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Chapter 1

Anne Boleyn: Anne of a Thousand Faces

‘HA’. The letters carved as a love knot into the first of eight quatrefoils across the fireplace read like an exclamation, while a modern eye might mistake the flowers and feathers and portcullises that follow for a stream of emojis. The sequence ends with an isolated H, as if a second outburst had been cut short. This isn’t far from the truth. That lone A, in the Tapestry Room of St James’s Palace, is one of few remaining physical traces of Anne Boleyn, once, and for a thousand turbulent days, Queen of England.

The current title holder lives here now. When Charles III acceded to the throne, he and Camilla declined the opportunity to move up the road to Buckingham Palace, preferring to stay at the complex encompassing the Tudor mansion and the adjoining nineteenth-century Clarence House. On this particular evening, they throw open their doors to celebrate the Commonwealth diaspora, mixing and mingling with statesmen, politicians, tycoons and celebrities. As the King attempts a Samoan dance, Strictly Come Dancing’s Craig Revel Horwood and Motsi Mabuse watch but do not judge.

I have come to observe Camilla queening it as part of my research, yet my attention snags on that fireplace and an earlier story of a king who sought fulfilment in a second marriage. Henry VIII commissioned St James’s Palace for Boleyn while still married to Katherine of Aragon. Perhaps his wife-to-be drew misplaced confidence from tangible signs of his devotion: her initials, emblems and heraldic beasts, a falcon and a leopard, inscribed into the fabric of the building.

Exactly how many such motifs once decorated this grand home nobody knows, but the Tudor monarch went big on most things: six spouses, endless wars, over sixty residences including those built or seized by him, and meals featuring more than twenty types of meat. It is unlikely that he would have stinted on tributes to Boleyn.

He love-bombed her with letters and gifts during their courtship, riding out at a joust in a tabard embroidered with a burning heart. To wed her, he sacrificed his closest adviser, Cardinal Thomas Wolsey, defied a pope, enraged his most powerful European rival and inflamed his own subjects. To ditch her, he agreed to florid allegations casting him as a cuckold to a string of men including her own brother. Convicted of high treason, Boleyn became the first English queen to suffer the death penalty. The level of interest these events generated and the sheer number of reminders the drama left in its wake made her near-complete erasure in the days after her execution on 19 May 1536, a mammoth task.

Household records held at another of Henry’s bases, Hampton Court, include instructions to remove all of Boleyn’s insignia. Workers duly scraped, painted and, with chilling practicality, remodelled Anne’s leopard into a panther, the symbol of incoming queen, Jane Seymour. The two-year-old Elizabeth, now declared illegitimate, was banished from view. Her mother’s head and body were consigned to an improvised container in an unmarked grave in the Chapel of St Peter ad Vincula within the Tower of London, her portraits destroyed.

Written evidence of her existence met a similar fate but for papers stored beyond Henry’s reach or considered beneath notice. A famous letter, purported to be written by Anne from the Tower, is probably a later forgery. However, Henry’s habit of prosecuting wars and inflaming France against Spain boosted both the ranks of envoys at his court and the numbers of dispatches they sent – many of which, of course, described Anne and her impact on domestic politics and international relations. In addition, ‘the Tudors were great record keepers,’ historian Tracy Borman tells me. ‘Domestic details … are just absolute gold dust for understanding how the court operated.’ Even dull functionaries, if of rank, left footprints, and Boleyn’s ranged more widely than most, from the rich trappings of her household to documents from her trial.

Despite this, Henry probably believed he had succeeded in expunging her from history. Tonight, watching the current king and consort rub shoulders with guests who routinely feature in power rankings, it occurs to me how badly he failed. His second wife never got to live at St James’s Palace; in fact, she barely got to live at all, yet she is of greater consequence than anyone present, Charles and Camilla included. Half a millennium after she knelt for her executioner, she forever finds new incarnations in culture high and low, instantly recognisable despite the fact that no undisputed picture of her exists.

Whether as a catalyst, by design or both, she played a pivotal role in the birth of the Church of England and wider Anglicanism, globally the third largest Christian communion, rerouting British history and expanding the powers of the monarchy. Her daughter became a great ruler, an icon in her own right. If that doesn’t make Anne Boleyn the most influential of English queens, it’s hard to see who takes that crown.

So how did Henry’s efforts backfire so spectacularly?







Part of the answer relates to vacuums. Nature abhors them, rushing to fill any void with whatever comes to hand. The lack of reliable information about Boleyn, far from exiling her from public consciousness, makes her infinitely fascinating, endlessly interpretable. This might appear paradoxical given that the underreporting of female lives reinforces the misconception that women mean and matter less than men. In fact, while data gaps reliably diminish interest in whole segments of the population, the inverse effect can apply to individuals. Boleyn is a prime example. The outlines of her story are so dramatic that, irrespective of how you colour them in, the results will be eye-catching. Deprived of her own accounts of what she felt and feared, every imaginable possibility has been projected on to her. To counter these effects, historians and devoted fans truffle for buried facts or labour to clear the build-up of myths, raising her profile still further.

This chapter looks at the sources that did withstand Henry’s cull and what they reveal not only about Anne but the furiously polarised responses their relationship provoked. First, though, since her name and story are eternally bracketed with his, a few thoughts about how lightly her husband gets to wear his history. David Starkey once lamented that the King had been ‘absorbed by his wives’. But, added the historian-turned-controversialist, ‘it’s what you expect from feminised history, the fact that so many of the writers who write about this are women and so much of their audience is a female audience … Wives complicate the story of Henry.’

Like a stopped clock pointing to the correct time, Starkey was, of course, right: wives do complicate Henry’s story – in useful ways. Historians miss or misapprehend the meaning of events if they consider only those figures who already hog the limelight.

Recently, I received a message from an American professor visiting Trinity College, Cambridge. Before she sat down to her first formal dinner in the grand dining hall, her hosts had explained that Trinity owed its existence to the advocacy of Henry’s sixth queen, but Katharine Parr’s portrait languished in an alcove. Henry, by contrast, manspread across the panelled wall in a famous likeness captured by Hans Holbein the Younger when king and codpiece were already supersized. The professor quoted the mnemonic that charts the fate of Henry’s wives – divorced, beheaded, died, divorced, beheaded, survived – to ask why a man with such a terrible record of spousal abuse remained proudly on display. In the US, pictures and statues celebrating problematic figures have been relocated after protests. The UK, of course, has witnessed a similar trend. Critics of such actions claim it is wrong to judge earlier periods through a modern lens, yet it is equally unwise to accept, without question, versions of history formed over centuries by the political and cultural biases of each successive era.

This is not an argument for ‘cancelling’ Henry, but rather to query the way he occupies space. The 2023 film Firebrand offers an interesting example, with Jude Law playing him as the ruined carcass of a former golden boy, ulcerated legs leaking, his rage fuelled by paranoia and his own mortality. Damien Lewis gives a similarly multilayered performance of the King in Wolf Hall. However, the majority of Henries depicted across cultural forms and periods, whether in the prime of youth or as ageing chuckers of drumsticks, roister across our collective imaginations as avatars of power. While accurate in a formal sense – that Henry exercised and expanded the powers he inherited – he also often acted from weakness, both political and personal. The more we know about his queens, the better we can understand him too.

A settled era might not have tested England’s most married monarch to and beyond his limits. Unluckily for Henry – and more so for his wives – he came to the throne as competing dynasties collided. Europe consisted of a ragtag mess of kingdoms, principalities, duchies and city states, all struggling for survival or supremacy amid an impulse towards consolidation and imperial expansion, threatened, to the East, by the Ottoman Empire.

