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Introduction


    Ava Pickett





    I wrote 1536 during a period when I was becoming increasingly paralysed by the never-ending news cycle of women being killed by men. I would watch news notification after news notification slice in to my phone screen, bringing with it the horror of yet another woman killed on her way home from work, or the pub, or the park. The following cycle would feel dreadfully familiar: a public outcry, a trending hashtag, vigils, marches, an insistence that change must happen – that we could do better, that men would do better, that the government would do better. But it never happened. The world might change but women’s place in it didn’t. For all of the talk, it remained the same – the rot was buried too deep.




    1536 is a play about how the actions of a man in power can bleed down through society. If a king can kill his wife, what does that mean for women everywhere? And can female friendship survive, can solidarity survive, if violence against women is state-sanctioned – or do we have to abandon each other in order to stay alive?




    Because it is also a play about friendship, in all of its glorious complexity. When I was writing it, I found these three women, with their anger and their betrayals and their joy, intoxicating. I wanted to spend all of my time with them; they are complicated and difficult and impressive and disappointing. I love them all, I forgive them all. I hope you do.




    1536 has given me more than I ever thought possible. In a time when new writing is struggling to find its way onto stages, I feel so incredibly lucky and privileged to tell this story again and to a wider audience.




    Now, this is the bit where I have to thank everyone who supported me and this play and put us on stage.




    Firstly, to Steph Bain and Rupert Goold at the Almeida, for taking a chance on me in the first place. Sonia Friedman for your relentless support from that very first preview week; Margot and Sophia at LuckyChap; Skye at Annapurna – everyone who has made it possible for this show to have a new life in the West End. It’s a dream come true.




    The brilliant cast: Siena, Tanya and Liv, these women belong to you now. Watching you change the weather each night is a gift I’ll never get over. Adam and Angus, for your wonderful work in the Almeida production; and our brilliant new cast in the West End. All of the extraordinarily talented creatives who built this patch of grass in Essex hundreds of years ago.




    And Lyndsey Turner. Lyndsey fucking Turner. I commit it to ink: this wouldn’t be what it is without you. Your work and talent and gift – because it is a gift – has made this show possible. Countless hours in snatched rehearsal rooms, coffee shops; hurried and slow, deep and quick, easy and hard – you have been a gigantic, wonderful, fierce collaborator.




    My agent Amanda, you have paved a road to a place I never thought I’d be. To everyone at CB and UTA; Doireann, Max, Larry, Stella and Julian.




    To my fiancé Mark, who has had to put up with me talking about this play every night for the last three years, you’re my first reader and biggest champion; you make it possible for me to write. I love you so much.




    And, of course, to my wonderful family and to my mates. I wouldn’t have been able to write these friends if I didn’t have the privilege of having you all in my life.




    April 2026


  




  

    

      

    




    




    1536 was first performed at the Almeida Theatre, London, on 6 May 2025. It transferred to the Ambassadors Theatre, London, on 12 May 2026 (previews from 2 May), presented by Sonia Friedman Productions, Annapurna Theatre, LuckyChap with StudioCanal, Fiery Dragons, P3 Productions, M. Kilburg Reedy, Ken & Janet Schur, Tulchin/Bartner Productions, Koenigsberg Riley Fan, Patrick Gracey, Winkler & Smalberg, HA Productions, The Cohn Sisters, Charles Diamond and Lee Dean. The West End cast was as follows:
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    Characters




    ANNA, twenty-three, in service




    MARIELLA, twenty-two, midwife




    JANE, nineteen, a wife




    RICHARD, twenty-five, a man with power




    WILLIAM, twenty-nine, a man with power




    Everyone is from Essex.




    
Note on Text





    Punctuation (or lack of) is used to indicate pace, rhythm and tone.




    A forward slash ( / ) indicates when the next line comes in.




    Do it fast.




    Do it simply.




    This ebook was created before the end of rehearsals and so may differ slightly from the play as performed.


  




  

    

      

    




    




    

      Scene One




      England. May, 1536. A field in Essex.




      ANNA fucks RICHARD fast up against a curled tree. It is sweaty, rushed, stolen.




      They finish and he steps away from her, she slides down the tree.




      He pulls his trousers up as she pulls her skirts down. When done, they stop and look at each other, she laughs and he laughs too, shaking his head.




      He steps forward, pushes her hair out of her face. She bites the inside of his wrist, he winces and laughs.




      RICHARD. Here.




