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    Philippa Gregory is a historian, writer and broadcaster. She holds a PhD in 18th-century literature from the University of Edinburgh. Previously, she graduated in History from the University of Sussex. She is a Regent for the University of Edinburgh, an honorary fellow of the Universities of Sussex and Cardiff and holds an honorary degree from Teesside University. In 1993 she founded the charity Gardens for The Gambia.


    Her novels are set in historical contexts, often revolving around British royal history. She has also written fictional stories within a historical setting, such as A Respectable Trade, which tells of the love story between an English girl and her black servant in 18th-century Bristol. Her most recent publication is Dark Tracks, the fourth volume in a historical series set in the 1500s, revolving around the expansion of the Ottoman Empire into Europe.
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    Anne Boleyn is a well-known name in British history, as the second wife of HenryVIII. Less well known is the name of her sister Mary: she was the king’s mistress before Anne, and, according to Gregory, even bore him two children. Gregory explores this part of history from the perspective of Mary Carey (née Boleyn) in her novel The Other Boleyn Girl. Gregory spent three years researching before writing the story (Chrisafis, 2002:n.p.). The novel was immensely popular and won the Romantic Novel of the Year Award in 2002. Its historical accuracy is disputed, however.

  


  
    SUMMARY


    The book starts out as it ends: with a beheading. Mary is13, already married and is present at the beheading of her uncle, the Duke of Buckinghamshire. She believes that the king will pardon his prisoner at the last moment, but he does not. One year later, in 1522, Mary is a lady in waiting at the court of Queen Katherine, Princess of Spain and Queen of England. Her father brings her sister Anne, who was educated abroad, at the French Court, back to court.


    MARY’S AFFAIR WITH THE KING


    The king takes a shine to Mary, and she is pushed by her family to start an affair with him. This lasts from 1522 to 1527. Mary is at first reluctant, being married already, but eventually gives in under the pressure of her family. Henry showers her with gifts: a new horse, new gowns, and titles and wealth for the members of her family. George, her brother and advisor to the king, is the one who always escorts her to and from the king’s rooms. The king is increasingly worried that his queen might not give him a son and heir. This is why the family encourages the affair between Mary and Henry – if she bears him a son, the family will rise in his favour and the boy might eventually be the king of England. Mary falls pregnant, and gives birth to a daughter who she names Catherine in honour of the queen. The baby is taken away from her soon after, and she longs to be with her. At the same time, Anne has fallen in love with a nobleman at court, Henry Percy. He is the heir of the Duke of Northumberland and therefore higher in status than Anne. They marry in secret and consummate the marriage. Henry Percy’s father is against the marriage, as is the Boleyn/Howard family, and it is annulled against Anne and Henry’s wishes. Mary starts spending her summers at the family seat in Kent, Hever. She again falls pregnant, and this time she gives birth to a boy, Henry. During her pregnancy and lying-in (during the last month of the pregnancy, women were required to lie in a darkened room), the Boleyn/Howard family do not want the king’s attention to stray from their family, and therefore command Anne to keep the king entertained.


    ANNE’S AFFAIR WITH THE KING


    Anne has always been ambitious, and she made it clear from the beginning of the novel that she would never settle for being the king’s mistress. While he falls deeper and deeper in love with her, she keeps him at arm’s length. They plot together to set the old queen aside, as she is now barren and cannot bear Henry a male heir. They plan to have the marriage annulled on the grounds that she was Henry’s brother’s wife before, and it was against God’s will that he should have married her at all. While Anne is the king’s constant companion during the day, Mary is sent for during the night to satisfy the king’s sexual desires, and to prevent him from straying to other families. In the summer months, Mary always visits Hever, where she spends time with her children. After the king sets her aside, she and her husband, William Carey, slowly get to know each other again and become lovers. In 1528 there is an outbreak of an illness, the sweat, and Anne fights for her life but survives. Mary’s husband dies. Anne plots to adopt Mary’s son, Henry, so that the king will get a new wife and an heir in one, in marrying her.


    ANNE AS QUEEN OF ENGLAND


    After six years of conducting an affair, Henry finally overrules the Catholic Church, declares himself head of the new Church of England and marries Anne. She is disliked by the people for having overruled Queen Katherine, who by this time lives in exile on an estate, and Anne’s coronation is conducted without any cheers from the public. To begin with, the marriage between Henry and Anne seems to be a good match. Anne falls pregnant, but instead of the hoped-for boy, she gives birth to a girl, the Princess Elizabeth. During her pregnancy, Henry’s attention wavers from her and he takes a new mistress, another Howard girl. Anne is displeased by this and her life is more and more characterised by the constant fear of being supplanted, and the desperate desire to give birth to a boy.


