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When the Showtime television series, “The Tudors,” aired its final episode in 2010, it ended with one of the most iconic depictions of Britain’s most infamous monarch: the portrait of Henry Tudor, by court painter Hans Holbein the Younger. Less an accurate representation of life, the significance of the portrait lies in its symbolic role of performative historical memory. Henry’s shape and stance in the portrait express a powerful man: robust, authoritative, his accentuated codpiece and padded shoulders depict an aggressive masculinity, culminating in a figure that is larger than life, both physically and figuratively. In other words: a man, yes, but, in this, his lasting image, more specific, virile version of a king, “disguised” in a human body. As the image most often associated with the historical physicality of Henry VIII, the nature of the portrait represents his attempt at immortality, a way to capture his desire to be regarded as a symbol of absolute power and dominance by posterity.
The original painting was lost in a fire at the historical Whitehall Palace in 1698, but this image of Henry has stayed with us, most likely due to the many copies in existence. Very few of these, however, show the king’s image in line with its original design: Holbein’s iconic portrait of Henry VIII was never a stand-alone piece, conceived and completed to portray the king’s magnificence as he neared the end of his reign. Rather, his likeness was only a fragment of a propagandistic mural showing the longevity and greatness of the Tudor dynasty, intended to hang in the Whitehall privy chamber. The original mural would have featured Henry, standing in the exact same physical position as his individual portrait, but smaller in scale, next to his third wife Jane Seymour, flanked by his parents, Henry VII and Elizabeth of York. All were posed around a marble structure with a Latin inscription lauding the strength of Tudor kingship (The Guardian, Wilson). Given the iconic stature of the image, however, it is possible that perhaps not many would even be aware of its original conception.
Against this backdrop, the visual legacy of Henry VIII is less how we see him, and more how Henry would like to see himself: originals have long been lost to us, yet even copies of his majesty are engrained in our culture and perception of his character, defying ravages of time. The paradox of Henry’s image being so familiar, though the portrait we most often encounter is neither the original, nor is its depiction the way it was initially intended, mirrors the general way he has been represented have manifested over time: several copies of his dramatic likeness exist, in history books, theatre, film and television, but instead of tiring from repeated exposure to the same figure, the slight differences in how the Tudor king continues to appeal to readers and audiences, well beyond the quincentennial of his ascension to the throne. True to what he probably would have wished, his legacy, in terms of his memory and his presence throughout time was, and remains, larger than life. No matter what history has set against him, we have an enduring interpretive fascination with the historical Henry.
The Two Tudors 
In the final episode of “The Tudors,” the circumstances leading up to the unveiling of the portrait are, like many situations in dramatized versions of the Tudor reign, works of fiction, but – as a breakdown of the episode’s structure and composition will tell us – it is one with a specific, dramatic purpose, seeking to create an image of Henry that we, the audience, will remember. 
At the start of the episode, Henry personally commissions the portrait from Holbein with one clear and simple instruction: “You painted my father. Now you will paint me.” Clearly this version of Henry, at this point in his life, is one who must be shown as really feeling that the survival of his historical legacy hangs in the balance – the narrative bends history to make this point, especially since the historical figure of Hans Holbein died in October 1543, four years prior to Henry, and never painted his father. Though the series as a whole became infamous for consistently breaking with historical fact, in comparison to the rest of the series, the final episode of “The Tudors” contains an almost uncharacteristic amount of symbolic imagery of death and spectral memories, literal and figurative. For instance: a dream sequence in which a cloaked skeleton, astride a white horse, rides down a forest road with fallen leaves, slowly approaching an unknowing Henry, or Henry’s visions of his wives’ ghosts, each coming to chide and literally haunt him, each in their own way (though these visions include only the most tragic of the collective: Katherine of Aragon, come to ask about her daughter, Mary, and why she is still unmarried; Anne Boleyn, come to once more plead her innocence; Jane Seymour, come to discourage the king from overprotecting their son – Anne of Cleves, Katherine Howard, and Katherine Parr are all missing). These visions occur alongside the artistic stages of Henry’s portrait. The macabre, almost occult ambiance of the episode seems a departure from the usual soap opera circus the series favored over fully explored narrative and characters, as the undefined title of the show – “The Tudors” – would suggest. Who, specifically, does the story belong to? Is it for one person alone or for the dynastic idea this one person is a symbol for? It is tempting to assume this person is Henry. And yet, when compared to the way Hilary Mantel uniquely centers her narrative around one person’s perspective, tracking the movements of Henry’s psychology, seems not to be the driving mechanism of the show, the evidence of which spills into the narrative: throughout the series, several storylines and several relationships are introduced with little development or resolution. Yet this final episode, feels like it is on the verge of becoming more along the lines of what the show could have been, and perhaps wanted to be: emphasizing the dynastic idea that Henry represents, using such macabre and occult imagery as ways to highlight the larger questions about kingship and mortality that have haunted Henry throughout his life (though, again, we would not know this from the rest of the series – it is as if we are discovering something that has always been there, but never been identified). For the first time, and only at the end, we are given metaphorical glimpses into the psychological workings of this particular Henry character, in a way that no other early 2000’s mainstream representation did, TV series or feature film.
 After sitting for the portrait, Holbein shows him the work in progress. Henry is not impressed: “Master Holbein, when you painted my father, you made his likeness when he was old, sickly and ill. He looked nothing like a King of England. More like a poor wretch. A feeble, plain and dying man. And now you have done the same for me.” Holbein begins to protest, but Henry suddenly flares up: “Master Holbein, this portrait is a lie! Do it again.” In other words: Paint me not as I am, but as I should be remembered; give me a visual legacy I can be proud of, even in death; one that will ensure my immortality as one of the great kings of Europe and – most importantly – will earn me a fixed place in the making of and the longevity of the Tudor dynasty. The true meaning of “The Tudors” is revealed: Henry Tudor, the man, and Henry, King of England, one of the monarchs of the Tudor dynasty.
The final scene of the episode, and the series, shows the literal unveiling of the new portrait, now three times its original size, and (again) without reference to its original commemorative intent in marking the prominence of the Tudor family. Though it has taken four ten-episode seasons, the end of the series seems to have found its true protagonist: two Tudors in particular, in the body of one man: the man who sat for the portrait, a loose basis for the great king the portrait now shows. The moment of revelation is, true to the manner of the king in the portrait, larger than life, a spectacle, and stands in strong contrast to the coughing and limping Henry that enters to look at his commission. As the feeble, plain and dying old man enters the great hall where it is kept, the audience sees the portrait, now several times bigger than when Henry first laid eyes on it, covered by a long sheet of royal blue velvet. Holbein motions to have it dropped. Henry sees it. A series of images: An infant baby (possibly Henry Fitzroy?); a tennis match with Charles Brandon; Henry holding a young Mary; a young Henry riding his horse; Henry in a private moment with Thomas More; Henry playing in the masque where he first met and noticed Anne; then crumpling a letter (from her?); his grief at More’s beheading; Henry praying in church; Henry and Anne, before their marriage, in the forest for a passionate rendezvous; a conversation with Wolsey; a private moment with Charles Brandon; an intimate dance with Anne; Henry embracing two of his favorites (seen from behind, so it is unclear who); embracing a young Elizabeth; Henry riding his horse (again, though a different shot); Henry having a fight with Anne (likely after she has caught him with Jane Seymour); Henry, in his seclusion, drunkenly entertained by his Fool after Jane’s death; Henry holding court, applauding a great swan pie; Henry officially seeing his daughter, Mary, after their estrangement, taking her face in his hands; Henry striking Cromwell; Henry watching Jane Seymour wash her hair, lying with her, worrying about her while in labor, and finally mourning her death; Henry enjoying a game of cards with Anne of Cleves; Henry watching Katherine Howard dance at court; Henry overseeing the siege of Boulogne; Henry embracing his young son, the strawberry-blond Edward. The images end with this final picture of Edward Tudor, Henry’s first and only son. Another attribute to the meaning of “The Tudors,” then: Henry Tudor, the man; Henry Tudor, the king as part of a dynasty; and, perhaps Edward Tudor, Henry’s heir, the one intended to lead the dynasty onwards. The fact that this is the final image illustrates the notion that Henry’s mortal life, his journey to secure the kingdom under Tudor rule, has, to his mind, culminated in this boy, despite all of these other events he experienced. All of them led him to his greatest achievement: a living son; an heir, to be the living image of his father, like his father before him. The dynasty has – and, in this final moment, perhaps always was – become greater than the man. The camera follows Henry’s eyes looking into his dead, unblinking portrait eyes. He surveys himself, then turns to Holbein and delivers his final line: “Master Holbein, it is well done.” What is? The skill and craftsmanship of the portrait? Or, given the images that have just flashed before Henry’s internal eye, the human life it took as its inspiration? Or the legacy that the man behind this portrait has left behind to continue the dynasty? Indeed, that is the question, and the vagueness of the statement seems all too deliberate to be coincidental. We, the audience, are not supposed to know the precise answer, but are left only to ponder the possibilities.