Ideas and beliefs clashed too. Renaissance humanism asserted the possibility of a universal peace, but also invested individuals with agency, capable of interpreting scriptures or determining ethical behaviours with or without the intervention of clergy. This ratcheted up the pressure for reform within the Catholic church while galvanising breakaway movements. Religious conflicts consumed Europe and flare to this day.

Seventeen at his accession in 1509, Henry was the first of a trio of young bucks to lead the most significant royal houses of the region. Over the coming years he would sometimes ally, and more often lock antlers, with his rivals. Both had bigger pairs. In 1515, twenty-one-year-old Francis I ascended the French throne to rule over much of what is now modern France together with significant holdings elsewhere. Four years later, Charles of Hapsburg, still just nineteen and already overlord of the Low Countries and King of Spain, beat Henry and Francis in the contest to become Holy Roman Emperor, a position granting the titleholder sway over more than three hundred separate territories in central, eastern and southern Europe. It also made Charles, alongside the pope, the most prominent champion of Catholicism, a delicate position for a ruler whose subjects included ever larger numbers of reformers and schismatics. As challengers encroached on Hapsburg territory, he turned to allies from opposite sides of the emerging division between the Catholicism he espoused and followers of radicals such as Martin Luther.

Tricky alliances were the order of the day. Henry and Francis needed each other if they were to contain Charles’s ambitions, but to say relations between France and England were complicated is to compress into a single phrase a history spanning the Norman conquest (1066 and all that), the Anarchy, the Hundred Years’ War, and at least twelve other named conflicts. The English claimed the French throne as their own. The French meanwhile asserted title to the English Crown, also maintaining a centuries-old mutual support pact with Scotland against the English, the Auld Alliance. None of this deterred French kings from choosing to back English monarchs to further their own interests, or vice versa. Without France, there might not have been a Tudor dynasty. Henry’s father, Henry VII, had relied on French assistance to end the Wars of the Roses and seize the English throne.

Once king, Henry senior appears to have become increasingly introverted. His son, by contrast, dazzled and peacocked, deploying personal magnetism as an instrument of foreign policy. His relationship with Francis could warm to the point of bromance or seethe with the anger of a scorned lover. In 1520, at an eighteen-day summit near Calais dubbed the Field of the Cloth of Gold because of its extravagant staging, the two sovereigns ended up wrestling at Henry’s instigation. Francis bested him. It is possible that Boleyn watched this humiliation as a member of the French retinue, but nobody knows for certain.







On its muscular surface, this was a man’s world. As a commoner and woman, Anne barely left a mark on it before Henry’s passion for her made her indelible. Her date and place of birth are unknown, by some estimates as late as 1507, but more likely 1500 or 1501 at Blickling Hall in Norfolk. Her father, Thomas, inherited Hever Castle in 1505.

She had a sister, Mary, thought to be a couple of years older, and a younger brother, George. Their mother, Elizabeth, was an aristocrat whose brother, the third Duke of Norfolk, Thomas Howard, would help manoeuvre Anne into marriage with the King, only to throw her under the coach when Henry wanted rid of her, repeating the same trick five years later with another of his nieces, Catherine Howard. The Boleyn patriarch, Thomas, served as a courtier and a diplomat, using his links to foreign courts to secure placements for his children.

Sent abroad on the cusp of her teenaged years, Anne first alighted at the court of Margaret of Austria, Charles of Hapsburg’s aunt, then ruling the Low Countries as his regent. Margaret’s French-language motto gives a flavour of her indomitability and the love of puns that marked elevated societies of the time: Fortune. Infortune. Fort Une, luck [and] bad luck strengthen a person. Her new maid of honour swiftly earned her approval. ‘I find her so bright and pleasant that I am more beholden to you for sending her to me than you are to me,’ Margaret wrote to Thomas.

A shift in Tudor allegiance from the Hapsburgs to the French redeployed Anne to the service of Queen Claude, consort to Francis. There, Boleyn observed more strong women at work: the king’s mother, Louise, and sister, Marguerite, who both acquired significant power despite so-called Salic laws that blocked women from ruling. Louise acted as regent when Francis led troops to war, and Marguerite conducted diplomacy on her brother’s behalf, also writing texts on subjects from gender relations to religious reform. Her sharp political instincts eventually persuaded Francis to make her a duke, elevating her to notional manhood so she could join his advisory councils.

Several of Boleyn’s biographers suggest that Henry granted her a similar honour, the Marquisate of Pembroke, though recent research contends that the patents of creation list her title not as Marquis but Marchioness.[2] As ever, no detail of her history is immune to challenge, but the bigger point is about power – and how the marginalisation of women damaged monarchies even as it protected patrimonarchy.

Female exclusion from the order of succession by law, or custom, made royal houses fragile by restricting the numbers of viable heirs and spares. Average life expectancy in sixteenth-century England stood at barely thirty, a statistic reflecting sky-high rates of infant death and maternal mortality. No king could feel secure about the future of his line unless he had sired and raised to adulthood more than one healthy son.

The birth of a princess, though a disappointment, fed a different market, for child bearers and chattel. A monarch seeking to extend his dominion had three choices: conquest, land purchase or strategic marriages. A new wife or well-placed son-in-law could open up valuable diplomatic and dynastic channels – and sometimes came with castles, or even countries. An engagement between the offspring of lofty lineages, whether it held or not, could temporarily shift the balance of power to the benefit of the families involved.

Even if Henry had not been married already, his determination to wed a woman without connections or dowry appeared foolhardy. The best way to appreciate how anomalous Boleyn’s position was – and how exposed – is to look at a few edited highlights of the royal betrothals and marriages that shaped Tudor Europe. Many involved near-relatives, a convention that concentrated power and property and, in unintended consequence, passed on genetic traits such as prominent jaws and flaming hair.

The first Tudor monarch, Henry VII, as the founder of a new royal line, had some catching up to do. His union with Elizabeth of York helped reconcile Lancastrian and Yorkist factions but left him with a comparatively small taxable population and geographic base, just England, Wales, a part of Ireland seized by Anglo-Norman troops in the twelfth century, and Calais, all that remained of the Crown’s once-extensive holdings in France.

Marital diplomacy appeared to offer solutions, but often disappointed. The marriage of Henry VII’s elder daughter Margaret to the Stuart ruler, James IV, failed to keep peace between England and Scotland. The betrothal of his younger daughter, Mary, to Charles of Hapsburg fizzled. Once widowed, the old king mulled taking a new bride himself, Joanna of Naples. Were her breasts adequate? he asked the envoys he sent to inspect her. Did she have hair on her upper lip? Yes, they answered to the first question, no to the second, but her greatest attractions anyway lay in her familial links to Spain and the curvaceous Italian coastal region over which her first husband, who was also her nephew, had reigned.

In the end, exploratory talks foundered, but Henry VII continued to market his children. The wedding of his son and heir, Arthur, to Katherine of Aragon appeared to be a strategic triumph. Her parents, Ferdinand of Aragon and Isabella of Castile, presided over a chunk of Spain and territories as far afield as Italy, the Caribbean and Gulf of Mexico. Then Arthur died, leaving his brother Henry in line for the Tudor throne and consigning Katherine to a limbo made more uncomfortable by her father-in-law, who considered marrying her himself. In the last months of his life, the King pursued a new match for his son, with Charles’s sister, Eleanor.

