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INTRODUCTION



‘Born of an infamous woman’


ONE OF THE oldest and most precious items in the collection of Chequers House, the country residence of Britain’s prime ministers, is a tiny, exquisitely crafted ring, fashioned from mother-of-pearl and embossed with rubies and diamonds. The bezel carries an intertwined ‘E’ in diamonds and ‘R’ in blue enamel, for ‘Elizabeth Regina’, which gives a clue both to its status and its age. But the most fascinating part of the ring is hidden from view. It opens to reveal two portraits: one is of Elizabeth I; the other is thought to be of her mother, Anne Boleyn, the most famous – and controversial – of Henry VIII’s wives. When closed, the two portraits almost touch: face to face, mother to daughter. The Virgin Queen was well known for her love of expensive and elaborate jewellery, yet this comparatively simple piece was her most cherished possession and she kept it with her until the day she died. It is a poignant symbol of the private reverence in which she held her late mother throughout her long life.


Anne Boleyn and Elizabeth I. Two of the most famous women in British history. Their stories are as familiar as they are compelling. Henry VIII’s obsessive love for Anne turning to bitter disappointment when she failed to give him a son, and her bloody death on the scaffold barely three years after being crowned queen. Her daughter Elizabeth’s turbulent path to the throne, her long and glorious reign – a ‘Golden Age’ for England, with overseas adventurers, Shakespeare and Spenser, royal favourites, the vanquishing of the Armada – all presided over by the self-styled Virgin Queen.


And yet, Anne and Elizabeth’s stories have never been told together: the nature of their relationship, the impact it had on their own lives and those around them, and its enduring legacy. In part, this is understandable. Elizabeth was less than three years old when the Calais swordsman severed her mother’s head at the Tower of London on 19 May 1536. Even while Anne had lived, Elizabeth had seen little of her and had followed the traditional upbringing for a royal infant, established in a separate household, far removed from her parents at court. And then there is the impression that Elizabeth herself gave. ‘She prides herself on her father and glories in him,’ observed Giovanni Michiel, the Venetian ambassador to England during the reign of Elizabeth’s sister Mary. The many references that Elizabeth made to her ‘dearest father’, and the way in which she apparently tried to emulate his style of monarchy when she became queen, all support this view.1


By contrast, Elizabeth is commonly (but inaccurately) said to have referred directly to Anne only twice throughout her long life. She made no attempt to overturn the annulment of her mother’s marriage or to have her reburied in more fitting surrounds than the Tower of London chapel. The obvious conclusion is that Elizabeth was at best indifferent towards, and at worst ashamed of, Anne. But the truth is both more complex and more fascinating. Exploring Elizabeth’s actions both before and after she became queen reveals so much more than her words.


Both women broke the mould that Tudor society had created for queens – and, indeed, for women in general. Elizabeth became a ruler of whom Anne would have been inordinately proud – indeed, the sort of queen she herself might have become if her life had not been cut so brutally short. There is a delicious irony in the fact that the child who had been the bitterest disappointment to Henry VIII would go on to become by far the longest-reigning and most successful of his heirs. Her legacy would reverberate down the centuries and can still be felt today. And it was a legacy that derived primarily from her mother.


This book is not a joint biography but will piece together the intertwining threads of Anne and Elizabeth’s stories. In so doing, it will shed new light on both women: the private desires, hopes and fears that lay behind their dazzling public personas. It will also consider the surprising influence that each had on the other – both during and after their lifetimes.


When it comes to the Tudors, we have been obsessed with the story of Henry VIII and his six wives and debate endlessly the question of whether Elizabeth I really was the Virgin Queen. Along the way, we have missed the most fascinating relationship of all: that between a mother and daughter who changed the course of British history.










CHAPTER 1


‘Fettered with chains of gold ’


IN CONTRAST TO many other prominent families in Tudor England, the Boleyns could boast neither royal blood nor aristocratic pedigree. They were likely of northern French descent, one of numerous Norman families to settle in England after the conquest of 1066. The first known reference to the Boleyns is found in the deed for a small plot of land close to Norwich in 1188. The family remained in Norfolk for the next three centuries and settled in the prosperous village of Salle, nineteen miles north-west of Norwich, which made much of its wealth from the wool trade. Working as tenant farmers, by the 1400s they had risen to sufficient prominence to be accorded a lavish memorial brass in the local church of St Peter and St Paul.1 It was commissioned by Geoffrey Boleyn (c.1380–1440), whose son and namesake, a hatter, established the family’s fortune. In 1454, the younger Geoffrey became Master of the Worshipful Company of Mercers and was elected Lord Mayor of London three years later. To signal his prestige, he purchased several properties, including the manors of Blickling in north Norfolk and Hever in Kent. By 1451, he was so wealthy that he loaned King Henry VI money for an expedition to France.2


The younger of Geoffrey’s sons, William, inherited his ambition. As well as continuing to expand his father’s various mercantile businesses, he secured employment in the service of King Richard III, who made him a knight of the Order of the Bath at his coronation in 1483. William also made an extremely advantageous marriage, to Margaret Butler, daughter and co-heiress of the seventh Earl of Ormond, a prominent Irish nobleman. With a deftness that characterised the Boleyns’ rise to power, when Richard was defeated by Henry Tudor at the Battle of Bosworth in 1485, they were quick to prove their allegiance to the new king. In the tense early years of the dynasty, during which Henry VII was plagued by plots and pretenders, he gave William Boleyn responsibility for raising the alarm in the event of an attack on England’s east coast. Boleyn was subsequently appointed High Sheriff of Norfolk, Suffolk and Kent.