As Henry limps away, the audience finally sees the painting in its entirety: The immortal, dynastic Henry on canvas has the trademark wide stance, with hands clasping gloves in one and a knife in the other, that we recognize from copies of Holbein’s portrait, but, to match the physical appearance of the actor portraying him, without the same trademark obesity and – perhaps more significant – ginger hair. A rollover text appears, explaining the actual fates of his children, the succession of his dynasty; ending the episode, and the series as a whole, with the words: “In Henry VIII and Elizabeth I, the Tudor dynasty produced the two most famous monarchs in English history.” The irony of this last piece of information is important to note: nearly through all four seasons of the series, Henry spent his time focused on achieving an unsustainable legacy. His greatest gift, and the eventual security of his dynasty and the longevity of his reign, even after his death, was in the daughter he historically wrote out of the succession and would aim to have deposed by the “safer” choice of a male heir. Though his greatest achievement in his mortal life may have been, to him, his son, his youngest daughter would be the one who would continue to write their family and their dynasty into the history books. 
Based more on fictional circumstances than history (these being removed from even speculation grounded in some aspect of historical fact), the portrait sequence of “The Tudors” as a stand-alone dramatic representation of the Tudor king still manages to end with well-conceived final journey of the protagonist of the series, with the quintessential question concerning the balance of kingship and humanity at its center: The (two) Tudors, the two bodies of this king, or any a king – one temporal and one eternal – are in constant flux throughout his mortal life and political reign. When the life of the man nears its end, the body that holds the spiritual and godlike starts to decline, what happens to the ethereal creature? What happens when, as a man looks both his death and his eternal life in the eye, the desire to know that he will be remembered in some way (and, for a king, to have left his mark on the kingdom that he now passes on), takes over, and by so doing changes bodies, changes history, and encourages propaganda to preserve an idealized image of himself?
Juxtaposing the religious mysticism surrounding a monarch’s existence with the inevitable limits of humanity, these questions permeated not only “The Tudors” series, but also other numerous dramatic interpretations of Henry, in life and in death. Particularly in the last decade, there has been a resurgence in dramatically composing the interpretive perspective of Henry Tudor, either based upon or taking a departure from the political propaganda of his portrait. From historical fiction novels to documentaries, to television series, to movies, he has a part to play in each rendition of himself: whether the blueprint of his role is historically accurate is not an essential part of creating the drama (though it may generate some appeal for those for whom the success of the drama is contingent on historical precision). “The Tudors” as a stand-alone creative enterprise is a lesson in drama and suspense being successfully created without much regard for the history that provided the narrative in the first place. Depending on the intent of the storytelling, some of the historical character may be incorporated into the dramatic character, or, as we can see from the creation of Henry’s portrait in the final episode, it may be completely cast aside. More notably, the ending of the “The Tudors” is one of the few Henry VIII stories that end with a representation of our cultural perception of the king. Rather than focusing mainly on tying up loose ends for the character in this particular story, the loose end being tied here is the audience’s understanding of the character, focusing not on the drama, but on the way Henry is most known to us: through the portrait of Hans Holbein.
But if we choose to depart from historical accuracy, we have to ask, as well as truly investigate, the critical question: When lifted out of the original context, and placed in front of a 21st century mirror, never engaging with any historical source material or location, but simply analyzed on the terms that the narrative provides, what image of Henry emerges? Are we ever faced with just a mortal man, capable of great things, but a man nonetheless? Or is he always hidden behind the awe-inspiring exterior of the anointed king? Or is it not one, fixed Henry at any given time, but several malleable ones?
Transporting History: The Wolf Hall Phenomenon
Following the mainstream appeal of “The Tudors,” arguably only one other adaptation has reached a mass audience to such an extent, and even beyond, conquering other platforms aside from television: namely Hilary Mantel’s 2009 historical fiction novel, Wolf Hall. The story of the rise of Henry Tudor’s cunning first minister, Thomas Cromwell, was an almost instant success and was followed by a 2012 sequel, Bring Up The Bodies. These stories were adapted into a stage play Wolf Hall Parts 1 & 2, which, even prior to completing successful runs both in the West End and on Broadway, became a televised, six-episode mini-series (distributed by the BBC in the UK and PBS in the US). In a few years, Wolf Hall went from being a historical fiction novel to an international, socio-cultural-historical phenomenon. Though Mantel had a number of previous works to her name, none achieved the same level of recognition as the Wolf Hall series. The level and rate of popularity that the Wolf Hall books, and the universe as a whole, reached in just a few short years prompts the question: What is different about the story, specific scenes, and, most significantly, Henry’s character, when it is a novel, play or a television series? Yes, Cromwell is, in technical terms, the protagonist throughout – in a departure from other historical fiction novels covering Henry’s reign, it is evident that we are witnessing his story – but he serves more as a guide for the audience’s attention. The emphasis on his character does not steal the spotlight from Henry, leaving him in the shadows; rather, the displaced emphasis is filtered through Cromwell to cast a more direct light on Henry’s unmistakable presence. Witnessing everything from Cromwell’s perspective puts Henry and the subject of his majesty’s pleasure front and center, because to him they are front and center: almost all of his thoughts, his actions, are as a direct result of Henry. As Mantel’s world opens and continues to expand, it is precisely because our entire basis for information comes from Cromwell that we are able to gain exclusive insight into Henry’s character. Though the novel generally contains more biographical information on Cromwell’s life – it opens with his abusive blacksmith father, and follows with intermittent chapters chronicling Cromwell’s pre-court experiences, as well as his marriage and family – the TV and stage adaptations, in their condensed immediacy that mostly does away with these contextual parts, make a clearer point of Cromwell and Henry’s unique camaraderie that allow the audience to see a different version of the king than they thought they knew. The choice to use an outsider, one whose presence at court seems like an unlikely occurrence in the first place, as the means for examining Henry’s nature and his court, pieces together an image of Henry that reveals a truer prince to us, one who is more vulnerable than he lets on. Cromwell, despite his humble origins and despite being Henry’s servant, becomes something even more powerful than the office he eventually comes to hold: he becomes the exceptional confidante that the king can trust with his most personal matters, even his dreams. Having Cromwell chronicle the story, his and Henry’s both, heightens the dramatic value of the narrative and becomes the structure through which we are able to grasp not only how various media chronicle the image of Henry, but also, based on the original text, what they choose to reveal about him.
Looking at Mantel’s universe, this from-the-outside-in approach to portraying Henry’s image through various media is important to keep in mind: the Henry character that Mantel originally wrote, through the adaptive process, becomes different each time we experience him. A few factors play into this fact, the most fundamental of these being, of course, the inherent nature of the various media: the story remains largely intact, though some of the contents shift due to the form that delivers it to its particular audience. The way we imagine Henry in the book (the only way to see him is to imagine him) is different from, for example, his live portrayal on stage: here, we have a specific actor to consider, playing to a live audience, in a largely condensed version of the 600-page novel, where his means of delivering his portrayal must be more amplified, than, for instance, on screen, where the intimacy of the perspective from the unseen audience is much narrower, and quite literally much closer, though, unlike in the theatre, separated by time and space. Before we even begin deconstructing how the content itself might have changed, we have to note that the story in its essence has already been displaced from the original, simply because the form has changed – and that this has changed the content as well. Despite this alteration in form, are there any key qualities in the way the various media deliver the central story that defy genre binaries, giving us a central image of Henry? And if so, what are these parallels in storytelling? Are there dramatic devices put into play that are successful in depicting Henry’s character, as Mantel has drawn him, in one genre, but that perhaps fall short in another? Are some devices removed from one medium to another altogether? Generally speaking, the TV and stage adaptations condense the narrative of the novel, cutting out large sections of either historical context or experiences of Cromwell’s life in order to focus the action around its driving relationship, i.e. Henry and Anne Boleyn, as well as the intensity of court life. This is perhaps not all that surprising and seems more a result of the nature of the medium rather than a deliberate choice with regard to specific storytelling. One might think that because both the TV series and the play involve a physical performance of pre-written text, they would do the same work in terms of portraying Henry: given that we are not just left to imagine him, as we are in the book, but are able to see a physical version of his character, one might assume that both adaptations are able to go deeper in showing us a more vulnerable and complex Henry. In fact, almost the opposite is true: while we are given a physical image, and therefore are able to follow some of the character’s storytelling from facial expression and non-verbal behavior, this is often implemented instead of the dialogue in the historical novel, rather than as a supplement to it. And, as we will see, the replacement for the dialogue does not always show Henry in his most true light, this being the complex individual we see in the books. Interestingly, when juxtaposing scenes present across all three platforms, the stage play actually makes the shortest work of Henry’s character. Given that the play takes place in real time and space, in front of a live audience, one might expect that there would be a deeper, directly visceral connection to Henry. Instead, the dominating image that emerges is more as the authoritative, unfeeling king we might expect (how often is Henry VIII mentioned without referencing his many wives?), and when we do experience him as more vulnerable, it is fleeting and emotions have to be explicitly stated rather than shown over time, as in the novel and in the TV adaptation.  