Charles, meanwhile, went on racking up fiancées, eventually amassing at least six, including a second Mary Tudor, niece of the original Mary Tudor and the only surviving child of Henry VIII and Katherine of Aragon – another of Charles’s aunts. In infancy, Charles had also been contracted to Claude. One of Claude’s daughters with Francis would join the list of Charles’s fiancées before the Hapsburg emperor finally settled down with Isabella of Portugal, his first cousin, and stepdaughter to his sister Eleanor. After Claude died, Eleanor wed Francis.

Isabella brought Charles into closer concord with Portugal, itself an imperial power. Their son, the future Philip II of Spain, would become king consort of England through marriage to the second Mary Tudor, by then a reigning queen. After Mary’s death, Philip considered her half-sister, Elizabeth I, as his next bride.







None of these royal splicings, not even the union between Joanna and her nephew, counted as incestuous, because they proceeded with papal dispensations. Canon law determined who could marry whom, banning consanguineous couplings (those between close relations) and those of affinity (pairs linked via family members, whether through holy matrimony or extramarital dalliances). However, the Church could and did issue exemptions to these rules, even as it annulled marriages on exactly the same grounds.

Boleyn’s enemies told stories that, had they been true, snarled her relationship with Henry in skeins of affinity and consanguinity. Only one such tale is widely accepted by historians: that he made her sister Mary his mistress before falling for Anne. Mary too had sojourned at the French court. Later, gossip about her behaviour there cast her as a ‘great and infamous whore’ whose conquests stretched to Francis himself. The intended target of any mud that spattered her was, of course, Anne, whose enemies circulated similar slanders about her – and worse. A persistent rumour claimed she was Henry’s daughter, the issue of a fling between him and the Boleyn matriarch, Elizabeth. This unlikely scenario may have prompted him to acknowledge his affair with Mary. Warned that marriage to Anne could be invalid and that any children of the union thus illegitimate because he had ‘meddled both with the mother and the sister’, the King is reported to have replied, ‘Never with the mother.’

Hard evidence first puts Anne in the same room as Henry in 1522, at York Place, a setting at once fairytale and ominous. This was the lavish London home of Cardinal Wolsey, Henry’s chief minister, Archbishop of York, Primate of England and papal legate. Within eight years, incensed by the barriers to jettisoning Katherine for Anne, Henry had stripped Wolsey of position and was drawing up plans to remodel the property for himself. Whatever he envisaged for it, history had messier ideas. York Place, renamed Whitehall Palace, would provide the venue for Henry’s wedding to Anne and, eleven days after Boleyn’s execution, to her successor, Jane Seymour. Here too, in 1547, Henry’s reign of marital terror finally came to an end. His death also spared Anne’s uncle, Thomas Howard, whose own death sentence would otherwise have been carried out in days. Just over a century later, Charles I benefited from no such reprieve. Guards led him from his bedchamber at Whitehall to a scaffold outside the banqueting hall. In 1698, the palace burned to the ground along with archives containing testimonies that helped to convict Anne. Sic transit gloria mundi.

On the prelapsarian evening in question, however, Wolsey still enjoyed Henry’s favour, while the latter appeared settled with his first queen. All three sat down with other guests to dinner followed by a pageant in the courtly tradition. Originally tales told by medieval troubadours, courtly romances had by this stage diversified into masques, plays, poetry and other cultural forms, all of it freighted with messaging that continues to infuse and deform ideas of love. The heroes of these stories prized virginity even as they attempted to deflower virgins, besieging the objects of their devotion – sometimes literally – and regarding them as damaged goods if they surrendered. This particular masque saw eight women, embodying Beauty, Bounty, Constance, Kindness, Honour, Mercy, Perseverance and Pity, shower invaders with rosewater and sweetmeats from the towers of the Château Vert, a green castle specially constructed for the performance. Both Boleyn sisters took part, with Anne by some accounts playing Perseverance. It was a quality she seems to have possessed in abundance.







Listening to podcasts about the Tudors, I noticed that hosts often urge their guests to pick a side, champion a wife. While Henry’s first two wives undoubtedly came to see each other as enemies, both are diminished by this framing. Here is what Katherine was not, despite frequent cultural depictions as such: a pious frump traded in for a racier model. Multilingual and highly educated, Katherine won public affection and the respect of those who knew her, including, for much of their married life, her husband. Her circle encompassed Dutch scholar Desiderius Erasmus, Thomas More and other leading thinkers. At her behest, the Spanish humanist Juan Luis Vives wrote a treatise advocating for universal education. While Vives believed that learned women more assiduously protected their virtue, his work encouraged families to invest in education for their female offspring.

Katherine’s acute political instincts enabled her to sidestep court intrigues and negotiate Henry’s temper. His paranoia may have intensified after a fall from his horse in early 1536, but there were earlier indications of a ruthless personality, including his decision within a year of accession to execute two of his father’s closest henchmen, and a subsequent purge of anyone whose lineage or views might challenge his rule. One of More’s Epigrams, perhaps inspired by Henry, whom he served as Lord Chancellor, warns against relying on royal goodwill: ‘Often he roars in rage for no known reason,’ More wrote, ‘and suddenly the fun becomes fatal.’[3] Executed for treason after refusing to accept the legitimacy of Henry’s second marriage and the new Church of England, More would be canonised as a Catholic saint four centuries after his death.

In happier days, Henry valued Katherine sufficiently to install her as his regent when he crossed the Channel to fight the French. In his absence, she successfully managed efforts to repel Scotland’s opportunistic invasion and, after Flodden, sent Henry a trophy: the cloak of the slain Scottish monarch.

Their marriage, however, was never plain sailing. Her connections to the most powerful European dynasties failed to deliver the benefits Henry anticipated. The second half of Katherine’s promised dowry never materialised. Her direct line to Charles did not guarantee peace and sometimes proved a liability, all the more so when Henry initiated his Great Matter: the plan to discard her.

It is unlikely that he would have embarked on this course had their union produced a male heir. Their son, born to national celebrations, survived for just a few weeks. Only Mary lived to adulthood. As the years ticked by, and Katherine suffered multiple miscarriages and stillbirths, the King knew who to blame. After all, he had fathered a son with his long-term mistress Elizabeth ‘Bessie’ Blount.

Data analysis of Henry’s reproductive history supports a different interpretation: that he possibly suffered from a disorder limiting the numbers of viable children he could sire with any one woman. Seventy per cent of his six queens’ pregnancies ended in miscarriage or stillbirth, against a rate of 10 per cent among the wives of thirty-one members of his inner circle.[4] Injuries and indulgences are likely to have exacerbated any underlying condition. His suits of armour trace his arc from natural athlete to morbid obesity, which can damage fertility.

By the time Boleyn caught his eye, Katherine had likely entered menopause. Even so, Henry initially regarded the newcomer as merely mistress material, as his correspondence, lodged in the Vatican Library, makes clear. In what appears to be the earliest of seventeen undated letters from him to Anne, Henry begs her to end his ‘great agony’ and let him ‘know expressly your whole mind as to the love between us two’. Such clarity is ‘absolutely necessary … having been for above a whole year stricken with the dart of love, and not yet sure whether I shall fail of finding a place in your heart and affection, which last point has prevented me for some time past from calling you my mistress; because, if you only love me with an ordinary love, that name is not suitable for you, because it denotes a singular love which is far from common’. He then sets out his terms: ‘I will take you for my only mistress, casting off all others besides you out of my thoughts and affections, and serve you only.’