With an eye to the future, William invested heavily in the education of his eldest son and heir, Thomas. Aged about eight when the Tudors came to power, he was fluent in Latin and French, the languages of diplomacy and the court, and grew into a charming and cultured young man. He proved his military prowess, too, by helping to defeat the Cornish rebels in 1497, when he was about twenty years old. Rising rapidly in royal favour, Thomas Boleyn was among the guests at the wedding of Henry VII’s eldest son Arthur to Catherine of Aragon in 1501. Arthur died a few months later, which meant that the king had only one surviving son: the ten-year-old Prince Henry. In the summer of 1503, Thomas Boleyn accompanied Henry VII’s eldest daughter Margaret to Scotland for her marriage to James IV – a union that linked the houses of Tudor and Stuart for the first time, which would have far-reaching implications for Henry’s successors. Boleyn conducted himself so well that he was entrusted with other important diplomatic assignments.


Upon the death of his father in 1505, Thomas became the head of the family and he would take the Boleyns to the apogee of their power and prestige. When Henry VII died in April 1509, his seventeen-year-old son ascended the throne. Thomas was quick to win favour with the new king. He was created a Knight of the Garter (the most senior order of knighthood) and an esquire of Henry VIII’s inner sanctum, the privy chamber. Now in his mid-thirties, Thomas Boleyn was almost twice the age of Henry and his boisterous favourites. But he was highly personable and his knowledge of horses, hounds and bowls made him an irresistible companion to a young king more interested in sport than statecraft. Like most of his fellow courtiers, Thomas was so ambitious for promotion that he was content to dedicate his life to royal service – or, as the poet Thomas Wyatt put it, to be ‘fettered with chains of gold’.3


By the time of Henry VIII’s accession, Thomas Boleyn was a married man with a growing family. He had secured one of the most prestigious brides on the marriage market. Elizabeth Howard was the eldest daughter of Thomas Howard, later second Duke of Norfolk, and was appointed to serve Catherine of Aragon, the widow of Prince Arthur, whom Henry had married soon after becoming king. ‘She brought me every year a child,’ Thomas noted, although only three survived to adulthood: George, Mary and Anne.4


The Boleyn children were raised at Blickling Hall and Hever Castle, but the latter soon became the principal Boleyn seat thanks to its proximity to court. Scant details of their upbringing survive. Judging from the date of his entry at court, George seems to have been the youngest, and Mary was later referred to as the elder of the two daughters, although there is some doubt about this.5 Estimates of Anne’s date of birth range from 1501 to 1507. Although it was sons that counted, daughters were useful for forging advantageous marriages. From a young age, Anne and Mary were schooled in the accomplishments expected of young women at the time, including music and dancing, embroidery and religion. They were also taught literature and languages – the latter being something that Anne excelled in. Her Elizabethan biographer, George Wyatt, praised her intellectual gifts and her father proudly noted that she was exceptionally ‘toward’.6


Thomas Boleyn was soon presented with the perfect opportunity to broaden his daughter Anne’s education. Henry VIII was a young king with warlike ambitions that were directed towards England’s traditional enemy, France. To bolster his position, he sought an alliance with the Holy Roman Emperor, Maximilian. In 1512, Henry sent Thomas to the Habsburg court in Brabant to treat with Maximilian’s daughter, Margaret of Austria, who was regent of the Low Countries for her young nephew, the future Charles V. Boleyn soon won Margaret’s trust and favour – to the extent that he helped to secure not only a treaty but also a position for his daughter Anne in Margaret’s service. Her court was a vibrant centre of culture and learning that attracted some of the leading intellectual and artistic talents of the age, including the renowned humanist scholar, Erasmus of Rotterdam. For a young woman of Anne’s ability it was a glittering opportunity, and she grasped it with both hands.


Anne arrived in Mechelen in the summer of 1513, when she was at most about twelve years old. She quickly won favour with Margaret, who wrote to Thomas Boleyn: ‘I find her so bright and pleasant for her young age that I am more beholden to you for sending her to me than you are to me.’7 With the aid of a tutor assigned to her by Margaret, Anne’s command of French improved dramatically, as she was at pains to tell her father in a letter that he treasured for the rest of his life. It is clear from this that Thomas intended his daughter’s time in Brabant to be a mere stepping stone to a career at court, as Anne reflected: ‘You desire me to be a woman of good reputation when I come to the Court.’8 He had impressed upon her the importance of becoming fluent in French so that she could converse with Margaret’s sister-in-law and Henry VIII’s queen, Catherine of Aragon, who had also been taught the language by Margaret.


The court at Mechelen refined Anne’s cultural tastes, too. Margaret was a passionate collector of art and her palaces were filled with masterpieces by the likes of Jan van Eyck and Hieronymus Bosch. She was also an active patron of music and favoured Franco-Flemish composers such as Pierre de la Rue and Johannes Ockeghem. But it was the vibrant intellectual atmosphere that influenced Anne the most. Margaret’s court attracted some of the leading lights of the Renaissance and she owned numerous works by female scholars, notably Christine de Pizan.


Born in Venice in 1364, Christine gained renown as a poet and author at the court of Charles VI of France. Her most celebrated work was The Book of the City of Ladies, first published in 1405, which has cemented her reputation as an early feminist before that term was even invented. In this, she countered the commonly held idea that women were intellectually inferior to men and pointed to examples of successful female scholars and rulers from the past to bolster the case for female education. ‘If it were customary to send little girls to school and teach them the same subjects as are taught to boys, they would learn just as fully and would understand the subtleties of all arts and sciences,’ she argued.9 Margaret, who was living proof of Christine’s argument, had at least two copies of The Book of the City of Ladies by the time of Anne’s arrival at Mechelen. It is likely that Anne read it or at least discussed the ideas it advocated because these would define her approach as queen – and, later, that of her daughter Elizabeth. She would also have seen the set of six tapestries depicting scenes from the book that were presented to Margaret by the city of Tournai. Anne had accompanied Margaret there to meet Henry VIII shortly after his victorious siege in August 1513.