      He hands her a turquoise bracelet.




      For when I’m not with you.




      She takes the bracelet. He stares at her and smiles. They kiss again, passionately, hungrily.




      And then he goes. She watches him go and her smile fades, like smoke disappearing into air.




      Fuck.


    




    

      Scene Two




      England. May, 1536. The same field in Essex. It is hot. It is bright.




      Now ANNA’s body lies on her front in the field. Unmoving. Spread out, skirts hitched up, soaking up the sun. She looks dead.




      There is a breeze. There is a bird. Somewhere else, men are arguing over a fence about a debt that has not been paid, about trust that has been broken, about a consequence that will come.




      Suddenly, JANE arrives, panting and sweating, and ANNA jolts up, surprised.




      JANE. Hi – hi hi – oh god – sorry –




      ANNA. What’s happened?




      JANE. I – sorry I can’t – I can’t breathe – hang on –




      ANNA. Jane, what’s happened? Was it something good, something bad, what?




      JANE. It’s, it’s the King. He’s –




      ANNA. The King? The King’s dead?! FUCK OFF is the King dead! No!




      JANE. No, no, he’s not dead don’t worry!




      Micro-beat.




      ANNA. Oh, why would I be worried?




      Beat.




      JANE. What?




      ANNA. I said why would I be worried?




      JANE. Oh.




      JANE stops. Still breathing heavily, she swallows, thinking, processing. She looks back where she came from, then back at ANNA.




      What, if you – if I had come here and said the King’s died you wouldn’t be worried?




      ANNA. Nah.




      JANE. Not even a little bit?




      ANNA. Not really.




      JANE. But it’s the King.




      ANNA. I know he’s the King.




      JANE. and he’d be dead.




      ANNA. yeah and?




      JANE. and you wouldn’t, what you wouldn’t even be slightly worried, not even a bit?




      ANNA. Nah, not really.




      JANE. Anna he’s the King of England.




      ANNA. Yeah I’m aware of that.




      JANE. and if he died there’s no heir, he’s not got like, a legitimate male heir it would be, it’d be chaos.




      ANNA. Yeah alright.




      JANE. Chaos – everywhere –




      ANNA. Sure but look, like he’s not, he’s not, John is he?




      Beat.




      JANE. What?




      ANNA. He’s not John is he?




      JANE. John who?




      ANNA. Pollen.




      JANE. John Pollen.




      ANNA. Yeah. It wouldn’t be like him dying would it? It’s not like him dying is it?




      JANE. John Pollen, the baker?




      ANNA. Yep.




      JANE. What you’d be worried if, if John Pollen, the baker, died?




      ANNA. Yes.




      JANE. What you’d be more worried if John Pollen the baker died instead of the King of England?




      ANNA. Correct.




      JANE. If he dropped dead right now?




      ANNA. Sure.




      JANE. Why?!




      ANNA. Cos it affects me, John Pollen dying affects me directly!




      JANE. The King dying affects you directly!




      ANNA. Not really! I mean when has the King ever given me a free loaf? Or a bun? Or a roll?




      JANE. Anna you can’t be serious, it’s the King!




      ANNA. Alright what’s his name then?




      JANE. What?




      ANNA. What’s the King’s name Jane? What’s his name?




      JANE. It’s, it’s, well it’s, it’s King.




      ANNA. Yeah go on, what’s the next bit? After the King bit. King what?




      JANE struggles, ANNA laughs.




      See! You don’t even know!




      JANE laughs.




      JANE. No! I do know! I do know! I just! I’ve just forgotten for a second, for a moment!




      ANNA. Alright well the moment’s passed so what is it?!




      JANE. Anna…




      ANNA. Nope! Incorrect! That’s me! Next!




      JANE. Erm…




      ANNA. Come on…




      JANE. Henry! It’s Henry! Ha!!




      ANNA. Well done. But yeah I care more about John Pollen dying than the King of England if that’s what you’re asking, now do you want to know a secret?




      JANE. Will I end up dead?




      ANNA. What?




      JANE. Is it a secret that will get me killed cos if it is, then no thanks. Not really.




      ANNA. What secrets have I told you that have got you killed?




      JANE. Well none.




      ANNA. Exactly.




      JANE. Yet!




      ANNA reaches into her dress and pulls out the bracelet that RICHARD gave her. It stops JANE dead.




      Oh my god.




      ANNA. I know.




      JANE. Anna.