There are several plausible explanations for Anne’s rejection of this offer: piety, for example, or her understanding that women needed to protect what little social capital they possessed or that the game of courtly love rewarded only those maidens who remained out of reach. She had witnessed her suitor woo, win and discard her sister. Perhaps Anne already dreamed of snaring a king. Maybe she felt no attraction to her beau – or feared him. Without her letters, presumably destroyed on Henry’s orders, we can only guess at her thinking. Still, if the missing half of the correspondence suddenly turned up, would we take her words at face value? Lovers tell pretty lies, and though first-person testimonies should carry more weight than the accounts of people who were neither present nor even born at the time of events described, that does not ensure their credibility.

The difficulty of trying to understand Boleyn is not only that her voice is almost entirely absent from the exercise, but that contemporary commentaries are nakedly partial, and accounts written throughout the Tudor century – many during the reign of her daughter, Elizabeth – violently polarised.

The dispatches of the imperial ambassador Eustace Chapuys, who charted the rise and fall of ‘the concubine’ in real time, flowed like bile from his pen, reflecting his Hapsburg master’s loyalty to Katherine and Catholicism. Opposing factions in the reformation set the two main templates into which Boleyn has been squeezed ever since. Pick godliness as the reason she kept Henry at arms’ length, and you have the Boleyn of George Wyatt’s hagiographic The Life of the Virtuous Christian and Renowned Queen Anne Boleigne, written during Elizabeth I’s reign, or Anne’s characterisation in John Foxe’s The Acts and Monuments as a Protestant martyr. Scabrous accounts by Catholic authors such as Nicholas Harpsfield’s A Treatise on the Pretended Divorce between Henry VIII and Catherine of Aragon and Nicholas Sander’s The Rise and Growth of the Anglican Schism damn her for ambition, promiscuity and witchcraft.

All of this makes Henry’s letters the best source on the progression of their love affair, and a deeply problematic one at that. What they do reveal is their author, by turns vulnerable and aggressive, frantically punning and, despite some renown as a poet, clunking in his use of metaphors. He seems particularly entranced with the way in which the word ‘hart’, meaning deer, offers a soundalike for the organ most closely associated with love. In one missive, he writes that ‘seeing my darling is absent, I can do no less than to send her some flesh, representing my name, which is hart flesh for Henry, prognosticating that hereafter, God willing, you may enjoy some of mine’. It is a grisly image and presumably came accompanied by the corpse of a stag. A separate billet-doux reads as if it arrived covered in bloody fingerprints: ‘Written after the killing of a hart, at eleven of the clock, minding, with God’s grace, tomorrow, mightily timely, to kill another, by the hand which, I trust, shortly shall be yours.’ A third note, while less visceral, lacks romance: ‘I send you, by the bearer of this, a buck killed late last night by my own hand, hoping that when you eat of it you may think of the hunter.’

Anne’s absences from court increased his desire. ‘The longer the days are, the more distant is the sun, and nevertheless the hotter; so it is with our love, for by absence we are kept a distance from one another, and yet it retains its fervour, at least on my side,’ he declares. In what are likely later letters, his tone acquires greater intimacy. He addresses her as ‘mine own sweetheart’, complains that labouring over a book has given him a headache and wishes himself in her arms ‘whose pretty dukkys [breasts] I trust shortly to kiss’. Technically, Anne might still count as a virgin, but their relationship appears to have become sexual, a dangerous turn of events for a woman playing the game of courtly love.

The letters include other presentiments of trouble too. When his beloved stays away too long for his liking, Henry upbraids her in a tone he might use to discipline a courtier. The headache he bemoans is metaphorical as well as literal. The book he mentions is probably A Glass of the Truth, published anonymously but thought to be part written by him. It asserted that the Holy See had exceeded its jurisdiction in waiving for him the divine prohibition against a man marrying his brother’s widow, rendering his marriage to Katherine, and their daughter, illegitimate. It also warned against the dangers of female succession. The logic was clear: he owed it to his people to take a new wife and beget an unimpeachable male heir.

Until he met Anne, Henry had shown little sympathy for religious reform, accepting from Pope Leo X the title Defender of the Faith for his treatise Assertio Septem Sacramentorum adversus Martinum Lutherum, the Defence of the Seven Sacraments against Martin Luther. German-born Luther had published critiques of Catholic practices, most famously his Disputatio pro declaratione virtutis indulgentiarum, commonly known as the Ninety-five Theses and generally considered the real start of the reformation, which challenged the primacy of the papacy over temporal powers. Selling indulgences – offering absolution in return for payment – might be a money-spinner for the Church, but Luther saw true repentance as the only route to salvation. Henry’s riposte insisted on the papacy’s central role to European peace and unity. Luther responded with Contra Henricum Regem Angliae: Against Henry, King of England, a laugh-out-loud stream of invective against ‘the fool-King’. Now Henry himself was feverishly mustering arguments against the pope’s authority.

In courtly romances, knights wielded swords in pursuit of holy grails. In the name of love, Henry hacked away at foundations of his reign, his reputation, perhaps even his beliefs, struck out at friends and allies, and in going up against Charles and successive popes, made himself uncomfortably reliant on French support. Every time he slew a dragon, another stood in his path. Still, he pushed on, confident of securing twin prizes that would justify the toil and toll: his chosen queen and a settled succession. The air around the couple grew thick with smoke, not just from their smouldering passion but burning bridges.







What did the King see as he squinted through the haze? A clever woman, as educated as his queen, quick, charming, sometimes cutting, possibly mercurial and, towards Katherine, vindictive. Friends and enemies alike noted Anne’s wit. Men noticed her in other ways. A sonnet by Thomas Wyatt, poet, courtier and grandfather of Boleyn’s biographer George Wyatt, deployed the imagery that Henry had so comprehensively butchered to conjure up a strange and lovely spirit, a hind or doe, thought to be a representation of Anne. The hunter gives up the chase understanding she will always elude him, at once the property of an emperor and too independent to be constrained by anyone. ‘There is written her fair neck round about / Noli me tangere, for Caesar’s I am / And wild for to hold, though I seem tame.’[5]

The only surviving verified portrait of Boleyn is a carving on a 1534 commemorative coin that bears the initials A.R. and the inscription ‘The Moost Happi’. Time and damage have eroded features crudely rendered in the first place. More familiar images, for example, a famous depiction of Anne in a pearl-studded chain from which a B is suspended – the first letter of the surname she had traded for noble titles before her marriage – are thought to date to her daughter’s reign and may have been influenced by Elizabeth’s own dark eyes and strong contours. Two sketches purporting to show Anne, both attributed to Holbein, resemble neither each other, nor these paintings. One captures a woman in a nightgown turning away from the artist to reveal a fairly substantial double chin. In another drawing, the sitter faces the opposite direction, jawline and nose conspicuously sharp.

Written descriptions are more contradictory still, apart from a few points of congruence around her divergence from the Tudor ideal of pale skin and flaxen hair, and her preference for continental styles, including a crescent-shaped French hood in place of the clumsier English gable design. Lancelot de Carle, a French diplomat based in London during her queenship, called her beautiful. Wyatt’s hind has a fair neck. Anne, contemplating her impending beheading, famously told the constable of the Tower, Sir William Kingston, ‘I have a little neck.’ Sander, determined to associate her with witchcraft, gives us a radically different view of this part of her body: ‘There was a large wen under her chin,’ he says, or – in alternative translation from the Latin – a swelling. ‘Rather tall of stature, with black hair, and an oval face with a sallow complexion, as if troubled with jaundice … she had a projecting tooth under the upper lip.’

