii s'.
This is followed two pages further on by: 'Item, spent about
the troble wee had with the Lady Cholmley ... x d'. The
above-quoted sums, 2s. and \0d. respectively, may be
related to the execution of the commission, an additional
payment and expense, but what could the 'troble' have
been? One can imagine Dame Mary insisting on the painting being completed exactly to her requirements, but the
word might indicate that extra care had been taken over the
matter. Did it relate to a minor alteration of certain details
in the picture after she saw it? For cost of carriage to
Cholmondeley? It is possible that the two entries relate to a
completely different task or tasks. The Cholmondcleys may
have had continuing contacts with the guild lor such items
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as decorations and refurbishments at the Hall or at Holford.
The accounts suggest they were compiled on 18 October
from notes and receipts of the treasurer, rather than written
down as they occurred over a twelve-month period, as no
dates are entered for each item and the entries look
consistent and uniform. Moreover, the cost of the coronation day (25 July) precedes the expenses of Midsummer
Eve (23 June). The entries are therefore not in chronological
order and are likely to have been entered up at the end of
the financial year (18 October 1606). The only one of Mary
Calveley's children born at that date was Mary junior, in
1606. Lettice's sole child then was Richard Grosvenor (1602
or 1604). Despite an apparent two years or more between
their births, it may be that these two children shared the
same birthday and that little Mary's birth on her cousin's
birthday was the event that prompted the painting.
Lady Mary Cholmondeley may have commissioned a
portrait of her eldest daughters Mary and Lettice from a
member of the Chester Painters' Company in 1606. No
overt mention is made in the accounts of the commission
itself, nor of the value of it, nor of which brother was to
undertake the work. Presumably he would have travelled to
Cholmondeley Hall to make at least a preliminary sketch of
the lavishly-attired sitters. Perhaps the actual bed scene had
to be concocted from the use of models or from his
imagination, to comply with the requirements of etiquette
and class. One wonders how the portrait was commissioned.
The guild itself may have been asked to provide a suitable
painter. Alternatively, Dame Mary herself may have
approached a painter based in Chester or working already
at her houses. Is it possible to narrow the choice of painters?
For such a prestigious commission (Dame Mary being such
a major figure in county affairs in James's reign), it is likely
that she or the Company would choose one of its most
competent and experienced members. Randle Holme I is
not known to have undertaken large portraits of the iconic
style. Thorneley had only just qualified from apprenticeship
by 1606. That leaves William Handcock with around ten
years' experience by that date, William Poole with about
seven years, and Nicholas Hallewood as the senior painter
with at least seventeen years. Prior to 1606, the accounts
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record the apprenticing of (bur youngsters to Hallcvvood,
three to Poole. and five to Handcock. Any one of the trio
might have painted 77;c .SVj/crj but it is unlikely that anyone
else did.