      ANNA. I know.




      JANE. That’s like – that’s like jewels.




      ANNA. Yep.




      JANE. Like actual jewels.




      ANNA. Yep.




      JANE. Like proper Jewels.




      ANNA. Alright Jane, it’s just a fucking bracelet.




      JANE. Can I touch it?




      ANNA. You are touching it.




      JANE. But can I like, put it on?




      ANNA. Sure, if it’ll fit.




      JANE puts it on, examines herself.




      JANE. Who gave it to you?




      ANNA. Can’t say.




      JANE. John Pollen?




      ANNA. As if!




      JANE. You just said you cared if he died!




      ANNA. Oh my god! Cos I like free stuff Jane! And because it’s boring to look at ugly men!




      JANE. Thomas Cotley?




      ANNA. Thomas Cotley? Fuck off would it be Thomas Cotley!




      JANE. You said you’d throw yourself off a bridge for him last month.




      ANNA. Oh shut up Jane no I didn’t.




      JANE. It’s a big thing, to have jewels.




      ANNA. You can keep it if you want.




      JANE. Oh Anna, no I couldn’t.




      ANNA. It looks nice.




      JANE. No…




      ANNA. Makes you look interesting…




      JANE. Anna I can’t. I haven’t got the wrists for it –




      ANNA. Your wrists are fine!




      JANE. They’re not!




      ANNA. Jane just accept the fucking bracelet!




      Beat. ANNA tries to be nice. JANE puts it on and is thrilled.




      See? Now people will wonder about you. They’ll go who is Jane getting bracelets from? Who is Jane disappearing off to meet? They’ll think you’ve got admirers, they’ll think you’re mysterious.




      JANE. You said I didn’t have the bone structure to be mysterious.




      ANNA. Well you would if you ate less.




      JANE. I thought your father said you weren’t to accept gifts from boys any more.




      ANNA. Urgh who cares.




      JANE. He won’t like it. He’ll fight you on it




      ANNA. Well he’ll lose




      JANE. but you won’t win!




      ANNA stares at JANE sulkily, she’s ruined it. Fuck Jane. Fuck dumb Jane. ANNA pulls at the grass.




      ANNA. Go on then.




      JANE. What?




      ANNA. Your news. You had news. You ran up here to tell me something –




      JANE. Oh yeah –




      ANNA. – Like a fucking dog.




      Beat. ANNA stares at JANE, her cheeks are red. JANE doesn’t know what to do when ANNA gets like this.




      MARIELLA (faint, offstage). OI!




      Both JANE and ANNA look to watch MARIELLA (offstage) approach. ANNA smiles, stands up and yells:




      ANNA. Hurry up! Jane’s got news!




      MARIELLA (faint, offstage). What?!




      ANNA. News! JANE’S GOT FUCKING NEWS.




      MARIELLA, sweating, carrying a basket, arrives and throws it on the ground.




      MARIELLA. Oh my fucking life, I am so hot.




      ANNA. So hot.




      JANE. So hot.




      MARIELLA. It’s not been this hot before has it?




      JANE. I think maybe last May was this warm.




      ANNA. No it wasn’t it’s far hotter this year. How’d you get away!?




      MARIELLA plops herself down on the grass next to ANNA.




      MARIELLA. I didn’t. I’m hiding from Agnes. Anna put your stockings on, if a man comes…




      ANNA. They’d think themselves lucky –




      MARIELLA is running a small bottle of water over some scissors.




      URGH MARIELLA DON’T DO THAT!




      MARIELLA. I HAVE TO DO IT OR IT CRUSTS.




      JANE. Why are you hiding from Agnes?




      MARIELLA. We were meant to go up to Updale Hall today.




      ANNA. Urgh hasn’t Eleanor had the fucking kid yet?




      MARIELLA. Nope.




      ANNA. When?




      MARIELLA. Maybe a month? Maybe more?




      JANE. She must be so uncomfortable.




      ANNA. Does she look awful? Is her neck swollen? I bet her neck’s swollen.




      MARIELLA. Why would her neck be swollen?




      ANNA. That’s what happens when you’re pregnant.




      MARIELLA. Incorrect.




      JANE. Is she scared?




      ANNA. Is she gonna die?!




      JANE. Anna!




      ANNA. What?! It’s just a question!




      JANE. That’s sinful.




      ANNA. Asking a question ain’t sinful Jane what’s sinful is the state of your fucking hair mate.




