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The Erasure of Anne Boleyn and the Creation of “Anne Boleyn”


FOR ANNE, THE ARREST was sudden and inexplicable. At the end of April 1536, the king, by all outward appearances, was planning a trip with her to Calais on May 4, just after the May Day celebrations. She had no idea that at the same time the trip was being organized, the Privy Council had been informed of planned judicial proceedings against her, on charges of adultery and treason. Her husband was a genius at keeping his true intentions hidden. He had it down to an art: the arm round the shoulder, the intimate conversations, the warm gestures of affection and reassurance. And then, without warning, abandonment — or worse. It had happened with his longtime counselor and second Lord Chancellor, Thomas Wolsey, who saw him ride off one morning with promises of a friendly conversation that never happened. More famously, it had happened with Thomas More, whose intellect Henry had once valued above any other man’s and whose conscience he had pledged to honor, then punished with death. This time, however, Henry’s turnabout was not only fatal but also unprecedented. For the first time in English history, a queen was about to be executed. And, if Henry had gotten his way, written out of his memory — and history.


Even before the execution, Henry had begun the business of attempting to erase Anne Boleyn’s life and death from the recorded legacy of his reign. On May 18, the day before Anne’s execution, Thomas Cromwell, aware of rumors that people were beginning to question the justice of the verdict and concerned that foreign ambassadors might write home sympathetic accounts of Anne’s last moments, ordered William Kingston, constable of the Tower of London, to “have strangerys conveyed yowt of the Towre.”1 Kingston carried out the order and assured Cromwell that only a “reasonable number” of witnesses would be there, to testify that justice had been done.2 In fact, by the time of the execution, delayed still further due to the late arrival of the executioner from Calais, there were more than a thousand spectators. For unknown reasons and despite Cromwell’s orders, the Tower gates had been left open, and Londoners and “strangerys” alike streamed in.


As Anne prepared for her death, distraught over the delays, which she feared would weaken her resolve to bravely face the executioner, Henry was spending much of his time at Chelsea, visiting his future bride Jane Seymour and making plans for their wedding. He was eager to remarry as quickly as possible. But first he had to eradicate Anne. Even before the call sounded her death, dozens of carpenters, stonemasons, and seamstresses had been hard and hastily at work at Hampton Court, instructed to remove all signs of Anne’s queenship: her initials, her emblems, her mottoes, and the numerous carved, entwined H’s and A’s strewn throughout the walls and ceiling of the Great Hall. Similar activities were going on at other royal residences. Henry was determined to start afresh with his new wife. Sometimes, the alterations were easy. Anne’s leopard emblem became Jane’s panther with clever adjustments to the head and tail. Various inscriptions to “Queen Anne” could be painted over and replaced with “Queen Jane.” He got rid of her portraits. He (apparently) destroyed her letters. But the task of erasing Anne was an enormous one, since even before they were married, Henry had aggressively enthroned her symbolically in every nook and cranny of his official residences. Not surprisingly, especially since Henry wanted it done with such speed, many H’s and A’s were overlooked by Henry’s revisionist workmen. Today, even the guides who provide information to visitors at Hampton Court are not sure how many there are.


Researching this book has been a lot like standing in the middle of that Great Hall at Hampton Court, squinting my eyes, trying to find unnoticed or “escaped” bits of Anne, dwarfed but still discernible within the monuments of created myths, legends, and images. In part because of Henry’s purge, very little exists in Anne’s own words or indisputably depicts what she did or said. Although seventeen of his love letters to her escaped the revision, having been stolen earlier and spirited away to the Vatican, only two letters that may be from Anne to Henry remain, and one is almost certainly inauthentic. Beyond these and some inscriptions in prayer books, most of our information about Anne’s personality and behavior is secondhand: George Cavendish’s “biography” of Cardinal Wolsey, which credits Anne with Wolsey’s downfall; the gossipy, malicious reports of Eustace Chapuys and other foreign ambassadors to their home rulers, Constable Kingston’s descriptions of her behavior in the Tower, and various “eyewitness” accounts of what she said and did at her trial and execution. Since Henry destroyed all the portraits he could lay his hands on, it’s even difficult to determine what Anne actually looked like. Later artistic depictions, all of them copies and only a few believed to be copies of originals done from actual sittings, are wildly inconsistent with one another, from the shape of her face to the color of her hair, and her looks, as described by her contemporaries, range from deformed to “not bad-looking” to “rivaling Venus.” Whether or not these portraits are actually of Anne is a source of constant debate among historians and art historians.


You might expect Anne to be resuscitated today at the various historical sites associated with Henry’s reign, but, in fact, she’s not very prominent there either. In the gift shops, thimbles, small chocolates, and tiny soaps “commemorate” Henry’s wives democratically. Everything is in sets of six, each wife given equal billing among the tiny trinkets, as though they were members of a harem. The “and his six” view of the wives is everywhere in Britain. Yet despite the “all wives are equal” spin of Hampton Court and the Tower of London, and despite the absence of Anne’s own voice and image among the relics of the period, she is undoubtedly the most famous of Henry’s wives. Ask any random person who Katherine of Aragon, Anne of Cleves, Katherine Howard, or Katherine Parr were, and you probably won’t even get an attempt to scan stored mental information. The name “Jane Seymour” will probably register as the apparently ageless actress well-known for romantic daytime movies and ads for heart-shaped jewelry. But Anne Boleyn, at the very least, is remembered as “the one who had her head chopped off.”3


Henry may have tried to erase her, but Anne Boleyn looms large in our cultural imagination. Everyone has some tidbit of Anne mythology to pull out: “She slept with hundreds of men, didn’t she?” (I heard that one from a classical scholar.) “She had six fingers — or was it three nipples?” (From a French-literature expert.) “She had sex with her own brother.” (From anyone who has learned their history at the foot of Philippa Gregory.) She has been the focus of numerous biographies, several movies, and a glut of historical fiction — Murder Most Royal, The Secret Diary of Anne Boleyn, The Lady in the Tower, The Other Boleyn Girl, Mademoiselle Boleyn, A Lady Raised High, The Concubine, Brief Gaudy Hour — which, thanks to Showtime’s The Tudors, have multiplied over the last several years. (By a 2012 count on Amazon, more than fifty biographies, novelizations, or studies were published in the preceding five years alone; and that’s without considering electronic editions, reprints of Henry’s love letters, or Tudor books within which Anne is a central, though not main, focus.) Anne has also become a thriving commercial concern (Halloween costumes, sweatshirts, coffee cups, magnets, bumper stickers). Internet sites are devoted to her, and feminist art deconstructs her demise.


My own obsession with Anne began early in 2007, with an e-mail from England sent by a young journalist looking for a feminist to coauthor a book with him. The book was to be about famous women and their pursuit of pleasure, in defiance of the rules and restrictions of their cultures. In the original plan, Anne Boleyn was to be one of many, from Cleopatra to Queen Latifah. Uncommitted but curious, I started casually reading about Anne. And found I couldn’t stop. It was a total gorge. I consumed Boleyn voraciously, sometimes several books a week, one after another, as if I were chain-smoking. I rented movies and documentaries, read all the popular histories, delved into all the scholarly debates, and discovered the thriving industry in Tudor fiction. I gobbled them like candy. My lust for Boleyniana was right up there with Cherry Ames, Student Nurse (fourth grade), James Bond (college), Sylvia Plath bios (graduate school), and O. J. Simpson and JonBenét Ramsey (pop culture critic). And in the end, she became the only woman on our list whom I wanted to write about, and researching her life and how it has been represented has consumed me for the past six years.


Why is Anne Boleyn so fascinating? Maybe we don’t have to go any further than the obvious: The story of her rise and fall is as elementally satisfying — and plotwise, not very different from — a fabulously indulgent, trashy novel: a long-suffering, postmenopausal wife; an unfaithful husband and a clandestine affair with a younger, sexier woman; a moment of glory for the mistress; then lust turned to loathing, plotting, and murder as the cycle comes full circle. As Irene Goodman writes, “Anne’s life was not just an important historical event. It was also the stuff of juicy tabloid stories … It has sex, adultery, pregnancy, scandal, divorce, royalty, glitterati, religious quarrels, and larger-than-life personalities. If Anne lived today, she would have been the subject of lurid tabloid headlines: RANDY KING DUMPS HAG FOR TROPHY WIFE.”4


But Anne hasn’t always been seen as a skanky schemer. For supporters of Katherine of Aragon, she was worse: a coldhearted murderess. For Catholic propagandists such as Nicholas Sander, she was a six-fingered, jaundiced-looking erotomaniac who slept with butlers, chaplains, and half of the French court. For Elizabethan admirers, she was the unsung heroine of the Protestant Reformation. For the Romantics, particularly in painting, she was the hapless victim of a king’s tyranny — a view that gets taken up in the earliest film versions of Anne, Ernst Lubitsch’s silent Anna Boleyn and Alexander Korda’s The Private Life of Henry VIII. In postwar movies and on television, Anne has been animated by the rebellious spirit of the sixties (Anne of the Thousand Days), the “mean girl” and “power feminist” celebration of female aggression and competitiveness of the nineties (The Other Boleyn Girl), and the third-wave feminism of a new generation of Anne worshippers, inspired by Natalie Dormer’s brainy seductress of The Tudors to see in Anne a woman too smart, sexy, and strong for her own time, unfairly vilified for her defiance of sixteenth-century norms of wifely obedience and silence. Henry may have tried to write his second wife out of history, but “Anne Boleyn” has been too strong for him, in the many guises she has assumed over the centuries.


