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‘Beneath every history, another history.’

‘What is the nature of the border between truth and 
lies? It is permeable and blurred because it is planted 
thick with rumour, confabulation, misunderstandings 

and twisted tales. Truth can break the gates down, 
truth can howl in the street; unless truth is pleasing, 

personable and easy to like, she is condemned to stay 
whimpering at the back door.’
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1

THE STORY SO FAR

A blacksmith’s son born into a world of poverty and violence, 
young Thomas Cromwell flees to Europe, developing 
valuable skills in fi ghting, fi nance, business and law. On his 
return, Cromwell joins the service of Cardinal Wolsey, the 
Pope’s legate in England and a kind and beloved master to 
Thomas.

Meanwhile, after twenty years of marriage to Katherine of 
Aragon, Henry VIII has had his eye caught by Anne Boleyn. 
He insists his current marriage is invalid, due to Katherine 
having been previously married to his brother, and he should 
be free to marry Anne, who may have better success at giving 
him the son he needs. Wolsey takes the case to the Pope and 
to English ecclesiastical courts, but is frustrated. Henry’s 
dissatisfaction is clear: Wolsey’s property, goods and the 
Great Seal of England are confi scated, and he is accused of 
various crimes but dies, heartbroken, before he can be 
brought to trial.

Grieving not only his master, but also the recent loss to 
sweating sickness of his wife and daughters, Cromwell swears 
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his service to the King, and revenge on those who caused and 
celebrated the death of Wolsey.

Thomas Cranmer, scholar and clergyman, works with 
Cromwell to legitimise the King’s proposed marriage, while 
Thomas More persecutes the ‘heretics’ in England who 
support new religious doctrines. Against the pressures of old 
noble Papist families and the growing chaos of religious 
reformation in Europe, Cromwell gently nudges Henry away 
from the Pope and towards leading England’s church, helped 
by Anne Boleyn’s own evangelical sympathies. Henry, mostly 
convinced that his fi rst marriage is annulled, cuts off a weak 
and ageing Katherine from her supporters and forbids contact 
between her and their daughter Mary. He marries Anne in a 
private ceremony in November 1532, and a public ceremony 
the following spring, when she is already pregnant with their 
own daughter, Elizabeth.

Cromwell and Anne have an uneasy peace, each feeling 
that they have been the cause of the other’s success, but 
equally that each is capable of the other’s downfall – and that 
many would be happy to see the ruin of either. A young 
woman, Elizabeth Barton, claims to have powers of prophecy 
and gains popularity across the country predicting disaster 
for the King and Anne Boleyn, but Cromwell uses the 
support she receives from the King’s enemies to instead 
execute those challengers, who include the determinedly 
martyr-ish Thomas More. Cromwell receives several new 
titles, becoming the King’s Secretary, a role from which he can 
extend his authority across government, and Vicegerent in 
Spirituals, allowing him to reorganise the management and 
wealth of England’s monasteries.
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After only a few years of marriage, it is becoming clear that 
Anne will not give Henry a son, and he is soured by her sharp 
temper. The King’s head is turned once more: this time by 
young Jane Seymour, lady-in-waiting to both Anne and 
Katherine, and a quiet, simple gentlewoman. Henry is also 
tiring of Cromwell, a man to whom he has given so much 
power, yet who is still unable to give the King the new wife 
he wants. Henry demands a solution – and Cromwell has the 
answer. Shortly after the death of Katherine, Queen Anne is 
charged with treason. She is alleged to have committed adul-
tery with a group of Henry’s courtiers and friends, who have 
plotted to kill the King.

Lady Rochford, Anne’s sister-in-law, hungry for infl uence 
and set on destroying her loathed husband, happily gives 
Cromwell evidence against the Boleyns. Further information 
– much of it questionable – is collected by Cromwell through 
spies and the threat of torture. Anne’s own uncle, the Duke 
of Norfolk, presides over her trial and joins with the Duke of 
Suffolk, his rival for power, childhood companion to the King 
and another enemy of the Queen, in setting the seal on Anne’s 
demise.

Drawing into Anne’s trial those who previously acted 
against Wolsey, Cromwell brings down several noblemen who 
had been close to the King, some of whom recognise too late 
that their greatest crime has been crossing Thomas Cromwell. 
Anne is stripped of her title and status as the King’s wife. All 
of the accused pay with their lives. Henry takes Jane Seymour 
as his wife only days after Anne’s execution.

Cromwell’s enemies sit in the shadows, in the corner of his 
mind: the Bishop of Winchester, Stephen Gardiner, who has 
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kept in lock-step with him throughout their careers and has 
been infuriated by Cromwell’s unending promotions; the 
Pole family, old nobles who believe they should be on the 
throne and who have momentarily favoured Cromwell while 
his ambitions match their own; the supporters of the Pope, 
who blame Cromwell for England’s desertion of the true 
faith; and countless others who may never even have met him.

As the second book closes, Baron Cromwell knows: ‘There 
are no endings. If you think so you are deceived as to their 
nature. They are all beginnings. Here is one.’

And so the stage is set for Cromwell’s last beginnings.
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MAIN CHARACTERS

The Living

‘Thomas Cromwell?’ people say. ‘That is an ingenious 
man. Do you know he has the whole of the New 
Testament by heart?’ He is the very man if an argument 
about God breaks out; he is the very man for telling 
your tenants twelve good reasons why their rents are 
fair. He is the man to cut through some legal entangle-
ment that’s ensnared you for three generations, or talk 
your sniffl ing little daughter into the marriage she 
swears she will never make. With animals, women and 
timid litigants, his manner is gentle and easy; but he 
makes your creditors weep. He can converse with you 
about the Caesars or get you Venetian glassware at a 
very reasonable rate. Nobody can out-talk him, if he 
wants to talk.
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Thomas Cromwell, later Lord Cromwell, whose titles 
include Secretary to the King, Master of the Rolls, Chancellor 
of the Exchequer, Chancellor of Cambridge University, 
Master of King’s Jewel House and Vicegerent in Spirituals, 
serving as the king’s deputy in church matters

Rafe Sadler, his chief clerk, raised like a son

Gregory Cromwell, his son and sole surviving child

Richard Cromwell, his nephew, referred to as ‘cousin’ by the 
King for their shared Welsh blood

Thomas Wriothesley, known as Call-Me-Risley, now Clerk 
of the Signet: possibly a spy for Stephen Gardiner?