For Anne, the palace of Mechelen was a finishing school like no other, but thanks to a shift in the diplomatic situation it came to an abrupt end in the summer of 1514, when Henry VIII abandoned his Habsburg alliance in favour of France. As part of the bargain, he pledged his sister Mary in marriage to the aged Catholic Louis XII. Both of Thomas Boleyn’s daughters were required to join Mary’s entourage in France. Anne’s stay there lasted longer than the marriage: Louis died just three months later and Mary Tudor returned to England, after secretly marrying Charles Brandon, Duke of Suffolk – a close favourite of her brother Henry – who had been sent to escort her home. Anne subsequently transferred her service to Claude, the young consort of the new French king, Francis I.


Just as she had in Mechelen, Anne – who was probably now in her early teens – quickly became a favourite with her new mistress, who was close to her in age. By contrast, Anne’s sister Mary gained a dubious reputation and was rumoured to have been the French king’s mistress for a time (he was said to have nicknamed her his ‘English mare’ and ‘hackney’). At some point, Mary Boleyn returned to England, where she entered Catherine of Aragon’s service. Soon afterwards, she married William Carey, a close attendant of Henry VIII, and became the king’s mistress.


The cultural tastes that Anne had begun to develop in Margaret’s court found full expression in France. ‘She knew perfectly how to sing and dance . . . to play the lute and other instruments,’ reflected the French court poet, Lancelot de Carles.10 Anne also became ‘very expert in the French tongue’ and was a voracious reader of French literature.11 She developed a love of lively conversation – something that set her apart from the quieter, more placid ladies of the court. She had an impeccable sense of style, too, and was described as ‘the fairest and most bewitching of all the lovely dames of the French court’. De Carles was full of admiration: ‘She became so graceful that no one would ever have taken her to be English by her manners, but a native-born Frenchwoman.’12


The greatest influence on Anne during her years in France was her close friendship with Francis I’s sister, Marguerite of Navarre, who was twenty-two years old at the time of Anne’s arrival – about ten years her senior. Marguerite was an outstanding figure of the French Renaissance. She embraced the radical religious ideas that were sweeping across Europe and led a group of noble ladies who tried to change the Catholic Church from within. She passionately believed that people from all backgrounds should have direct access to the word of God through the translation of the scriptures and had connections with such leading reformers as Jacques Lefèvre d’Etaples, Guillaume Briçonnet, Bishop of Meaux, and the courtier-poet Clément Marot, who entered her service in 1519. As such ideas began to gather ground, Marguerite was able to import banned religious texts through her network of reformist connections. She was also profoundly influenced by Martin Luther, the German theologian whose Ninety-five Theses, a blistering attack on the abuses of the Roman Catholic Church in 1517, signalled the beginning of the Reformation and resulted in his excommunication by Pope Leo X in 1521. The ideas that Luther promoted – notably salvation by faith alone, rather than through the authority of the pope and his representatives – later became known as Protestantism.13


To the precocious young Anne, all of this was both exciting and inspiring. The seventeenth-century historian Sir Roger Twysden, who wrote a history of the Church of England, credited Marguerite with being the first to spark and nurture Anne’s interest in reform, although the fact that Anne’s brother George also grew up to be a reformist suggests that the influence may have begun at their home of Hever.14 Given that Anne was at the peak of her impressionable teenage years, though, Marguerite’s influence must have been profound. It is telling that in later years, many of the reformist texts that Anne read and commissioned were in French.15 The Bible that she used was a French translation by Jacques Lefèvre d’Etaples. Giving ordinary people direct access to the word of God through such translations was something that Anne would passionately support in later years. Although it would be both anachronistic and inaccurate to describe her as a Protestant – she was an evangelical who sought to change the Church from within – she was fully conversant with Lutheran theology and embraced the idea of justification by faith.


Anne’s new companion was the author of numerous texts, notably Le miroir de l’âme pécheresse (The Mirror of the Sinful Soul). Incest was a dominant theme in the poem, which shocked contemporaries, particularly as Marguerite was known for her love of her brother. Her writings delved beneath the veneer of courtly love and exposed the dangers of sexual violence, betrayal and deception. Anne absorbed Marguerite’s lessons with all the eagerness of a precocious young student. Marguerite was living proof that a woman could openly express opinions and wield dominion in every sphere of life, rather than being the submissive vassal of men. Anne never forgot the experience. Twenty years later, when Queen of England, she wrote to her former mentor in tones of affection and admiration that she never expressed towards any of her other acquaintances – the king included.


Marguerite’s mother, Louise of Savoy, was another dominant force in the French court. According to one source, she ‘lays claim to managing everything’ on behalf of her son, Francis I.16 This was a world in which women exerted power skilfully and effectively, flouting the conventional view that they were the weaker sex, entirely subject to the will of husbands, fathers and brothers. It gave the young Anne Boleyn an entirely different worldview to most of her contemporaries in England and would profoundly influence her queenship.


A recent discovery hints at the status that Anne came to enjoy at the French court. An exquisite, throne-like chair made from walnut was purchased at auction in 2022 by a specialist in Tudor antiques. The intricately-carved decorations, with the Tudor rose entwined around the dolphins of France, symbolises a union between the two countries – possibly the Treaty of Eternal Peace in 1518, which pledged Henry VIII’s daughter Mary in marriage to the baby son of Francis I and Queen Claude. At the centre of the decoration are the initials ‘AB’, which are strikingly similar to those found at Hampton Court and other places associated with Anne. A further clue to its owner is the presence of ‘eavesdroppers’ close to where the sitter’s ears would have been – perhaps a reference to Anne’s role as an interpreter at the French court. As ambassador to France, Anne’s father would have been instrumental in the negotiation of this alliance and was probably present at the ceremonies and celebrations that accompanied it. Here was a man who took pride in his family and never missed an opportunity to push his children into the limelight. If his daughter Anne had been seated on a chair of such status and presence, it would have been impossible not to notice her. Thomas may have even commissioned it himself, or it could have been a gift from Claude or Marguerite.17 Either way, it is testament to her exhalted position in the French queen’s service.