Hilary Mantel’s stories are like parts of a stained glass window: individual parts that contrast each other and tell their own story, as well as being parts of the same whole, which in this case is not only the story of Cromwell and the court of Henry VIII, but also one that uniquely reflects and absorbs a light from outside the window: the historical Henry, “The Tudors” Henry, the Holbein Henry, and all other Henry’s that have gone before, creating a sea of impressions that, in contrasting outside history and constructed drama, form a modern man. The magnetism of Mantel’s story for current audiences, as part of a historical body of work representing the king, but also in its mainstream appeal, lies in its ability to provide a tri-partite illustration of a Henry character: it is Mantel’s original text, but the process of adaptation into various media makes each appearance of Henry subtly different, in ways that, at first, serve the original story well, in that it adds a layer of performance that bring the words to life and help us understand the events of the story better, but that, in the end, fall short of providing us with the same complicated image that Mantel’s text provides.
In analyzing these crossover scenes, both within their own form as well as in comparison to the novel, it crucial to first to examine how Hilary Mantel has designed the central relationships in her original Wolf Hall text. Though history tells us that Henry left Katherine of Aragon for Anne Boleyn and his reasons for doing so, the specific circumstances in the novel are expanded upon and are subtly shifted in the way Mantel has structured her text. Narrated to us through Cromwell’s figure, an extensive narrative analysis of Henry’s relationship with Katherine of Aragon, his relationship with Anne Boleyn, and his relationship with his own kingship, will follow. (The details of Henry’s later pursuits in marriage have thus far not been “Mantelized.” The focus in this early work is on his break with Katherine, his pursuit of and eventual marriage to Anne, her downfall, as well as his simultaneous wooing and later marriage to Jane Seymour.)  How these relationships interlink in the original text will help illustrate how the crossover scenes between media navigate Henry’s portrayal, derived from the original story and therefore give us greater context for how they change when they are adapted.
Henry VIII…and His Wives
It is no secret that when hearing Henry VIII in conversation, one often thinks of his many wives. Doing a simple Google search, “Henry VIII wives” is the second highest result, only after “Henry VIII film.” Even a common mnemonic device exists: “Divorced, beheaded, died / Divorced, beheaded, survived” (though Henry was never officially divorced, but simply had his marriages annulled). Historical scholarship dedicated precisely to this theme is rich, all with variations on the same theme, and even the same title: The Books of King Henry VIII and His Wives by leading scholar James Carley (2004), Alison Weir’s The Six Wives of Henry VIII (2007), The Six Wives of Henry VIII by David Loades (2009), the six-week New York Times bestseller, The Wives of Henry VIII by Antonia Fraser (2014), to name but a few. The problematic tendency towards portraying Henry as a prince largely ruled by pleasure, early in 20th century dramatic depictions, is substantiated simply by the very existence of this branch of scholarship. Whether by his intention or not, his delights have become known for their abrupt ends, some especially violent: the untimely death that befell at several of his wives (Anne Boleyn and Katherine Howard both by execution, Jane Seymour in childbirth) provides intriguing material for creating drama: the constraints of patriarchal social structure, the fickleness of the English Tudor court and the king at the head of it. Everyday human emotions have many obstacles to overcome, especially if the consequences of following those emotions can mean the difference between life and death. Using historical material in this way plays upon audience’s tendency towards nostalgia for historical period drama, with universal themes of forbidden love, sexual politics, religion and state, family relationships and identity. From a storyteller’s standpoint, where the success of the story is tantamount to the ability to grasp and hold an audience, it makes sense to use both nostalgia and known images of a historical figure to your advantage. An emphasis on the marriages of Henry VIII is important and holds particular appeal to audiences because it is so closely linked with some of these universal themes. His relationship with Anne Boleyn, for instance, not only had a significant outcome for him as a man, pursuing the woman he supposedly loved, but for England: had it not been for this relationship, in which Anne refused to succumb to the expectations of patriarchy that would see her as a mistress, the face of English religion and politics might not have changed in such far-reaching ways. Contemplating this notion alone is a tempting hook for historically fictional storytelling.
 The most significant theme tied to Henry’s kingship and the question of his character is identity: his image as a 16th century man, a husband, father, and a king, is almost inextricably linked to his marriages, as his status as a successful king hangs is contingent on his ability to produce an heir, with the ultimate goal of securing the Tudor dynasty as rulers of England. In 1532, at the turning point of Henry’s relationship with Anne – it was at this time that he bestowed the ancient title of Marquess of Pembroke on her, not long before they were married – the memory of a bloody, decades-long civil war is still alive and well in the memories of the people at court. Henry’s father, Henry VII, and his rise to the throne in 1487 ended the physical struggle, when he unified the house of Lancaster and York in his marriage to Elizabeth of York – but for the Tudors, the fight was far from over. With the lack of an official heir apparent, the strength of the Tudor claim to the throne is, at this point, still in question, one that cannot be answered only by time: the reign of two Tudor kings, in 1532, is only surpassed by roughly a decade longer than the duration of the Wars of the Roses. A living heir is crucial; no, not just an heir, but a male heir; no, not just a male heir, but an official, legitimate, male heir, recognized by marriage and by the church. Henry would spend at least the next few years pursuing this ultimate goal. He broke with Rome and his wife of nearly twenty years, Katherine of Aragon, a daughter of Isabella and Ferdinand of Spain, revered across Europe, after a string of children, of whom only a daughter – a daughter – survived infancy, in order to pursue Anne Boleyn, who promised him his greatest desire. Only the birth of his son, Edward Tudor, by Jane Seymour in 1537, helped him achieve it, and even then the miracle would be short-lived, with Jane’s death in childbirth. And so, historically, Henry continued to pursue marital alliances both at home and abroad. The reasons for these pursuits are presumably manifold, but it is not inconceivable that he was seeking to add further weight to the claim of his house to the throne by producing more heirs. 
Henry’s kingship, his religious figure, his physical state and the solidity of his position of power at times rises and falls with the relative success of his marriages – a symbiotic relationship which Hilary Mantel explores throughout her novels and which is also foregrounded in the adaptations, but in ways consistent with the specific medium at hand. The nature of the novel is such that we are given more information about the socio-historical context at the time that the king’s love triangle is unfolding, and we see even more of a back and forth between Katherine, Anne and Henry as the situation develops towards its climactic end, when Henry, as Head of the Church of England finally declares his marriage to Katherine null and marries Anne. The BBC TV adaptation of Wolf Hall does not foreground Katherine to nearly the same extent as the novel. The significant aspects of her dialogue, some chapters apart, are, in line with the principles of condensing the narrative, compressed into one or two scenes (specifically the audience’s first encounter with her, when Cromwell goes to petition her for her compliance in granting the king a de facto “divorce”). The beautiful simplicity of particularly this sort of historical drama, in which the court itself seems like a proscenium stage that rumor and gossip make their playground, is that much of the narrative can be left to second-hand account. Katherine may be mentioned as having stated that she will go to a nunnery if the king becomes a monk, but we may not see the action of the scene play out, because the information we need can be left to a conversation between Cromwell and the Duke of Suffolk. Following this principle does not only free up screen time for more poignant aspects of the story to be told, but also becomes a part of the atmospheric set dressing in the period drama, where hear-say and whispers of scandals were almost like a second air. The stage play spends almost no time on Katherine, apart from an even shorter version of the scene with Cromwell. In the crossover scenes we will look at later, the particular point of Henry being caught between Katherine and Anne is emphasized in the dream scene (where it becomes clear he starts to doubt his course in leaving his wife), and the issue of legitimacy and legacy in the form of an heir also surface in a jousting accident: Anne has yet to give birth to what seems, at the time, to be the future king of England, but the king is by all appearances “dead.” Who, at this point, governs for Anne’s unborn heir?
Thus, the tension between kingship – a role requiring a certain dignified existence in its supposed anointment by the Almighty – and the confines of a human body, threatening such dignity by natural human urges and frailties that come with it, is delivered in various ways for each medium that the story has been adapted to. Though generally following the narrative layout of Wolf Hall, some elements have, as is almost inevitable, shifted slightly depending on the medium. However, it becomes clear from looking at the TV adaptation, the stage play and the novel, that some very specific scenes have stood the test of the editing axe, and are present in all three forms, giving us a unique insight into Henry’s character. Interrogating these specific scenes – selected here because they represent pivotal moments in Henry’s early reign where the issues of kingship and bodily urges conflate and collide – is an important step in questioning the problematic way that the historical Henry Tudor has been dramatically represented in the past. Though Mantel set out to write the story of the historically neglected Cromwell, she, through their growing closeness, fashions a framing device that also illustrates the oft-neglected complexity of Henry. Henry, in Mantel’s world, appears to us as neither a habitual skirt chaser, “a veritable Bluebeard,” nor is he the embodiment of a Machiavellian prince, nor is he simply a man who is the product of his time (Weir xiii). Mantel’s text, and to some extent its adaptations, seeks to de-stigmatize this idea of an overly uncompromising, overly lascivious Henry. He continually shifts between what could be visions of these things, but is never wholly one or the other within a given scene or conversation with the other characters. In this way, Mantel’s Henry becomes a persona that transcends history; his historical figure simply an archetype for the complexity and philosophical bent that the dramatic Henry brings.