One goal of this book is to follow the cultural career of these mutating Annes, from the poisonous putain created by the Spanish ambassador Eustace Chapuys — a highly biased portrayal that became history for many later writers — to the radically revisioned Anne of the Internet generation. I’m not such a postmodernist, however, that I’m content to just write a history of competing narratives. I’m fascinated by their twists and turns, but even more fascinated by the real Anne, who has not been quite as disappeared as Henry wanted. Like Marilyn Monroe in our own time, she is an enigma who is hard to keep one’s hands off of; just as men dreamed of possessing her in the flesh, writers can’t resist the desire to solve the mysteries of how she came to be, to reign, to perish. I’m no exception. I have my own theories, and I won’t hide them. There are so many big questions that remain unanswered that this book would be very unsatisfying if I did not attempt to address them.


Perhaps the biggest question concerns Henry more than Anne herself. How could he do it? The execution of a queen was extreme and shocking, even to Anne’s enemies. They may have believed Anne guilty of adultery and treason — and Henry may have too — but even so, it still does not explain Anne’s execution. Eleanor of Aquitaine had been banished for the same crimes. Why did Anne have to die? The answer, I believe, is psychological as well as political; to find it, we have to venture — with caution, for his was an era that lived largely by roles rather than by introspection — into Henry’s psyche.


Another unsolved mystery is the relationship itself, which began with such powerful attraction, at least on Henry’s part, and created such havoc in the realm. It is often assumed that Anne, in encouraging Henry’s pursuit, was motivated solely by personal (or perhaps familial) ambition, while Henry was bewitched by her sexual allure. This scenario is a sociobiologist’s dream relationship — woman falls for power and protection, man for the promise of fertility — but ignores how long and at what expense the two hung in there in order to mesh their genes. We know that Henry was intent on finding a new wife to secure the male heir that Katherine, through their seventeen-year marriage, had failed to produce. But why Anne Boleyn? She wasn’t the most beautiful woman at court. She wasn’t royalty and thus able to serve in solidifying foreign relations. She wasn’t a popular choice (to put it mildly) among Henry’s advisers. Yet he pursued her for six years, sending old friends to the scaffold and splitting his kingdom down the middle to achieve legitimacy for the marriage. Surely he could have found a less divisive baby maker among the royalty of Europe?


One enduring answer to the mystery of Henry’s pursuit of Anne portrays her as a medieval Circe, with Henry as her hapless, hormone-driven man toy. This image, besides asking us to believe something outlandish about Henry, is an all too familiar female stereotype. Even the slight evidence we have tells us that Anne’s appeal was more complicated than that of a medieval codpiece teaser. We know, from recorded remarks, that she had a dark, sardonic sense of humor that stayed with her right to the end. We know that she wasn’t the great beauty, in her day, that Merle Oberon, Geneviéve Bujold, Natalie Dormer, and Natalie Portman are in ours, and that her fertility signals were weak: Her “dukkys” were quite small, and her complexion was sallow. We know that there was something piquantly “French” about her. Just what that means — today as well as then — is somewhat elusive, but in Anne’s case, it seems to have had a lot to do with her sense of fashion, her excellent dancing skills, and her gracefulness, which according to courtier and poet Lancelot de Carles, made her seem less like “an Englishwoman” than “a Frenchwoman born.”5


Anne the stylish consort is a familiar image. What is less generally familiar, outside of some limited scholarly circles, is Anne the free-thinking, reformist intellectual. Both courts at which she spent her teenage years were dominated by some of the most independent, influential women in Europe. Anne spent fifteen months or so in the household of the sophisticated and politically powerful Archduchess Margaret of Austria, regent of the Netherlands, and then seven years in France, where she came into contact with Marguerite de Navarre, the sister of Francis I. Marguerite was visited by the most famous reformist thinkers of the day and was a kind of shadow queen at Francis’s court; Queen Claude had the babies, but Marguerite, who is sometimes called “the mother of the Renaissance,” ran the intellectual and artistic side of things. Anne spent most of her formative years at Francis’s court and was clearly influenced by Marguerite’s evangelicalism — which in those days meant a deep belief in the importance of a “personal” (rather than a church-mediated) relationship to God, with daily prayer and Bible study as its centerpiece.6


It’s also possible that Marguerite taught Anne, by example, that a woman’s place extended beyond her husband’s bed and that this, ironically, was part of her appeal for Henry. For traditionalists at court, Anne’s having any say in Henry’s political affairs would have been outrageously presumptuous, particularly since Anne was not of royal blood. Henry, however, had been educated alongside his two sisters and was extremely close to his mother; there’s no evidence that he saw Anne’s “interference,” so long as it supported his own aims, as anything other than proof of her queenly potential. In fact, in the six-year-long battle for the divorce, they seem much more like coconspirators than manipulating female and hapless swain. Henry, whose intellect was, in fact, more restless than his hormones (compared to, say, the rapacious Francis), and who was already chafing at the bit of any authority other than his own, may have imagined Anne as someone with whom he could shape a kingdom.


These are pieces of Anne’s life that are like those entwined H’s and A’s that Henry’s revisionist architects didn’t see. But while Henry’s workmen were blinded by haste, we have had centuries to find the missing pieces. Sometimes our failure to see has been the result of political animosity, misogyny, or religious vendetta. Others have wanted to tell a good story and found the facts got in the way. Still others have been too trusting of the conclusions of others. And others didn’t know where or how to look when the trail wandered outside the boundaries of their discipline, time period, or areas of specialization. The Great Hall at Hampton Court is thus for me not just a reminder of Henry’s efforts to erase Anne, but also a metaphor for how later generations have perpetuated that erasure.


This book is not, however, a “corrective” biography of Anne that traces her life from birth to death, chronicling all the central events. For that, we already have Eric Ives’s magnum opus, The Life and Death of Anne Boleyn, as well as several other excellent biographies. Anyone who wants to find a full narrative of Boleyn’s life should consult those sources. Nor do I enter into specialized scholarly debates, found only in academic journals. What you will find here, in the first part of the book, is some cultural detective work into what I see as the soft spots — the missing pieces, the too-readily-accepted images, the biases, the absence of some key cultural context — in the existing literature, along with some theories of my own, based on the six years of research I’ve conducted for this book. Although not meant to be straight “history,” I have organized it chronologically and have attempted to provide enough historical detail to create a coherent backstory. That section, called Queen, Interrupted, concludes with Boleyn’s death.


The second part, Recipes for “Anne Boleyn,” and the third, An Anne for All Seasons, comprise a cultural history not of her life, but of how she has been imagined and represented over the centuries since her death, from the earliest attackers and defenders, to the most recent novels, biographies, plays, films, television shows, and websites. Readers whose image of Anne has been shaped by the recent media depictions and novels may be surprised at the variety of “Annes” who have strutted through history; I know I was. My annoyance with popular stereotypes was one reason why I started this book; I expected it to be a critical exposé of how thoroughly maligned and mishandled she has been throughout the centuries. But the truth is not so simple. Anne has been less the perpetual victim of the same old sexist stereotyping than she has been a shape-shifting trickster whose very incompleteness in the historical record has stirred the imaginations of different agendas, different generations, and different cultural moments to lay claim to their “own” Boleyn. In cutting her life so short and then ruthlessly disposing of the body of evidence of her “real” existence, Henry made it possible for her to live a hundred different lives, forever.