Anne’s time in France came to a sudden end in 1521, when a shift in the diplomatic situation prompted her recall to England. There was another reason: her uncle, Thomas Howard, later third Duke of Norfolk, wanted to marry her into the Irish Butler family, who were contesting the Boleyns’ right to the earldom of Ormond. The match fell through, but Anne soon attracted a host of other suitors – notably the poet Thomas Wyatt, who shared her interest in religious reform, and Henry Percy, later sixth Earl of Northumberland. George Cavendish, a servant of Henry VIII’s chief adviser Cardinal Thomas Wolsey, claimed that there was such ‘secret love’ between Anne and Percy that they planned to marry.18


Anne’s father had secured her a position in Catherine of Aragon’s household, where she joined her sister Mary. The first recorded mention of her is at a court pageant organised by Cardinal Wolsey for Henry VIII on Shrove Tuesday (4 March) 1522. Anne, now in her late teens or early twenties, played the part of Perseverance – a role that would prove fitting in the years to come. The chronicler Edward Hall describes how she and her fellow ladies were clad in gowns of white satin with the name of their character embroidered in gold, and on their heads they wore ‘bonnets of gold, with jewels’.19 Anne made quite an impression. ‘Coming to be planted in the Court, she drew all men’s thoughts to set upon her the highest and dearest prince of worthiness,’ recorded George Wyatt.20


In the eyes of her contemporaries, Anne’s allure derived more from her personality than the way she looked. ‘Madam Anne is not one of the handsomest women in the world,’ sneered the Venetian ambassador. Hers was not the fashionably pale beauty admired at Henry VIII’s court. Her complexion was ‘swarthy’, ‘rather dark’ or ‘sallow . . . as if troubled with jaundice’, her hair raven-black, her bosom ‘not much raised’. But her eyes – ‘black and beautiful’ – took ‘great effect’ on those whom she fixed with her gaze. ‘Truth to tell,’ observed de Carles, ‘such was their power that many surrendered to their obedience.’21


The years spent in France had given Anne an irresistible je ne sais quoi. Her continental sophistication and polish made the English ladies with whom she vied for attention seem dull and provincial. Her skill at singing, dancing and playing instruments excelled theirs; her style and fashion were striking and unique. Even the hostile Catholic writer Nicholas Sander admitted: ‘She was always well dressed, and every day made some change in the fashion of her garments.’22 Anne did not just love fashion for its own sake, but rightly judged that in order to act the part, she must dress the part. George Wyatt noted that Anne’s looks ‘appeared much more excellent by her favour passing sweet and cheerful; and . . . also increased by her noble presence of shape and fashion, representing both mildness and majesty more than can be expressed’. While he admitted that she could be ‘very haughty’, he concluded: ‘For behaviour, manners, attire and tongue she excelled them all.’23


Little else is recorded of Anne during the early years of her service at court. Only when she caught the notice of the king did this model of French sophistication set tongues wagging. The first notable occasion was another Shrove Tuesday, in 1526. On that day, Henry VIII jousted in the guise of a tortured lover, clad in cloth of gold and silver embroidered with ‘a man’s heart in a press, with flames about it’ and the slogan: ‘Declare I dare not’.24 Proof that he was referring to Anne is found in a letter he wrote to her the following year, in which he admitted to ‘having been now above one whole year struck with the dart of love’.25 The affair appears to have developed gradually out of a charade of courtly love. By late 1526, all the court knew that Lady Anne was the king’s latest inamorata.


This was very different to Henry’s previous infidelities, though, for Anne proved to be the most unyielding of mistresses. Perhaps having learned from the example of her sister Mary, who had been quickly discarded after the king had grown bored, Anne refused to sleep with him. Perhaps, too, she had her eyes on the far greater prize of being queen. According to George Wyatt, Catherine of Aragon soon had the measure of her rival and told her: ‘You are not like others, you will have all or none.’26 The idea that the king might set aside his faithful and popular wife and marry Thomas Boleyn’s daughter would have been unthinkable to most of his subjects – and, perhaps at this stage, to Henry himself. This was not an age when divorce was commonplace, particularly among kings. But Anne knew that he was tiring of a wife who, at forty, was five years his senior and apparently already past childbearing.


Anne played her hand perfectly. The stridently self-confident king was not used to rejection and there was a growing sense of insecurity in his letters. He lamented that he was ‘not yet sure whether I shall fail or find a place in your affection’, and begged Anne to ‘give yourself, body and heart, to me’.27 He even promised that if she assented, he would make her his ‘sole mistress’, a privilege that he had granted no other woman before. But Anne was determined to hold out for more and told him: ‘I would rather lose my life than my honesty . . . Your mistress I will not be.’ She proceeded to play the king with all the skill that she had learned at the French court, giving him just enough encouragement to keep him interested and admonishing him if he tried to overstep the mark. Thus, one moment Henry was writing with gleeful anticipation at the prospect of kissing Anne’s ‘pretty duggs [breasts]’, and the next he was lamenting how far he was from the ‘sun’, adding mischievously, ‘yet the heat is all the greater’.28 For a king who admitted to finding writing ‘tedious and painful’, the fact that seventeen of his letters to Anne survive testifies to his passion for her.29


This charismatic and accomplished young émigré from the French court was unlike any other woman Henry had met. He was captivated by her sharp mind and quick wit, her unshakeable self-confidence. But Anne also held out the promise of giving Henry the thing he desired most in the world: a son. Despite numerous pregnancies, Catherine of Aragon only had one surviving child, the Princess Mary. The Tudors were still a fledgling dynasty and Henry was painfully aware that he needed to secure its future with a male heir. He made much of his illegitimate son, Henry FitzRoy, born in 1519 (the result of an affair with a lady-in-waiting named Bessie Blount), as if to prove that the problem with siring sons lay not with him but with his wife. A contemporary scholar in the king’s service listed among Anne’s attractions the fact that she was ‘young, good-looking . . . and likely enough to have children’.30