Composition of the Narrative: Building Blocks for the Adaptive Process
Henry VIII…and Katherine of Aragon
Beginning at the beginning: the end of a marriage. Mantel, in her text, clarifies the timeline to us: It is spring 1527. Henry has announced that he wishes to leave Katherine: regardless of papal dispensation that released her from her vows to his brother Arthur, especially given her claim that the marriage was never consummated, Henry believes the opposite. Therefore his marriage to Katherine was never legitimate, as she was always the true wife of his brother, not of him, which would explain the long string of dead would-be heirs. When Cardinal Wolsey at this point tells it to Henry like it is – that “the church is not in the business of breaking up established marriages or bastardising children…And if the dispensation given to Henry and Katherine after the death of her first husband, King Arthur Tudor, his brother, then why not simply make a new one?” – Henry reacts violently. Mantel writes: “The king shouts. He [Wolsey] can shrug that off, the shouting; one grows accustomed, and he [Cromwell] watches how the cardinal behaves, as the storm breaks over his head; half-smiling, civil, regretful, he waits for the calm that succeeds it” (Mantel 85). This exchange establishes Henry’s fiery temper as a given truth. When he does not hear what he wants to hear, Henry gets angry – we see this from his very first meeting with Cromwell, when it is mentioned that he, Cromwell, some years ago, opposed Henry’s desire to go to war in parliament, and, in meeting him again, stands by his convictions even when the king shows displeasure. Though Wolsey, as Henry’s right-hand man has become accustomed to Henry’s stormy mood over the years, clearly his prince, a man now well into his forties, is unaccustomed to the thought of anyone, even the Pope, laying down restrictions on what he can and cannot do. The passage of time does not change this fact, if anything, it makes an already impatient, impassioned king even more impatient and impassioned: a meeting that takes place five years later in the novel, in 1532, could essentially have been the same meeting as in 1527. This time, Henry receives Stephen Gardiner, Wolsey’s former secretary, now Master Secretary to the king. His frustrations from five years of no results in his great matter have only grown, and he gives his emotions free ruthless reign, accusing the clergy of conspiring against him and undermining his authority in his realm. Here, we, the readers, unlike the Wolsey meeting, bear witness to every jab Henry throws at Gardiner: “Are the clergy his subjects at all, for how can they be, if they take an oath to obey and support the Pope? Should they not, he yells, be taking an oath to me?” (Mantel 339. The visibly distraught Stephen emerges from the king’s chamber, taking out “…a handkerchief but seems to have forgotten why; he twists it in his great paw, wrapping it his around his knuckles like a bandage. Sweat trickles down his face” (Mantel 339). Though the exact wording of the screaming match is kept from the first passage, both of these meetings show that Mantel’s Henry is willing and able to exercise his authority in ways that leave his subjects disheartened and struck with fear, even if those subjects are his closest and most trusted advisors. Being part of the inner circle, and being a favorite amongst Henry’s courtiers, does not guarantee safety from falling on the wrong side of his iron will. However, even here, there are more factors at play in making Henry seem like a petulant prince than just sulkiness: Yes, Henry is perhaps partially a spoilt king who has never been contested in his demands, whether they be realistic in nature or completely bizarre, and so does not expect to face resistance. In dealing with such resistance, he knows that the most effective means to get his way are fear and intimidation, which, in demonstrating such aggressive machismo, makes him seem strong and powerful. And, though this is not as readily apparent in the exchange, it is perhaps not inconceivable that in these meetings, we encounter a man more and more disheartened by the time and difficulty it takes for him to be with the woman he loves. From these two meetings, we see that Henry’s strong will and temper are not impulsive gestures, but somewhat integral to his character, as it is an outlet in which human emotion makes him seem more rather than less king-like. Strength and character are paramount to a leader, if he is to be taken seriously. With these two meetings, Mantel has drawn king who does not shy away from exerting his full authority whenever he wants to, irrespective of whether it is needed or not, but she demonstrates later that there is more to this male aggression than meets the eye.  
Although there is clearly no help to be got from the church, his advisors, and even support and recognition from other European heads of state, Henry, in chastising his counselors, is getting ahead of himself. As Cromwell remarks: before anything happens, before any political maneuver can be undertaken, a far simpler, though much harder, exchange needs to take place – a husband needs to tell his wife that their marriage is at an end, or, rather, that it never was in the first place. This scene is present only in the novel text, but is important for us to sense the magnitude of the doubt Henry expresses to Cromwell during the dream scene: that perhaps he should abandon his cause and go back to his wife. The extremity of this action (especially if he is supposed to be helplessly in love with Anne) is better understood when we see how the king treats Katherine in the scene where he tells her he’s leaving her. 
First, it is interesting to note that when the king makes his way to her chambers to deliver the news, Mantel does not describe him as the bellowing, tantrum-filled prince who mistreats Wolsey. Instead he is a graceful, almost ethereal creature, and his presence is what can only be described as kingly: 
It is June, 1527; well barbered and curled, tall and still from certain angles, and wearing white silk, the king makes his way to his wife’s apartments. He moves in a perfumed cloud made of the essence of roses: as if he owns all the roses, owns all the summer nights. His voice is low, gentle, persuasive, and full of regret. If he were free, he says, if there were no impediment, it is she, above all women, that he would choose for his wife. The lack of sons wouldn’t matter; God’s will be done. He would like nothing better than to marry her all over again; lawfully, this time. But there it is: it can’t be managed. She was his brother’s wife. Their union has offended divine law (Mantel 88).
Henry is put together and polished, almost an attack on the senses: freshly bathed, clean shaven and primped, smelling of roses, he stands tall and confident, calm and collected, filling every part of his large frame, wearing his best clothes; he exudes an air of mysticism about him; inherent not just in his surroundings, in the palace, in nature, but from inside of them, flowing through them. In this moment, both Henry’s physical body and the symbol of his kingship seem to reach their utmost potential. He is a fairytale prince, who, in addition to the glossiness of his physical body, holds a presence that transcends mortality, which Mantel draws our attention to, and magnifies the profound poetry of – just as he is about to cast aside his most faithful servant. This is an example of when the two bodies seem to exist in perfect harmony, and, as a result, should be able to perform extraordinary things. This time it is not riding into battle, or a great diplomatic negotiation, but one much more private, and, arguably, one requiring more strength and composure than either war or politics. His argument to Katherine is heartbreaking but clear, almost logical, almost kind: he is trying to get his way, but he does not shout, he does not threaten, as he did with Wolsey or Gardiner. This particular negotiation requires a different kind of tactic. He says he loves her, but his conscience will not allow him to be with her, and the love he bears her is not enough to erase those feelings of doubt – simple as that. It is so effortless, delivered to us seemingly so unrehearsed that it could almost be genuine. His conflicted approach to ending a marriage to a woman he loves, who is right for him as a man, but not one who is right for him as a king, presumably has the desired outcome of persuading Katherine to simply accept her fate and phase out of her position quickly and quietly.  
Like his presence going into the meeting, captivating as a king and physically impressive as a man, contrasting images of Henry emerge: a husband, who is ending his decades-long marriage to pursue another, (younger) woman – a recognizable narrative, even outside of history – set against a skilled, persuasive orator, who, beyond his expectation that others perform his will anyway, knows how to get the people around him to do what he wants. Mantel keeps this balance between genuine emotion and political antic disposition vague, possibly because Henry himself is unsure of his course of action: “The king knows his case is weak in law. He knows this, but does not want to know it. In his own mind, he has convinced himself he was never married and so now is free to marry…his will is convinced, but not his conscience” (Mantel 118). Even the iron will of kings can sometimes be superseded by human doubt. An ostensibly straightforward exchange, which, as it was in “The Tudors,” could easily have been painted as a cold-hearted, contractual exchange, where Henry just casts aside Katherine is complicated by Mantel, as she demonstrates the need for the power of both the king’s bodies in order for him to take the first, irreversible step in achieving his goal of an heir – and even then he is left in uncertainty. Which is almost certainly not helped by Katherine’s response, that, in contrast, is anything but calm and collected, anything but reserved and dignified: “You can hear what Katherine says. That wreck of a body, held together by lacing and stays, encloses a voice that you can hear as far as Calais: it resounds from here to Paris, from here to Madrid, to Rome. She is standing on her status, she is standing her rights; the windows are rattled, from here to Constantinople” (Mantel 88).