You could watch Henry every day for a decade and not 
see the same thing. Choose your prince: he admires 
Henry more and more. Sometimes he seems hapless, 
sometimes feckless, sometimes a child, sometimes 
master of his trade. Sometimes he seems an artist, in the 
way his eye ranges over his work; sometimes his hand 
moves and he doesn’t seem to see it move. If he had 
been called to a lower station in life, he could have been 
a travelling player, and leader of his troupe.

Henry VIII, and his courtiers, including his illegitimate son 
the Duke of Richmond, Francis Bryan and Nicholas Carew, 
of old and good families
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Elizabeth, daughter of Anne Boleyn and the King

Mary, daughter of Katherine of Aragon and the King

The two highest peers in the land:

Thomas Howard, Duke of Norfolk, ferocious uncle of the 
executed Queen Anne, and enemy of Cromwell. Other family 
members include Mary Boleyn, former mistress to the King; 
Lady Rochford, gossip and now widow of the executed 
George Boleyn; Mary Shelton, a Boleyn cousin and another 
of the King’s mistresses; and Thomas Boleyn, Anne’s father, 
previously insistent on the title ‘Monseigneur’

and

Charles Brandon, Duke of Suffolk, slight-witted widower 
of the King’s deceased sister, and rival to the Duke of Norfolk

Stephen Gardiner, former secretary to Cardinal Wolsey, 
now Bishop of Winchester, and sworn enemy of Thomas 
Cromwell

Thomas Cranmer, Archbishop of Canterbury, friend to 
Thomas Cromwell

Jane Seymour, and her established, respectable English 
family, of good breeding stock, including her wise brother 
Edward Seymour and her widowed sister Bess Seymour
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Eustache Chapuys, Ambassador to Spain, offi cially an 
enemy of Cromwell, but also his neighbour

Assorted noble families, servants, priests, merchants and 
ambassadors

The Dead

Cardinal Wolsey, Papal Legate and Lord Chancellor before 
his arrest and death in 1530

Thomas More, Lord Chancellor and Speaker of the House of 
Commons before his execution in 1535

Katherine of Aragon, married to Arthur, heir to the English 
throne, but widowed after only a few months. She then spent 
twenty years married to Arthur’s Brother Henry VIII, and 
gave him a daughter, Mary, before he cast her from court and 
began annulment proceedings

Anne Boleyn, and her ambitious upstart brother George, 
executed for treason alongside Anne in 1536

The King’s courtiers, including Henry Norris, Francis 
Weston and William Brereton, executed with Anne for 
treason

Lizzie, Anne & Grace, Cromwell’s deceased wife and daugh-
ters, lost to sweating sickness a few years previously
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KEY DATES

c. 1485

Birth of Thomas Cromwell, in Putney, Surrey

1491

Birth of Henry VIII

1509

Henry VIII begins his reign, and marries Katherine of  
Aragon, his brother’s widow
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1516

Cromwell joins Cardinal Wolsey’s household

Birth of Princess Mary (later crowned Queen Mary I)

1529

Cardinal Wolsey fails to have Henry and Katherine’s 
marriage annulled by the Pope, and is blamed for England’s 
subsequent fall in Europe

1529–36

The Reformation Parliament sits, planting the seed for the 
English Reformation and the establishment of the Church of 
England

1530

Death of Cardinal Wolsey, while awaiting trial for treason. 
Cromwell joins Henry’s court as an adviser
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1531

Katherine is banished from court, and sent into seclusion. 
She never sees her daughter Mary again

1533

Henry’s marriage to Katherine is annulled

November 1532/January 1533

Henry marries Anne Boleyn in separate private and public 
ceremonies. She is soon crowned Queen of England

1533

Birth of Princess Elizabeth (later crowned Queen Elizabeth 
I)

1534

The King’s subjects are required to swear an oath that Henry 
and Anne’s marriage is valid, and the King is legitimately able 
to break from Rome as the head of England’s church
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1535

Execution of Thomas More, Lord Chancellor and chief 
minister, and opponent to the King’s annulment

January 1536

Death of Katherine of Aragon

May 1536

Execution of Anne Boleyn
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THE REVOLUTIONARY NATURE 
OF THE BOOKS

The Rehabilitation of Thomas Cromwell

There are few fi gures in British history as universally reviled 
as Thomas Cromwell. Held responsible for the suppression 
of the monasteries, the destruction of countless priceless 
books deemed too ‘popish’ and the attacking of statues, 
shrines and rood screens across the country, Cromwell has 
traditionally been viewed as a reforming bulldozer, manipu-
lating the King’s hand to achieve religious changes against the 
Catholic Church at any cost.

Hilary Mantel, however, described in a 2013 Times inter-
view her own discovery of Cromwell, many years before, in 
a contemporary account of Cromwell at Wolsey’s palace, 
weeping over a prayer book:

It is one of those things lying around in the pages of 
history. Every historian who describes that scene quotes 
from the original source. But none of them have realised 
that it is All Souls’ Day, the day of the dead, so when he 
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is crying, he may be crying for more than one thing, she 
says. ‘An historian will say, “We hear you, Cromwell, 
you are crying because Wolsey has come down and 
your career is under threat.”’ But there is usually more 
than one reason for such a dramatic display of feeling. 
The novelist says, ‘And what else?’ And you realise that 
within the last couple of years he has lost most of his 
family, and this is the day that you remember them.

Having written repeatedly about major fi gures in history, she 
reminded herself that ‘the question always about history is, 
“Who is telling me this and why would they want me to 
believe it?” If someone has been consistently demonised you 
want to ask why, and if there could be another story.’ In fact, 
so insistent was she that Cromwell was a far more interesting 
fi gure than history had traditionally depicted, that she 
worried another author would get there fi rst. ‘I kept thinking 
someone else would write the Cromwell book, because it 
seemed to me a very powerful story that changed everything 
we thought about the Tudor court. Cromwell has been such 
a peripheral character in fi ction and in drama. If you put him 
centre stage, all this familiar stuff looks completely different. 
I was sure somebody else would beat me to it.’

Cromwell has of course been depicted many times before. 
In the 1960s, the fi lms Anne of the Thousand Days and A 
Man for All Seasons both portrayed Cromwell as ruthless, 
untrustworthy and vindictive, while in the 2007 television 
series The Tudors Cromwell displays a fi ery reformist’s zeal. 
He has appeared in countless books, series and fi lms cover-
ing the rich historical era of Henry VIII, the man with 
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saintly Thomas More’s blood on his hands, but not until 
Mantel’s books has he been regarded with such humanity 
and compassion.