A CHRONOLOGY AND SOMK COXCLL'SIOXS

Many documentary items survive around the fringes of this
enquiry. They give some answers, a few leads. They provide
some substance for the characters. Ultimately, however, one
is left with a space at the centre. The crucial register entries
for Gholmondelcy chapel and elsewhere that would verify or
disprove the accuracy of the painting's inscription do not
survive. There are, however, some conclusions that we can
draw. The marriage of Sir Hugh Cholmondeley and Mary
Holfbrd is known to have taken place in 1575. The first
known birth of a child was in .June 1584 (Robert), though
Mary was the eldest. From 1584, their children were born
with impressive regularity. We do not know the birthdate of
Francis, who on pedigrees is shown as the youngest boy and
was born therefore after 1595. We know the birthdate of
Lettice, though neither she nor Mary appears to have been
baptized in London'-" or Cheshire (unless the ceremonies
occurred at Cholmondeley chapel).
The main sources now for the wedding dates of Mary and
Lettice are the marriage deeds of 1600 and 1601, Hugh
Calveley's will of 1606, the Stanley memoranda, and the
Vale Royal notebook of 1844. These suggest that Mary was
likely to have been aged about twenty on marriage, her
younger sister a mere fifteen. Although no marriage entry
can be found for the two sisters, it is clear that Lettice was
wedded at the end of August 1600 and Mary after early
September 1601. The deed of 1601 makes Mary's marriage
sound imminent. The portrait's description must thus be
misleading: they may have been married on the same date
by day and month, but were certainly not wedded in the
same year. This suggests the inscription may not be literally
true with regard to the births of the mothers and the infants.
Various sources cited above give 1602, 1604, and 1608 for
the birth of Richard Grosvenor junior and 1606 for the birth
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of Mary Calvelcy junior. It could be that the painting was
made in 1606 after Mary Calveley's birth, if that occurred
on the same date as Richard Grosvenor's birth in, say, 1602
or 1604. This seems tenuous and lacks the crisp symmetry
that the portrait appears to commemorate. If almost identical wedding dresses had been made for Lettice (1600) and
for her sister Mary (1601 or 1602), they may have been worn
to celebrate a joint christening in 1607, 1608, or 1609. The
women may have given birth on the same day in 1607 or
1609. (The 1608 births were separated by two months). This
might explain why their portrait dresses appear to be
several years out of fashion for those years. It may be worth
noting that Mary Calveley's third child, Dorothy, was born
on 22 May 1608, two days before her cousin Mary Grosvenor's baptism the previous year. If little Mary's baptism
occurred two days after her birth, this event might have
been the cause of the commission.
The Cholmondeley Sisters represents a startling genealogical
artwork based on a combination of circumstances the exact
nature of which may never be resolved. The women were not
twins and there were a few years between their ages, but
they may have shared the same birthday. They may both
have been married in the same chapel. Their first-born
children were perhaps born on the same date in 1602/1604
and 1606 or their second child on the same date in 1607. It
is likely that their widowed mother commissioned and paid
for a commemorative portrait of the two births, painted in
1606 or 1607 by a Chester artist. The pose appears never to
have been used in another British painting. It remains a
unique and dramatic image. The 'twin' nature of the
women's appearance was reflected throughout their short
lives. They shared about twenty years together at Cholmondeley Hall and then half a dozen more years only a few
miles apart during their respective marriages. At last, in
death, they diverged, Lettice Grosvenor being buried in
midwinter (20 January 1612) and Mary Calveley in the
height of summer (3 July 1616). Their mother was left until
her own death with the memory of the double portrait. She
knew, if we do not, which daughter was which.

Cholmondeley Sisters

33

NOTES
1

George Ormerod, The history of the county palatine and city of Chester,
(2nd edn by T. Helsby, 3 vols, London, 1882), II, p. 155.
2 Tate Gallery catalogue, T 00069.
3 Tate Gallery conservation report (Oct. 1956).
I Lawrence Stone. The family, sex and marriage in England, 1500-1800
(abridged eclii. Harmondsworth, 1979), p. 115.
5 C.\V. and P. Cunnington. Handbook of English costume in the seventeenth
century (London, 1966), p. 99.
6 Ibid., p. 1 1, quoting Antiquities concerning the English nation (1605).
7 R. Strong, The English icon: Tudor and Jacobean portraiture (London.
1969), p.^29.
8 Private collection, Norfolk. Reproduced in R. Strong, The Elizabethan
image (London, 1969), p. 59.
9 Viscount de L'lsle, Penshurst. Reproduced in Strong. Elizabethan
image, p. 71.
10 Manchester City Art Gallery. Reproduced in Concise catalogue of
Ilritish paintings, I (Manchester, 1976).
1 1 Tate Gallery, T 2020. Reproduced in S. Wilson. The Tate Gallery: an
illustrated companion (London, 1990).
12 Viscount de L'lsle, Penshurst. Reproduced in Lllis \\aterhouse,
Dictionary oj sixteenth and seventeenth century British painters (London,
1988) as Barbara Carnage and her eldest daughter, Ladv Mary Wroth.
13 Suffolk collection, Ranger's House, Greenwich. Reproduced in
Strong, Elizabethan image, p. 63.
14 I ate Gallery conservation report (Oct. 1956).
15 I am indebted to Viscount Dunluce of the Tate Gallery Conservation Department for his comments on the painting's condition
and treatment.
16 Sheila O'Connell, H'illiam Eat kin and the third earl of Dorset (English
Heritage exhibition leaflet, 1989).
17 Ibid.
18 Ormerod. Ilisten of county of Chewier. I, p. 672.
19 Cheshire R.O., DCH/H/122.
20 P.R.O., SP 12/165, no. 23 (State Papers Domestic, Elizabeth I),
1579, Note of the disposition of the gentlemen of Cheshire, how
they are affected in religion. Printed in K.. R. \\ark, Elizabethan
recusancy in Cheshire (Manchester, 1971).
21 Chester R.O., CR 63/2/18, f. 214. Printed in J.C.A.S., XXIV (1922),
p. 93.
22 Cheshire R.O., P21/3607/1/1.
23 Ibid., P52/1/1. Printed D. and S. Lysons. Magna Britannia. II (1810),
p. 563. William Aldersey's 'Annals of Chester, 1543-1634' (B.L.,
Additional MS. 39925, If. 4-29), transcribed and edited in 1969 by
D. M. Woodward, adds that 'The Kinge's majeste came the 22th
day of August to the Leahall to Sir George Calveley and there had a
bancquet'.
24 Chester R.O., AB/1, f. 336.