 Heartbreak can make a person, any person, even if that person is a Spanish princess from one of the greatest monarchies of Europe, forget about the pride that they notoriously hold so dear: It is a severe outpouring of grief from a woman whose center of gravity, the man she loves, the king, her husband; has now shifted. Her outburst is not one borne from a shook-up ego, but a shook-up heart. Though the specifics of this conversation are born from Mantel’s vision, it is sure to have actually occurred in some way. Historical sources also support that Katherine of Aragon refused to accept the fate of her marriage, and as such, the change in her political position. She is Henry’s true wife, and as such, the true Queen of England. Hilary Mantel’s Katherine echoes that same fierceness as her historical prototype. When she unremittingly declines to compromise, even to the point of mocking Henry and his claim, Henry does not go to see her in the same ceremonious manner as when he announced their divorce. Instead, he sends his best spin-doctors, political and clergy alike: “Cardinal Campeggio has implored Katherine to bow to the king’s will, accept that her marriage is invalid and retire to a convent. Certainly, she says sweetly, she will become a nun: if the king will become a monk” (Mantel 144). She not only mocks his dignity as a husband, refusing to submit to him as a wife was expected to, but calls his authority as king into question, since it is not a personal request: the king does not go back to see her to implore her to bend to his will. Clearly the matter ceased to be a private issue; Henry’s greatest performance as both king and majestic man as failed to achieve its purpose. Instead, Mantel shows that Henry has assumed his default way of dealing with those who oppose him, as he did with Wolsey and Gardiner: the role of king over subject, which would technically enable him to add another consequence to the equation, should Katherine fail to appease him: treason. For which the punishment is death. As a husband to a wife, he holds social power, but would be able to do little else other than threaten her. As a king to a subject, he can literally take her life away, if he wanted. England would belong to the Tudors at last.
In order to understand the fervor with which Henry pursues her, and why she presents such a strong alternative to Katherine, it is important to ask two, perhaps seemingly banal, but actually poignant, consequential questions: What is it about a future with Anne Boleyn that appeals to Henry? How is his relationship with her different from his relationship with Katherine, and how would this manifest in the future? The possible answers to these questions to these help illustrate how, when given the chance, even when in doubt, Henry, at least at first, does not stray from his goal to marry Anne. Though from a prominent family, she can give him no political alliance (as a marriage into the royal houses of Spain or France could), she has no land or money of her own, at least not any that was not given to her by the king (Anne Boleyn was given the then-extinct title of Marquess of Pembroke in late 1532, one of the greatest titles in England). The answer, in the way Mantel tells it in her text, is much simpler than politics: In Anne, Henry sees a future free of sorrow and worry as to the state of his kingdom. With Katherine, and every child conceived, carried and born, political stability was always within his reach, but with their recurring deaths, but ultimately never in his grasp. Henry rarely speaks about the adversity he has faced in building legacy, rather, we are, at least initially, told the ill-fated events through a second-hand account. In a private interview between Cromwell and Wolsey (the future secretary and his soon-to-be former master), also absent from both the TV series as well as the stage play, Hilary Mantel highlights the anticipation, the joy, and abrupt disappointment of the seemingly endless string of children that never were: “Six times (to the world’s knowledge) Katherine and the king have lived in hope of an heir. ‘I remember the winter child,’ Wolsey says…the prince was born early, just at the turn of the year. When he was less than hour old I held him in my arms…We called him the New Year’s prince…The whole of London was lit up in celebration…He breathed fifty-two days, and I counted every one of them…’” (Mantel 80-81). Though most would probably know that history ran a different course, the author still creates the expectation, among both the characters and the reader, that the “winter child” might just be the one to break the streak of lifeless infants, emphasizing that he was born around the new year – a time for new beginnings and the celebration of a future is full of promise. But then tragedy strikes: after almost two months, he dies, and it is as if he never was. Wolsey believes that “if he had lived, our king might have been…a more contented Christian” (Mantel 81). In other words, if the child had survived infancy, even if he later was to die, Henry’s passion for an heir, alongside his disillusionment with the religious status quo, may not have reached the heights that led him to break with Rome, the highest (religious, if not political) authority in Europe, higher than any monarchy. With the illustration of the sad history of Henry and Katherine’s children, Mantel asks us to imagine the consequences if just one of them had lived, so that we learn their importance. Mantel continues Wolsey’s chronicle of the children’s deaths, ending with a quote from the king – though, rather than showing sadness like a father to a lost child, he instead shows his frustration and impatience as a ruler in the face of the vagaries of life, kind as it was to his father, not being kind to him: 
The next child was a boy who died within an hour. In the year 1516 a daughter was born, the Princess Mary, small but vigorous. The year following, the queen miscarried a male child. Another small princess lived only a few days; her name would have been Elizabeth, after the king’s own mother…She and the old king were blessed with many children, and some of them died. But, says the king, my brother Arthur was born to my mother and father within a year of their marriage, and followed, in not too long a time, by another goodly son, which was me. So why have I been left, after twenty years, with one frail daughter whom any vagrant wind may destroy? (Mantel 81).
Even though some references are made to the unsuccessful attempts to produce an heir in the adaptations, this specific exchange, and the way Mantel lays out the sorrow after sorrow that Henry and Katherine have endured, is not mirrored in the TV and stage play adaptation, but it is important: Henry is clearly very aware of his family history and his duty to continue its family legacy – one that is known across England, and has established the Tudors as a prominent family, but one that, amongst numerous known family ties to the same ancestor, has yet to sit to consolidate its power and its claim to the throne. The context of his parents, who he acknowledges were in a similar situation, but triumphed all the same, is one he has difficulty coming to terms with. The ghost of the civil war for many still a living memory, he feels the weight of his responsibility, as well as the historical infamy of his ancestors such as the militant Henry V, which are all but drilled into his psyche. With the context that Mantel provides, through Cromwell’s conversation with Wolsey, we may come to understand how Henry reaches the point of frustration in his inability to have a male heir that he sees no other way but to find another wife. And, while history may tell us otherwise, our first encounter with “Bloody Mary,” when Cromwell goes to visit her and her mother to plead the king’s case for divorce – again instead of the king – indicates a softer girl: “for whatever reason, she is shrunken into herself…he sees her grip tighten on the back of her mother’s chair…’Madam, your daughter should sit.’ He picks up a stool and places, with a decisive thud, by Katherine’s skirts…Mary drops her head to whisper back; she hints, in Castilian, that it is her woman’s disorder…the girl’s glance is almost unfocused…” (Mantel 287). From the very first meeting, Mary is not only physically hindered, but she seems, at first look, shy, meek, and of little character. A boy would be by far socially preferred and politically elevated in general, but even as a girl, her charisma seems that of a wilting flower. Since Katherine, to Henry’s mind, has only been able to provide an heir, that would be blown away by a single gust of the wind – if Mary cannot hold up herself, how could she hold up England? – she must be replaced with not only an heir, but a strong and viable one. This exchange demonstrates why Henry cannot be satisfied with his living heir: not only is she a girl, but a weak one at that. Anne’s promise to deliver a son, a child who, by the nature of its biological sex  tends to be physically stronger, holds that much more appeal when compared to Mary. 
Henry VIII…and Anne Boleyn
Is there a traditional portrayal of Anne Boleyn that is parallel to that of Henry as a temperamental, authoritative and mostly lustful king? That’s debatable. In “The Tudors,” her counterpart, portrayed by actress Natalie Dormer, emphasized her sexual allure and prowess: dream and fantasy sequences were incorporated into the narrative, in which Henry, portrayed by actor Jonathan Rhys-Meyers, literally chases after her, and discovers her naked. Another scene chronicles the historical couple trysting in a forest, but Anne forcing the king to perform coitus interruptus, since they are not yet legally married and so any child conceived and born from their tryst would be considered a bastard. When they finally are able to have intercourse without restriction, Henry says he will wait to take her maidenhead until they are married. The intrigue of sexual delay is front and center, and “the beautiful Anne Boleyn’s charm of the king” (as an early episode description puts it) and her continuous “hold” on the king (as described by another) seems to flow from this persistent sexual mystery, that, when she meets her end, now seems to have backfired, given how her sexuality has been the domineering quality enticing the king. Anne’s relative sexualized chastity – her sense of propriety and virginity is front and center, but her main appeal to the king is that she can sexually provide a son for him – becomes not only the means by which she holds Henry, and, keeps him committed in their years-long cause to have an heir, but also the crucial fact of which Wolsey, Cromwell, the clergy and the nobles must go about the king’s business in securing his separation from Katherine. The difference between truth and hear say becomes a crucial distinction, especially given how others at court throw her proclaimed virtue into question, sniggering whispers in the dim halls. The awkward push and pull of the private and the public, between husband and king, becomes vividly clear in this instance. In late Winter/Spring 1532, Mark Smeaton, a young court musician, whispers to Cromwell of the on-going talk that has been circulating the halls for now close to five years: “So when I am with Lady Anne she is sure to notice me…and look on me with favor. Don’t you think? Who knows where she may turn while she is still refusing the king…She is no maid. Not she’” (Mantel168). But when he inquires about something substantial, such as witnesses or dates, there is a hush “from the unseen person.” Whispers do not provide the ocular proof. Cromwell, the eternal observer, can do nothing with this, except bear it in mind. Which, when the king makes the ultimate request of him to get rid of her, comes in handy.