PART I
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Queen, Interrupted






One
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Why You Shouldn’t Believe Everything You’ve Heard About Anne Boleyn


“FOR WEEKS ANNE, like the goddess of the chase, had pursued her rival. She bullied Henry; she wheedled; she threatened; and most devastatingly, she cried. Her arrows pierced his heart and hardened his judgement. It was how she had destroyed Wolsey. Now she would remove Katherine.”1


Is this a quotation from Philippa Gregory’s novel The Other Boleyn Girl, with its desperate, vengeful Anne? Or perhaps a fragment from Catholic propagandist Nicholas Sander’s famously vitriolic portrait of Anne in The Rise and Growth of the Anglican Schism? Directions from the shooting script of an episode from the first season of The Tudors television series? No, the description was written by one of the twentieth century’s most respected and admired historians of the Tudor era, and it comes from a book that is categorized as “biography” and lauded, on the back cover, as “a masterful work of history.”


There’s no doubting David Starkey’s expertise or his ability to juice up the dry bones of the historical record with the narrative drive and color of a novel. It’s one of the main reasons his books like Six Wives (2004) are so popular; people enjoy them. They are less likely to recognize, though, that Starkey—writing for a popular audience—is building a story for dramatic effect, imagining what Anne thought, said, and did — and how her actions impacted on Henry. Starkey’s chief source of information about Anne “bullying” Henry is Eustace Chapuys, Anne’s sworn enemy; and his theory that the hardening of Henry’s character was due to Anne’s manipulation is just that — a theory. The idea that it was Anne who engineered Wolsey’s fall is speculation. The evidence for the portrait he paints would never pass muster in a modern court of law, for it is slender to begin with and is nestled in the gossip and hearsay of some highly biased sources. As such, Starkey might have legitimately presented it as a case that can be made. Instead, he appears to deliver Anne’s motivation, moral character, and effect on Henry to us as though it were established fact.


Starkey is hardly alone in mixing fact and fantasy in his accounts of the life and death of Anne Boleyn. Not everyone tells the same story. But few historians or biographers acknowledge just how much of what they are doing is storytelling. It’s unavoidable, of course, for writers not to string facts together along some sort of narrative thread that, inevitably, has a point of view. But when it comes to Anne Boleyn, the narrative threads are more like lawyers’ briefs that argue for her sinfulness or saintliness while (like any good lawyer’s argument) cloaked in the grammar of “fact.” In the old days, the arguments were up-front: Paul Friedmann, in his 1884 biography, boldly states: “Anne was not good. She was incredibly vain, ambitious, unscrupulous, coarse, fierce, and relentless.”2 James Froude, who followed in 1891 with a pro-Protestant defense of Henry’s divorce proceedings, did not extend his sympathies to Anne, although she was much more devotedly anticlerical than Henry: “Henry was, on the whole, right; the general cause for which he was contending was a good cause … [but] [h]e had stained the purity of his action by intermingling with it a weak passion for a foolish and bad woman, and bitterly he had to suffer for his mistake.”3 Henry William Herbert charged Anne with responsibility for every death that occurred during the years she was Henry’s consort; with her ascension in Henry’s eyes, “Wolsey’s downfall was dated … [and] likewise may be dated the death-sentence of the venerable Fisher, bishop of Rochester, and of the excellent Sir Thomas More; for they had both given opinions adverse to the divorce, and although they continued to hold office, and even apparently to enjoy the royal favor, they were both inscribed on the black-list of the revengeful mistress, who never rested from her ill offices toward them, until their heads had fallen.”4 More current prosecutors rely more on rhetoric than bald statements such as these. Starkey, for example, never actually accuses Anne of murder, but he certainly paints her as capable of it. Here he describes Anne’s reaction to Henry’s beheading of Thomas More, which has left her craving the blood of Katherine and her daughter, Mary, too:




Anne undoubtedly rejoiced … But she wanted other, yet more distinguished victims … Would she get her way in this too?5





Throughout Six Wives, rhetorical flourishes such as these and the constant use of hunting metaphors paint a portrait of Anne as an evil huntress worthy of Greek mythology — or perhaps a vampire novel: “Anne’s first target was Wolsey,”6 “Anne had Mary in her sights,”7 “Anne had her own quarry, too: Wolsey,”8 “The hunting down of another of her old enemies offered some compensation,”9 etc.


Although, as we’ll see, it has been challenged by other narratives, this view of Anne as ruthless predator is one of the oldest and most enduring in our cultural stockpile of Anne Boleyn images. As recently as March 2012, journalist and novelist Vanora Bennett, having traipsed through a variety of contradictory perspectives on Anne in a piece devoted to the swelling of contemporary interest in Anne, cautions against sympathy for her.




She was vindictive. It wasn’t enough for her to persuade Henry to arrest her archenemy Cardinal Wolsey: it had to be her ex-admirer Henry Percy who made the arrest. Nor was it enough to usurp the position of Henry’s first wife; Anne also mercilessly bullied the little Princess Mary, who never saw her mother again … She harangued Henry about his flirtations with other women, blaming him for her miscarriages. She alienated her powerful uncle and protector, the Duke of Norfolk, by speaking to him in words that, according to one biographer, “shouldn’t be used to a dog.” And she fell out with Cromwell over foreign policy — whether England should be allied to France (her choice) or the Holy Roman Emperor (his) — something that was more his business than hers … No one was sorry to see her go.10





Let me say up front that I do not believe Anne Boleyn was the helpless innocent that some of her later defenders made her out to be. But Bennett, like many of Anne’s detractors, goes way too far. Can it possibly be that Henry VIII, who began his reign executing his father’s ministers, later declared himself the Supreme Head on Earth of the Church of England, and was miserably cruel to Princess Mary even after Anne’s death, became a pathetic wimp under the spell of this all-powerful temptress? I won’t begin, at this point in the book, to document all the factual errors and unjustified conclusions in this Anne-blaming, Henry-exonerating account. For now, I simply ask: Where did this view of Anne come from and how did it become so familiar, so accepted, that not only a journalist such as Bennett but also a respected historian such as David Starkey can treat it as established fact? The answer to that, it turns out, casts doubt on virtually all that we have taken to be certain about Anne’s brief reign.


Eustace Chapuys was just thirty years old when, in 1529, he was sent to replace Don Inigo de Mendoza as the ambassador of Emperor Charles V at the court of Henry VIII. Mendoza was known to be “hot-tempered” and “indiscreet,”11 and Chapuys, a legal scholar and humanist enthusiast, was thought to be a better choice for Henry’s court. He was an erudite and clever diplomat, and devoted to those whom he loved and the causes he believed in. Queen Katherine fell into both categories, for the emperor was Katherine’s nephew, and Chapuys was fiercely pro-Catholic. He also hated all things French and later in his life would threaten to disinherit a niece who planned to marry a Frenchman.12 It’s difficult to imagine someone who would be less disposed to the dissolution of Henry’s marriage to Katherine and more opposed to the marriage of Henry and Anne Boleyn, who was both sympathetic to reformist ideas and “more French than a Frenchwoman born.” And indeed, from his first dispatch home in 1529, in which he fervently wished that “[m]ay God remedy” the king’s affection for “La Bolaing,”13 to his delight, in May 1536, over “the fall and ruin of the concubine,” Chapuys was Anne’s sworn enemy and Katherine and Mary’s most passionate defender.14


Chapuys hated Anne with a passion that he didn’t even try to disguise, disgustedly referring to her in his official communications as “the concubine” and “that whore” — or, with polite disdain, “The Lady.” Accordingly, Elizabeth was “the little bastard.” He accused Anne of plotting to murder Katherine and Mary — without a shred of proof beyond a few reported outbursts of Anne’s — and was the first to advance the argument that she was responsible for Henry’s “corruption.” (“[I]t is this Anne,” Chapuys wrote, “who has put [Henry] in this perverse and wicked temper.”15) His biases are very clear. Yet, unfortunately, his lengthy, anecdote-filled letters home also offer the single most continuous portrait of the sixteen crisis-ridden years in which he served in his position, and despite his undisguised hatred of Anne — not to mention the fact that he did not view himself as writing history but skillfully adjudicating between Henry and Charles — biographers have relied on him heavily in their attempts to create a coherent narrative about the divorce from Katherine, the role of Anne Boleyn, and her relationship with Henry.