Is this the face that launched a king’s courtship? Apparently so, for, says Sander, Anne was also ‘handsome to look at [editor’s note: eh?], with a pretty mouth [despite the horizontal tooth]’. He adds that she was ‘amusing in her ways, playing well on the lute, and was a good dancer’. His book is also the original source for the sixth finger that supposedly disfigured her right hand.

If these details were accurate, Chapuys would surely have reported them with relish. Though he compared Henry’s excitement at marrying Jane Seymour to ‘the joy and pleasure a man feels in getting rid of a thin, old and vicious hack in the hope of getting soon a fine horse to ride’, he perhaps intended this primarily as a comment on Anne’s hot temper, for which he is a key source, rather than her appearance. Whatever his meaning, the phrase found echoes centuries later in descriptions of Camilla, widely reviled after Charles and Diana’s separation and divorce as a ‘horsey homewrecker’, ‘horse-faced’ and ‘horsey-looking’. ‘She’s very county, very horsey. Doesn’t take a good picture,’ an unnamed royal godparent mused of Camilla to the biographer Gyles Brandreth. ‘Too like a horse herself. She must be an amazing screw.’

Study any heterosexual couple in which the woman is thought to be punching above her weight, and you will find similar responses. For centuries, Anne’s denigrators have snickered about pleasuring techniques she supposedly imported from France, though she likely spent most of her time there cloistered away from the main court in the chaste ambit of Claude. The idea that the King might have been enthralled by Anne’s intellect rarely troubles such interpretations, yet Henry’s letters show her becoming his sounding board and informal adviser. Any veteran of a long-distance relationship will tell you that lengthy separations can forge a connection that, denied physical expression, discovers and builds on shared ideals and interests. Moreover, external opposition is a powerful bonding agent. Henry and Anne found common cause in the Great Matter.







It helped that she really did bring scandalous knowledge back from France: a passionate engagement with the work of French humanists and reformers. In England, the nascent reformation had triggered a series of injunctions against importing or owning heretical texts, but for the rest of her life, Anne continued, despite the dangers, to collect such books and explore related schools of thought.

Witnesses commented on her enthusiasm for more traditional devotional reading too. Three of her Books of Hours survive, illuminated texts designed for private prayer and contemplation, each containing annotations that speak to earthly as well as spiritual concerns. ‘Le temps viendra,’ the time will come, ‘Je Anne Boleyn’, she wrote in one. Into another, she sketched a verse in English: ‘Remember me when you do pray / That hope doth lead from day to day.’ Her third note, positioned below an illustration of the annunciation and evidently meant for Henry, reads: ‘By daily proof you shall me find / To be to you both loving and kind.’ Elsewhere in these pages, beneath an image of a bleeding Christ crowned with thorns, he has left a message for her: ‘If you remember my love in your prayers as strongly as I adore you, I shall hardly be forgotten, for I am yours. Henry R. forever.’

Before assessing her pivotal role in the king’s transformation from champion of Rome to its scourge, it is important to understand the role and importance of religion at that time. Although the term ‘atheism’ came into use during the latter half of the century, for most people, faith remained central to life, and how to live it. For the majority of believers, this meant following the spiritual and moral guidance and canonical laws of the Catholic church.

As the medieval period gave way to the renaissance, English dissenters known as Lollards criticised the Catholic hierarchy, arguing for a simpler and more open church. From the early sixteenth century, similar ideas animated newer reform movements across Europe, spreading fast and taking on different emphases depending on the dispositions of their founders and the cultures that embraced them. Lutheranism would find its most fertile ground in the German states, Scandinavia and the Baltics, while a French theologian called John Calvin, exiled to Switzerland, planted the roots of the evangelical branch that still bears his name. From the 1540s, Calvinism gained adherents in France, the Low Countries, Scotland and, after Edward VI’s accession, England.

Dissent was dangerous. Anybody convicted of heresy – as determined by whichever authority currently held the upper hand – risked a terrible death. There are multiple documented instances of prisoners burning alive rather than recanting, preferring transient agony to eternal hellfire. Many of those condemned to die on different charges made similar calculations, confessing their sins and seeking absolution while they still had the chance. Anne and four men accused with her of treason and other damning crimes would maintain their innocence to the gallows.

A pair of words is often misused in discussing her downfall: ‘divorce’ and ‘Protestant’. The church could not end marriages. It instead declared that some unions had never existed, annulling them on grounds such as non-consummation. The term ‘Protestantism’ derives from a 1529 ‘protestation’ by followers of Luther. As Eric Ives, author of a seminal biography of Boleyn, warns his readers, applying this label to her is ‘wholly inappropriate … During Anne’s lifetime [there were] only two general positions in England – that the [Catholic] Church needed to be supported as it was, and that the Church as it was needed to be reformed – around which and between which most individuals ranged with varying levels of commitment.’

Key divisions centred on the extent of free will and paths to redemption. The Catholic Church insisted that charitable giving and other good works could deliver salvation. Luther viewed such acts as a matter of moral responsibility rather than tickets to heaven, with God’s grace alone capable of cleansing sin. By that same logic, the distribution of Bibles and other religious texts in translation to local languages became a cornerstone of reform, widening access to general populations to enable personal accountability, while diminishing the gatekeeping powers of the priesthood. Luther also articulated an idea that Henry came to exploit, even as he attacked its author. ‘The pope,’ Luther wrote, ‘should have no authority over the emperor, except to anoint and crown him at the altar, as a bishop anoints and crowns a king.’

Chapuys described Anne as ‘more Lutheran than Luther himself’, the most inflammatory slur available, but her library shows his jibe was wide of the mark. Her inclinations were towards French reformism. She did, however, show interest in a home-grown radical who at times chimed with Luther. Among her possessions were copies of William Tyndale’s banned English translation of the New Testament, and his book, The Obedience of a Christian Man and How Christian Rulers Ought to Govern. In this tract, Tyndale, like Luther, depicted popes as an interruption to the divine chain of command between God and kings. Sovereigns should preside over their national churches.

Several sources claim that Anne contrived to bring Obedience to Henry’s attention, a risky decision since Wolsey had by now declared Tyndale a heretic. George Wyatt spins a convoluted yarn about Anne lending the text to one of her gentlewomen whose lover borrows it, only for Wolsey to impound it. Anne then encourages Henry to retrieve the book, whereupon he alights on passages she has highlighted for him. A flourish added in later tellings has Henry declaring Tyndale’s work ‘is for me and all kings to read’. It is unlikely he would have done so had he known the identity of its author. An iconoclast, Tyndale stood not only in opposition to the papacy, but to reformists urging Henry to defy it, eventually nailing his colours to the mast with The Practice of Prelates which accused both sides of pursuing worldly interests. He reserved his greatest scorn for the man charged with pushing through the Great Matter: Wolsey, rendered in Tyndale’s text as Wolf and Wolfsee.

Tyndale, soon to die a heretic’s death himself, was kicking a man already down. After years of clever footwork, the cardinal had found himself wedged between a rock – Pope Clement, institutionally and theologically opposed to Henry’s argument – and a hard place – a European power balance strongly skewed in favour of Katherine’s nephew, Charles. Francis, the emperor’s usual counterweight and the only ruler with sufficient clout to intercede with Clement on Henry’s behalf, had suffered a run of extraordinary setbacks.