 Anne Boleyn has had a wealth of representations over time, often problematically just focusing on her sexuality and her allure, but this much is clear: her virility and fertility were appealing qualities, but she was an educated, calculating, ambitious woman, who, despite her position in a male-dominated society that undermined her purely on her sex, knew how to play her role in the socio-political landscape in order to get what she wanted. Does Mantel’s interpretation of Anne parallel a certain idea of Anne – not just in terms of her character, but in terms of the historical events and speculation that led to her fall from the king’s grace and ultimately to her demise? In many ways, the way we perceive Anne is crucial to our understanding of the king’s actions throughout Mantel’s story, as she is the central driving force behind his motivations for much of the story. 
Mantel first introduces us to Anne Boleyn via second hand account: “The lady appeared at court at the Christmas of 1521, dancing in a yellow dress” (66-67 Mantel). At her first mention, the author does not even refer to her by name, but simply as “the lady” – assuming that the audience just which lady she is talking about. For the most part, she is probably correct in her assumption. The arrival of a lady at court, any lady is commonplace, but of a certain lady, and one known for her vibrant yellow dresses amidst the sea of ladies wearing dark-wash colors – there can only be one. In the BBC adaptation of the novels, the yellow dress, in the color of joy, friendship and happiness, becomes a frequent visual trademark in distinguishing Anne from the crowd, an attention-getter, separating her position from the other ladies at court: she is so often seen wearing a yellow garment, that Eustache Chapuys, the Spanish ambassador, mentions to Cromwell the rumors that she wore a yellow dress in celebration when she heard of Katherine’s death (January 1536, a few months before Anne’s own death): “She was not buried as a queen…I heard the concubine wore yellow to celebrate” (Ep. 4, “The Devil’s Spit”).
In a gesture that seems typical of the novel genre, where backstory is often interweaved with present events, the rest of Mantel’s introduction in the original text sets up the character’s biographical account, but also lays the groundwork for how she carries herself at court and how others come to see her. “She was – what? – about twenty years old. Daughter of the diplomat, Thomas Boleyn, she has been brought up since childhood in the Burgundian court at Mechelen and Brussels, and more recently Paris, moving in Queen Claude’s train between the pretty chateaux of the Loire. Now she speaks her native tongue with a slight, unplaceable accent, strewing her sentences with French words when she pretends she can’t think of the English. At Shrovetide, she dances in a court masque. The ladies are costumed as Virtues, and she takes the part of Perseverance. She dances graceful but briskly, with an amused expression on her face, a hard, impersonal touch-me-not smile. Soon she has a little trail of petty gentlemen following her; and one not so petty gentleman” (Mantel 66-67). The speech culminates in a mention of the scandal of her involvement with Henry Percy, and the question of their possible pre-contractual marriage agreement: “The rumor spreads that she is going to marry Harry Percy, the Earl of Northumberland’s heir” (Mantel 66-67). Not even the presence of another man can deter Henry from his obsession. When the Henry Percy debacle develops from usual court gossip to outright scandal, Anne is sent down to her family’s house at Hever, but, as Cromwell muses, she “had insinuated herself back to court somehow, among the queen’s ladies, and now he never knows where she’ll be, and whether Henry will disappear from his grasp because he is chasing her across the country” (Mantel 85). Here, the author could choose to detail how Anne gets herself back to favor, but keeps it a mystery. Of course, not every detail in a historical novel can, nor should, be explained. But other than practicality, another purpose is served: it illustrates the relative mystical ability Anne has to set herself apart. Even in the face of total exile, she manages to get back into favor, even to surpass the position she held before, only as Thomas Boleyn’s daughter. Within the standards of society at the time, she effectively ceases to be defined by her patriarch and becomes a lady in her own right, which is of particular note considering that, in accounts such as “The Tudors” and Philippa Gregory’s “The Other Boleyn Girl,” she is put before the king by her uncle, the Duke of Norfolk and her father, the later Earl of Wiltshire. 
 That Anne Boleyn speaks her once native tongue with a slight accent, and that Mantel deliberately illustrates, in Cromwell’s view (again, all of our information is from an un-neutral narrator, but is at the same time the vessel of the author’s voice on the subject) that she merely “pretends” that she cannot think of the English word, implies a smug sense of self-righteousness that the character feels above others. She even pronounces Cromwell as “Cremuel,” in a continental fashion, as if the name is too exotic to pronounce in her native language. Mantel immediately establishes her as a cultured woman, an “other,” though she is the daughter of a noble English household, worthy of a place at court – arguably, she is exactly where she belongs, where her background would have brought her, and yet she tries to stand out. In the printed book version of the stage play, Wolf Hall Parts 1 and 2, adapted for the stage by Hilary Mantel and Mike Poulton, Mantel makes her thoughts on Anne’s character in her narrative clear. Reading the play, prefaced with these character notes – which are highlighted on the cover of the book, clearly an advertisement intended to rouse our curiosities – there would no interpretive gap between author and intention, since, though written as a note to the actress portraying Anne, the breakdown of the character is spelled out even before reading the play. Why would knowing almost every single detail of a character’s psyche and behavior before reading the play be appealing to a reader? Less a move to do away with imaginative mystique, stating the modus operandi of the characters so explicitly at the beginning, seems to be more of a stand-in for the live performance of the text. Having the natural execution of the medium – a play is written to be performed – exempt from the experience of reading the play, being able to track and follow how the characters’ descriptions match up to the dialogue builds a bridge between the lost visual and the play text. The condensed nature of the play as a whole in comparison to Mantel’s original text is set up with this guideline to how we interpret the characters already before we enter the dramatic narrative. Characteristic of the play medium, in which character breakdowns in the dramatis personae are the norm and serve as symbols for how we watch the characters interact, the novel, on the other hand, lets us explore this for ourselves in our private imaginations. Because the list of characters is so extensive, a list of names precedes the text, but not their explicit behavior and relationships. Mantel’s explanation of Anne can be summed up in the essential quality of having a “will to win,” an aim at appearing distinctive from all others, particularly other women (Mantel, Poulton 17). Mantel explains that Anne will often be set against her sister, Mary, who is also not the best at “reputation management,” but different in more ways than one: Mary is a “kind little blonde” (Anne is almost always physically represented as darker, as she was both in “The Tudors” and Wolf Hall as well as Wolf Hall Parts 1 & 2), “…who is said to have been passed all around the French court before coming home” (Anne is, at least for a time, is celebrated for her propriety and chastity (Mantel 74). Mantel goes on to say that Anne is graceful, even from the beginning, but her disposition never allows anyone to glean anything of her inner thoughts, with, as she describes it in the novel, her “hard, impersonal touch-me-not smile,” which will endure until her trial (Mantel 67). From Mantel’s original writing and then her up-front detailed notes, we get a very clear vision of how this Anne Boleyn, in Mantel’s world, is intended to perform: self-righteous, with a self-perceived notion of cultural sophistication, sometimes more so than others, and with an iron-will to achieve the goals that she sets for herself. When set against Henry, who thus far seems more iron-willed than romantic-willed, it seems to be a recipe for disaster. “And yet, to say the truth: reason and love keep little company together nowadays,” as we will see from the passionate pursuit of Anne that Henry embarks on. 
Autumn 1528. Cromwell attends one of his first audiences with the Lady Anne, where he also meets Mary Boleyn – the other Boleyn girl. It is also the first time we in the narrative meet Lady Anne face-to-face, and witness her speak her own words, rather than piecing together our view of her from second-hand accounts (as is often the case with the court). Here, she tells Cromwell the story of Anne and Henry’s courtship: 
‘When the king turned his mind to Anne, he thought that, knowing how things are done in France, she might accept a…certain position, in the court. And in his heart, as he put it. He said he would give up all other mistresses. The letters he has written, in his own hand…’ [Cromwell:] The cardinal always says that you can never get the king to write a letter himself. Even to another king. Even to the Pope. Even when it might make a difference…[Mary:] ‘Yes, since last summer. He writes and then sometimes, where he would write Henricus Rex…Where he should sign his name, instead he draws a heart – and he puts their initials in it…He says he is suffering…my sister says, this is not France, and I am not a fool like you, Mary. She knows I was Henry’s mistress and she sees how I’m left…I tell you, they will ride over Hell to marry…Anne says she will have him and she cares not if Katherine and every Spaniard is in the sea and drowned. What Henry wants he will have, and what Anne wants she will have, and I can say that, because I know them both…’ (Mantel 136-137).