It’s easy to see why. History abhors a vacuum. Chapuys clearly loved to write, he did so often, and he had a taste for juicy detail. The frustrating fact is that without Chapuys and Cavendish — Wolsey’s secretary and later “biographer,” whose The Life of Cardinal Wolsey is the basis for the narrative that Anne hated Wolsey for breaking up an earlier romance — it would probably be impossible to construct a “story” at all in the sense in which popular histories require, in which events can simply be “reported” without the kind of constant qualification, caution, posing of questions, that authors fear will bore readers. If we were to acknowledge that the “history” of Anne Boleyn is largely written by the poisonous pen of hostile sources, the entire edifice of pop Tudor history would become quite shaky. Instead, it has been fortified by a foundation of titillating, crowd-pleasing mythology. Chapuys was not the sole architect of this mythology, but he was the first, the most respected, and the most influential. The fact is that it is Eustace Chapuys, Anne’s sworn enemy, who has most shaped our image of her. He has done so not directly, but via the historians and novelists who have accepted his reports as “biased” but accurate, and hardened them, over time, into history.


Most nonhistorians, before Showtime’s The Tudors introduced him to popular audiences, had never even heard of Chapuys. He plays virtually no role in previous media depictions of the reign of Henry VIII — or novelistic fictionalizations — and those audiences who came to know him through The Tudors got to know him largely as a warm, devoted friend of Katherine of Aragon and later, Princess Mary. In one scene, he does tacitly encourage an assassination attempt on Anne’s life, but the extent of his involvement in the court intrigues that led to Anne’s downfall is vastly underplayed, and most scenes feature him lavishing fatherly love and comfort on the abandoned and bereft queen and her daughter. The contrast the show draws is clear: On the one hand, we have warm, caring, ever-faithful Chapuys; on the other, narcissistic, fickle, ruthless Henry. Thanks largely to this sympathetic portrayal of Chapuys as Katherine’s comfort and Mary’s gentle confidant, he has gathered lots of fans. When I posted a piece on the Internet that was critical of his account of the failure of Anne and Henry’s marriage, I was amazed to find readers leaping to his defense: “I love Anne immensely and I know that Chapuys was not fair to her many times, but I hold a very special place in my heart for that man”16; “As a researcher I just really appreciate his letters and reports, they’re fantastic. I can’t blame him for how he felt about Anne and his support of Mary and his visiting Katherine at the end of her life is so moving”17; “I must admit to having a real affection for Chapuys as often when I’m trying to find something in the archives I’ll find what I’m looking for in his very detailed reports, bless that man! What would we do without him?!”18; “He always seemed like a kind and gentle man to me.”19


He always seemed like a kind and gentle man to me. The enmeshment of fact and fiction, of the real and the imagined in our collective history of the Tudors, could not be more succinctly captured. And it doesn’t begin with pop culture. Chapuys himself played a huge role in creating the collective fantasy of “virtuous, patient Katherine” versus “self-seeking, impatient Anne.” When you closely examine events, it’s clear that Katherine was as self-interested and stubborn a player as any other in the drama. She was, after all, the daughter of Queen Isabella and raised with a sense of royal privilege and entitlement from the day of her birth. She also believed, as Henry did about his own kingship, that her position was a manifestation of God’s will. When Henry proposed divorce, she was emotionally shattered, but also fiercely resistant and full of righteous indignation — and stayed so right up until her death in 1536. She simply wouldn’t let go, impervious even to the disastrous consequences for her beloved Catholic Church, as Henry’s position became more and more oppositional. When Cardinal Lorenzo Campeggio proposed the solution that she take the veil, giving Henry his freedom to remarry without putting Mary’s inheritance in question, she flatly refused, although it was, as historian David Loades puts it, a “simple and plausible” way to resolve things.20




Katherine knew, as well as Henry did, that she would never bear him another child. She also knew, although she may not have sympathized with, his burning desire for a son. She was a deeply pious woman, and the religious life had appealed to her in the past. There would have been no question of dishonour, and no need to defend her daughter’s rights.21





Katherine not only refused the nunnery solution, insisting that “she intended to live and die in the state of matrimony, to which God had called her: that she would always remain of that opinion, and that she would never change it” but she also startled Campeggio with the intensity of her fervor; they could tear her “limb from limb,” she told him, and if she were then brought back to life she “would prefer to die over again, rather than change.”22 Why was Katherine so fixed in her position? In part, because she was an orthodox Catholic (as opposed to Henry’s more pragmatic variety), and she firmly believed in the authority of the pope who had earlier given dispensation for their marriage. In part, because she truly did believe she had been called by God to be queen of England. And in part, I believe, because she was too humiliated, her queenly pride too wounded, to simply creep away. The only way to restore any sense of dignity was to show the world — and Henry — that her argument was the righteous one. In this effort, the “steely determination” that Loades calls her “chief characteristic” was as strong and singular as Henry’s.23 Events might have played out very differently if she had been more invested in the “bigger picture” and less fixated on her own rights. At one point, in fact, Pope Clement VII, fearing that Katherine’s obstinacy would “be the cause of the destruction of the spiritualities,” told Henry’s ambassadors that he wished “for the wealth of Christendom” that “the Queen were in her grave.”24


This picture of Katherine will come as a surprise to those who have learned about Henry VIII’s “great matter” from popular history, where typically it’s not Katherine who appears as the stubborn, willful, female power player in the drama, but Anne Boleyn. Katherine’s earliest biographers, Agnes and Elizabeth Strickland, write: “Sustained by her own innate grandeur of soul, her piety, and lofty rectitude, [Katherine] passed through all her bitter trials without calumny succeeding in fixing a spot on her name.”25 Although the Stricklands’ male contemporaries found much to fault in their “feminine” view of history, they did not disagree about Katherine. “I know of no woman,” wrote Henry William Herbert in 1856, “recorded in veritable history, or portrayed in romance, who approaches so nearly to perfection. So far as it is permitted to us to see her character, without or within, there was no speck to mar the loveliness, no shadow to dim the perfection, of her faultless, Christian womanhood. If anything mortal could be perfect, that mortal thing, so far as man may judge, was Katherine of Aragon.”26 This sanctified picture, from which qualities such as Katherine’s stubbornness and self-righteousness have been removed, has remained pretty much intact, with few exceptions,27 up through the present day and Showtime’s The Tudors. And it comes straight from Chapuys, who took every opportunity to contrast “the people’s” hatred of Anne with their great love of Katherine. When Henry had Katherine removed from court,




All the neighborhood assembled to see her and pay her honor; and it is incredible what affection has been shown to her along the whole route. Notwithstanding that it has been forbidden on pain of death to call her Queen, they shouted it out at the top of their voices, wishing her joy, repose, and prosperity, and confusion to her enemies. They begged her with hot tears to set them to work and employ them in her service, as they were ready to die for the love of her.28





The contrast is almost Hollywood-ready: the sullen, disrespectful observers of Anne’s procession; the cheering throngs, ready to die for their true queen as she was led away from her rightful throne. And there is undoubtedly some truth in it. Katherine was extremely beloved and Anne was the Other Woman, so she certainly had strikes against her. But “the people” didn’t record or publish their sentiments themselves, and virtually every report of their virulent animosity toward Anne is open to question. When Venetian diplomat Francesco Sanuto writes that “it is said” that a mob of seven to eight thousand women attempted to seize and kill Anne (she escaped by boat), it sounds implausible, especially since he is the only diplomat to mention it, and it’s odd that none of the mob was apprehended or punished (Sanuto says it’s because they were women — which certainly didn’t stop Henry in other cases.29) Similarly, the routine depiction of Anne’s coronation procession as attended by throngs of resentful, sullen townspeople who refused to remove their hats for her seems to be based on an anonymous account whose details of Anne’s dress alone are a giveaway that the description was written with a poison pen.