In a British Academy panel discussion in 2015 with 
Diarmaid MacCulloch, Mantel described what she was doing 
with her Thomas Cromwell, explaining that previously he 
was ‘not the sum of historical facts, but the sum of prejudices. 
Information, disinformation, rolling on, from generation to 
generation among popular historians, amongst novelists 
and dramatists, unquestioned, unchallenged.’ Discussing 
whether her version is more or less ‘accurate’ than a 
historian’s, she explained the difference between the two 
types of portrayal:

Popular historians, I think, are very much in the busi-
ness of judging, issuing moral report cards on people, 
and academic historians who have a different view of 
Cromwell are in the business of evaluation, placing 
people, holding the backdrop steady and evaluating 
him. A novelist can’t do either of those things. Your 
backdrop as a novelist is never still, because you are in 
the present moment with the people, there is nowhere 
you can stand to judge or evaluate. What the novelist 
does is try to wipe the slate clean, and say, ‘You don’t 
know this man, but you’re about to meet him.’

As the fi gure responsible for the King’s strengthened author-
ity in the North, an English-language Bible in every 
sixteenth-century church, increased stability in Wales and 
attempted economic and social improvements like poor-
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relief legislation, it is diffi cult now to view Cromwell simply 
as a power-hungry villain. Indeed, much of the fascination of 
Mantel’s books is that his motives are never entirely clear, 
even to himself. Is he driven by ambition? Revenge? Fear? 
Compassion? Ego? To Mantel, it’s obvious. Just like every-
one else, it’s a mixture of them all. At the BA panel discus-
sion, she clarifi ed: ‘I have to portray the inner man … the 
world almost of unconscious motive, the Cromwell that 
Cromwell doesn’t know, because he’s made up like all of us 
of what he was, what he is in the present moment, and what 
he hopes to be.’

At the 2012 Edinburgh Book Festival, Mantel reminded 
the audience that her aim is to put the reader directly into 
those moments of history. ‘The essence of the thing is not to 
judge with hindsight, not to pass judgment from the lofty 
perch of the twenty-fi rst century when we know what 
happened. It’s to be there with them in that hunting party at 
Wolf Hall, moving forward with imperfect information and 
perhaps wrong expectations, but in any case moving forward 
into a future that is not predetermined, but where chance and 
hazard will play a terrifi c role.’

Ultimately, she recognised that Cromwell’s success led to 
his undoing, an undoing that the King repeatedly regretted in 
subsequent years. Mantel proposed that beyond all the 
rumours and myths, after a certain point in Cromwell’s career 
there was one unassailable compulsion at work. ‘Once you’ve 
begun climbing that ladder, you can’t stop, there is no point 
where you can balance. You just have to keep on climbing, 
when people are shaking the foot of it all the time, so very 
often – people have to remember this when they apply 
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hindsight and moral judgments – at the root of it, it’s simply 
a question of survival.’
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MAIN THEMES

The Fabric of the World

In public the cardinal wears red, just red, but in various 
weights, various weaves, various degrees of pigment and 
dye, but all of them the best of their kind, the best reds 
to be got for money. There have been days when, swag-
gering out, he would say, ‘Right, Master Cromwell, 
price me by the yard!’

And he would say, ‘Let me see,’ and walk slowly 
around the cardinal; and saying ‘May I?’ he would pinch 
a sleeve between an expert forefi nger and thumb; and 
standing back, he would view him, to estimate his girth 
– year on year, the cardinal expands – and so come up 
with a fi gure. The cardinal would clap his hands, 
delighted.

One of the many enjoyable aspects of Wolf Hall and Bring 
Up the Bodies is how touchable the world is within: how we 
can smell, taste and feel those lives of nearly fi ve hundred 
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years ago. The dark hallways and smoky fi res, the splash of 
barge oars in the Thames, the soft leather of unthinking 
wealth.

As a former cloth merchant, Thomas Cromwell notices the 
fabrics in Wolf Hall with a professional’s eye, and the book 
follows. When the King’s men arrest Wolsey and seize his 
belongings at York Palace, Cromwell watches: ‘Bolts of fi ne 
holland, velvets and grosgrain, sarcenet and taffeta, scarlet by 
the yard: the scarlet silk in which he braves the summer heat 
of London, the crimson brocades that keep his blood warm 
when snow falls on Westminster and whisks in sleety eddies 
over the Thames.’ After his years in trade and his years in 
Wolsey’s service, Cromwell’s way of lifting up those around 
him is to dress them the part. His mother-in-law accuses him 
of ‘throwing money at the London goldsmiths and mercers, 
so the women of Austin Friars are bywords among the city 
wives’, and he welcomes a new servant into the house by 
mentally dressing her for her new life there: ‘He takes her out 
of cheap shrunken wool and re-dresses her in some fi gured 
velvet he saw yesterday, six shillings the yard. Her hands, he 
sees, are skinned and swollen from rough work; he supplies 
kid gloves.’

Cromwell himself is careful with his own costume. He 
stays in black, shadowy, invisible, expensive but always 
understated, careful to always be the watcher, not the show: 
‘At court and in the offi ces of Westminster he dresses not a 
whit above his gentleman’s station, in loose jackets of Lemster 
wool so fi ne they fl ow like water, in purples and indigos so 
near black that it looks as if the night has bled into them; his 
cap of black velvet sits on his black hair, so that the only 
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points of light are his darting eyes and the gestures of his 
solid, fl eshy hands.’ At Anne’s coronation, when she insists 
he sports the crimson of his previous master, the Cardinal, 
Cromwell obliges by wearing a crimson so black that one of 
her party calls him ‘a travelling bruise’.

Colour and fabric permeate Wolf Hall. The golden-blue of 
crisp days, and the seven hundred yards of blue cloth Anne 
walks to be crowned; blue silks and satins of wrapped gifts 
and ambassadorial fashion; the green of forest light and Anne 
Boleyn’s Maid Marian outfi t, clean apples on white paper, and 
artfully displayed stockings to draw the mind from the busi-
ness at hand; the yellows of a happy marriage bed and child-
hood dressing-up.

