Henry the 8th and Tudor England

There is no such thing as true history. It is all in the eye of the researcher. What they choose to study and include becomes the narrative they tell of the events. A different person would see and emphasize different things. This is important because until the 1980’s, historical research was a man’s game with women and their viewpoints and stories pushed aside in favor of the male narrative. With the rise of feminism, we started to learn Her-story and that was often a game-changer in how events were viewed. Then in this century the stories of middle and lower economic level characters and those of cultures other than the dominant white view, started to become common. People paid attention to the things these people wrote: for example what the servants saw and recorded about Henry the 8th’s death; or how people started to see Kathyrn Howard as more than a scarlet woman who slept with people other than her husband, morphing into the fact that she was a scared 15 year old who had no worldly knowledge to help her deal with Court expectations and intrigue.  It is always important when reading about a historical event to look at all the information from multiple sources. With that kept firmly in mind, below is an overview of the important events surrounding the play you are about to see or have seen.

Henry the 8th is one of the most well-known kings of England. He brought the Renaissance to England. He was a handsome, charismatic and athletic young man who as he aged, lost all the positive qualities to become a bitter angry mercurial fat tyrant. This is latter being the King Henry of the last wife. He was indulged throughout his life and never learned to hear the word “No”. He had 6 wives – Divorced, Beheaded, died; Divorced Beheaded, Survived. All his children ruled in his wake. The most famous of his children, his daughter with Anne Boleyn, Elizabeth, who would go on to become the namesake of an Era and take her place as the most known of British Monarchs. She ruled for 45 years of relative peace and stability for England after centuries of Civil War and Unrest.

Henry was not chosen to rule but to instead be a Cardinal and Churchman. Arthur his brother was betrothed to Katherine of Aragon. He unfortunately died suddenly just after being married. The question of whether he had consummated the marriage with Katherine would be the cause of great stress. Henry was given a papal dispensation to marry his brother’s widow; an act condemned in the Bible.

To all observation, Henry and Katherine were very much in love for the first 15 years of their marriage. They ruled equally and England prospered. Their first child, Mary was loved by her parents and realm, but she was not the desired male heir required to ensure a peaceful transference of power. It was believed that a woman could not rule due to her nature and indeed none had yet done it. Katherine gave birth to Prince Henry, but he died at 3 months. She then had 9 miscarriages trying to fulfill Henry’s dream of a male heir. The stress of this on her body and mind led to depression and poor health. She was no longer the Spanish Princess with whom Henry fell in love. He took on series of Mistresses from his wife’s ladies in waiting. One, Bessie Blount gave him an illegitimate son, Henry Fitzroy, and it was briefly considered making him the legitimate heir through politics, but alas he died at 17 long before Henry himself.

Henry was frantic about having a son and decided to set Katherine aside. To do so he settled on the belief that his marriage to her was truly incestuous as the Bible said, despite the Papal dispensation. He tried to convince her to go into a convent which would also free him to remarry. She refused. In response he sent her from Court to a remote drafty castle on the Welsh border. This physical hardship made her sick but much worse was Henry deciding that she could not see or communicate with her daughter, Princess Mary. Her body and her heart were broken. Modern medical technology done on her body showed a tumor in her heart. Her heart was literally broken by Henry’s treatment of her and her daughter. Mary was declared illegitimate and sent away from Court

By the time of the fracture with Katherine, Henry was actively pursuing Mistress Anne Boleyn (after having a lengthy affair with her sister Mary and producing a girl child). She unlike the other women he sought out, refused his advances unless she was lawfully married. Disposing of the objections to his remarriage led to the break with the Roman Church. Henry was made Supreme Head of the Church in England and granted himself the desired divorce. He then married Anne as he wished to do so. Like Katherine they were deeply in love in the beginning of the relationship. However, she first gave birth to a daughter, Elizabeth and forced Princess Mary to look after her like a common domestic. Then proceed to have multiple miscarriages with no live children to show for it. Henry was furious and once again began to look for a way to be free of his wife. After a mere thousand days as Queen, Anne was charged with infidelity which was treasonous and sentenced to die by beheading. The claim of her infidelity with five members of the court including her own brother was never proven and remains in contention still today. As a reminder, Anne’s enemies at court arranged for Elizabeth, 4, to receive the dress her mother died in, complete with blood stains. Elizabeth was declared illegitimate and shipped off to Haddonfield House far away from the court to be raised in obscurity, or at least that was the plan.