      MARIELLA. I doubt Eleanor’s gonna die, the amount of staff they’ve got.




      ANNA. You know I had to serve them the other night? Her and William? They came up to have dinner with Aldward. Didn’t say a word to each other, looked miserable as sin. He hates her you can tell.




      MARIELLA. Thanks. I don’t believe you but thanks.




      ANNA. He does! She’s so boring and she eats like a pig.




      JANE. Well I feel sorry for Eleanor, she’s probably terrified.




      ANNA. Pregnancy’s part of life Jane, we all have to do it.




      MARIELLA. Alright well you’ve not done it yet.




      ANNA. Yes but when I do, I definitely won’t be terrified and I won’t be swanning about doing nothing like Eleanor fucking Updale.




      MARIELLA. You absolutely will! It’s all you do now! Look at you!




      ANNA. It’s not my fault Aldward’s away in London. You know I slept in their bed the other night?




      JANE. No you didn’t!




      MARIELLA. Urgh Gross! Anna he’s like ninety!




      ANNA. The sheets were so heavy, I didn’t wake up once it was like being under the earth! I had to! For my tired eyes!




      JANE. He’ll strike you if he finds out.




      ANNA. No he won’t! He’s not laid a finger on me ever since I helped him escape death!




      MARIELLA. Er, I taught you that remedy!




      ANNA. Everyone knows a dried fish on the chest helps cure a fever, you can’t take the credit.




      MARIELLA. Unbelievable.




      ANNA. Mariella you could’ve gone into service with me, you chose to be a midwife!




      MARIELLA. No! My grandmother chose to be a midwife, I had no part in it and honestly it’s fucking horrible, but I am very good at it.




      JANE. You are very good at it.




      ANNA. She is very good at it.




      They all laugh.




      Alright quick then before I have to go back. Jane had news.




      JANE. I did? I did!




      MARIELLA. What?! From where?




      JANE. London.




      ANNA. WHAT! You didn’t say it was from London!




      JANE. You were talking about the bracelet!




      MARIELLA. Bracelet?! What bracelet?




      ANNA. Jane, show her the bracelet.




      JANE shows MARIELLA the bracelet and MARIELLA can’t believe it.




      MARIELLA. Fuck off… Anna…




      ANNA. I know.




      JANE. She won’t say who gave it to her. It’s not John Pollen – although he’s been giving her free loaves.




      MARIELLA. WHAT?




      ANNA. Men like to give me gifts Mariella it’s not my fault.




      JANE. Was it George Hatchworth?




      ANNA. George Hatchworth! As if!




      MARIELLA. Mark Canning? Oh! Oh! Lewis Thorbold?!




      JANE. OH! THE MAN IN THE MARKET WHO SAID YOU HAD EYES LIKE THE SKY?!




      ANNA. No. Never. And oh my god, I forgot he’d said that!




      MARIELLA. Wait, is it a proposal?




      ANNA. Maybe.




      MARIELLA. Anna! Is it?!




      ANNA. You’ll have to wait and see won’t you?! A girl doesn’t kiss and tell Mariella!




      MARIELLA. Fuck off, yes you do! All you do is kiss and all you do is tell!




      ANNA laughs and smacks MARIELLA playfully.




      JANE. God it must be so amazing, to have secrets.




      ANNA. You should get yourself some. Okay go on then quick Jane what is it?




      JANE. What? Oh! Yes! Right so it’s about the Queen!




      ANNA. What? You said it was about the King?!




      JANE. Well yes it’s about the King but really it’s about the Queen




      ANNA. Is she pregnant?!




      JANE. Nope.




      MARIELLA. Idiot.




      JANE. He’s arrested her.




      Beat. They all freeze. The air shifts.




      ANNA. What?




      Beat.




      Arrested her? What d’you mean?




      MARIELLA. What he’s had her arrested?




      JANE. Yeah.




      ANNA. What he’s ordered it? The King?




      JANE. Yes!




      ANNA. The Queen?




      JANE. Yes yes Anne Boleyn arrested!




      MARIELLA. But –




      ANNA. But, she’s the Queen.




      MARIELLA. On what grounds?




      JANE. I don’t know. Father said, something about – about treason.




      MARIELLA. What?! Treason?!




      Beat.




      ANNA. No. No you’ve got that wrong you’ve. You’ve heard that wrong.




      JANE. How can I hear the word ‘queen’ wrong?