As Henry’s obsession with Anne grew, so did her influence at court. The Imperial ambassador, Eustace Chapuys, warned Princess Mary that her mother’s rival ‘is the person who governs everything, and whom the King is unable to control’.31 A Venetian envoy reported: ‘There is now living with him [the king] a young woman of noble birth, though many say of bad character, whose will is law to him.’32 Another visitor to court was shocked at how Henry ‘caresses her [Anne] openly and in public as if she were his wife’.33 Anne was constantly in the king’s presence – far more so than his consort. Her behaviour towards Catherine of Aragon grew ever more insolent. She remarked to her fellow ladies-in-waiting that ‘she did not care anything for the Queen, and would rather see her hanged than acknowledge her as mistress’.34 The building accounts for Hampton Court show that in June 1529, Anne employed glaziers to get rid of her royal mistress’s emblems from the windows of her apartments. She also treated Catherine’s daughter with disdain, boasting ‘that she will have the said Princess for her lady’s maid . . . or to marry her to some varlet’.35 As a show of support for her mother, Mary, who was ten years old when her father’s interest in Anne first came to notice, began to strongly identify herself with the Spanish cause, throwing in her lot with Chapuys and his Imperial master, Charles V. She also fervently embraced her mother’s Roman Catholic faith.


Growing sympathy for the queen and resentment towards her rival, both at court and across the kingdom, worked little effect on Henry, who began to contemplate the shocking step of setting aside Catherine so that he could marry her lady-in-waiting. In 1527, he promised marriage to Anne, little knowing either how long he would have to battle for it or how tumultuous the result would be. Given that England was part of Roman Catholic Europe, the king required the pope’s permission to secure an annulment, but this was made tortuously complex by international politics and war. In May 1527, Rome had been sacked by troops loyal to the Holy Roman Emperor, Charles V, and Pope Clement VII had been made a prisoner in his own citadel. Catherine of Aragon was Charles’s aunt so Clement was understandably reluctant to antagonise him. But he also kept Henry in play by making conciliatory moves, including sending his legate, Cardinal Campeggio, to hear the case in England.


After years of protracted negotiations and frustrations, Anne and her supporters advocated a change of strategy that would have far-reaching implications. A group of leading theologians, including Anne’s chaplain, Thomas Cranmer, and another of her close associates, Hugh Latimer, collected a body of evidence from ancient texts (known as the Collectanea satis copiosa), which advocated the radical notion that royal power was superior to the pope’s. This was supported by a number of universities in Europe, whose collective opinions were published under the patronage of Anne’s father in April 1531. All of this chimed with the growing criticism of the Roman Catholic Church that was sweeping across Europe and would become known as the Reformation.


Anne had long been interested in religious reform. Her time in France – particularly that spent with Marguerite of Navarre – had instilled in her a desire to rid the Church of abuses and corruption. One of the most notorious was the sale of ‘indulgences’, which lessened the time a person would spend in purgatory after their death. Fierce criticism was also levelled at the monasteries, those great symbols of the Roman Catholic faith, many of which had grown rich from the profits of their vast estates and neglected the charitable function they were supposed to fulfil. The martyrologist John Foxe claimed that Anne was sent a copy of Supplication for the Beggars by the radical Protestant exile and propagandist Simon Fish in 1528, the year it was published. The pamphlet was a stinging attack on the abuses of the Roman Catholic Church, which Fish accused of everything from greed to murder and even treason. According to Foxe, Anne showed this to the king, who was so impressed that he offered immunity to Fish and his wife so that they could return to England.36


Two years later, a Frenchman named Loys de Brun presented Anne with a French treatise on letter-writing as a New Year’s gift. The text makes it clear that she was already known for her reformist beliefs because it refers to her habit of reading French books ‘for the teaching and discovering of the true and straight path of all virtue: such as approved translations from holy scripture, filled with all good doctrines; or equally, other good books by erudite men, giving salutary remedies for this mortal life and consolation to the immortal soul’.37 Anne also commissioned a manuscript volume of ‘The Epistles and Gospels’ from her sister-in-law’s father, Henry Parker, Lord Morley, in which the scriptural texts were written in French.


Inspired by Marguerite’s example of a woman who could wield influence over a male-dominated court, Anne now began passionately to champion religious reform. John Foxe listed her at the head of a group of reformers who shaped the religious views of the king himself: ‘So long as Queen Anne, Thomas Cromwell, Archbishop Cranmer, Master Denny, Doctor Butts with such like were about him and could prevail with him, what organ of Christ’s glory did more good in the church than he?’38


Anne owned a specially illuminated copy of William Tyndale’s illegal translation of the New Testament, which carried the proud inscription ‘Anna Regina Angliæ’, and left an open copy of it in her apartments for her ladies to read. She also gave them each a book of devotions for their personal use. A cornerstone of the reformist beliefs was that the Bible should be translated into English so that everyone should have direct access to the word of God. One of Anne’s own books of devotions that survived into the nineteenth century argued strongly that for too many years people had been ‘oppressed with the tyranny of thy adversary of Rome . . . and kept close under his Latin letters’ and referred to Henry as ‘thy supreme power our prince’.39 Such ideas were deeply subversive and had previously been confined largely to academic circles. But, thanks to Anne’s exalted position, they now began to circulate throughout the court and polite society.


The notion of the pope as a tyrant was most forcefully expressed in Tyndale’s controversial work, Obedience of a Christian Man. As well as arguing that people should experience God through the scriptures, rather than through the intercession of priests and other trappings of the Church, it also advocated the radical idea that kings ought to exert supreme authority over their states, unfettered by the church in Rome. Both John Strype and George Wyatt recount that Anne put a copy into the king’s hands, having marked certain passages for his attention, and ‘besought his grace most tenderly to read the book’. This was an extremely risky move. Earlier in his reign, Henry had publicly denounced the teachings of Martin Luther and defended the supremacy of the pope, earning him the title ‘Fidei Defensor’ (Defender of the Faith) from Leo X. But thanks to the long and bitterly frustrating campaign for an annulment, much had changed since then. Tyndale’s work had a profound impact on Henry, who upon first consulting it was said to have exclaimed: ‘This is a book for me and all kings to read.’40 Thenceforth, he became increasingly fixated with the idea of creating a church over which he, not the pope, wielded dominion.