One pivotal moment came before any talk of annulment and remarriage, during the Italian wars between Charles and Francis. In 1525, the French king was captured at a battle outside the Lombardy city of Pavia and transferred to Charles’s custody in Spain. After thirteen months in captivity, Francis secured his freedom by surrendering his Italian claims and sending Charles his heir and a second son as hostages. Despite the risk to his children, Francis’s compliance proved fleeting. Determined to regain lost ground, he engineered a new military alliance, the League of Cognac, joining forces against the emperor with Northern Italian states and, fatefully, the pope.

Events did not go according to plan for anyone involved. Two years after Pavia, Hapsburg forces advanced on Rome in a show of force meant merely to chasten the pontiff. Instead, these troops mutinied over lack of pay and stormed the city. Clement fled to the Castel Sant’Angelo, remaining there at the emperor’s mercy even as Wolsey and Henry’s other representatives petitioned him for help.

Small wonder, then, that negotiations on the annulment stuttered and stalled. A flurry of correspondence between the French and English courts reveals two kings attempting to leverage each other’s pain for their own ends. Anne also worked her personal relationships with the French royal house. Turf wars between the Boleyn family and allies and Wolsey complicated this picture. The wary dance between the cardinal and Anne provides rare glimpses of the latter’s own writing. ‘All the days of my life I am most bound of all creatures, next the king’s grace, to love and serve your grace: of the which I beseech you never to doubt that never I shall vary from this thought as long as any breath is in my body,’ she reassured Wolsey. Soon she was plotting to oust him.

First, though, came two false dawns, with Francis staging a fresh invasion of Italy, and Clement agreeing that an ecclesiastical court held in England could test the validity of Henry’s first marriage. Any expectation of a breakthrough proved short-lived. Lorenzo Campeggio, the cardinal appointed by the Pope to try the case with Wolsey, waited six months before embarking on a circuitous journey to London, deploying further delaying tactics on arrival. English envoys sent in the opposite direction to plead with the pope initially found him too ill to grant them audiences and then, when he eventually met them, unreceptive. Finally, in the summer of 1529, Campeggio and Wolsey opened the legatine trial at Blackfriars, only for Katherine to use its platform to try to save her queenship and her marriage. At her first appearance, she accused the court of bias and called for the case to be determined in Rome, returning to the stand three days later to deliver a direct appeal to Henry. Then, she turned on her heel and left. Several versions of her speech exist. Accounts of her performance also vary, based on five separate eyewitness testimonies, each grinding a different axe. Whichever comes closest to the truth, Katherine succeeded in swaying public opinion in her favour.

Henry’s suit rested, shakily, on a passage from Leviticus: ‘If a man shall take his brother’s wife, it is an unclean thing. He hath uncovered his brother’s nakedness; they shall be childless.’ There were obvious problems with this argument, not least Henry and Katherine’s thirteen-year-old daughter, Mary. As Katherine is said to have reminded her husband, there had been additional live births too. Moreover, the Bible contradicts itself on exactly the point under scrutiny, with Deuteronomy actively urging marriages between widows and their brothers-in-law.

The court broached another grey area: the injunction in Leviticus would not necessarily apply to an unconsummated marriage, as Katherine swore hers to Arthur had been. To ward off such a line of argument, Henry’s team assembled witnesses to insist that Arthur had deflowered Katherine, exiting the bridal bedchamber the morning after the wedding, schoolboy wit unsheathed, to demand ‘a cup of ale, for I have been this night in the midst of Spain’.

None of this mattered. Charles had inflicted a fresh defeat on Francis’s troops. After Campeggio adjourned proceedings for the summer, the Pope revoked the case to Rome, just as Katherine had requested. In early August, the French king and Hapsburg emperor signed a new treaty, the Peace of the Ladies, brokered by Francis’s mother, Louise, and Charles’s aunt, Margaret. The following February, the Pope conducted two coronation ceremonies for the ascendant Hapsburg, retroactively crowning him King of Spain and Holy Roman Emperor. Five months later, Charles’s sister Eleanor sealed the Franco-imperial entente by marrying Francis, arriving at her new home with the bridegroom’s sons, finally released from custody in Spain. As this event-filled year drew to a close, Wolsey died on the way to London to stand trial for privileging the papacy over loyalty to his monarch.

By now, Henry’s case and much else besides had devolved to his chancellor and most influential adviser, Thomas Cromwell, who was pursuing a twin-track approach of attempting to sway Clement, while also contemplating contingencies in the event of the mission’s failure. Katherine, banished from court, barred from seeing her daughter and burdened with a title she rejected – princess dowager – kept up the pressure from the other direction, begging the Pope to make a judgment not only in her favour, but swiftly. The lovers felt a sense of urgency too. Anne’s window of fertility was limited. Barring a heavenly intervention, the King faced two options: endure the unsatisfactory status quo, or gamble on his chosen queen and a nursery full of heirs.

Though the latter option risked excommunication – exclusion from the Church with repercussions on earth as in heaven – Anne and Cromwell, allies at this juncture, urged Henry to take the plunge. Cromwell shared Boleyn’s long-standing interest in religious reform and, with Archbishop of Canterbury Thomas Cranmer, was developing a vision for an English reformation more transformative than anything the King imagined or wanted. By instinct a religious conservative, Henry would revert to traditional Catholic practices later in his reign. What did excite him, though, was the prospect of sons, sex and C of E. Why shouldn’t he helm his own church?

A fresh shift in international relations provided the impetus he needed. As Charles faced down challenges on separate flanks from German princes and Ottoman forces, Francis and Henry signed a treaty of mutual aid, pledging to defend each other against attacks from their frenemy.







In October 1532, Anne travelled with Henry, queen in all but name and glittering with jewels appropriated from Katherine, to a summit with Francis. The couple may have consummated their relationship during this trip. Hall’s Chronicle, a contemporary history, claims they married the day they landed back in England. Their official nuptials, at Whitehall Palace in January 1533, remained secret for several months, not least because Henry still had a wife. That May, Archbishop Cranmer broke the logjam by declaring Henry’s union with Katherine annulled and establishing, at least for the time being, the legitimacy of the baby that swelled Anne’s belly. Clement, hoping Henry might yet be tempted back to Katherine and undiluted Catholicism, stayed his hand, dying before the English parliament passed the 1534 Act of Supremacy, which installed Henry as head of the Church of England. Earlier that year, the Act of Succession had formalised, under English law, the annulment of Henry’s first marriage, delegitimising Mary and requiring Henry’s subjects to accept the new union as ‘undoubted, true, sincere and perfect’. Two Suppression Acts followed, ramping up the practice of dissolving monasteries and other Catholic orders and siphoning off their wealth. Clement’s successor Paul III finally excommunicated Henry in 1538.

These events defined not only Henry’s reign, but those of his children and every ruler to come, including Charles I and his nemesis, Cromwell’s great-great-nephew, Oliver Cromwell. Henry’s immediate successor, his son Edward, would kick off a full Protestant reformation, only for Edward’s half-sister, Mary, to earn the soubriquet ‘bloody’ by rolling back religious reforms with fire.

Here’s another twist. In constituting himself head of the English church to fulfil his matrimonial desires, Henry complicated the marital plans of later kings. Each successive monarch heads the C of E and is expected to lead in deed as well as word. George IV tried to divorce his queen, Caroline of Brunswick, only to be thwarted when his government bowed to popular sentiment against the move. Edward VIII abdicated to marry divorcée Wallis Simpson. Charles and Camilla’s wedding arrangements devolved into slapstick.