Once more, given the nature of the textual medium, Mantel is able to drive several events at once: introducing Anne to us, the readers, and to the narrative, as well as explaining Mary’s role in the circumstances that led to Anne and Henry’s relationship, as well as how that relationship began in the first. Cromwell’s interaction with Mary also sets up a series of truths between the characters: first and foremost, from Mary’s perspective, Anne and Mary are in an eternal sisterly rivalry with one another. These days, Anne is winning, and she reminds Mary of this at every opportunity, without much regard for the fact that she, like Mary, once having being in her exact position, and having even borne the king a bastard child, could lose everything just as easily. She does not acknowledge this risk, because, she is “not a fool like her.” Secondly, Anne is a political architect: if losing the genetic lottery means simply being born a woman, she turns that defeat into a continuous victory in her own way. Her virtue and refusal to be defined by promiscuity – as she would have been, had she accepted being the king’s maîtresse en titre – puts her in a position of power where the king, now unable to satisfy his short-term needs, must look at his long-term needs. He needs a son to secure the kingdom. Anne knows this. And so Anne does not become a brief liaison, like her sister, but comes to represent a permanent solution to a problem the king has long suffered. Thirdly, the trend of describing Henry as a lascivious (and, undeniably, older) man, a slave to his pleasures and therefore a slave to the way representations of his character may have been the basis for this development, here sees its polar opposite. Though he may, at times, be prone to sexual desire (as demonstrated by his request for her to become his official mistress), with this exchange, with Anne, this lustful, and until now only authoritarian, aggressive man morphs into a lovesick teenager: signing letters with hearts; letters that he writes himself, no less, an apparently uncharacteristic move, and saying that he suffers at the idea of being denied her presence, as well as her body. Even compared to the way he conducts his dialogue with Katherine, which has nearly twenty years of history embedded in it, his tenderness with her is no match for his apparent passionate pleas to Anne, and the promise she holds. The intensity of passion is like a drug, and Henry is hooked. While Katherine may have been a good, obedient, devoted wife, her string of broken promises to deliver an heir, and the heartbreak they have shared are fulfilled facts of the past, obliterated by the light of the great possibility Anne’s yet unfulfilled promise holds. What is more alluring than the idea of a bright future, free from sorrows and worries? This dialogue illustrates that while he may be a king who shouts abuse at his advisors when they try to counsel him – even if it is in opposition to his wishes – and who strikes fear into his subjects, that is not all he is, and his sole mode of conduct: in private, he can also be a man who, guided by his objective to secure his kingdom, has, quite possibly, fallen madly in love. 
Of course, whether Henry actually falls in love with Anne is a question no one can answer. It is not a far leap, though: how it is possible for him to fall in love with the idea of being released from the pressures of providing a legacy, especially after decades of trying, is understandable. The appealing notion of so many obstacles standing in the way of such a perfect solution fans the flame of the infatuation that carries the king through even breaking apart the kingdom that he is seeking a way to unify. Henry’s devotion to Anne is therefore set up early in this way within the structure of the narrative, so that we understand later how he can remain by her side, even when she undermines his authority over the Act of Succession. If Henry is really so lovelorn, so infatuated, here, by her own sister’s testimony, who also had him but failed to keep him, is the initial evidence of how this woman, as the only one at court who relentlessly does what she wants, has managed to catch his attention and not only keep it, but foster it into him performing the greatest act of devotion possible for her unconditional love: dividing a kingdom.
Henry VIII…and Henry VIII
Although the adaptations spend less time interrogating the context of the children, throughout Wolf Hall, the urgency of the need for a male heir is at a consistent high. Desire and infatuation aside, it is the ultimate end goal for the king’s pursuit of Anne Boleyn, the problem is the center of gravity for the narrative. Therefore, it comes as no surprise that one of the crucial scenes that is depicted both in the television series and the stage play, is a scene in which Henry has a dream, in which he sees ghost of his late brother, leading him to believe that Arthur has cursed his reign because Henry married his widowed wife, Katherine, and, despite having been given papal dispensation, lived in sin. Each version of this original Henry – as we are about to see – sheds a different light on the same character, even when in the same given circumstances. Beginning first with the text, which most clearly portrays the imagery we are intended to perceive from the scene; using this as a back-drop, we can map the parallels or differences in the televised scene, and then the scene of the play, we see different ways in which Henry perform his greatest battle yet: the one he has with the two parts of himself.
In the novel, the scene begins with a “knocking at the gate after midnight” (Mantel 272). Cromwell’s whole household is roused. William Brereton, with an armed guard in tow, speaks the simple words “The king is at Greenwich, he wants you now” (Mantel 272). 
As Cromwell enters Henry’s bedchamber, his inner monologue runs a detailed description: “it is a spacious chamber with a high carved bed; his eye flickers over it. In the candlelight, the bed hangings are ink-black…Henry sits on a velvet stool. He seems to be alone, but there is a dry scent in the room, a cinnamon warmth…” (Mantel 274). Cromwell literally takes us inside the physical chamber of the king, but also inside the movements of his mind. The sleepy radiance of candlelight, both radiant and gloomy, the black cloth shadows of the bed hangings, like a swarm of grim reapers; the incensed scent of cinnamon and spices – in symphony they create an atmosphere of attempted comfort and coziness, but in the dead of night and Henry’s restless mind, feels like a place where nightmares could come to life.
“Cromwell, my dead brother came to me in a dream…He looked as I remember him…but he was pale, very thin. There was a fire around him, a light. But you know, Arthur would have been in his forty-fifth year now…I wonder who Arthur would have looked like, if he had lived. My father, probably. Now, I am like my grandfather” (Mantel 274). Immediately the notion of generational legacy flows from the king’s thoughts – why can’t he have a son in his image? Or his father’s? His grandfather’s? The haunting nature of what could have been, what should have been, and the unpredictable behavior of imagined ghosts, “thin and pale,” flow from Henry’s thoughts. Until: “…The king stands up and sheds one layer of velvet, gains another, plusher and denser. The sable lining creeps down over his hands, as if he were a monster-king, growing his own fur. ‘They buried him at Worcester,’ he says. ‘But it troubles me. I never saw him dead…I never saw his face till now in my dream. And his body, shining white” (Mantel 274 – 275). Here, Henry has an undeniable physical response to the closeness of his brother’s ghost, a protective reflex urging him to pull his layers closer to his person. To his mind, death is all around and threatens to consume him. The image in Henry’s mind of his brother’s ghost creeps into his surroundings, almost into his skin, were it not for the fur he now pulls closer. Born sustained by his doubt in his political resolve to discard Katherine of Aragon and marry Anne Boleyn, it is a phantom his mind has altered from the real Arthur Tudor, using the fiercest persuasive power of all: fear. Despite the attempt of Cranmer, who is also present, to ease his mind, Henry is not convinced: “When I come to judgment my brother will plead against me. He has come back to make me ashamed and I must bear it.’ The thought enrages him. ‘I, I alone” (Mantel 276). Henry literally feels the weight of the Tudor dynasty on his shoulders.
What expertise does Cromwell, a blacksmith’s son, have to provide? Clearly none official, other than the ability to soothe the king’s conscience, to calm his distress and reassure him that his political motives are just. This moment is significant not only in that Cromwell, along with Cranmer (a learned man, but one who comes up short in providing the necessary advice to the king) is the one summoned – indicating that Henry trusts him, even before Cromwell has achieved prominent position at court – but also because, at the culmination of the scene, Cromwell is the one who manages to successfully reassure the king, not Dr. Cranmer. Far more than just a man of the clergy, or a political advisor, Cromwell becomes something even more powerful: a personal confidante, which becomes the key that unlocks Henry’s deepest thoughts and fears concerning his reign in the scene. 