[bookmark: _GoBack]Just a short while before Anne’s execution, Henry suffered his own trauma. At a court joust he was knocked from his horse by his opponent (his friend, Charles Brandon). Henry at close to 400 lbs in armor was crushed under an 800 lb horse in armor. He was knocked into a coma and received a wound in the leg which never healed and continued to consume his body throughout the remainder of his life, leaving him in constant extreme pain. He came out of the coma after a few hours, but his personality had been irrevocably changed. He was more cruel and more arbitrary, prone to fits of irrational anger and given to talking to people who were not there (often Anne and Katherine). This grew worse throughout the remainder of his life as he morphed into the tyrant he had never previously been. 

Not one to let grass grow under his feet, Henry was already searching for a new wife while Anne was being tried for adultery. On the day of Anne’s execution, Henry married Jane Seymour. Along with Jane, Henry began promoting her brothers (Edward and Thomas) to power positions much to the dismay of the hereditary nobles like Norfolk. The court began to divide more sharply along lines of religion – Catholic and Protestant. To be clear, Henry always considered himself to be a Catholic just not under the rule of the Pope. He backed this position up by killing Protestants and any who hinted that he might be one.

Of all his wives, Jane was his true love. He was buried next to her despite having had 3 wives more after her death. Jane is often portrayed as a quiet unassuming girl-woman who simply did as the King wished. Current research is starting to revise this notion but not to the good of Jane. In any event, she produced Henry’s desire – a living relatively healthy Prince Edward. She died from childbed fever 9 days later. As Queen Katherine Parr points out in the play, she did not live long enough for Henry to become bored with her simple ways and lack of education (she could not read (which made her a typical Tudor woman)).

Henry mourned Jane for 3 years but then gave into the wishes of his ministers to seek a new Queen with whom to produce the desired second son, an heir and a spare, which would ensure his dynasty was stable. Strife in the country between Catholic and Protestant was growing – an armed rebellion in the North called the Pilgrimage of Grace threatened to topple Henry. Charles Brandon was sent to restore order which he did by tricking and then hanging many of the uprising along with their children. The dominant force at Court led by Thomas Cromwell wanted Henry to marry a reformist and they settled on the Dutch Princess, Ann of Cleves. Portraits were exchanged but they were more fantasy than reality. When Henry met Ann, he found her ugly; she found him boorish and ill mannered. The marriage went ahead as planned but Henry was not happy. Cromwell, who had suggested marriage lost his head. Ann was offered a divorce. She, remembering the fate of the other Anne, was smart enough to take it as long as she was allowed to remain in England (away from the control of her brother). She became known as “the King’s sister” and lived a long and peaceful life. She was a good friend and advocate to both Mary and Elizabeth and briefly had them returned to Court as a result of her influence. 

Henry was an old man by this point. Current research seems to suggest he was unable to have a physically intimate relationship with a woman. The Catholic faction at the court, led by Norfolk, steered him into the path of Kathyrn Howard a beautiful 16-year-old. Henry was smitten; Kathyrn not so much. He was about 50. He began to act and feel like a young man again. The standards for women in the Tudor court were exacting and very conservative. Women were to be chaste and virginal while men could act how they wished. Kathyrn had had a previous liaison with a man call Culpepper who was a court noble. The exact details remain unknown. This relationship resumed when she was Queen. In the fishbowl that was the court, it was not long before people noticed and told the King. Kathyrn was arrested, charged with adultery and sentenced to death. The ruling factions ran the prosecution and execution away from Henry and kept him from meeting with Kathyrn. They knew that if Kathyrn were to talk to Henry he would most likely communte her sentence and they did not want that to happen. Kathyrn was beheaded at 17, her last words were that she “would rather be married to a Culpepper than any King in the world”. Cheeky. Culpepper was hanged drawn and quartered for his presumptions.