Circumstances denied Anne Boleyn a grand wedding, but Henry pulled out the stops for her coronation. She remains the only consort ever to assume St Edward’s crown and to sit on St Edward’s chair, both otherwise reserved for reigning monarchs. Though often interpreted as a sign of his love for her, Henry may well have been consumed by a different passion: the desire to quash rumblings about the legitimacy of her queenship and the child she carried. On the eve of the ceremony, as she processed from the Tower of London to Westminster Abbey, spectators failed to get on board with the project. According to the spiteful Chapuys, when crowds caught sight of the new royal monogram, that same intertwined H&A which decorates the fireplace at St James’s Palace, they began to sound it out: HA HA, they mocked. HA HA.

Soon Anne’s enemies had cause to laugh again. In September she gave birth to a girl, Elizabeth. So convinced had Henry been that this baby would be a boy that scribes drafted proclamations in advance. Now they tried to amend the mistake, changing ‘prince’ to ‘princess’, but limited space forced a compromise: ‘princes’.

If celebrations appeared muted, so did Henry’s response: they would have more children. Perhaps his equanimity should have served as a warning. For years, he had pursued Anne as a hunter might stalk a deer. Domesticated, she was losing her allure. It was not just that the chase was over. A mistress of the courtly game, Anne showed no sign of adjusting to the role of compliant consort. A damsel might command her swain to obey her, but woe betide the queen who gave orders to Henry. A dispatch sent by Chapuys just four days before she went into labour overflows with Schadenfreude. Henry is already showing interest in other women, prompting his pregnant spouse, ‘full of jealousy, and not without cause’ to use ‘some words to the King at which he was displeased, and told her that she must shut her eyes, and endure as well as more worthy persons’. She ‘ought to know that it was in his power to humble her again in a moment more than he had exalted her’. The couple, Chapuys reports, has not spoken since. He welcomes this as a sign that Katherine might yet be recalled.

That ship had sailed. Henry’s desire for sons trumped other concerns. Unfortunately for Anne, over the next two years, she, like Katherine, would endure false hopes and miscarriages. A failed pregnancy may have prevented her from accompanying her husband on his annual progress around the country in 1534. The following summer, she did join the tour, stopping with him at Wolf Hall, home to Jane Seymour. The first mention of Henry setting his sights on Jane appears in a letter from Chapuys a few months later.

Meanwhile, and to the bitter end, Anne maintained her hostility to Katherine and Mary, the latter demoted from princess to lady, and like her mother, steadfastly refusing to recognise Boleyn as queen. Anne responded by threatening, within the hearing of others, to kill the King’s firstborn. There is no doubt that she behaved cruelly towards both women, but accusations that she planned to poison them appear baseless, so too the other charges soon to be levelled against her.

News of Katherine’s death, probably from cancer, on 7 January 1536, prompted a show of unity from Henry and Anne. By now, Boleyn was once again pregnant. Perhaps she imagined herself secure with Katherine out of the picture and a longed-for heir on the way. She seems not to have realised that her predecessor, far from threatening her status, had secured it.

Now a cascade of events sealed Boleyn’s downfall. She outlived Katherine by only nineteen weeks. Later that January, Henry suffered his jousting accident, toppling from his horse in full armour and pulling the animal on top of him. Unconscious, by some accounts for several hours, he probably sustained a brain injury. His health was already deteriorating. Migraines, malarial fevers and leg ulcers increasingly soured his mood and the air around him.

Five days later, Katherine’s funeral took place and Anne miscarried. ‘The child had the appearance of a male about three months and a half old,’ Chapuys reported. Other reports suggest the foetus had yet to reach the stage of development at which sex could be determined. Sander applied a different spin, accusing her, witch that she was, of birthing something inhuman, ‘a shapeless mass of flesh’.

Anne attributed the loss to the shock of Henry’s fall. He blamed it on marriage to her. ‘I see,’ Chapuys quotes him saying, ‘that God will not give me male children.’ This was pretty much the same rationale he had deployed to call doubt on the validity of his first union. Moreover, influential figures at court and in Europe, who had refused to accept its annulment, saw him, with Katherine’s death, as a widower, free to remarry.

The Seymour family scented blood in the water. Adversaries with a range of gripes and grudges gathered in corners. The most consequential was Cromwell. Anne had tussled with her former ally for Henry’s ear, notably over the dissolution of the monasteries. She argued that monies raised should be gifted to charitable causes. Cromwell looked to bolster Henry’s position by channelling proceeds to state coffers and the King’s key supporters.

England is dotted with symbols of Cromwell’s pyrrhic victory. Years ago, I got to live and work as a researcher in one such, Mottisfont Abbey in Hampshire. An Augustinian order, resident since the thirteenth century, was evicted around the same time as Anne’s trial, with the property passing to a member of her jury, William Sandys, Henry’s lord chamberlain. Sandys would soon escort Boleyn to the block, attend Jane Seymour’s wedding and funeral, and witness Cromwell lose his head for engineering the brief marriage between Henry and Anne of Cleves.

Nobody could afford to feel secure at Henry’s court, but even by these standards, the coup against Boleyn was swift and brutal. Two commissions were set up without explanation at locations that turned out to match places named in allegations against her and her co-accused. Anne’s father and maternal uncle would both be co-opted on to these. Next, writs were issued to summon parliament for no obvious reason, while Henry’s privy council began to meet daily.

Unaware of these moves, Anne provided her enemies with the material they needed to set their plan in motion. The conversation began harmlessly enough, a piece of courtly banter between her and Henry Norris, her husband’s groom of the stool, a position both elevated and as lavatorial at its title suggests – assisting the monarch with personal hygiene as well as statelier tasks. Boleyn teased Norris that he was dragging his heels over proposing to his paramour. Perhaps, she suggested, he harboured hopes of marrying Anne instead. As soon as she voiced the idea, she and Norris realised it could be construed as treason, defined by statute as ‘compassing and imagining the king’s death’. Immediately they backpedalled, with Norris seeking out Boleyn’s chaplain to swear an oath to her good character, but to no avail. The story reached Cromwell.

During that same short run of days, Anne reprimanded a musician in her retinue, Mark Smeaton, for staring at her, only for him to reply in romantic and conspicuously overfamiliar terms that ‘a look [from her] sufficed’. Arrested and interrogated, he confessed to adultery with her, presumably implicating Norris and others. That night, Henry ordered the postponement of a planned trip to Calais.

Boleyn must have known all was not well, but the next morning presided with her husband at a May Day joust, Henry relegated to spectating by his injuries. Those who did take to the field included Norris, Anne’s brother, George, and possibly the courtiers William Brereton and Francis Weston. The event proceeded as usual until, without warning, Henry left the stands, summoning Norris and departing on horseback. Norris’s journey ended at the Tower, soon to be joined by George Boleyn, Brereton, Weston and two suspects who would later be released, Thomas Wyatt, and a courtier called Richard Page. The following day, a barge carried the Queen to the same destination.







Anne’s trial, for treason, adultery and incest with her brother, George, took place on 15 May in the oldest building in the complex, the King’s Hall on the first floor of the White Tower, in front of a jury of twenty-six senior nobles, led by her uncle Thomas Howard.

Separate proceedings at Westminster Hall had already convicted Norris, Brereton, Weston and Smeaton of adultery and treason. Smeaton pled guilty. The others maintained their innocence. Thomas Boleyn, part of the commission that tried the men, must have known the outcome prejudiced his daughter’s case.

Not that she stood a chance. Henry had probably already sent to Calais for a swordsman, part of the meticulous orders for her execution he set out for Kingston. He had been ‘moved to pity’, the King wrote, and thus would spare Anne from being burned at the stake. The sword was a further concession, more likely to slice cleanly through a neck than an axe, which often required several attempts. Moreover, Henry either believed the charges against Anne or would stop at nothing to rid himself of her. There is circumstantial evidence for the second interpretation.