    Meanwhile, Mary still spends her summers in Hever and is often accompanied by William Stafford, one of the men who works for her uncle. In name and rank he is far below her, but he nevertheless woos her. He promises her a simple life, as a farmer’s wife, far away from court. On a court trip to Calais, they become lovers (although they do not sleep with one another), but William wants to marry and Mary feels too bound to the wishes of her family to accept. William leaves the court. Mary realises that she wants to spend her life with him and follows him to his farm, where they get married. They return to court, but do not tell anyone about their marriage.


    Anne gives birth to several dead babies, and George and Mary help to cover up her miscarriages in order to avoid the gossip of the court. Henry drifts further and further away from Anne, who, in her desperation, sleeps with her brother George to finally give birth to a boy. When Mary falls pregnant by her husband William, Anne bans her from court for disobeying her wishes. Mary gives birth to a girl, and when Anne is pregnant, she is welcomed back to court. It becomes apparent that Henry detests his wife, and he finally devises a plan to get rid of her. He courts Jane Seymour, and Anne is sent to the Tower. Mary’s daughter Catherine accompanies Anne. Until the last moment, Mary does not want to believe that Henry will behead Anne; however, Anne is executed in 1536.

  


  
    CHARACTER STUDY


    MARY CAREY (NÉE BOLEYN)


    At the beginning of the novel, Mary is but a young girl, however, she is already married. Throughout the novel, she blooms into a woman and mother. Mary is the youngest of the three Boleyn siblings: she has an older sister, Anne, and an older brother, George. She is married to William Carey at the age of12. He dies in 1528, when Mary is20. She is fair-haired, the complete opposite to her sister Anne. During her marriage to Carey, Mary is ordered by her family to become the king’s mistress, and she obeys. She bears him a daughter, Catherine, in 1524 and a son, Henry, in 1526. Mary is devoted to Queen Katherine and hates the part she has to play in her betrayal (p.250).


    She enjoys spending her summer at the family seat in Kent, Hever, and dreams of a simple life. She knows her place and is submissive to the wishes of her family – she tries to speak up for herself a few times but is too afraid of the power her family has over her. Her true act of defiance is her marrying William Stafford for love, rather than status.


    Mary is very naïve and sometimes a bit slow in catching up with current politics (p.328), but she has a good heart. She is characterised as pretty, sweet and innocent in the beginning (p.7), and she is exceedingly honest: “I would have confessed to the family’s plot to ensnare him but for Anne, waiting in the shadows of the jousting tent.” (p.30). This honesty is partly grounded in her innocence. In time, though, she grows accustomed to the falsity of the court and puts on a show while she is there (p.160).


    There is an extensive rivalry between the sisters, sometimes bordering on hatred (p.180). Although the narrative is told mostly from Mary’s perspective, the reader gets the impression that Anne Boleyn is the main character, as she is by far the more dominant of the two.


    ANNE BOLEYN


    Anne, from the beginning of the novel, is a grown woman. She returns to the English court after having been educated at the French court, and she has adopted French manners and style. (p.6) She is the complete opposite of Mary, in character as well as in looks: dark-haired, she is defiant, seductive, witty and self-confident.


    She is also prone to temperamental and violent outbursts (p.180), mean-spirited and jealous (p.162). She is extremely bossy and selfish, and only works for her own benefit. These negative character traits are only enhanced once she is queen: she treats her family members with disdain even though they have helped her to this place of power and she sees herself as invincible. Anne seems heartless and cold in this regard: she adopts Mary’s beloved son (p.243) and poisons everyone who stands in her way. She also treats the ‘old’ queen in a disdainful way.


    As she is very calculating, she knows exactly how to get what she wants, which is to be Queen of England. She would do anything to achieve this aim, and so even sleeps with her brother George in order to finally conceive a male heir for the country. However, her cunning and selfishness are eventually her downfall: Henry tires of her games and seeks to replace her. In 1536, she is beheaded on the Tower Green. Until the very end, she keeps a hold over Mary – as her accompaniment to the Tower, she chooses Mary’s daughter Catherine. She also never tires of reminding Mary that her son is Anne’s ward (p.249).


    Before setting her sights on Henry and the Crown of England, Anne conducts a brief love affair with Henry Percy, the heir of the Duke of Northumberland. She seems to love him and losing him breaks her heart. She says herself that after this point, she is only driven by ambition, not love (p.129).


    HENRY VIII


    Henry is portrayed as a selfish, childish man, with an easily wavering attention. It seems like the entire court and particularly the women can guide him whichever way they want him to go: even though he is the official head of the country, he does not seem to notice how the powerful families around him, such as the Boleyns or the Seymours, guide his actions.


    He is extremely influenced by Anne, who convinces him to found the Church of England. In the end, he becomes a tyrant: he is not only head of the country, but head of the Church, and believes
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