Though it was customary to kneel, uncover, and cry “God save the King, God save the Queen,” whenever they appeared in public, no one in London or the suburbs, not even women and children, did so on this occasion. One of the Queen’s servants told the mayor to command the people to make the customary shouts, and was answered that he could not command people’s hearts, and that even the King could not make them do so … [The queen’s] dress was covered with tongues pierced with nails, to show the treatment which those who spoke against her might expect. Her car was so low that the ears of the last mule appeared to those who stood behind to belong to her. The letters H. A. were painted in several places, for Henry and Anne, but were laughed at by many. The crown became her very ill, and a wart disfigured her very much. She wore a violet velvet mantle, with a high ruff of gold thread and pearls, which concealed a swelling she has, resembling goître.”30





I’ll discuss the wart and the goiter, which pop up regularly in descriptions of Anne penned by her enemies, in the next chapter. The most insidious claims, though, are not nearly so transparently fantastical as a king’s consort with severe disfigurements or a dress pierced with nails, but come from those whose hostility to Anne rests on the “monstrosity” of her character rather than her looks. In this, later defenders of “the faith” such as Nicholas Sander, as we’ll see, played a large role. But by then — 1585 — the battle lines between Catholic and Protestant were more clearly drawn than in 1530, and the polemical nature of The Rise and Growth of the Anglican Schism is pretty transparent. Chapuys, in contrast, writing when the conflict over church authority was still muddied by the domestic scandal of the divorce proceedings, has not been seen as a propagandist, but as a not-quite-objective recorder of events. Yet anyone who does read his letters objectively can see that he was the founding father of anti-Anne propaganda. His aim: to convince (and reassure) Charles that Katherine’s rival was so full of “iniquity and detestable wickedness”31 that Henry was sure to eventually see through her and get rid of her, while at the same time scaring and inciting Charles with talk of Anne’s “importunate and malignant cravings”32 that “will not be satisfied until she sees the end of both the mother and the daughter.”33


How accurate were Chapuys’ reports? It’s almost impossible to say because he is often the sole reporter of events. But what is clear is that his interests were served by painting the worst picture possible of Anne and that he worked hard to construct it. He had an informal network of “conservative” (i.e., pro-Rome, pro-Katherine, pro-Imperial) nobles who would meet with him secretly to convey the latest anti-Anne gossip, which he then relayed to the emperor as “word from a trustworthy source.” And although there is no evidence that he played a direct role in the plot to charge Anne with treason, he “carefully watched all courtly signs of rejection leading up to her fall and exerted small pushes of encouragement, particularly with Cromwell”34 and declared it “wonderful” when she was arrested.35 Chapuys was even willing to foment war between England and Spain if that was the only way to get Anne out of the picture and (as he saw it) keep Katherine and Mary out of harm’s way and restore relations between Henry and Rome.


“Englishmen, high and low …” he wrote to Charles, “would wish Your Majesty to send here an army with which to destroy the poisonous influence of the Lady [Anne] and her adherents, and make a new reformation of all this kingdom … the moment this accursed Anne sets her foot firmly in the stirrup she will try to do the Queen all the harm she possibly can, and the Princess also…. Indeed, I hear she has lately boasted that she will make of the Princess a maid of honour in her Royal household, that she may perhaps give her too much dinner on some occasion, or marry her to some varlet, which would be an irreparable evil.”36


Chapuys’ hostility toward Anne is obvious in every communication from the very start of his service. Even more strikingly, until Chapuys’ arrival, the Letters and Papers, Foreign and Domestic, of the Reign of Henry VIII contain no negative personal reports about Anne, except for a not very flattering description of her physical appearance by Francesco Sanuto, Venetian ambassador to France, in 1532. As soon as Chapuys arrived, “Madam Anne” became “the concubine,” and everything that the pro-Katherine forces saw as dishonorable in Henry’s behavior became the fault of Anne’s “perverse and malicious nature.”37 “It is she who now rules over, and governs the nation; the King dares not contradict her,” he wrote to Charles in November of 1535 — an extraordinary (and unbelievable) statement that paints the formidable Henry as nothing more than a pussy-whipped hubby.38 In particular, Chapuys saw Anne’s continual goading as the cause of Henry’s shabby treatment of Princess Mary. Anne undoubtedly was unsettled by Mary, whose insistence on her status as princess threatened Elizabeth’s claims to succession. And Henry truly did treat his first daughter terribly, refusing to let her see her mother even when Katherine was dying, and turning the coldest of shoulders to his once-beloved child when she would not acknowledge his marriage to Anne. But Mary was as unbudgeable and self-righteous as her mother, and she and Henry remained locked in a contest of wills long after Anne was dead. Yet for Chapuys, every action against Mary was Anne’s fault alone, as she steered the king away from his affection for the princess and plotted Mary’s ruin. Chapuys could even turn evidence of Anne’s good nature into a demonstration of her scheming nature. When Anne (not the king, who, as reported by the French ambassador to Chapuys, refused to speak to Mary) made overtures of friendship to Mary, Chapuys suggested to Charles that it was a ruse to enable Anne to “execute her wicked will … with less suspicion under color of friendship.”39


The idea that Anne was plotting to murder both Katherine and Mary was a special obsession of Chapuys’. In 1534 he wrote to Charles that:




Nobody doubts here that one of these days some treacherous act will befall [Katherine] … the King’s mistress has been heard to say that she will never rest until he has had her put out of the way … These are, indeed, monstrous things, and not easily to be believed, and yet such is the King’s obstinacy, and the wickedness of this accursed woman (Anne), that everything may be apprehended.40





Later that year, after a planned meeting between Henry and Francis had been postponed, Chapuys told Charles it was because Henry was afraid to leave Anne alone in England.




A gentleman worthy of credit has this day sent me word that the Queen’s [sic] mistress has said more than once, and with great assurance, that the very moment the King crosses over [to France] to hold his interview with king Francis, and she remains governess of the kingdom, she will certainly cause the death of the said Princess by the sword or otherwise. And upon Rochefort, her brother, saying that by doing so she might offend the King, she answered him that she cared not if she did, even if she were to be burnt or flayed alive in consequence.41





Just who the “gentleman worthy of credit” was is never revealed, as is almost always the case with Chapuys’ reports (in another, he writes that “A gentleman told me yesterday that the earl of Northumberland told him that he knew for certain that [Anne] had determined to poison the Princess”42). It’s always “a trustworthy source” or “a gentleman” or “central gentlemen” or “a certain personage” whom Chapuys credits his information to. But Katherine’s supporters did not ask for references, and Chapuys, spreading these tales around court and encouraging Katherine and Mary’s suspicions of Anne, was able to generate an atmosphere of hostility toward Anne.


“The more ill used [Katherine and Mary] could appear,” writes Loades, “the more indignant their many supporters would become, and the more opprobrium would be heaped on the Queen, since everyone, for good reasons, was anxious to avoid blaming Henry. And so the myth of ‘that goggle-eyed whore Nan Bullen,’ promoting heresies and driving a besotted king to further tyranny and brutality, took root in the popular imagination.”43


It’s a shockingly short trip from the popular imagination to the official historical record. Both of Anne’s early biographers, Paul Friedmann (1884) and James A. Froude (1891), despite acknowledging that “Chapuis … may have exaggerated” (Friedmann) and that “Chapuys was not scrupulous about truth” (Froude) go on to give his stories credit.44 Froude is circumspect and ambiguous, saying that Chapuys’ account “shows the reputation which Anne had earned for herself, and which in part she deserves.”45 (Which part, one wants to know, but Froude doesn’t say.) Friedmann, astonishingly, goes even further: “There can be no doubt that [Chapuys’] account [that Anne was planning to murder Mary] is substantially true.”46 No doubt? The plot to murder Katherine had, by Friedmann’s times, been disproved, when the symptoms that Katherine’s physician claimed showed poison (a suspicion he immediately reported to Chapuys) were declared by medical authorities to be indicative of cancer. You would think that would be enough to cast at least a shadow of doubt on “the plot to murder Mary.” Albert Pollard is similarly hyperbolic in his assessment of Anne: “The new Queen’s jealous malignity passed all bounds”; he then goes on to quote Chapuys on how deeply “the people” resented Anne’s treatment of Mary.47


It is Chapuys, too, who is largely responsible for our ideas about the decline of Anne and Henry’s relationship. In a letter of September 3, 1533 — just a few days before Elizabeth was born — he reports how Anne, “very jealous of the King, and not without legitimate cause, made use of certain words which he (the King) very much disliked, telling her that she must shut her eyes and endure as those who were better than herself had done, and that she ought to know that he could at any time lower her as much as he had raised her.”48 This speech has made its way into virtually every later biography, historical fiction, and film, probably due to its foreboding nature in light of later events and because it signals such a startling turnaround in Henry’s treatment of Anne. But as irresistibly drama friendly as it is, there’s little corroboration for it. Chapuys never explains the “not without legitimate cause” nor how he happened to be present at this argument (if indeed he was). His real purpose in “reporting” the incident (which even he admitted was “love quarrels”) is revealed at the end of the letter, when he adds that “those who know the King’s nature and temper consider the above events as of good omen and a sign that the King will soon begin to think of recalling the Queen [Katherine].”49 Chapuys was always working this angle with Charles and, when he could, orchestrating anti-Anne sentiment and activity around Henry’s court.


Nowadays we would regard someone like Chapuys as a noncredible witness by virtue of his hostility, and his reports little more than hearsay. The most responsible historians, such as Eric Ives and David Loades, take Chapuys’ insistence that Anne was out to murder Katherine and Mary with a large dose of skepticism. They acknowledge that perhaps Anne said such things — although we have no corroborating evidence. Even so, they read more like the incautious, emotional outburst of a frustrated, furious (and then pregnant) woman whose own daughter’s rights were at stake than a real plan to commit murder. If Anne actually had such a plan in mind, why on earth would she announce it at court, especially in earshot of those who might report it to Chapuys, whom she knew to be her adversary?