Henry might have aligned himself with such beliefs more for political expediency than a genuine zeal for reform, but the same was not true of the woman whom he was intent upon marrying. Since arriving in England in 1522, Anne had befriended a number of leading reformers at court – among them the king’s personal physician, William Butts, who introduced her to a group of evangelicals at Cambridge University. Through Anne’s influence her reformist contacts were later appointed to powerful bishoprics – positions that they held throughout Henry’s reign and, in some cases, that of his successor. It was said that men such as Hugh Latimer, Nicholas Shaxton, Thomas Goodrich, Edward Fox, William Barlow and even Thomas Cranmer, who was appointed Archbishop of Canterbury in 1533, owed their positions to her. The latter would later remark: ‘I loved her not a little for the love which I judged her to bear towards God and the Gospel.’41 Anne also chose the outspoken reformist Thomas Burgh of Gainsborough Old Hall in Lincolnshire as her Lord Chamberlain.


Among the other reformers who benefited from her influence was the Cambridge scholar Edward Crome. He had been interrogated in the king’s presence for radical preaching in 1530 and forced to recant. But he did not relinquish his beliefs and had several more brushes with the law in the years to come. It is a testament to the strength of Anne’s own reformist principles that she did not shrink from being associated with such a controversial character but nominated him to the rectory of St Mary Aldermary in London – a post that he retained until his death in 1562, by which time Anne’s daughter Elizabeth was on the throne.


Anne’s patronage of reformers extended beyond England. She was in touch with French reformers such as Clément Marot, to whom she had been introduced by Marguerite of Navarre. The evangelical clergyman William Latymer referred to a French gentlewoman named Mrs Marye who ‘fled out of France into England for religion’ and was so well treated by Anne that she said she preferred banishment to being at home with her friends. Anne secured the king’s agreement to bring another evangelical, John Sturmius, from Paris to England, although by the time Henry’s letters arrived, Sturmius had already escaped to Germany. She had more success in providing sanctuary to the French evangelical Nicholas Bourbon, ‘a learned young man, and very zealous in the scriptures’. Upon his arrival in England, she had him installed at her expense in the household of the king’s physician, William Butts, and appointed him tutor to her nephew Henry Carey, as well as the son and namesake of the king’s favourite, Henry Norris and Thomas Howard.42


Latymer described Anne as ‘well read in the scriptures’ and ‘a patron of Protestants’. He recalled that she told her chaplains: ‘I have carefully chosen you to be the lanterns and light of my court’ and that she wished them to teach her household ‘above all things to embrace the wholesome doctrine and infallible knowledge of Christ’s gospel’.43 She sent Latymer to Flanders to buy radical religious texts on her behalf and he was seized by the English authorities on his return, along with the books. In the early seventeenth century, the daughter of Sir William Locke, who supplied velvet for bindings, recalled: ‘I have heard my father say that when he was a young merchant and used to go beyond sea, Queen Anne Boleyn that was mother to our late Queen Elizabeth caused him to get her the gospels and epistles written in parchment in French together with the psalms.’44 Anne was also known for the protection she offered to importers of illegal English scriptures. A man named George Joye once sent her a sample sheet of the book of Genesis translated into English.


Anne specially commissioned a number of French evangelical texts. Her brother George produced hybrid versions of reformist works for her, with the Bible text in French (which was legal) but the far more subversive commentary in English. One of these was by Jacques Lefèvre d’Etaples, whose works Anne had long been influenced by. Writing in 1541, a religious radical named Richard Hilles included Anne and her brother in a list of the most influential patrons of reform. One of Anne’s associates later told her daughter Elizabeth: ‘True religion in England had its commencement and its end with your mother.’45


Anne’s personal piety is attested by her protection and advancement of religious radicals who might otherwise have been condemned for heresy. In 1528, she intervened in a controversy that had erupted at Wolsey’s foundation, Cardinal College, Oxford. Thomas Garret, curate of the nearby All Hallows, Honey Lane, was arrested for selling heretical books to scholars at the college. ‘I beseech your grace with all my heart to remember the parson of Honey Lane for my sake shortly,’ Anne pleaded with Wolsey. Garret was spared and enjoyed a flourishing career for the next few years.46 William Betts and Nicholas Udall, who had also been implicated in the scandal, went on to enjoy Anne’s patronage, Betts becoming her chaplain and Udall writing verses for her coronation pageants.


In around 1530, an evangelical called Thomas Alwaye petitioned her to help release him from his ‘miserable thraldom’ after he had been persecuted by Wolsey and other senior bishops for buying copies of the New Testament in English, along with other prohibited texts. His letter makes it clear that he was by no means the first reformer on whose behalf Anne had interceded:




I remembered how many deeds of pity your goodness had done within these few years . . . whereof some looking for no redemption were by your gracious means not only freely delivered out of costly and very long imprisoning, but also by your charity largely rewarded and all thing restored to the uttermost, so that every man may perceive that your gracious and Christian mind is everywhere ready to help, succour and comfort them that be afflicted, troubled and vexed.47





In espousing the reformist religion, Anne bolstered the annulment campaign but also made some dangerous enemies at court. The religious conservatives were in no doubt that the king’s increasingly radical reforms could be laid at her door – and that of her brother, George. Chapuys reported to his master, Charles V, that ‘the concubine’ had told the king: ‘He is more bound to her than man can be to woman, for she extricated him from a state of sin . . . and that without her he would not have reformed the Church to his own great profit and that of all the people.’ He later described her as ‘the principal cause of the spread of Lutheranism in this country’.48 An anonymous sketch that was delivered to Anne’s chambers reveals the depth of hatred towards her. Alongside a male figure labelled ‘H’ were two females labelled ‘K’ and ‘A’ – the latter having no head. She showed it to one of her ladies, who remarked in horror that if she thought it might come true, she would not marry the king ‘though he were an emperor’. But Anne calmly replied: ‘For the hope I have that the realm may be happy by my issue, I am resolved to have him whatsoever might become of me.’49


