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    Born in England in 1952, Hilary Mantel read law at the London School of Economics before graduating as a Bachelor of Jurisprudence from the University of Sheffield in 1973. She began writing in 1974, but her first novel, Every Day is Mother's Day was not published until 1985. The novels Fludd (1989), A Place of Greater Safety (1992), An Experiment in Love (1995) and Beyond Black (2005) and the memoir Giving up the Ghost (2003) have all won awards, while The Giant, O’Brien (1998) was adapted for BBC Radio Four. Mantel is particularly known for her historical fiction, and in 2017 delivered the Reith Lectures on BBC Radio Four discussing the process of adapting a historical novel for the screen or stage.
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    Wolf Hall by Hilary Mantel is a historical novel that tells the true story of Anne Boleyn’s rise in power and HenryVIII’s simultaneous break with the Catholic Church. Told from the point of view of one of Henry’s most trusted advisors, Thomas Cromwell, we are led into the deadly but seductive world of Tudor England. Wolf Hall has been noted for its portrayal of Thomas Cromwell, demonstrating sides to the man that are not always acknowledged in popular culture. Based on and inspired by Cromwell’s letters, Mantel’s novel received great critical acclaim, winning four awards including the Man Booker Prize in 2009. It went on to be adapted for the stage by the Royal Shakespeare Company, and later was adapted by the BBC for its 2015 drama of the same name. In 2012 it was followed by the sequel Bring Up the Bodies, and the third and final book in the trilogy, The Mirror and the Light, is expected to be published in 2019.

  


  
    SUMMARY


    THE FALL OF CARDINAL WOLSEY


    Wolf Hall opens with a 15-year-old Thomas Cromwell getting beaten up by his father, a blacksmith in Putney. His father had attacked him from behind, and although Thomas shelters with his sister and her husband, he realises that the couple will not have a moment’s peace so long as he remains in his father’s household. Thomas promptly leaves England for Europe, intending to fight in the wars on the continent. He takes nothing but a handful of shillings and a holy medal given to him by his sister – which he drops overboard while crossing the English Channel.


    When Cromwell next resurfaces, 27years have passed and he is now in his forties, back in England and working as a lawyer for the Archbishop of York, Cardinal Thomas Wolsey. Wolsey is one of the most influential men in England, closely connected to the affairs of King HenryVIII. In 1527 the king is searching for a way to rid himself of his wife, Katherine of Aragon, who is blamed for not being able to produce the male heir the country desperately needs. Katherine had originally been betrothed and married to Henry’s older brother, Arthur, but then married the younger Tudor after his brother passed away aged15. At the time Henry had been granted a papal decree that allowed him to marry his brother’s wife, provided the previous marriage had not been consummated. He is now seeking a way out of this, and has charged Wolsey with finding it. However, by 1529 Wolsey has still failed to find a solution and is promptly removed from power. A trial to determine whether Katherine was a virgin at the time of her marriage to Henry takes place, but the king is distracted by Lady Anne Boleyn, newly arrived at court. It is to her that Henry gives Wolsey’s seized property, forcing the man to retreat north.


    The religious influence of Martin Luther and William Tyndale’s New Testament, written in English, acts as a backdrop to the drama at court, being read and discussed illegally by people across the city, including Cromwell. As new ideas surrounding religion begin to spread, so does the “sweating sickness” – the plague that takes both Cromwell’s wife and his two daughters. Later, the sickness also kills Cromwell’s sister and her husband, leaving her two sons in his care.


    Despite Wolsey’s fall from power, Cromwell continues to support him. He is strongly warned against it, and against any meeting with the Boleyn family. Nevertheless, Cromwell continues his interactions with the family, particularly the Duke of Norfolk who sees how he could be of use in his household. In 1530 Cardinal Wolsey dies, days after the call for his arrest for treason on 44charges. Cromwell is warned that if Henry’s attempts at divorce continue, the Tudor monarchy could fall, as it is still considered unstable after the Wars of the Roses, hence the need for a male heir.


    THE RISE OF ANNE BOLEYN AND THE BREAK FROM THE CATHOLIC CHURCH


    Anne Boleyn, meanwhile, has been reading the works of William Tyndale and sharing them with the king, although they have been banned by Lord Chancellor Thomas More. While More continues to prosecute anyone who reads Tyndale’s writings, they still play a role in turning the English people away from the Catholic Church. When HenryVIII requires more funds, he is advised by Cromwell to look to the corrupt monasteries for money. By now Henry has been made Head of the Church of England, and continues to seek a divorce.


    After advising the king on matters as personal as his dreams, Cromwell is sworn in as his councillor at the end of 1530. He has thus had one of the most dramatic changes in status in the Tudor court, turning from a blacksmith’s son to one of the king’s closest advisors. Anne Boleyn also becomes increasingly reliant on Cromwell, while Katherine of Aragon is moved to Herefordshire, away from the court. Both Cromwell and Anne Boleyn find it in their interests to aid one another; she acquires him his role of Keeper of the Jewel House, which provides him with access to all of the king’s finances. In turn, Anne is made the Marquess of Pembroke, despite the many potential barriers to her rise in power. She and Henry later marry in secret in France, marrying again publicly in England. After their official marriage, it is revealed that Anne is pregnant – and will only allow the unborn child to be referred to as a boy. Cromwell prepares a grand coronation for her, and she is made queen of England.