I came to my research for this book not only as a cultural historian, but as a skeptical reader of texts. As such, I was amazed to discover the degree of reliance on Chapuys for information about Anne’s character and behavior — along with an almost total lack of cautionary qualification, or even clarity, when presenting his version of events. True, Starkey (for example) puts quotation marks around Chapuys’ exact words and notes that “Chapuys reported” or “Chapuys discovered” such and such. However, those quotations are so smoothly incorporated into Starkey’s own narrative — Chapuys’ voice blends seamlessly with Starkey’s — that the reader is given little reason to be skeptical of their construction of events. Here, for example, again from the popular Six Wives, he describes Anne’s reaction to Henry’s installation of himself as “Supreme Head on Earth of the Church of England”:




When [Anne] heard the news, Chapuys discovered, “[she] made such demonstrations of joy as if she had actually gained Paradise.”50





How are we to take the phrase “Chapuys discovered”? It sounds less like the offering of one observer’s impressions than the reporting of established fact. “Discoveries” unearth what is there, after all. And with Anne so vividly “hunting” and “stalking” her prey throughout Starkey’s narrative, a not-very-historically-informed reader — that would be most of Starkey’s readers, as his books are primarily marketed at the general audience — probably doesn’t even notice that Starkey’s predatory Anne corresponds so well to Chapuys’ dispatches.


Starkey is hardly alone here. It’s virtually standard operating procedure for historians to warn the reader, in an introduction or the beginning of a chapter, about Chapuys’ biases and tendencies to believe the most vicious court gossip about Anne, and then go on to use him liberally and without qualification all the same. Sometimes there is a barely noticeable hedge, as in the popular histories of Alison Weir:




If Chapuys is to be believed — and it was a constant theme in his dispatches — Anne had “never ceased, day and night, plotting against” Mary, and had relentlessly, but fruitlessly, urged Henry to have his daughter and her mother executed for their defiance under the provisions of the Act of Supremacy of 1534. The ambassador heard that she had repeatedly threatened that, if the King were to go abroad and leave her as regent, she would have Mary starved to death, “even if she were burned alive for it after.”51





But is Chapuys to be believed? Barely six pages earlier, Weir warns that for generations historians have relied “perhaps too trustingly” on Chapuys’ diplomatic reports.52 Weir acknowledges that he hated Anne, was a “crusader in the cause of Katherine and Mary,”53 was “unable to view affairs from any other viewpoint,”54 and often repeated gossip or rumor (which swirled a great deal around court) as fact. Yet she herself appears to take many of his reports at face value — for example, his claim that Anne had repeatedly urged Henry to send Katherine and Mary to the scaffold (we only have Chapuys’ word on this)—and frequently falls back on Chapuys’ descriptions of what Henry did and felt.




In 1536, a disillusioned Henry told Chapuys in confidence that his wife had been “corrupted” in France, and that he had only realized this after their marriage.55





It’s easy for the reader to overlook the fact that Weir’s profferred evidence for Henry’s disillusionment about Anne’s “corruption” comes from Chapuys. Conveniently for Chapuys, Henry told him this “in confidence,” so there’s no way of fact-checking. And even if Chapuys was being truthful, there’s a good possibility that Henry’s information was not trustworthy. This was a period, very near to Anne’s fall, when outlandish rumors and malicious plotting swirled unchecked in court, and Henry’s paranoid imagination seemed inflamed beyond concern for proof; in another letter written during this period, Chapuys reports that Henry told him that “upwards of 100 gentlemen have had criminal connexion”56 with Anne. These bits and pieces of lurid gossip have to be read skeptically.


Instead, the slippage that turned this unsubstantiated report into the grammar of fact has gathered steam. In her more recent biography of Anne’s sister, Mary, Weir cites a conversation between Henry and Chapuys, in which Henry “revealed” to Chapuys that he knew Anne had been corrupted in France, as if it were a confirmation that Anne had, in fact, been sexually active at the French court.57 If this is so, then why don’t we have more documentation about her scandalous behavior there? Weir’s explanation: “Evidently Anne was discreet and clever enough to ensure that barely a soul knew of these early falls from grace.”58 In other words, Anne Boleyn’s “corruption” in France, told to Chapuys “in confidence” and (because Anne was so very discreet and clever) witnessed by no one, is speculation from beginning to end.


Multiply this slippage by a hundred of its like and you can see why you shouldn’t believe everything you’ve heard about Anne Boleyn.





Two


[image: Image]


Why Anne?


WHEN HENRY BEGAN divorce proceedings in 1527, many (including the pope) saw Henry’s seemingly sudden qualms about the legitimacy of his first marriage, based on a passage in Leviticus declaring it to be an “impurity” if a “man shall take his brother’s wife,” to be a ruse, putting a pious spin on what was really just lust.1 In 1510, Pope Julius II had granted Henry dispensation to marry Katherine despite the consanguinity of their relations. Now Henry wanted that dispensation declared invalid. It seemed all too conveniently timed. In 1526, Henry began to wear a provocative new motto on his jousting costume: “Declare je nos” (Declare I dare not), with a heart engulfed in flames embroidered about the words. The woman who had set his heart ablaze was Anne Boleyn. By 1527, he was writing her letters describing being “stricken with the dart of love” for more than a year.2 The signature of these letters was sometimes accompanied by a tiny heart. The manly king — thirty-six years old, vigorous, physically imposing, brilliant, and charismatic — had become a trembling schoolboy passing notes to an imperious crush.


It’s unlikely that many at court, in 1526, saw marriage on the horizon. Anne was not the daughter of royalty; although her mother, Elizabeth Howard, came from an illustrious family, her father, Thomas Boleyn, the son of an alderman, had achieved a place at court by virtue of his skills as a courtier and linguist. Anne’s older sister, Mary, thought by many to be the prettier of the two, had already been courted and discarded by the king. And the still youthful Henry had indulged in other infatuations over the years. But a year later, it was clear that Anne was hovering in the background of the divorce proceedings, as Henry’s longtime adviser and Lord Chancellor, Thomas Wolsey, anxiously assured the pope that he would stake his own soul that the king’s “conscience is grievously offended” by living in a marriage that was contrary to God’s law and that his “desire is grounded in justice” rather than displeasure with the queen or “undue love to a gentlewoman of not so excellent qualities.”3 Covering all his bases, though, Wolsey then went on to praise Anne for the “purity of her life, her constant virginity, her maidenly and womanly pudicity, her soberness, chasteness, meekness, humility, wisdom, descent of right noble and high through regal blood, education in all good and laudable [qualities] and manners, aptness to procreation of children with her other infinite good qualities, more to be regarded and esteemed than the only progeny.”4 Except for the good education, these are not exactly the qualities that we associate with Anne Boleyn. Tudor statesmen and diplomats, much like politicians today, were bald-faced spinmeisters, and at this point, Wolsey was spinning madly for Henry.


It’s true, though, that Henry had been thinking about a divorce from his first wife long before Anne Boleyn entered the picture. During the first four years of their marriage — from 1510 to 1514 — Katherine had given birth to three stillborn infants — one girl and two boys — and a boy who lived for less than two months. It was beginning to look as though the couple’s chances of producing a healthy child were grim. By as early as August of 1514, it was rumored in Rome “that the King of England means to repudiate his present wife, the daughter of the King of Spain and his brother’s widow, because he is unable to have children by her, and intends to marry a daughter of the French Duke of Bourbon.”5 But then, in 1516, Princess Mary was born, and Henry’s hopes were revived. “We are both young; if it was a daughter this time, by the Grace of God the sons will follow,” he is reported to have said.6 But the next child was stillborn, and Henry began wondering once again whether he had offended God by marrying his brother’s wife. Leviticus declares that such a union will be childless, which Henry and Katherine were not, but Henry, whose religious conscience was always filtered through his dynastic concerns, didn’t see Mary as “counting.” It wasn’t so much that, as a woman, she was seen as unfit to rule, but, as a woman, she would have another “ruler” herself — her husband — and this raised dangerous possibilities for the continuance of Tudor supremacy. If she married a foreign prince, English autonomy could be threatened; if she married an English subject, internal dissension could result. Only a male heir would keep the Tudor reign intact and secure.


