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CHAPTER 1

Unknown Man

Abstract This chapter outlines the problem at the heart of the book. It 
describes a painting in the collection of the National Portrait Gallery 
(NPG) in London that it catalogues as “Unknown Man formerly known 
as Prince Charles Edward Stuart”. Although experts on Stuart portraiture 
reject the identification of the sitter contained in two inscriptions on the 
portrait, the painting has never been researched in detail, despite having a 
provenance that is at least plausible and despite the fact that Clementina 
Sobieska, wife of James III Stuart, the Old Pretender, and mother of 
Bonnie Prince Charlie, as Charles Edward is popularly known, was Polish. 
The chapter briefly recounts the story of the Sobieski-Stuart marriage and 
relates how the portrait entered the NPG collection as part of a bequest 
from Gery Cullum, the last owner of Hardwick House, Bury St Edmunds.

Keywords Stuart portraits • Jacobite material culture • Stuart, House 
of • Bonnie Prince Charlie • Polish dress

Languishing in the National Portrait Gallery’s store in Southwark is a 
painting of a youth in Polish dress (Fig. 1.1). It is no masterpiece, but it is 
a striking image and rather a fine depiction of its subject. He is shown 
wearing a sash round his waist over a lavish frogged coat known in Polish 
as a bekiesza, named after Kasper Bekiesz, a Hungarian associate of Stefan 

http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1007/978-3-030-99936-0_1&domain=pdf
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-99936-0_1#DOI
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Batory, King of Poland and Grand Duke of Lithuania, who was also prince 
of Transylvania (ruled 1576–1586). The bekiesza in the original is scarlet 
rather than the orange shade in the photograph displayed on the gallery’s 
website. An ermine-lined cloak is held in place by a small gold chain. The 
subject stares out confidently from under his rakish soft cap, adorned with 
a feather. His right arm rests nonchalantly on his hip; his left fingers the 

Fig. 1.1 Unknown man, formerly known as Prince Charles Edward Stuart. 
(National Portrait Gallery NPG 1929)
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pommel of a Polish-style sabre hanging from a leather strap over his right 
shoulder.1

Who is this confident youth? In the top left-hand corner a faded inscrip-
tion—it is not clear whether it is English or French—declares him to be 
Prince Charles Edward Louis. At some point, someone clearly felt that this 
was not particularly helpful, so they added a gold-leaf gloss just above the 
sitter’s left shoulder, which reads: PRINCE CHARLES EDWARD 
LOUIS/ GRANDSON OF KING JAMES the 2nd/ BORN at ROME 
31st Decr 1720/Died at Florence 1788. If this claim is true, then the 
National Portrait Gallery possesses evidence that Bonnie Prince Charlie’s 
known penchant for dressing up did not only extend to kilt and plaid, 
which he first donned to spectacular effect at a carnival ball in Rome in 
1741, wore frequently to public events, and which, in 1745, “quickly and 
thoroughly…became part of his persona”.2 But are the inscriptions to be 
believed?

The identification is at least plausible. As is well known to Stuart histo-
rians—but is not widely remembered outside scholarly circles—Charles’s 
mother was Polish, the ill-starred Clementina Sobieska (1702–1735), 
daughter of Jakub (James) Sobieski (1667–1737) and Hedwig Elisabeth 
of Neuburg (1673–1722). It was, however, Clementina’s grandfather, 
King John III Sobieski (1629–1696), who drove the Ottomans from the 
walls of Vienna in 1683, whose reputation ensured that she was seen as an 
appropriate bride for James Francis Edward Stuart (1688–1766), known 
according to taste as James III and VIII or the Old Pretender. The unhappy 
tale of Clementina’s short life is an established part of Jacobite romance. 
Imprisoned by her cousin, Emperor Charles VI, under pressure from his 
Hanoverian ally when news of her engagement leaked out, she was sprung 
from captivity by an Irish Jacobite, Charles Wogan, who was knighted for 

1 Heinz Archive, NPG 1929: Called Prince Charles Edward Stuart, by an unknown art-
ist. Oil on canvas, 43 × 233/4 in. (1092 × 603 cm); own fair hair, brown eyes and eyebrows, 
youthful rounded face; Polish costume (or uniform) of black fur cap with aigrette, scarlet 
jacket with gold frogging, scarlet cape, open, lined with ermine; a green curtain, drawn back, 
reveals a column, right.

2 Nicholson, Robin. 1998. The tartan portraits of Charles Edward Stuart. British Journal 
for Eighteenth-Century Studies, 21, 148; McLynn, Frank. 2020. Bonnie Prince Charlie: 
Charles Edward Stuart. London: Sharpe Books, 61–2. The suit was a gift from James 
Drummond, sixth Earl and third Duke of Perth: Wyld, Helen, Dalglish, John. 2017. “A slim 
sword in his hand in battle”. Weapons fit for a Prince. In Forsyth, David, ed. Bonnie Prince 
Charlie and the Jacobites. Edinburgh: National Museums Scotland, 81.

1 UNKNOWN MAN 