34

27

28
29
30
31
32
33
34
35
36
37
38
39
40
41
42

43
44
45
46
47
48
49

50
51
52
53

/. T. Ilopkms
D. King. Vale-Royall of England (1656). p. 106.
Grosvenor Museum, Chester, 3.A. 1984. Reproduced in V.C.H.
Cheshire, II, p. 33.
Cheshire R.O.. DBC/2309/l/l 1. p. 87. This small volume, written in
1844 by H. E^. Cholmondeley ( 'Henrietta Elizabeth, wife of Thomas
Cholmondeley of Yale Royal, esquire), describes the coats ol arms
painted on the hall ceiling, relates the history ol the Cholmondeley
family, and reproduces a lengthy verse of 1627 eulogizing Dame Mary
and the Cholmondeleys. It was composed by Thomas Lyttler, a
neighbour of Dame Mary, living close to Vale Royal.
Cheshire R.O., DEC/1621/26/13.
Chester R.O., M/L/2/186.
Collection of Lord Delamere.
Cheshire R.O., DBC/2309/l/l 1, pp. 89-90.
Ibid., p. 91.
Ibid., DBC/2309/3/7.
(bid., U'S 1625.
Ibid., P21/3607/1/2.
Chester R.O., CR 63/2/18, f. 221v. Printed in J.C.A.S., XXIV
(1922), p. 98.
Cheshire R.O., DBC/2309/l/l 1, p. 132.
Ibid., P21/3607/1/1.
Ibid., EDB/62.
Ibid., DCH/J/209.
Chester R.O., CR/63/2/18, f. 213. Printed inJ.C.A.S.. XXIV (1922),
p. 89.
B.L., Harleian MS. 1535, f. 146. Printed as Pedigrees made at the
visitation of Cheshire (R.S.L.C., LVIII, 1909), p. 116. The pedigree
gives Richard's birth as 19 Jan. 1584. As it uses Old Style lor his
wife's date of death, presumably he was born in 1585 New Style.
Cheshire R.O., DBC/2309/l/l f, p. 132.
Ibid., P87/1/1.
Ibid., EDB/62.
Ibid., P51/1/1.
B.L., Harleian MS. 1535.
Eaton MSS., Sir Richard Grosvenor, first baronet. Pedigree of 1597
with additions to 1729. The MSS. are held at the Grosvenor Estate
Office, Eaton Hall, Chester.
J. and J. A. Venn, Alumni Cantabrigienses (1974), p. 271. Richard was
admitted to Emmanuel College in 1626 and was said to be aged
eleven in 1613. B.L., Harleian MS. 1535 gives his age as eleven in
1619.
J.R.U.L.M., Eng. MS. 923, printed as Cheshire visitation pedigrees, 1663,
ed. A. Adams (1941), includes a Grosvenor pedigree listing Sir
Richard's death in Jan. 1664, aged sixty.
1613 visitation, printed R.S.L.C., LVIII (1909).
Cheshire R.O., P87/1/1.
Ibid., DBC/2309/l/l 1, p. 132. The author(ess) gives no sources for
the several family dates (s)he cites.

Cholmondeley Sisters

35

54

Ormerod, History of county of Chester, II, p. 843.

55
56
57

62

Ibid., p. 828.
Cheshire R.O.. DCH/L/49(part).
Eaton MSS., Sir Richard Grosvenor, first baronet, box 1, 2/18. See
appendix for a partial transcription.
Cheshire R.O., DCH7H/149.
Ibid.. DBC/2309/1/11, p. 132.
R.S.L.C., LVIII (1909).
B.L.. Harleian MS. 2044, f. 151. Printed in Cheshire funeral certificates,
IWO-1678 (R.S.L.C.. VI, 1882).
Cheshire R.O., EDA 2/2, pp. 254-257.

63
64

Inquisitions (lost mortem, 1603-1660 (R.S.L.C., LXXXIV. 19:H|. p. 119.
Ormerod. History of county of Chester, II, p. 769.

65
66

Ibid.
Cheshire R.O., P29/1/1.

67

Ormerod, History of county of Chester, II, p. 769.