It’s not clear why there isn’t any mention of other pregnancies after the last stillbirth. The official word was that Katherine was “of such an age” that pregnancy was no longer possible — which is believable by 1525, when she was forty, but seems unlikely in 1519. Katherine had no trouble conceiving before then, and in 1519 she was only thirty-four. Her stillbirths, in an age when shutting the queen up in a hot, dark room for a month was the extent of “prenatal care” and when more children died than lived through infancy, are not remarkable. When he later appealed to the pope for the divorce, Wolsey referred to “certain diseases in the Queen defying all remedy” that prevented the king from living with her “as his wife.”7 Wolsey would not say what those “diseases” were, but the truth may be that Henry had stopped having regular sex with her long before she actually entered menopause. Katherine was eight years older than he was, which probably was exciting when he first married her, as Henry was then virtually a boy and, as the precious “spare” heir, had been sheltered like a princess after Arthur died. But by 1520 he was “in the flower of his age,”8 while Katherine, at thirty-five, was middle-aged by the standards of the time. Also, in 1519 Henry had gotten decisive proof that a male child was possible with a woman other than Katherine when his mistress, Elizabeth Blount, had a boy.


Why did Henry, if he had given up on the marriage by 1520, hang on with Katherine for seven more years? There is widespread historical belief that about this time Henry began a four-year-long affair with Mary Boleyn, Anne’s older sister, and possibly this affair took the pressure off his marriage to satisfy his sexual and emotional needs. But Katherine was also not someone to discard lightly. Just as her marriages to Arthur and then Henry were intended to solidify relations with Spain, a divorce would destabilize them. And Katherine was extremely popular with the English people. Regal, dignified, and unfalteringly virtuous in all her daily habits (which involved much time at prayer), she was everything a queen was supposed to be; Venetian ambassador Ludovico Falieri describes her as “more beloved by the Islanders than any queen that has ever reigned.”9 Henry was aware of this, and he probably also knew, as others did not, how proud and stubborn she could be.


But then Anne entered the picture. We don’t know for certain when he first became attracted to her or what the circumstances were, in large part because the available sources only begin to speculate about her when the king’s interest was publicly known, and by the time that happened, in 1527, people were more interested in the divorce and scandal of it all than how it had begun. All later accounts of Henry and Anne’s meeting are retrospective. George Cavendish, Wolsey’s gentleman usher, writes (thirty-five years after the event) that “the King’s love began to take place” when, after her return from France, Anne was made one of Katherine’s ladies-in-waiting, “among whome, for her excellent gesture and behaviour, she did excel all other; in so much that the Kinge began to grow enamoured with her; which was not known to any person, ne scantly to her owne person.”10 Agnes Strickland, citing Gregorio Leti, whose seventeenth-century Life of Elizabeth I includes many colorful but uncorroborated anecdotes, relates that:




[T]he first time Henry saw her [Anne] after her return to England … [was] in her father’s garden at Hever, where … admiring her beauty and graceful demeanor he entered into conversation with her; when he was so much charmed with her sprightly wit, that on his return to Westminster he told Wolsey, “that he had been discoursing with a young lady who had the wit of an angel, and was worthy of a crown.”11





Cavendish and Strickland/Leti disagree sharply on Wolsey’s reaction. Strickland, citing Leti, describes Wolsey as so eager to get power in his own hands that he was “glad to see the king engrossed in the intoxication of a love affair” and delighted that it was Anne, whom he had first recommended to be one of Katherine’s ladies.12 But Leti was a devoted Elizabethan Protestant and harsh critic of Wolsey. Cavendish, in contrast, was Wolsey’s faithful admirer and servant, and presents Wolsey as only “acting on the King’s devised commandment” in breaking up Anne’s relationship with Henry Percy so that Henry could get his hands on her.13 Wolsey’s interference, according to Cavendish, “greatly offended” Anne, who “promis[ed] if it ever lay in her power, she would work much displeasure to the Cardinal” (which, according to Cavendish, “she did in deede” by goading Henry to turn against Wolsey).14 Cavendish goes on to show that he clearly belongs to the “greedy Anne/patient Katherine” school of thought: “After [Anne] knewe the kings pleasure, and the bottom of his secret stomacke, then she began to look very haughty and stoute [arrogant], lacking no manner of jewells, or rich apparel, that might be gotten for money,” while Katherine accepted all this “in good parte,” showing “no kinde or sparke of grudge or displeasure.”15


With historical sources leaving no clear record, the imaginations of biographers, novelists, and screenwriters have followed their own fantasies — or those that they felt would appeal to audiences. Many of them, in one way or another, have Henry being struck by the thunderbolt of love at first sight. William Hepworth Dixon, in his 1874 pro-Protestant biography of Anne, describes Henry as “taken by a word and smile. A face so innocently arch, a wit so rapid and so bright, a mien so modest yet so gay, were new to him. The King was tiring of such beauties as Elizabeth Blount; mere lumps of rosy flesh, without the sparkle of a living soul … He fell so swiftly and completely that the outside world imagined he was won by magic arts.”16 In Anne of the Thousand Days, Henry sees Anne dancing at court, is immediately smitten, and instructs Wolsey to “unmatch” Anne and Percy, and then send her packing back to Hever. Henry then takes off himself (on a “hunting” trip, as he tells Wolsey) for Hever, where he tells Anne that he will have her “even if it breaks the earth in two like an apple and flings the halves into the void.”17 In the movie The Other Boleyn Girl, Henry picks Anne (Natalie Portman) out of the Boleyn family lineup with nary a glance at Mary (Scarlett Johansson); he takes up with Mary first only because Anne humiliates him by being a more expert rider than he. The Tudors has Anne and Henry locking eyes in the tower of Château Vert, where Henry, as the shooting script tells us, “comes face to face with his destiny — with a sharp intake of breath, like an arrow through his heart. A very beautiful, 18-year-old young woman with jet-black hair and dark, expressive, exquisite eyes looks back at him.”18 Later, after the dancing begins, “he stares at Anne as if suddenly rendered incapable of speech … ‘Who are you?’ he asks, when the steps of the dance bring them eye to eye. And she whispers back, ‘Anne Boleyn.’ ”19


Anne Boleyn did make her debut at court at the Château Vert pageant, an extravagant affair complete with a triple-turreted, shining green minicastle created especially for the occasion. The pageant was supposed to be a celebration of courtly love. The players, both male and female, each represented one of the chivalric ideals — Nobleness, Loyalty, Gentleness, Attendance, Constancy, Honor, and so forth. (Anne was Perseverance — very apt, as it later turned out.) But the eight female players, masked and dressed in white and yellow satin with headdresses of gold, made little beyond a pretense of maidenly resistance when eight dashing masked courtiers, announced by a cannon blast and led by the king, stormed the castle with dates, oranges, and “other fruits made for pleasure,” and carried the damsels off for a night of dancing. When the dancing was over, the masks were removed and all sat down to a lavish banquet.


We do not know which lady the king carried off from the Château Vert to be his first partner for that night’s dancing, but it was unlikely to have been Anne, and it certainly wouldn’t have happened as depicted in The Tudors. Anyone who has even the slightest actual knowledge of Tudor history is aware that the Anne who could turn men to jelly at first sight is a myth — or perhaps more accurately, a reflection of the limits of twentieth-century conceptions of attraction, fixated as they are on the surface of the body. It’s hard for us to imagine a woman for whom a king would split the earth in two who is anything less than ravishing. But in her own time, Anne’s looks were not rated among her greatest assets. “Reasonably good-looking,” pronounced John Barlow, one of Anne’s favorite clerics.20 “Not one of the handsomest women in the world,” reported the Venetian diplomat, Francesco Sanuto: “[S]he is of middling stature, swarthy complexion, long neck, wide mouth, bosom not much raised, and in fact has nothing but the English King’s great appetite, and her eyes, which are black and beautiful, and take great effect on those who served the Queen when she was on the throne.”21


Sanuto was not a fan, but George Wyatt, grandson of one of Anne’s early admirers, the poet Thomas Wyatt, was. In 1623, he gave his nephew a manuscript that he had apparently written some twenty-five years earlier, in which, drawing on the reports of relatives and friends who had known Anne, he writes that although Anne was a “rare and admirable beauty,” she was not without flaws: Her coloring was “not so whitely” as was then esteemed and she had several “small moles … upon certain parts of her body.”22 Wyatt also writes that “[t]here was found, indeed, upon the side of her nail upon one of her fingers, some little show of a nail, which was yet so small, by the report of those that have seen her, as the workmaster seemed to leave it an occasion of greater grace to her hand, which, with the tip of one of her other fingers might be, and was usually by her hidden without any least blemish to it.”23