In February 1531, Anne’s brother played a key role in persuading senior members of the English church of the scriptural justification for the king’s supremacy over Rome. Convocation, the church’s ruling body, granted Henry the title of ‘singular protector, supreme lord, and even, so far as the law of Christ allows, supreme head of the English church and clergy’. It was a major victory for the Boleyn faction – and the first step towards a sweeping reformation of England’s religious life. The same year, Queen Catherine was banished from court and her rooms given to Anne. Thenceforth, she was referred to as the ‘Dowager Princess’ to emphasise Henry’s assertion that her marriage to his late brother Arthur had been consummated, which meant that their own was invalid. Edward Hall noted that by the beginning of 1532, ‘the Lady Anne Boleyn was so much in the king’s favour, that the common people which knew not the king’s true intent, said and thought that the absence of the queen was only for her [Anne’s] sake’. The chronicler, who was always at pains to present Henry in as positive a light as possible, claimed that the only reason he had sent Catherine of Aragon from court was because he had been rebuked by members of the Church ‘for keeping company with his brother’s wife’.50 The assertion must have sounded weak, even to Hall’s ears.


On 1 September 1532, Henry personally invested Anne with the Marquessate of Pembroke. This seemed to be the clearest signal yet that he meant to make her his queen, since the only other marquesses at that time were members of the royal family. A contemporary account describes how she wore ‘her hair loose hanging about her shoulders’ – a symbol of virginity.51 Flanked by a large entourage of ‘great ladies’, she dressed in crimson velvet and ermine, wore a coronet of gold and was ‘completely covered with the most costly jewels’, according to the Venetian envoy.52 The letters patent, issued early the following year, which confirmed her elevation to the peerage, included the first known use of the falcon as Anne’s official badge.53 But they also sounded a note of uncertainty about the king’s intentions because the wording stipulated that the title would descend to her son even if he was born outside lawful marriage.54


A month after her ennoblement, Anne escorted the king to Calais, where he hoped to enlist the support of his rival, Francis I, for his intended marriage. Back on familiar territory, Anne revelled in the occasion. She hoped to see Francis’s sister and her former companion, but Marguerite failed to attend. Undeterred, Anne made the most of the visit and was shown great courtesy by Francis, which she and Henry were quick to interpret as approval for their union. Bolstered by this, and now certain that the marriage was within her grasp, Anne at last consented to sleep with Henry.


According to Hall, soon after disembarking at Dover in November 1532, the couple went through a secret ceremony of betrothal. Upon their return to court, the sharp-eyed Chapuys noticed that ‘the King cannot leave her for an hour’.55 By December, Anne was pregnant. That Henry was aware of her condition is suggested by the fact that he transferred to her a sizeable gift of gilt plate and, in the second week of December, went with her to inspect new building works at the Tower. Then, on 24 January, it became common knowledge that Anne’s chaplain, Thomas Cranmer, would be the next Archbishop of Canterbury. Lancelot de Carles remarked that Anne’s pregnancy:




. . . brought very great joy to her heart


For she believed that it was a guarantee


Of love and of the sure and certain hope


That the future would continue in this way.56





The king now had to act quickly if the baby was to be born legitimate. Even though his wrangling with the Church was ongoing and he had not yet secured an annulment from Catherine, he married Anne on 25 January 1533 in his private chapel at Westminster.










CHAPTER 2


‘A virgin is now born’


EVEN THOUGH HER marriage to the king was still under wraps, Anne could not resist dropping heavy hints that she was expecting his child. As ever, it was Chapuys who was the first to pick up on them. On 15 February, he reported to Charles V that Anne had told her uncle the Duke of Norfolk that she would go on pilgrimage to pray to the Virgin Mary if she was not pregnant by Easter. The following week, she loudly declared a craving for apples, then went back to her apartments, her laughter echoing along the corridors. The king himself gave several signs that something important had changed in their relationship. In March, he arranged for preachers at court to proclaim the invalidity of his marriage to Catherine and ‘the virtues and secret merits’ of Anne.1 Cranmer was consecrated as Archbishop of Canterbury at the end of the month and a few days later convocation, the parliament of the English church, pronounced the king’s first marriage invalid.


Easter Saturday, 12 April 1533, was an important day for Anne. In his chronicle, Edward Hall noted that the king ‘perceiving his new wife Queen Anne, to be great with child’, appointed all necessary officials to attend her, after which ‘she went to her closet openly as queen, with all solemnity’.2 Now that she had safely passed the uncertain weeks of early pregnancy, Henry was content that she should at last be openly acknowledged as his queen, with her own household, even though his marriage to Catherine of Aragon had not yet been formally ended. Around the same time, the king ordered Parliament ‘to corroborate and confirm the king’s marriage and establish the succession of the same’.3


The event sent shockwaves across the court and caused a flurry of ambassadorial dispatches. ‘This morning of Easter Eve, the Marchioness Anne went with the King to high mass, as Queen,’ reported the Venetian ambassador, ‘and with all the pomp of a Queen, clad in cloth of gold, and loaded with the richest jewels; and she dined in public; although they have not yet proclaimed the decision of the Parliament.’ Chapuys was even more scandalised: ‘She has changed her name from Marchioness to Queen, and the preachers offered prayers for her by name. All the world is astonished at it for it looks like a dream, and even those who take her part know not whether to laugh or to cry.’ For all Henry’s defiance in taking a new wife before freeing himself of the old, Chapuys noted that he was ‘very watchful of the countenance of the people’ and that he had secretly instructed his new Archbishop of Canterbury to ‘declare that he was at liberty to marry as he has done without waiting for a dispensation or sentence of any kind’.4


Henry was right to be nervous. Even his greatest apologist, Edward Hall, admitted: ‘Many wise men said that the king was not well counselled to marry the lady Anne Boleyn before the divorce was adjudged, for by marrying before the first marriage was dissolved, they said, that the second marriage might be brought in question, and verily they said true.’ He reported rumours that the pope would put a curse on all Englishmen and that he and Charles V would ‘invade the realm and destroy the people’. He added, though, that other ‘wise men’ thought the marriage was ‘Godly and honourably done . . . and that God loved this marriage, considering that the new Queen was . . . with child.’5 There was the incontrovertible fact, though, that the child had been conceived outside of wedlock. Even before it had drawn breath, its legitimacy had been called into question. It was a stain that no amount of propaganda would ever entirely erase.