58
59
60
61

68
69
70
71
72
73
74
75

Ibid.
Ibid.
Cheshire R.O., EDB/3.
Ibid., DBC/2309/1/11, p. 86.
Ibid., P40/1/1.
Ibid., WS 1620.
Ibid., WS 1625.
Discharge of Sir Thomas Holcroft from payment of reserved rents
on the estate, 1546: ibid.. DBC/2309/3/3. Cited by Ormerod, History
of county of Chester, II. p. 153.
76 Cheshire R.O., DBC/2309/3/6. The sale was completed by 1616.
77 Ibid., D/4460/1.
78 Ibid.. DBC/2309/3/7.
79 Ibid., DBC/2309/1/11, p. 131.
80 Ibid., DCH/M/32.
81 Ibid.. DCH/K/6/2.
82 Lysons, Magna Britannia, II, p. 814.
83 Twycross, Mansions of England and \\'ales, I (1850), pp. 9(5 97.
84 M/Hopkirk, 'Memoirs of Vale Royal', MS. ed. G. Holland (1980):
Cheshire R.O., SFA'ale Royal.
85 P.R.O., PROB 11/232.
86 Cheshire R.O., DBC/2309/2/17.
87 D. Tudor Jones, J.C.A.S., XLII (1956), p. 37.
88 Cheshire R.O., P21/3607/1/2.
89 Holborn St Andrew. Cited in Cheshire R.O., DBC/2309/1/11,
p. 128.
90 I am indebted to Mr F. I. Dunn, Cheshire Count) Archivist, for this
information.
91 Ibid.
92 Cheshire R.O., P21/3607/1/1.
93 Ibid., P4/1/1.
94 Ormerod, History of county of Chester, II, p. 638. Robert was born at
Crouch End near Highgate, London.

36
95
96

J. T. Hopkim
Mormon I.G.I. (1988 edn): Westminster, St Martin in the Fields,
7 Aug.
Ormerod, History oj county of Chester, I, p. 673, based on information
supplied by Hugh Cholmondeley, then dean of Chester.

97

Ormerod, History of county oj Chester, II, p. 157.

98

Cheshire R.O.. DBC/2309/1/11, p. 128.

99

Ormerod, History oj county of Chester, II, p. 157.

100 Ibid.
101 Ibid.
102 Printed in R.S.L.C., LVIII (1909).
103 Cheshire R.O., EDB/1.
104 Ibid., EDB/62.
105 Hopkirk, 'Memoirs of Vale Royal'.
106 J. C. Bridge, 'Items of expenditure from the sixteenth century
accounts of the Painters, Glaziers, Embroiderers and Stationers
Company', J.C.A.S., N.S., XX (1914), p. 178.
107 Chester R.6., G17/1.
108 R. Strong, The English Renaissance miniature (London, 1984), p. 187.
109 Strong, English icon, p. 144.
110 W. Williams Mortimer, 'Memoir of the family of Hulme',
T.H.S.L.C., I (1849), p. 88.
111 J. P. Earwaker, The four Randle Holmes of Chester', J.C.A.S., IV
'(1892), p. 115.
112 B.L., Harleian MS. 2022.
113 Cheshire R.O., P65/8/1.
114 Chester R.O., G17/1.
115 B.L., Harleian MS. 2150. Printed in Records of early English drama:
Chester, ed. L. M. Clopper (Toronto, 1979), p. 381. "
116 Bridge, 'Items of expenditure', p. 191.
117 Strong, English icon, p. 50.
118
119
120

Strong, English Renaissance miniature, p. 174.
O'ConnelL William Larkin.
Waterhouse, Dictionary of painters.

121
122

Strong, English icon, p. 49.
Mormon I.G.I. (1988 edn): Cheshire and Greater London.

Cholmondelev Sisters

37

APPENDIX
Transcript of part of letter from Dame Mary Oholmondeley to Sir Richard
Grosvenor, 1624:
... I am sorie to heare againe that you have not been well and pray much
for your health, hoping after this busy tyme and feast you will take the
paynes to see me, where you shall be most heartelie welcome and then
will I acquaint you with some thinge which I forbeare to write. And so
most heartelie commending my best love to you and my good Lady,
wishing unto you the happie revolucion of many prosperous yeres, with
my blessing to my sonne Dick and kind commendacions to enie of my
cosins with you, I take leave and rest
Your very loving and assured mother.
Marye Cholmeley.
Holford January 1 1623 [l'6'24].
Sir
I pray you give leave to my sonne Dick Grasvenor to come to morrowe
& to be with mee, the rest of this tyme of Christmas to make merry with
his unckles and freinds that are now with me. I pray you send him to mee
for I look for him and am not well without him and if you had not been
neerer akyn to him than I you should not have had him with you all this
while.
To the right worshipful Sir Richard Grosvenor, knight and baronett, high
shirrilfe of the countye palatyne of Chester, theis deliver.