    THE MOST INFLUENTIAL MAN IN ENGLAND


    When Anne gives birth, it is of course to the future ElizabethI. Upon hearing the news, Henry has no regard for his wife’s health, despite appearing unconcerned that he still does not have a male heir. The passion that has kept their relationship afloat thus far has noticeably cooled. Henry eventually has a bill drafted regarding his heirs, and Anne is horrified that both the circumstances of her own death and Henry’s power to remarry are included. This act confirms Katherine of Aragon’s opinion that Anne’s power was not secured simply because she has married the king. In addition to this, Pope Clement states that Henry’s marriage to Katherine has remained valid – Thomas More stands by this and refuses to sign the Act of Succession, which states Henry’s marriage to Anne Boleyn as valid instead. He then rejects the Act of Supremacy, effectively refusing to recognise Henry as head of the Church of England.


    Cromwell, meanwhile, continues to be favoured by the king, and is made Master Secretary, Master of the Rolls, and then Viceregent of Spirituals. The last title provides him with the power to shut down monasteries. This, coupled with the execution of the Cardinal of England and four monks, emphasises the lack of power the Catholic Church now has in England. The relations between Henry and Anne disintegrate further, following rumours that he slept with her sister, amongst other women.


    While Thomas Cromwell is now one of the most powerful men in England, Thomas More has seen a reversal of his fortune and is put on trial, where it takes the jury a mere 15minutes to decide his fate. Cromwell does not attend his execution, instead making plans to visit Wolf Hall, the residence of the Seymour family, preparing us for Henry’s next infatuation, Jane Seymour.

  


  
    CHARACTER STUDY


    THOMAS CROMWELL


    Thomas Cromwell is most often described as looking “like a murderer” (p.527), and is viewed by the nobility at court as something of a ruffian, a man who belongs on the streets rather than in the company of the king. Hailing from a poor and brutal background, Cromwell is a jack of all trades whose past has seen him “fight for the French [...] bank for the Italians” (p.567), his experience in Europe providing him with vital skills needed to survive the court of HenryVIII. His violent father taught him to always watch his back, and although he always attempts negotiation and compromise if he comes to a closed door, he will “just kick it in” (p.465) if necessary.


    His unwavering loyalty is his most commendable attribute as far as HenryVIII is concerned; while he may have remained in support of Wolsey long after the man was disgraced, Henry recognises how valuable such loyalty could be if he were its object. He is not necessarily liked – and very rarely trusted – by the rest of the courtiers. Cromwell steadily works his way up the ranks and gains Henry’s confidence, succeeding where Wolsey had failed and making himself invaluable to the king – but always remaining aware that his fortunes could change at any moment.


    Mantel shows us another side to his character when she juxtaposes his role at court with his family life. Kind and loving to both his children and his wife, Cromwell is left grief-stricken after their deaths, and spends the next several years devoting much of his time to the upbringing of his son and wards. Cromwell’s household has become something of a haven by the end of the novel, where one can get work, a decent education and essentially be adopted by Cromwell. His sadness when his wards start to marry and find lives of their own is palpable, and emphasises his role as a family man. By placing him in this role, in addition to being the most influential man in England, Mantel creates a more rounded picture of a man typically seen as ambitious and manipulative. While Cromwell undoubtedly is ambitious, there is also much more to him than plain greed for power.


    HENRY TUDOR


    Arrogant, assured and temperamental, HenryVIII was never intended to be king – that honour was supposed to go to his brother while he himself became the Archbishop of York. The man has a commanding presence and, despite the strange manner in which he ascended to the throne, never once questions his divine right to rule, his powerful personality preventing anyone from questioning it. He holds a great love of hunting, which could be taken as a metaphor for both his pursuit of women and the hunting ground that is the Tudor court, where anyone could fall out of favour and even be executed for their crimes. Henry highly values loyalty, and this is part of what attracts him to Cromwell, even if the man had previously been loyal to Henry’s disgraced Archbishop. Although generally Henry comes across as violently masculine and unquestionably in charge, he is described as being wary of Anne Boleyn’s temper, and reportedly shows a good deal of restraint in not sleeping with her before marriage, despite how many years that takes. He also shows some degree of remorse for Wolsey, who he had viewed as a friend and confidant for many years.


    ANNE BOLEYN


    Vicious and cunning, Anne Boleyn arrives at the English court from France and instantly captures the king’s attention. While she cannot necessarily be described as beautiful, she is most certainly considered striking, and draws the eye of many of the men, including the king of France. Although she is influenced by her family, particularly her uncle the Duke of Norfolk, her own ambition is obvious, and she will clearly go to any lengths to become queen. Not all family ties hold importance to her, however, and she is cruel to both her sister and her ladies in waiting, dismissing her sister entirely when she believes that Mary Boleyn has become pregnant with Henry’s child. She courts the king’s favour for many years, but the passion that their relationship is built on wanes not long after they are married. She loses favour further when she fails to produce a male heir, instead giving birth to the future ElizabethI. By the close of the novel, she and Henry have quite bad relations, both accused of sexual relations with other people, and both bitterly
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