None of Anne’s “flaws,” in our multiracial, post–Cindy Crawford age, seems particularly significant. Some, such as Anne’s olive skin, boyish physique, and wide mouth — not to mention the well-placed moles — could put her in contention for Next Top Model. But in Anne’s own time, beauty spots were not yet a fashion accessory, and even so slight a deformity as a “little show” of extra nail, despite Wyatt’s courtly spin, could raise questions about Satan’s influence on Anne’s conception. Snow-white skin, which women (including Anne’s famous daughter, Elizabeth I) would try to simulate using makeup, was a requisite of English beauty and remained so for hundreds of years, over-determined by racial, class, and moral meanings distinguishing the leisured classes from their “coarse and brown inferiors” and thought to be the outward manifestation of a “fair and unspotted soul.”24 And fair hair, which Anne’s predecessors (both legal and extramarital) apparently enjoyed, reigned in the Tudor hierarchy of beauty. Both the Virgin Mary and Venus (most famously in Botticelli’s 1486 painting) were always pictured as blondes. So were all the heroines of the literature of courtly love, from Iseult to Guinevere: “Gallant knights, poets and troubadours celebrated their love of blondes with much eager serenading” and “felicitous poems and romantic tales bursting with golden-haired heroines poured from the pens of passionate lovers.”25 Light-haired women were also considered to be more “cheerful and submissive” (very desirable). Within a century or so, the generous, sweet, needing-to-be-rescued blonde heroine would become an essential ingredient of every successful fairy tale.


“Look for a woman with a good figure and with a small head; Hair that is blond but not from henna; whose eyebrows are spaced apart, long and arched in a peak; who is nice and plump in the buttocks,” advised fourteenth-century poet and priest Juan Ruiz. “A Lady’s hair should be fine and fair, in the similitude now of gold, now of honey, and now of the shining rays of the sun,”26 wrote another courtier in 1548.27 Today, evolutionary psychologists would argue that these preferences are hardwired into male brain circuitry, as both fair skin and curvaceous bodies signal youth, health, and a high estrogen load. If so, “swarthy,” slender Anne Boleyn was a perverse choice for Henry to make in his attempt to secure an heir.28 Her moles were an even bigger problem, because birthmarks were often seen as ominous signs. The medievals, whose notions about the human body often lingered into the Renaissance, believed that a mother’s imagination while pregnant could rupture the skin, and they read birthmarks the way later generations would decipher bumps on the skull. A mole on the throat (where several observers report Anne’s to have been) predicted a violent death. One on the upper lip meant good fortune for a man — but debauchery for a woman. If it was just above the left side of her mouth, “vanity and pride, and an unlawful offspring to provide for.”29 Fifteenth-century witch hunter Lambert Daneau saw moles as witch’s marks. Daneau and other “witch-prickers” would stick pins in the moles to find the bedeviled ones; when the suspect registered no pain (hard to imagine), it indicated Satan’s handiwork.30


Notions such as these explain how Anne’s moles could morph, in the hands of Catholic propagandist Nicholas Sander, writing half a century after Anne’s death, into a third nipple. Sander, who probably never saw Anne dressed, let alone naked (he was a small child when she was executed — but he was exiled by Elizabeth I), is responsible for most of the mythology surrounding Anne’s body, including her notorious sixth finger. In his book, Schismatis Anglicani (The Rise and Growth of the Anglican Schism), written expressly to provide a counterhistory to John Foxe’s Book of Martyrs (among whom Anne is numbered), Sander wallows in descriptions of Anne’s body as the gateway that lured the lusting, ensnared Henry through the doors of heresy. But amazingly, Sander saw no contradiction in claiming that this desirable body was also marked with the outward manifestations of her league with Satan.




Anne Boleyn was rather tall of stature, with black hair and an oval face of sallow complexion, as if troubled with jaundice. She had a projecting tooth under the upper lip, and on her right hand, six fingers. There was a large wen under her chin, and therefore to hide its ugliness, she wore a high dress covering her throat. In this she was followed by the ladies of the court, who also wore high dresses, having before been in the habit of leaving their necks and the upper portion of their person uncovered.31





This mythology was clearly ideologically motivated (more about the Catholic/Protestant culture wars in a later chapter). Such pronounced deformities as described by Sander would certainly have eliminated Anne as a lady-in-waiting, much less as a candidate for queen. Sander, moreover, was not well-informed about female fashion. High necks were not yet in vogue while Anne was alive, and a “large wen” would not have been hidden by the delicate ropes of pearls or the decorative “B” that she wore around her neck. The wen probably was inspired by the anonymous manuscript describing Anne’s coronation that attributed a “disfiguring wart” and a neck swelling “resembling goître” to her.32 The sixth finger seems likely to have been an exaggeration of the vestigial nail that Wyatt describes, and this explains Wyatt’s mention of it, as his book was, by his own admission, “not without an intent to have opposed Saunders [Sander],” whom he calls “the Romish fable-framer.”33 The point of his book (entitled Extracts from the Life of the Virtuous Christian and Renowned Queen Anne Boleigne), he tells the reader, is to dispel the “black mists of malice … instructed to cover and overshadow [Anne Boleyn’s] glory with their most black and venomous untruths.”34 So he was hardly an impartial reporter himself. But despite his biases, Wyatt’s own sources are far more respectable than Sander’s, especially when it comes to descriptions of Anne’s physical appearance. Based on notes taken when he was young, gathered from Anne Gainsford, one of Anne’s personal attendants, as well as relatives of his who were “well acquainted with the persons that most this concerneth,” his corrections of Sander’s descriptions of Anne’s imperfections sound highly plausible, as Wyatt doesn’t insist that Anne was a beauty without flaws, but acknowledges the nail, moles, and “not so whitely” complexion.35


The wens, goiters, and projecting tooth have all faded from the popular imagination. But that sixth finger just won’t let go. By the nineteenth century, it had become a “fact” that even today many people remember as among the first things they learned about Anne.36 At the beginning of every public lecture I ask my audiences what they know about Anne Boleyn; invariably, several attendees shout out, “She had six fingers!” Internet sites devoted to “fascinating facts” still list Anne’s six fingers (sometimes multiplying them to six on each hand). A girls’-magazine feature giving inspiration for girls to “love their bodies” presents Anne and her extra finger (and the extra nipple) as a role model.37 At least one well-known portrait, once hanging in Ludlow Castle and now privately owned, prominently features Anne with six fingers on each hand. One of the more imaginative histories cites her “malformed hand” as the reason she was kept out of sight in France until a suitable husband could be contracted.38 When an art installation opened in 2011 with a full-size Anne among the creations, the wax figure had an extra finger. Anne’s sixth finger is even mentioned in the movie Steel Magnolias when the women in Truvy’s beauty shop banter through the bathroom door about an article in a woman’s magazine. The bottom line, however: Anne did not have six fingers. Since Anne’s death, the bodies buried in the chapel of St. Peter ad Vincula have been exhumed and none of the skeletons have shown evidence of a sixth finger. Of course, there are those who claim Anne’s body is actually not among them. But skeletal remains aside, if the living Anne actually had a sixth finger, would the eagle-eyed Chapuys have failed to report it? Anne’s liabilities were a favorite topic of his gossipy letters home; yet a sixth finger is not mentioned in one of them (or in any other court letters or papers prior to Sander).


Beyond the dark hair and eyes, the olive skin, the small moles, and the likelihood of a tiny extra nail on her little finger, we know very little with certainty about what Anne looked like. Before her execution, as we’ve seen, Henry, determined to wipe the slate clean, had any original portraits of Anne that he could find destroyed. Those that remain are almost all later copies and interpretations, and are quite inconsistent with one another. Some are thought to be of Jane Seymour or some other woman rather than Anne, while other portraits not identified as Anne — the beautiful Sommersby portrait thought to be of Jane Grey, for example — have been argued to actually be Anne. Historians and art historians have gone back and forth on the identity of the various sitters in many “Anne” portraits, with agreement on only a few. One is a tiny miniature in a locket ring worn by Elizabeth I, which was found among her belongings after her death. The existence of the ring, which bears the image of Elizabeth on one side and her mother on the other, is haunting, but, being so small, it tells us little about what Anne looked like. Also indisputably authentic is a medal, badly damaged but recently restored by sculptor Lucy Churchill, which shares features with a portrait of Anne, by an unknown artist circa 1533-1536, on permanent exhibit at the National Portrait Gallery. This portrait, often referred to as “the NPG portrait,” has provided the model for many later depictions on book covers, magnets, and postcards, where it has been variously glamorized or distorted, depending on the artist’s inclinations.
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