Throughout, characters are refl ected in the cloth around 
them, as befi ts a citizen of the sixteenth century: while 
Wolsey’s vivacity and largesse show themselves in his rich 
outfi ts, Thomas More’s narrow life experience betrays itself 
in the new carpet he wishes to display. When Cromwell 
inspects it, at More’s invitation, he fi nds ‘the ground is not 
crimson but a blush colour: not rose madder, he thinks, but a 
red dye mixed with whey’, and the whole is actually two 
carpets sewn together. It’s another material indulgence More 
has missed out on, ignorant to worldly pleasures right up to 
his execution in the cold rain.

As Cromwell climbs the court ladder, discovering his capa-
bilities and how he might build a whole domain to appreciate 
them, everything looks fresh and new, ready for a golden 
future: ‘Where the light touches fl esh or linen or fresh leaves, 
there is a sheen like the sheen on an eggshell: the whole world 
luminous, its angles softened, its scent watery and green.’ 
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Anne’s seduction, marriage and coronation are illuminated 
with textiles and colour: rooms at Whitehall with wallhang-
ings of silver and gold cloth, and an embroidered satin 
bed-hanging; pre-coronation rooms at the Tower painted 
with ‘quicksilver and cinnabar, burnt ochre, malachite, indigo 
and purple’; and the day itself a blinding parade of knights in 
blue-violet, lords in crimson velvet, Anne in ‘a white litter 
hung with silver bells’, with ‘blossom mashed and minced 
under the treading feet of the stout sixteen, so scent rises like 
smoke’.

Dizzying perfumes and textures saturate the pages: 
damask, brocade, furs and silks, velvets and lace, gloves and 
ribbons and smocks and robes, ermine and gilt, rosewater and 
cinnamon. Life is sweet, and rich, and good things abound.

But as Wolf Hall closes, the colours are dimming, the 
texture coarsening. The yellow of a warm home has soured 
into the ‘jaundiced yellow’ eyepatch of an enemy, and the 
memory of the yellow feet of the poor that still nauseates 
Henry, years on. Golden-green sunlight has become grey 
drizzle. Cromwell now dwells on bones, skulls and stones, 
nailed-down coffi n lids and burial parties, the feeble sun and 
piercing winds, and More’s prayer book, which comes with-
out gilt-edging but which instead is checked for blood 
specks.

And so the scene is set for Bring Up the Bodies, which 
opens only two months later, but in an entirely new sphere. 
From the outset, this changed landscape – where a man may 
dismiss his wife of twenty years, take another, and behead her 
a few months on – is streaked with gore. The falcons of the 
royal party watch with ‘a blood-fi lled gaze’, returning to 
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Cromwell with ‘fl esh clinging to their claws’. The colours are 
of painful sunburn, and Cromwell’s unnerving, unnatural 
paleness, the silvery pallor of Jane Seymour, the King’s burst 
veins and greying hair. And the view of the world has tilted, 
shifted: even through the sylvan make-believe of the King’s 
party as summer turns to autumn, the fabric now is always, 
always, human tissue and violence: smashed icons, smashed 
teeth, smashed heads; walls that cannon could pierce like 
paper; obliteration, eye gouging, throat cutting, blood on the 
wall, blood in the bed, blood on the fl oor. Instead of plush, 
deep fabrics, there are iron daggers, lances and jaws, axes, 
swords, pike and halberds, gunpowder and steel, stone and 
metal.

Anne’s outfi ts refl ect this change, too: ‘Anne was wearing, 
that day, rose pink and dove grey. The colours should have 
had a fresh maidenly charm; but all he could think of were 
stretched innards, umbles and tripes, grey-pink intestines 
looped out of a living body … The pearls around her long 
neck looked to him like little beads of fat, and as she argued 
she would reach up and tug them; he kept his eyes on her 
fingertips, nails flashing like tiny knives.’ As her fate 
approaches, Cromwell’s eyes are often drawn to Anne’s 
rubies, red against her fi ne, pale neck. Her brother, George, 
dons similarly prophetic outfi ts: ‘Today he wears white velvet 
over red silk, scarlet rippling from each gash. He is reminded 
of a picture he saw once in the Low Countries, of a saint 
being fl ayed alive.’ And as the inventories begin coming in 
from the abbeys, they also hold hints of what is soon to come: 
‘Two altar cloths of white Bruges satin, with drops like spots 
of blood, made of red velvet. And the contents of the kitchen: 
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weights, tongs and fi re forks, fl esh hooks’. Even the kitchen 
implements talk of suffering.

In the few months that Bring Up the Bodies covers, the sun 
rarely seems to shine. It is a cold winter and grey spring of 
shadows and wet wool, candles and draughts, when the 
puddings on the table themselves contain violence, with 
Cromwell’s cook serving up a miniature red and translucent 
battlement, complete with edible archers on ‘airy stone and 
bloody brick’. After the fi re in her rooms, Anne is no longer 
yellow, but grey; Cromwell’s servants sport mottled grey 
uniforms; courtiers roll into rooms like formidable metallic 
siege engines, and days end ‘broken off, snapped like a shin-
bone, spat out like smashed teeth’.

Cromwell’s England of 1536 is hardening for battle, prior-
ities turning from domestic comforts to hoarded gold and 
forged iron. But in the days to follow, who will be Cromwell’s 
enemy, and in what colours will they come?
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On the Hunt

Before they left Esher, one of the cats that had been 
brought in to kill the vermin gave birth to a litter in the 
cardinal’s own rooms. What presumption, in an animal! 
But wait – new life, in the cardinal’s suite? Could that be 
an omen? One day, he fears, there will be an omen of 
another sort: a dead bird will fall down that smoking 
chimney, and then – oh, woe is us! – he’ll never hear the 
last of it.

Animals and their natural tendencies, a common feature of 
sixteenth-century allegory, pepper both novels, both in actual 
presence and rich metaphor.

Selfi sh, vain and manipulative, Anne Boleyn is frequently 
seen as a cat by Cromwell, with her sister sharing those feline 
tendencies and ‘fl ashing claws’; by the second book, the 
whole Boleyn family are ‘sleek cats, lolling in their seats and 
preening their whiskers’, and before Anne’s death, Cromwell 
thinks of ‘how a dying lioness can maul you, fl ash out with 
her claw and scar you for life’. The Spanish Ambassador 
Chapuys, on the other hand, has the conviction of the Vatican 
behind him, reassuring Cromwell, ‘She is no lion, and no 
more than one of your London cats that sing on rooftops.’