A French diplomat described Henry rebuffing his new wife, Jane, when she offered him unsolicited advice: she should remember the fate of her predecessor before daring to ‘meddle with his affairs’. Chapuys, no friend to Anne, doubted the case against her, observing that it rested ‘on mere presumption or on very slight grounds, without legal proof or valid confession’. He also pointed out that Archbishop Cranmer had annulled Henry’s marriage to Anne before her execution. There had therefore been no reason to kill her, ‘since the executioner’s sword and her own death were virtually to separate and divorce man and wife. But if such was their intention it strikes me that it would have been a far more decent and honest excuse to allege that she had been married to another man still alive’. Chapuys added, ‘May God permit that this may be [Henry’s] last folly.’ It was not.

Reports of the trial, though of course varying in detail, coalesce around the clarity and concision of Boleyn’s rebuttal of all charges. She had not been unfaithful with her brother or anyone else, nor had she hoped for the King’s death or plotted the murders of Katherine and Mary or done any of the other things of which she stood accused.

George Boleyn made a compelling defendant too. The only supposed evidence of incest related to a single occasion when he and Anne had conferred in her bedchamber about the progress of the Great Matter. Asked to answer an allegation handed to him in writing to avoid its disclosure to the court, he instead read the question aloud. Did his wife, Jane, one of Anne’s ladies-in-waiting, ever tell him that her mistress had complained about Henry as a lover, specifically that he possessed neither ‘prowess nor force’? Already positioned as a cuckold by the process masterminded by Cromwell, Henry now carried the stigma of sexual inadequacy too.







Boats used to turn off the main course of the Thames to decant their prisoners at Traitor’s Gate, but the waterway from the river to the Tower of London has long been bricked up, separating the bloody past from the civilised present. Today, on a visit to the Tower, I cannot but notice that one still flows into the other. Around the world, conflicts smoulder and flare like forest fires. The rich live on in their castles, the poor at their gates, gig-economy grooms of the stool but without any of the benefits of the original job. And wherever I look, Anne Boleyn stares back at me from posters and tourist tat, except of course that this is make-believe Anne: Anne of the B-pendant and Mona Lisa expression; Anne the unfathomable, inscrutable and endlessly recyclable; Anne of a thousand ways to keep women in their place. Anne of a thousand faces and none.

Researching and writing this book, I thought a lot about what history is and what it means. The lines between fact and fiction are often blurred. Historians frequently use novelistic techniques to bring dusty data to life, describing what people thought or felt, or how the sun shone through a window when no sources for these details exist. Similarly, historical fiction such as Philippa Gregory’s 2001 blockbuster novel, The Other Boleyn Girl, and the films and play based on it, can more powerfully shape views of the past than any nonfiction, because such techniques make stories – and their characters – come alive.

Reading her book years ago, my sympathies, as the author intended, rested with the titular heroine, Mary Boleyn. Revisiting it for this project, I was struck by how clearly Sander’s slanders echo down the centuries. Gregory’s framing pits kind Mary against the ruthless Anne. The narrative would anyway be familiar: infused with courtly values; virtue rewarded; and a woman punished for her sexuality and her ambition.

A global bestseller, The Other Boleyn Girl has helped to perpetuate a caricature of Anne created by her enemies during the reformation. Does that matter? Should we send writers to the scaffold for taking liberties with history? If so, why not cancel Shakespeare for his ahistorical history plays or boycott Wolf Hall, more literary than The Other Boleyn Girl but also heavily drawing on Catholic sources? A couple of years ago, I watched a capacity audience in London cheer on Henry’s queens as reimagined by the hit musical Six. Though intended as a feminist take – its moral is one of female solidarity – the Anne of Six (‘the mystery, the one who changed history’) is a creature drawn from anti-Boleyn mythology, a bubble-headed social climber. And what of the many portrayals that lean on Protestant sources: Boleyn as a saintly figure, a tragic heroine? Nor is bias the only force that distorts. French-Canadian actress Geneviève Bujold made such an appealing Boleyn in the 1969 film Anne of a Thousand Days that she popularised the notion that the real Anne spoke with a French accent (possible but unprovable) along with the more dubious claim of a confrontation in the Tower between Henry and his doomed wife.

These books and dramatisations all managed to trigger that quiet process of osmosis by which ideas seep through populations to reinvent themselves as accepted facts. Historical fiction routinely spreads ye olde fake news, plays with timelines, kills off inconvenient figures, sexes up the humdrum and leans on tropes.

For me, part of the problem lies in that phrase: ‘historical fiction’. That is why, in discussion with Elizabeth Fremantle, the author of Firebrand, I suggest rebranding historical fiction as fictional history. Fremantle pauses, mulls and calls my idea ‘interesting’, sounding as if she means it. ‘Novels,’ she says, ‘are anachronisms, stories, fairytales. I think we writers have to stand up and admit to that. I do my research, but sometimes I choose to set that aside if it is not serving the story I want to write.’

The more truthful a piece of fictional history feels – whether because it panders to our prejudices or holds a mirror up to humanity – the more easily we accept it as gospel, even though, as Fremantle warns, ‘essentially any historical figure, once fictionalised, is nothing like the real person’. The problem with my proposed rebranding, of course, is that it implies there is such a thing as history free from fiction: established, immutable and entirely rooted in objective facts and physical proofs. As Boleyn and the other women featured in Divide and Rule demonstrate, all history is, to some degree or another, fictionalised, shaped in the telling by its fragmented sources and unreliable narrators.







On 17 May, George, Norris, Brereton, Weston and Smeaton took to the scaffold at Tower Hill. This would be their last chance to confess and repent any lies. The first four reiterated their innocence. Smeaton said that he deserved to die – a fate he may have felt his false testimony merited.

Anne awaited death in the same royal apartments that had accommodated her ahead of her coronation less than three years earlier – a mercy, but surely also a reminder of how far she had fallen, and how fast. William Kingston, her gaoler as constable of the Tower, noted her rapid-cycling moods, periods of calm giving way to terror and outbursts of gallows humour.

After he informed her that she was to be executed the following morning, she prayed until dawn, making a confession to Cranmer and receiving the sacrament. There would be no late-breaking admission of guilt, just a last, cruel twist: a postponement. Perhaps the swordsman had been delayed. Anne spent a second night in prayer, then got dressed, choosing an English gabled hood rather than the French style, and a gown cut low enough to avoid any impediment to the blade’s clean sweep.

Kingston, his yeomen, her ladies, Sandys and other courtiers accompanied her on the short walk to a scaffold within the Tower walls. As she mounted the platform, she could not have anticipated that Henry planned to kill her memory too. Nor, it seems, did he realise that her parting speech, heard by crowds of spectators, would hand her a final victory, not because it was faithfully recorded, but for the opposite reason. Like Anne herself, there are multiple versions, all but one suggesting her innocence. She makes no confession, levels no accusations and for the King has only praise: ‘A gentler nor more merciful prince was there never,’ she says in the most widely quoted iteration. Lancelot de Carle’s account, thought to be first hand, has her lauding Henry’s ‘great humanity’ and begging ‘compassion for those who judged me to die’.

We can never know the real Anne Boleyn, but the scene is familiar to millions of us alive today, engraved into history, reworked and reinvented for each successive age. Too vital to extinguish, this royal woman will not go quietly.
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