Henry picked his last Queen, Catherine Parr. This is the Queen of the show, The Last wife. She was stable, intelligent and a strong reformist. Theirs was a relationship of the mind. Catherine cared for the ailing King and a kind of love developed between them. It was not passionate as Henry was no longer capable of such activities but born out of respect. Katherine was left as regent when Henry went to France and was named Protector of Edward until his majority (or at least that was what was intended). She engineered having Mary and Elizabeth brought to court and convinced Henry to restore them to the line succession. She founded the School for Queens where noble women were educated in the action of politics and rulership. She was one of the first published authors with several books of a religious nature in print. She was originally engaged to Thomas Seymour when she came to court, but Henry pushed him out of the way to take her for his bride. She and Thomas remarried after Henry’s death and had a child, Mary. It is unknown what happened to this baby as she drops from History after her birth and no record of her fate has yet been found. Katherine died giving birth to Mary

Thomas Seymour was a cad. Elizabeth in later years, said he was a man of much wit and little wisdom. Queen Katherine Parr loved him, but it appears likely that she was simply a stepping stone for him to gain power and control over Eddie, the heir apparent to the English Throne. When Henry died, while newly married to Katherine and awaiting the birth of their child, Thomas sent letters proposing marriage to both Mary and Elizabeth. He actively pursued a sexual relationship with the underage Elizabeth. He wanted to be King and only marrying one of these women would make it possible. As is traditionally true of abusers, he chose the weaker immature Elizabeth to prey on. There is great controversy around the fact that Katherine may have known and condoned this treatment. But Seymour’s problem was that he lacked patience and he moved to kidnap Edward by force. A plan that failed spectacularly. He was arrested, tried and executed for treason. Elizabeth was pulled into this political mess but managed to steer her way clear to freedom. That story is told in the second play, The Virgin Trial.

Edward the 6th was crowned at 9 years old as Henry wished but the documentation outlining the succession from him to Mary and from her to Elizabeth was tampered with and changed. This was most likely done by Ted Seymour. The newly found will named Jane Gray (through her mother) as the next monarch. He had already secured a marriage to Jane that would benefit him and his followers and ensure their control of the throne. Edward died at 15 years of age. Jane ruled for a mere 9 days before a popular uprising placed Mary on the throne. These events are covered in the last play of the trilogy, Mother’s Daughter.

I hope you enjoyed this brief outline of the background events in the play. It is merely an overview but there is a resurgence of interest in this time period and there are lots of material if you are interested. I have listed some of them below. The material below is what the cast worked with in creating their characters for The Last Wife.

The Tudors
Excellent TV show. Four seasons that cover all of Henry’s reign in detail with pretty good accuracy. 

Six Wives of Henry the Eight
BBC 1970 with Keith Mitchell. A little slow for present day but highly accurate. 

Elizabeth
General available through TV and Libraries. Cate Blanchet. This one shows the young Elizabeth and the transfer of power from Mary to her

Henry’s Reign in a humorous song
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=sbi7lbwV6U8

Henry’s Madness and Faults
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=0YlGGTdUXJ8

Henry the 8th’s Illness and Death
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ZBENXTo08H4
Clear look at what Henry was like during Katherine’s time. Our play does not go into this detail. Covers the injury and the fact that Henry probably had a closed head injury causing his radical changes in character

Katherine Parr
	https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=FlOzPUnCHi0&t=45s
	https://www.hrp.org.uk/hampton-court-palace/history-and-stories/katherine-parr/
	https://www.historyextra.com/period/tudor/katherine-parr-marriage-henry-viii-husbands-death-writing/

Mary
	https://www.britannica.com/biography/Mary-I
	https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=xWpZTe9HZUI
	https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=JkD9-S5J8u4
	https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=nqLcxzv2_-o
	
Elizabeth
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=q6bBgrQtMlg
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=nqLcxzv2_-o&t=36s       Elizabeth and Mary
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=67XomCHYJNg     Elizabeth and Mary
https://www.bbc.co.uk/teach/articles/zbkjcqt#:~:text=But%20she%20had%20a%20very,in%20the%20Tower%20of%20London.
https://www.elizabethi.org/contents/earlyyears/childhood.html

Edward 
	https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=tHyDHUkcN2o
	https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=a3-CgHCYZuM
	https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Vj9q7qD0Xas
	https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Edward_VI

Thomas Seymour
	https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=d-FwkDY8Bt8
	https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=eAroXAfJx3w     Thomas and Katherine
	https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Thomas_Seymour,_1st_Baron_Seymour_of_Sudeley

These are the more accessible material, you can go as deep as you wish at any public library.