The dogs of the books, on the other hand, are the symbols 
of domesticity and loyalty: they live to serve, occasionally 
suffering violence and humiliation for that service. Anne 
Boleyn’s father, furious with what he sees as the failures and 
complicity of Cromwell and Cardinal Wolsey, sneers at 
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Cromwell that he is a ‘butcher’s dog’, an insult that both 
Wolsey and his servant recognise as a truth that is no insult at 
all. Yet by the end of the fi rst volume, there are reminders that 
dogs can turn, that even a faithful dog may bite its master’s 
hand. Later, loyalty is repaid with death, when Anne’s 
precious puppy Purkoy is thrown from a window. In Bring 
Up the Bodies, the dog has had its day – the cats of the Boleyn 
family are temporarily on top.

But the dominating animal is the bird, in all its forms: 
herons, woodcocks, swans, ravens, hens, and ducks all make 
an appearance. Throughout the second volume, the 
Ambassador caws, Cromwell’s men fl ap their arms in the 
cold, Anne’s ladies fl ock, chattering, Cromwell dreams of the 
King’s hat ‘roosting like a bird from paradise’, doves gather at 
Rafe Sadler’s new home, the Boleyns call their own name over 
and over ‘like cuckoos’, hens are bitten and shredded as the 
fox enters the hen house, a ‘mulch of scarlet feathers plastered 
over the fl oor and walls’.

Peacocks appear to remind Cromwell of innocence – early 
on, in memories of his lost daughter, Grace, and her treasured 
Christmas wings, but by the end of the book those peacock 
wings are objects which must be disposed of, spoiled, tawdry, 
less valuable than he’d previously thought. Crows and ravens 
present themselves too, in the form of London lawyers in 
their black winter gowns, the women in Anne’s chambers 
(‘She orders her women out: a vehement gesture, a child scar-
ing crows. Unhurried, like bold corvines of some new and 
silky kind, the ladies gather their trains, fl ap languidly away; 
their voices, like voices from the air, trail behind them: their 
gossip broken off, their knowing cackles of laughter. Lady 
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Rochford is the last to take wing, trailing her feathers, reluc-
tant to yield the ground’), and in the Tower, a harbinger of 
death for Anne, as she hears ‘just the fl ap of a raven’s wing, 
and its voice above her, startling in its human quality’.

It is the falcon, however, which hovers over the second 
book. Combining aspects of cat and dog – it can be trained, it 
will serve, but it is also a vicious, bloody hunter with its own 
view of the landscape, taking pleasure in killing – the falcon 
was Anne’s symbol as Queen. Early on, Katherine’s pome-
granate sign is destroyed across the path of the King’s tour, 
and Anne’s falcon hastily painted in. The book opens with 
violent descriptions of Cromwell’s children ‘falling from the 
sky’ – in fact, his falcons have been named for his dead daugh-
ters and wife, all three resurrected in the form of pitiless crea-
tures, seeing ‘a fl ittering, fl inching universe, a universe fi lled 
with their dinner’. Returning home to Austin Friars, it is his 
falconers that Cromwell relies upon to remain alert for the 
violence which drenches the novel, and as the time draws near 
for Cromwell to fi nally seize his prey, the young noblemen 
who revelled after Wolsey’s death, it is falcons who are watch-
ing the men: Cromwell as ‘a carved falcon over a doorway, he 
has seen himself watching Harry Norris’, and imagining 
George Boleyn’s doom, seeing the world ‘with misted eyes, 
falcons emblazoned … claws, talons’.

As stability appears to return to Henry’s England, however, 
Anne’s falcons are destroyed, just as Katherine’s symbols 
were destroyed before. There is a new bird, ready for a new 
volume: the phoenix of Jane Seymour, ready to rise in a new 
marriage and a new stage in Cromwell’s story.
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Opposition, Contradiction and 
Division in Cromwell’s Orbit

The two Cromwell novels are teeming with dualities and divi-
sions. From the double nature of the King’s status as a divine 
being (‘The king has two bodies. The fi rst exists within the 
limits of his physical being; you can measure it, and often 
Henry does, his waist, his calf, his other parts. The second is 
his princely double, free-fl oating, untethered, weightless, 
which may be in more than one place at a time. Henry may 
be hunting in the forest, while his princely double makes 
laws. One fi ghts, one prays for peace. One is wreathed in the 
mystery of his kingship: one is eating a duckling with sweet 
green peas’) to the King’s natural behaviours: a man who 
values Cromwell for offering him simple conversation, and a 
king who convulses with rage that Cromwell lacks suffi cient 
humility before his monarch. Henry is a man who has married 
three times, yet he is a king who has had only one true wife. 
He is rarely present, but the lives of everyone are shaped by 
his choices. He can do whatever he pleases, but he cannot get 
what he wants.

The many languages divide the characters in the books too: 
Cromwell shows his early intelligence and expressions of 
affection by surprising his brother-in-law with his skills in 
Welsh, a language he has picked up merely by being around 
Morgan Williams’ family. Thomas More, on the other hand, 
insists on conversation around the supper table being exclu-
sively in Latin, ‘though More’s wife Alice is their hostess and 
does not have a word of it’. More uses the multitude of 
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languages to exclude and exhibit, while Cromwell’s clerk Rafe 
Sadler plays translator at Austin Friars ‘adroitly, smoothly, 
his head turning from side to side: high topics and low, state-
craft and gossip’. Language at Cromwell’s home is for 
welcoming, uniting and building bonds between differences.

The contradictions of peaceful privacy and noisy company 
also play through the novels. Henry is glad to be able to speak 
to Cromwell ‘alone’; ‘In fact, the population of a small village 
is circulating around them. The king does not know what 
“alone” means. Is he ever by himself, even in his dreams? … 
“Alone” means just with my yeoman of the bow and his 
menials, alone with my gentlemen of the privy chamber, who 
are my select and private friends.’ Similarly, Cromwell is 
rarely alone, kept company by his wife and children, clerks 
and servants, wards and friends, gardeners and cooks and 
accountants and messengers, where ‘every letter of the alpha-
bet watches you’. But for all that, he is grateful; he may share 
a sense of crowdedness with the King, but they are his family 
and his friends, people who love him, tease him, challenge 
him, rather than purely serving and fearing him. More has his 
own crowd of family members, but his are there purely for 
display: ‘Entering the house, you meet the family hanging up. 
You see them painted life-size before you meet them in the 
fl esh; and More, conscious of the double effect it makes, 
pauses, to let you survey them, to take them in’. There is no 
merry, crowded goodwill here, merely psychological back-up.