Anne’s pregnancy was formally announced in May, although there could have been few people at court who were not already aware of it. An extra panel had been added to her skirts to accommodate her growing belly. On 23 May, Archbishop Cranmer, presiding over a special court at Dunstable Priory, ruled that the king’s first marriage was unlawful. Five days later, he declared Henry’s new marriage valid. By then, preparations were already underway for Anne’s coronation. Despite the speed with which they were made ready, the festivities surrounding the event were so ostentatious that they far eclipsed those for Catherine of Aragon’s coronation in 1501.


No detail was overlooked in the planning, as the original twenty-page document outlining the procedures testifies.6 The overarching theme was the assumption of the blessed Virgin Mary and the symbolism was carefully designed to emphasise the legitimacy of Anne’s position and her suitability as queen. The fact that she had recently been created Marquess of Pembroke had done little to enhance her status in the eyes of Henry’s subjects. Compared to the king’s first wife, she was little more than a commoner – only the second such queen since 1066.7 Confident that Anne would be the mother of his heir, Henry knew it was vital to erase any doubt among his people that she was the rightful queen in order to safeguard the future of the Tudor dynasty.


On 29 May 1533, a flotilla of barges ‘garnished with banners and streamers’ and cloth of gold conveyed Anne and her new husband from Greenwich to the Tower, ahead of which was ‘a great red dragon continually moving and casting off wild fire’ that was in turn surrounded by ‘terrible monsters and wild men’.8 The whole effect was ‘a right sumptuous and triumphant sight to see and hear . . . a thing of another world’.9 It was not without controversy, though. The new queen’s Lord Chamberlain, Thomas Burgh, had sparked outrage among the citizens of London by seizing Catherine of Aragon’s royal barge and ripping her coat of arms off it so that it could be replaced with those of the new queen. He was honoured with a place in the barge, close to his mistress.


Upon arriving at the Tower, Anne ascended the stone steps that led from the river to the wharf and walked the short distance to the Byward postern gate, where Henry was waiting to greet her with a kiss. The couple then made their way to the royal apartments, which had been lavishly refurbished for the occasion. A new great chamber and dining room had been built, together with a bridge across the moat that provided access from the new queen’s private garden into the city. The preponderance of yellow ochre would have made the apartments dazzling to behold. The same colour was used for Anne’s apartments at Greenwich and Eltham, which suggests it was either a favourite with her or symbolised the bright new beginning that she represented. At the Tower, the finishing touch was the addition of the onion domes atop the White Tower, creating the iconic silhouette that is still recognised the world over.10


During the royal couple’s two-day stay, eighteen Knights of the Bath were created – a tradition established by Henry IV at his coronation in 1399 and continued ever since. They included a young man called Francis Weston, the king’s former page and sporting partner. Most of those honoured were connected to the new queen, though – such as Henry Parker, her brother George’s father-in-law, and Edward Stanley, Earl of Derby, who was married to Anne’s cousin, Katherine. Fifty Knights Bachelor were also created, among them Henry Norris and William Brereton – names that, like Weston’s, would become notorious in a little under three years’ time.


For her ceremonial entry into the city, Anne had chosen a classical theme, with scenes designed by Holbein representing Apollo and the Muses, the Three Graces and the Fountain of Helicon. The overarching message was one of renewal, expressed through the transformation of London’s monuments and streets. The new queen’s white falcon was on prominent display throughout the pageant, resting on a bed of Tudor roses.11 Although it is now synonymous with Anne and the Boleyns in general, Henry had only granted it to her on her elevation to the marquessate of Pembroke. It was a fitting choice because the same bird had long been an emblem of Anne’s Irish ancestors, the Butlers, earls of Ormond. It also had strong royal associations and had been used as an emblem by the celebrated warrior king Edward III, as well as by Henry’s maternal grandfather, Edward IV, with whom he strongly identified.12 Perhaps, too, the fact that the falcon is a bird of prey of which the female is larger than the male appealed to a woman known for her domineering nature.


One of the falcon’s earliest and most glorious appearances had been at Hampton Court, where Henry had ordered extensive redecorations in Anne’s honour, stripping away the initials and emblems of his first wife and replacing them with Anne’s. Even though Anne was probably not then queen, each beautifully carved oak falcon wore an imperial crown (a testament to the king’s ambition to set himself above the pope) and carried a sceptre. Painted gold and silver so that they would catch the light, they rested on a bed of red and white Tudor roses atop a tree stump – a centuries-old royal badge. Roses were synonymous with fertility, and the colours with which these were painted symbolised the union of Lancaster and York in the Tudor dynasty. The speed with which they were put up is suggested by the slipshod painting.


The falcons in the coronation pageant were also crowned. In one spectacular scene, a temporary castle had been built with a hill in the background. As Anne’s procession passed by, a stump on the hill poured out a mass of red and white roses, then a painted cloud opened up to release a white falcon, which swooped down onto the flowers. As a final touch, an angel descended from the same cloud and placed an imperial crown upon the head of a white falcon, declaring: ‘It cometh from God, and not of man.’13
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