      ANNA. You mixed up bed and bread the other day.




      JANE. I didn’t hear it wrong, she’s been arrested and she’s in the tower!




      MARIELLA. The tower? He’s put her in the fucking tower?




      ANNA. Alright when then? When did this happen?




      JANE. It happened the day Father left London so, I dunno, maybe two days ago.




      ANNA. Two days ago?! Oh! Well she’s probably already out then! If it was two days ago, it’s probably already finished!




      JANE. Do you think so?




      ANNA. Of course it is! She’s the fucking Queen, Jane! Since when have you known a queen to get arrested? I mean this is, this is old news, tired news. Right?




      MARIELLA. Right.




      A pause, they all contemplate this.




      ANNA. I mean I just thought you were gonna say something about the chickens.




      JANE. You think I’d run from the town to tell you about chickens?




      ANNA. Well there’s nothing else going on is there? You ran up here to tell me about that frog last week.




      JANE. I didn’t run about the frog.




      ANNA. Yes you fucking did.




      JANE. I hurried. I hurried to tell you about the frog and anyway when was the last time you saw a frog?




      ANNA. This morning.




      JANE. That’s not true.




      ANNA. Oh my god Jane you’re not the only person that notices things!




      MARIELLA. I wonder if he’ll kill her.




      ANNA and JANE stop and look at her. ANNA vibrates with anger.




      ANNA. Mariella, shut up.




      MARIELLA. Treason is serious Anna.




      ANNA. Kings don’t kill their wives! It’s not – it just doesn’t happen, alright?




      MARIELLA. There’s a lot of stuff that kings don’t do that he ended up doing for her.




      ANNA. Exactly. He’s obsessed with her. And anyway, she’s the Queen, what’s she gotta do treason for?! Treason’s for nutters, for losers!




      JANE. Well apparently, Father said that last year people thought she tried to kill the King, at a dinner. They’d been arguing and then out of nowhere he started choking on his wine and people reckon she’d poisoned his / his what’s it called




      ANNA. Oh fuck off did she – / No she didn’t




      JANE. what’s it called – his…




      ANNA. Cup Jane! You’re struggling for the word Cup! It’s three letters!




      MARIELLA. Which entrance did she take? In the tower? Which gate did they take her through?




      JANE. Well apparently it was y’know, the bad one.




      MARIELLA. Knew it!




      ANNA. Traitors’ Gate?! They took her through Traitors’ fucking Gate?




      MARIELLA. Right well she must have done something bad then! Cos he wouldn’t have put her in there for no reason would he? I mean she’s the Queen! People are obsessed with her, d’you remember when she was coronated? Anna changed her hair.




      ANNA. I did not change my hair.




      MARIELLA. Yes you did! When she was made Queen you changed your hair!




      ANNA. Mariella, I’m sorry if I like to experiment with style, some of us care about our appearance!




      MARIELLA. I care about my appearance – hey maybe she killed someone!




      JANE. Women don’t kill people!




      ANNA. I dunno I could probably kill Abigail Hayward.




      MARIELLA laughs.




      JANE. Well Father said that even before she was Queen, she used to take men to bed, scores of men and apparently that’s what it is. She’s been loose.




      ANNA. Oh shut up Jane.




      JANE. I’m just saying what other people are saying. I’m just saying what other people said.




      ANNA. Yeah like a fucking child! She’s not done anything with any men. Men fancy her, it’s not a crime to be fancied is it? She’ll be released, I’m sure of it.




      MARIELLA. Well you can’t be sure of it, can you? It’s not like we’re there is it?




      Anna flops down.




      ANNA. We should be there, instead of stuck here where nothing happens.




      JANE. Things happen here.




      ANNA. No they don’t Jane. We sit and talk about shit happening elsewhere, that’s all that happens here.




      MARIELLA. She saw a frog last week that’s something.




      ANNA. Y’know what, maybe I’ll go.




      MARIELLA. Here we go, right on cue.




      ANNA. I’ll steal a horse and I’ll ride it all the way to London.




      MARIELLA. Where you gonna get a horse / from? Anna where you getting the horse from?!




      ANNA. And I’d gallop through the streets and I’d slip off it’s back!




      MARIELLA. It’s not going to HAPPEN!




      ANNA. And / I’d slip off it’s back in thin-soled shoes –




      MARIELLA. No one leaves! No one ever fucking leaves!




      ANNA. Oh would you just let me fucking dream, Mariella!
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