The duality of the sexes between each book is fascinating. 
Wolf Hall is a book of statecraft, learning, men in rooms 
wielding their cool logic to shape the future. Bring Up the 
Bodies, for all its violence and weaponry, betrays the idea that 
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Tudor England is a man’s world: it is a book of wives and 
daughters, mothers and mistresses. Jane Seymour’s humble 
presentation is the handy front for her careful future career; 
George Boleyn’s wife, Lady Rochford, is responsible for 
bringing down the Queen and several infl uential men of the 
court; Anne’s pregnancies, child and miscarriages spark a 
second marriage annulment for the King; we see over and 
over that wives and daughters know the truth far more than 
the men suspect, and often, simply more than the men; they 
carry secrets and gossip that shape policy; they share valuable 
information with one another; they do the vital work of 
running households and continuing – or ending – family 
lines; Elizabeth and Mary, the King’s two daughters, we know 
are heading towards nation-defi ning monarchies of their 
own. In Bring Up the Bodies, as the executions draw nearer, 
it is the men who collapse and weep. Anne Boleyn chills 
Cromwell with the control she displays over her emotions, 
and her hearty appetite; it is her noble ladies-in-waiting who 
collect her body in the moments after her death, ‘each of them 
awash in her blood, and stiffl y walk away, closing their ranks 
like soldiers’. The men of the book, however, are frequently 
overtaken by their emotions, running on anger and disap-
pointment, lust, tears and grief. It is the women, pragmatic, 
who keep this world turning.

Thomas Cromwell himself is a captivating character of 
opposites. He doesn’t torture, but he can make grown men 
scream and confess anything he wants. He is simply ‘a 
person’, a derogatory term constantly thrown at him by the 
lords and nobles with whom he must work, but by the time 
of Anne’s trial, he is sending the King himself to his chambers 
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and writing the death sentences; a man who must know 
everything and be surprised by nothing, but a lawyer who 
insists he wants ‘the truth little by little and only those parts 
of it we can use’. Cromwell insists to his friend that he ‘cannot 
split myself into two, one your friend and the other the king’s 
servant,’ but does so repeatedly and whenever it benefi ts his 
needs.

From King to Cromwell, words to actions, it is the perfec-
tion of the balances between these dualities – the light, the 
power, the confl icts and all-too-human inconsistencies – that 
make these books such masterpieces.
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THE TRILOGY’S RELEVANCE TODAY

A Divided Nation

Nothing makes a book more readable than discovering that a 
world a million miles away – or fi ve hundred years ago – 
shares the same concerns as our own. Throughout both 
volumes, Cromwell worries about confl icts with Europe and 
divisions across England; about traditionalism and false 
rumours, about scapegoats and corrupt leaders and the lack 
of protection for vulnerable members of society.

He appears to be fond of England – he chose to return, 
remain and start a family there, even while thinking of it as 
‘this miserable rainy island at the edge of the world’ – but he 
despairs of English ways. At the execution of the prophetess 
Elizabeth Barton, Cromwell grieves that ‘in England there is 
no mercy for the poor. You pay for everything, even a broken 
neck.’ Having travelled across Europe, he sees England as 
filled with dishonest, superstitious fools, a country of 
ingrained habit and fear, where ‘there cannot be new things 
… There can be old things freshly presented, or new things 
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that pretend to be old.’ Even the usually cheerful Wolsey sees 
England as ‘always a miserable country, home to an outcast 
and abandoned people’, while the King’s Fool insists, ‘What’s 
one fool? England is full of them.’

Arguing with Thomas More, Cromwell blames the English 
temperament on the meteorological conditions:

The world corrupts me, I think. Or perhaps it’s just the 
weather. It pulls me down and makes me think like you 
… The spectacles of pain and disgrace I see around me, 
the ignorance, the unthinking vice, the poverty and the 
lack of hope, and oh, the rain – the rain that falls on 
England and rots the grain, puts out the light in a man’s 
eye and the light of learning too … I truly believe I 
should be a better man if the weather were better. I 
should be a better man if I lived in a commonwealth 
where the sun shone and the citizens were rich and free. 
If only that were true, Master More, you wouldn’t have 
to pray for me nearly as hard as you do.

Cromwell’s frustration at More’s stubbornness and blind 
convictions is recognisable in our modern times:

Why does everything you know, and everything you’ve 
learned, confi rm you in what you believed before? 
Whereas in my case, what I grew up with, and what I 
thought I believed, is chipped away a little and a little, a 
fragment then a piece and then a piece more. With every 
month that passes, the corners are knocked off the 
certainties of this world: and the next world too.
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And if not More’s certainty, then his willingness to spread lies 
and dissent purely because he can feels uncomfortably close 
to us:

He thinks, imagine living inside the Lord Chancellor’s 
head. Imagine writing down such a charge and taking it 
to the printer, and circulating it through the court and 
through the realm, putting it out there to where people 
will believe anything; putting it out there, to the shep-
herds on the hills, to Tyndale’s ploughboy, to the beggar 
on the road.

The Parliament of 1536 which frustrates Cromwell’s efforts 
to help the vulnerable may sound even more familiar:

Parliament knocks back his new poor law. It was too 
much for the Commons to digest, that rich men might 
have some duty to the poor; that if you get fat, as gentle-
men of England do, on the wool trade, you have some 
responsibility to the men turned off the land, the 
labourers without labour, the sowers without a fi eld … 
It is an outrage to the rich and enterprising, to suggest 
that they should pay an income tax, only to put bread in 
the mouths of the workshy. And if Secretary Cromwell 
argues that famine provokes criminality: well, are there 
not hangmen enough?

But it is the break with Rome which we may, unfortunately, 
recognise most closely, a muddled battle to Take Back Control 
– although in the sixteenth century, Cromwell was a 
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dedicated European who understood well that England could 
not stand alone, needing instead to fi nd allies and strengthen 
bonds within a reconfi gured Europe, away from Rome’s 
domination. Cromwell reassures Cranmer that ‘once the 
assets are given out … well, once they have been directed to 
the pockets of Englishmen, they will not revert to the pockets 
of the Pope’, certain as he may be that many of those assets 
will be kept by him. To be confi dent of England’s capabilities, 
Cromwell knows that ‘it is time to say what England is, her 
scope and boundaries: not to count and measure her harbour 
defences and border walls, but to estimate her capacity for 
self-rule’, even while knowing privately that the King’s ideas 
about power and strength are far from accurate:

How can he explain to him? The world is not run from 
where he thinks. Not from his border fortresses, not 
even from Whitehall. The world is run from Antwerp, 
from Florence, from places he has never imagined; from 
Lisbon, from where the ships with sails of silk drift west 
and are burned up in the sun. Not from castle walls, but 
from counting houses, not by the call of the bugle but 
by the click of the abacus, not by the grate and click of 
the mechanism of the gun but by the scrape of the pen 
on the page of the promissory note.

Already it is the fi nancial houses that run the world. Europe 
is vital. The English leaders just don’t seem to realise it yet. 
Cromwell knows that deals are no longer done by public 
marriages and oaths, but instead by ‘two men in small rooms. 
Forget the coronations, the conclaves of cardinals, the pomp 
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and processions. This is how the world changes: a counter 
pushed across a table, a pen stroke that alters the force of a 
phrase.’

By the end of Bring Up the Bodies, Cromwell’s fatigue of 
Henry’s battles is perhaps the most topical feeling of all. 
While he wants to engage with his son about the jobs that 
need doing, at the same time Cromwell knows that ‘he has no 
time now to explain the world to the simple and the young … 
Sometimes peace looks like war, you cannot tell them apart; 
sometimes these islands look very small.’ He despairs of 
ridiculous rumours and quarrels across the country (‘indeed, 
who can doubt that everything would be different and better, 
if only England were ruled by village idiots and their drunken 
friends?’) and he wonders what his job might have been, in 
times when those rumours and quarrels weren’t spread so 
easily, observing ‘a moment of jealousy towards the dead, to 
those who served kings in slower times than these; nowadays 
the products of some bought or poisoned brain can be 
disseminated through Europe in a month’.

Mostly Cromwell feels tired, of pointless, mindless, endless 
battles for control which do nothing to improve the country 
for most of the people in it, as he thinks of More:

‘Do you know what I hate? I hate to be part of this play, 
which is entirely devised by him. I hate the time it will 
take that could be better spent, I hate it that minds could 
be better employed, I hate to see our lives going by, 
because depend upon it, we will all be feeling our age 
before this pageant is played out.’
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At the current moment in history, is there any emotion more 
recognisable?
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CULTURAL IMPACT

The Cultural Power of Wolf Hall and 
Bring Up the Bodies

In 2009, Hilary Mantel was an author already acclaimed for 
her fi ction and memoir-writing, having been awarded, among 
other prizes, the MIND Book of the Year and the Cheltenham 
Prize, as well as being shortlisted for the Commonwealth 
Writers’ Prize and the Orange Prize for Fiction. But the 
arrival of Wolf Hall would transform Mantel into a household 
name, and the book would win her the Man Booker Prize, the 
National Book Critics Circle Award, the Walter Scott Prize, 
the Specsavers National Book Awards UK Author of the 
Year, and another shortlisting for the Orange Prize for 
Fiction.

Bring Up the Bodies garnered even more awards, including 
a second Man Booker Prize, the Specsavers National Book 
Awards UK Author of the Year again, the Costa Novel 
Award and the Costa Book of the Year Award, along with the 
South Bank Sky Arts Award.

TWOWH.indd   41TWOWH.indd   41 23/08/2019   11:3723/08/2019   11:37



The World of Wolf Hall

42

In January 2014, the Royal Shakespeare Company brought 
the books to life in two back-to-back productions which won 
further accolades – fi ve Olivier Award nominations and two 
wins – and broke West End box-offi ce records, with Ben 
Miles in the role of Cromwell, a ‘charismatic and chilling’ 
performance. On its transfer to Broadway, the production 
gained eight Tony Award nominations and one win, with an 
‘emotionally charged’ staging which opened just as the BBC 
aired its six-part adaptation.

Starring Mark Rylance and Damien Lewis as Cromwell 
and the King, the television production gained critical nomi-
nations and awards around the world: eight Emmy nomina-
tions, three Golden Globe nominations, ten BAFTA 
nominations, four Critics Choice Awards nominations and a 
Screen Actors Guild Awards nomination, winning twelve 
international awards in total.

After all this success, breath is bated for 2020’s launch of 
The Mirror and the Light; while there are hopes for the fi nal 
part to fi nd its way onstage, Playground Entertainment have 
confi rmed that they will soon be fi lming the fi nal years of 
Cromwell’s life from Mantel’s newest work for the BBC.
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PRAISE FOR WOLF HALL 
AND BRING UP THE BODIES 

Praise for Wolf Hall:

‘Leaves every other novel I have read this year 
in its wake. Magnifi cent’

Sunday Telegraph, Books of the Year

‘As soon as I opened this book I was gripped … 
Wonderful and intelligently imagined … makes the 
drama unfolding nearly fi ve centuries ago look new 

again, and shocking again’
The Times

‘Terrifying. It’s a world of marvels. But it is also 
a world of horrors, where screams are 

commonplace. A feast’
Daily Telegraph
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‘So original and disconcerting that it will surely come 
to be seen as a paradigm-shifter’

TOM HOLLAND, Sunday Telegraph, 
Books of the Year

‘The best Booker winner for years. Intensely 
atmospheric, risky with its narrative … 

surely a masterpiece’
Scotsman, Books of the Year

‘Indisputably great … a compulsively readable 
narrative. Not a word is wasted, every phrase tells: the 

arresting imagery stings and illuminates’
TLS, Books of the Year

‘Makes the world of Henry VIII and Thomas 
Cromwell both unimaginably strange and profoundly 

familiar … An extraordinary trick to pull off’
Sunday Telegraph, Books of the Year

‘Dizzyingly, dazzlingly good … Hugely exciting, 
packed full of power struggles and political 

machinations, but also delightfully poetic, vivid in 
image and phrase. A rich and subtle wonder’

Daily Mail
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‘Beautifully written and terrifying fi ction. She makes 
that world so concrete you can smell the rain-

drenched wool cloaks and feel the sharp 
fi bres of rushes underfoot’

Daily Telegraph

‘Where Mantel really excels is in the small, dark stuff. 
[There is] a suggestion of human evil so thick that, like 

the smoke coiling off human fl esh, it catches at your 
throat and makes you gasp’

Financial Times

‘Superb … This is a narrative of success, and one 
spiced with sly contemporary references. A second 
volume is apparently planned and I await it with all 

the patience of Henry VIII outside Anne 
Boleyn’s bedroom door’

Time Out

‘Mantel is an astonishing writer … Wolf Hall 
casts a spell that makes us think long and hard 
about order, law and the workings of power’

New Statesman, Books of the Year

‘Her most bewitching novel. A beautiful and 
profoundly humane book, a dark mirror held up 
to our own world. Hilary Mantel is one of our 

bravest as well as most brilliant writers’
Observer
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‘Brings the past alive, kicking, laughing and crying, 
and made me feel very good about the state 

of English fi ction’
ANDREW MARR, Mail on Sunday, 

Books of the Year

‘Brilliant … Mantel’s Tudor England is strong meat, 
reeking with blood and guts and fi lth … There is 

historical truth, and there is imaginative truth. 
Hilary Mantel, who has never written better 

than in this book, respects both’
Spectator

Selected as a Book of the Year by:

The Times
Sunday Telegraph

Observer
TLS

New Statesman
Mail on Sunday
Daily Telegraph

Economist
Scotsman

Financial Times
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Praise for Bring Up the Bodies:

‘Hilary Mantel’s masterpiece … It has pace, 
excitement, astonishing insight into human 

psychology and a wonderful ability to re-create a 
savage world, halfway between magic and modernity’

New Statesman, Book of the Year

‘A real page-turner … Mantel has found the happy 
knack of writing historical fi ction with such 

colloquial vividness that you feel as if you are a fl y 
on the wall of Cromwell’s study. A magnifi cent 

encore from fi rst page to last’
Mail on Sunday

‘A great novel of dark and dirty passions, public 
and private. A truly great story’

Financial Times

‘A second proof of her capacity to make the blood-
drenched Tudor past sing, and sting’

Independent, Books of the Year

‘Bring Up the Bodies succeeds brilliantly in every 
particle … An imaginative achievement to exhaust 
superlatives … I fi nished the book lost in pleasure 

and admiration for the mind that made it’
Spectator
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‘Sublime … The wonder of Ms Mantel’s retelling 
is that she makes these events fresh and 

terrifying all over again’
New York Times

‘So involving that you cease to realise what a 
miraculous creation Mantel’s style is’
Daily Telegraph, Books of the Year

‘An outstandingly good read … Fans of Wolf Hall will 
relish this book, but Bring Up the Bodies also stands 

alone … She makes the past present and vital’
Economist

‘In another league. This ongoing story of Henry VIII’s 
right-hand man is the fi nest piece of historical fi ction I 

have ever read … A staggering achievement’
Sunday Telegraph

‘A richly self-suffi cient pleasure. Mantel’s 
particular and original talent is to stand outside 
her characters … at the same time, she makes 

us feel we are a part of their lives’
ANDREW MOTION, The Times
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‘Astringent and purifying, stripping away the cobwebs 
and varnish of history, the antique formulations and 
brocaded sentimentality of costume drama novels, 

so that the English past comes to seem like 
something vivid, strange and brand new’

New York Times Book Review

‘Though we know perfectly well how it ends, the 
way that Mantels tells it is mesmerising and fi lled 

with suspense: it becomes a timeless exposure 
of the workings of power’

The Times, Books of the Year

‘Mantel’s genius in the retelling of this oft-told tale is 
her knack of reaching inside people’s heads into the 
nooks and crannies of their thoughts, seeing what 

many others don’t … Magnifi cent’
Daily Mail

‘A Tudor world that feels solid enough to touch’
Guardian, Books of the Year

‘Hilary Mantel’s Bring Up the Bodies was the book 
I pre-ordered so as to be able to read it the instant it 

was published. I wasn’t disappointed’
Sunday Times, Books of the Year
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Selected as a Book of the Year by:

The Times
Guardian

Daily Telegraph
Sunday Times

New Statesman
Independent

Evening Standard
Scotsman
Spectator
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BOOKCLUB QUESTIONS

• Do you feel differently about Thomas Cromwell in Wolf 
Hall and in Bring Up the Bodies? How does he change 
between the two books?

• ‘So do you wonder, he says, why the Norfolk that is now 
shakes sometimes, if the king is in a temper? It’s because 
he thinks he will lose all he has, at an angry man’s whim.’ 
Do you feel sympathy for Henry? Is he a good man, 
raised up on an impossible godly pedestal, or is he an 
overindulged bully?

• Was Cardinal Wolsey brought down by his own 
ambitions, or by the conceits and temper of Henry? 
What about Thomas More?

• Of which household would you choose to be a part: York 
Palace, Austin Friars, Greenwich or Whitehall? What 
differences do the books show between them?
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• ‘Better maps would help … But the trouble is, maps are 
always last year’s. England is always remaking herself, 
her cliffs eroding, her sandbanks drifting, springs 
bubbling up in dead ground. They regroup themselves 
while we sleep, the landscapes through which we move, 
and even the histories that trail us; the faces of the dead 
fade into other faces, as a spine of hills into the mist.’ Do 
you agree with this? How much do you feel there is a 
national identity which remains the same as time passes?

• How much power do the women of the books possess? 
Do you think the men in the books believe the women to 
have more, or less, power than they actually do?

• How much does the world of the books seem different to 
our own times? How familiar are some of the power 
struggles, and the divisions?

• Did Cromwell always intend to build something better 
for the country, or is he an unreliable protagonist 
justifying his own ambitious ends?

• Which character in the books understood Cromwell the 
best? Did anyone truly understand the King?

• What sense is there that sixteenth-century governance by 
a king’s Divine Right is very different to today’s 
democratic rule? How successful are current democratic 
systems at enabling social advancement and the 
protection of citizens, compared to the 1500s?
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• How valuable is it for the characters to have an awareness 
of other types of life than their own? Does it generally 
benefi t them to be looking around, or does it undermine 
their safety and security in an insecure country?

• ‘His spirit is sturdy, his will strong, his front 
imperturbable. The courtiers see that he can shape events, 
mould them. He can contain the fears of other men, and 
give them a sense of solidity in a quaking world: this 
people, this dynasty.’ When does Cromwell stop 
containing the fears of other men, and start using their 
fears against them? Why do you think this happens?
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