With the authority of a religious leader, Cromwell, entering the fray at this point, commands the king’s attention: “Listen to me.’ He puts his hand upon the royal person, on his sleeve of russet velvet, on his arm, and grasps it hard enough to make himself felt. ‘You know the lawyers saying “Le mort saisit le vif? The dead grip the living. The prince dies but his power passes at the moment of his death, there is no lapse, no interregnum. If your brother visited you, it is not to make you ashamed, but to remind you that you are vested with the power of both the living and the dead. This is a sign to you to examine your kingship. And exert it” (Mantel 276). Alongside his argument – that, rather than shame him, Arthur’s return symbolizes the opposite – Cromwell’s physical gesture towards Henry shifts something in him. Cromwell takes a gamble: he knows as well as anyone that, unless invited, it is not proper to touch the king in such a familiar way. But with something so personal, Cromwell knows he needs more than just words. As he just witnessed from Cranmer, they fall on deaf ears. Talking of God and religion, as Cranmer did, will only do half of the work. The dream may be about the king’s kingship, but his distress runs much deeper: as he is afraid of failing his brother, his father, his grandfather, this is a family matter.  A physical gesture of consolation, of persuasion, is needed. Cromwell, cunning as ever, and no doubt using his legal training, knows not to appeal reason to his royal person, he must get inside the body and mind of the human king. And it pays off, something shifts: “Henry looks up at him. He is thinking. He is stroking his sable cuff and his expression is lost. ‘Is this possible?’…‘You know what is written on the tomb of Arthur?’ ‘Rex quondam rexque futurus. The former king is the future king.’ Your father made it sure…But it is not enough to claim a country; it must be held. It must be held and made secure, in every generation. If your brother seems to say that you have taken his place, then he means you to become the king that he would have been. He himself cannot fulfill the prophecy, but he wills it to you. For him, the promise, and for you, the performance of it’ (Mantel 276 – 277). Rather than shying away from the burden of legacy clearly troubling him, Cromwell embraces it. Attempting to avoid such an integral part of the king’s psyche would be futile. But he spins it: legacy need not be a sentence, an unachievable standard, but a chance to succeed where others failed. Even if the honor was initially bestowed on his brother, it is up to Henry to actually see it through, and just by virtue of having survived him, Henry has already surpassed his brother’s accomplishments as king. Anything else he does is more than Arthur could have done. His presence in his dreams is only to strengthen his resolve in seeing this as an opportunity to bring pride and honor to his family, not as a condemnation.
However, Henry requires more reassurance: “But why now?’ Henry says, reasonably enough. ‘Why does he come back now? I have been king for twenty years.’ ‘Because this is the vital time,’ he [Cromwell] says. ‘Because now is the time to become the ruler you should be, and to be sole and supreme head of your kingdom…and should your father appear to you in a dream, take it just as you take this one. That he has come to strengthen your hand. No father wishes to see his son less powerful than himself” (Mantel 277). The last line of Cromwell’s argument does the trick: Henry will not fall short of doing his dynasty justice, the spirits of his ancestors will it otherwise. He cannot fail. The result is a king waking as if from a nightmare, broken free from the demons of his own imagination: “Henry slowly smiles. From the dream, from the night, from the night of shrouded terrors, from maggots and worms, he seems to uncurl, to stretch himself. He stands up. His face shines. The fire stripes his robe with light, and in its deep folds flicker ochre and fawn, colors of earth, of clay. ‘Very well,’ he says. ‘I see. I understand it all now. I knew who to send for. I always know’ (Mantel 277). Thanks to Cromwell’s ability to appeal to his humanity, in order twist his attitude towards his kingship, Henry has been saved from falling into despair – and we have gotten a glimpse at the root problem as to the reason Henry sometimes appears cold-hearted, why he lashes out, why he casts his wife aside: he is afraid.
From Text To Performance Media
The media question really comes into play when we move from the novel to the BBC television series. Given that we now have Mantel’s novel as the baseline for the Wolf Hall story, we are able to track how media either attempt to draw a physical realization of the text, or choose to manipulate the text in ways that that have more specific consequence on the narrative as a whole. The BBC adaptation, though it is is largely faithful to the general sequence of events in Mantel’s original text, does not try to map out a moment to moment performance of Mantel’s text. It is more telegraphic, substituting some parts of the dialogue and text for images, and often shifts around the dialogue from one scene to the next, e.g. a scene between Anne and Cromwell walking in the gardens includes dialogue from two different audiences, several chapters which, if they had been kept as such in the TV adaptation, could perhaps also have been several episodes apart. Instead, they are compressed into the same scene, same episode, displacing and even cutting out the textual narrative in between.


The Dream Scene: Where Images Displace Dialogue 
The same dream scene as portrayed in the television adaptation illustrates this principle of compressed detailed narrative, as is specifically evident in the contextual scenes leading up to the bedchamber itself: the moments where Cromwell is roused from his sleep, his household in chaos, his journey from Austin Friars to Greenwich. Little dialogue has made its way from text to screen, instead, the audience witnesses the proceedings through images that show, rather than explicitly tell. As for Henry, his thoughts are given less voice through actual vocalization, as in the text, and more through facial expression, leaving Mantel’s words up to the strength of the actor’s craft in his ability to convey the emotions of the king she wrote on paper. He does seem troubled, but his actual voicing of his worries carry more force in the novel: his silence in the BBC adaptation makes him seem more closed off, more bottled up. The hardest thing for a worried mind is to state those worries out loud. Overcoming this, because he is so filled with emotion that he must get out his secret, makes his anxiousness seem all the more poignant and all the more crucial that it is Cromwell who is able to access it. However, there is a moment where this physical replacement of words does perform in a way that the text cannot. When Cromwell grips the king, something else happens: The camera shows the slow movement of Cromwell extending his hand to grip the king, the slowness of which could not possibly exist in real time – but, in the same movement, he also bends down to where king is sitting, literally getting on his level, and physically lifting him out of his dejection. Emphasizing the crossing of this threshold, from advisor to confidante, is clearly important to stress to the audience: in this moment, they are physically shown to be equals, one friend comforting another friend. It is clear the human side of King Henry, the fretted son of the great Henry VIII, feels and embraces this gesture because in this moment, that is what he needs. Though the added visual that the BBC adaptation provides is not necessarily straying from the original text – Cromwell reaches out and touches the king – the addition of Cromwell reaching out, and doing it slowly (because he is not supposed to), as well as kneeling down to the king, lifts the scene in a way that make Henry seem more human in needing this extra motion of comfort, but Cromwell too.
If the BBC adaptation in some way compresses the extent of the detail and tension felt in the novel, the stage play makes even shorter work of this scene as a whole. It begins with Cromwell getting roused from his bed at Austin Friars. But then around the next turn, we immediately end up outside of Henry’s bedchamber. Ushered inside, we cut to the king’s distress and questioning of Cranmer and Cromwell, Cromwell’s re-assurance of him, Henry asking to be led to Mass, then ends with a short debrief between Cromwell and Cranmer. What is left out? The journey from Austin Friars to Greenwich, but more crucially, some longer moments of uncertainty between pieces of dialogue in the tripartite exchange itself, especially Cromwell’s hand gesture. It is still present, but with much less emphasis on its importance and meaning. How could an audience, having read the novels, and having seen the television series, possibly react to this re-manipulation of such a tense scene? Exhuming so much of the tension felt in the novel, and seen in the televised series, is there ever any real sense of consequence to the king’s distress? Seeing this on stage, when compared to the text and the visual image, there is a loss of the claustrophobia felt in Henry’s dream prison, both within the physical confines of his chamber as well as his mind. The scene in the stage play has less to do with showing us a truly distressed prince, toiled by his own psychological and emotional doubts, and more to do with setting up his idea of his own kingship, fed to him by Cromwell: “Your brother Arthur brings you this sign: Examine your kingship. Exert it” (Mantel and Poulton, IV, XVIII, 131). Perhaps this is why there is an extra line added to Henry’s initial outburst: In addition to “I, I, alone,” he finishes with saying: “I’m afraid” (IV, XVIII, 131). In its edit from text to play, we are removed from our imaginations of how Henry must look like in his distress, and removed from the closeness of a camera telling us through his facial expressions (as well as his words). So we need to hear the king’s fear explicitly, especially given the urgency of the scene and how quickly it seems to play out. Several pages of delicately woven mystery – the mystery as to Cromwell’s summoning and the possibility of his arrest, a fretful argument from the king, thoughtful responses and attempts at negotiation from Cranmer, and finally a resolution from Cromwell – becomes only three and a half pages of brief arguments, a negotiation, and a resolution, all just in a few lines (which possibly feel even shorter on stage). What remains, however, throughout the three adaptations of the dream scene, and what is perhaps the most crucial result of the scene, is that, through Cromwell’s knowledge of the king’s behavior and his ability to appeal to his nature – he tells him what he needs to hear – we, as the audience, gain some insight into the king’s mind, in ways that Cromwell, whether this is felt to a greater or lesser extent in each medium, is uniquely able to access. Mantel’s choice to channel the king’s psychology through his observances allows audiences to see the king not as a king, but as a man afraid of his future and the part he has to play in it.


The Jousting Scene: Where Imagination Overpowers Reason  
The results of the king’s nightmares almost come to fruition, however, when Henry suffers a near-death jousting accident – the worse case scenario of which would have meant an heirless kingdom, probably destined to fall back into the civil war it had just emerged from. In the adaptations to Mantel’s original text, there are slight nuances as to the extent of the king’s ‘death’: in all accounts, he is officially pronounced dead, but the duration of this tension varies from version to version. In the novel and the television series, he appears to be dead for several minutes as all his cabinet ministers and advisors crowd around his lifeless body in the tent, feverishly trying to anticipate what needs to be done to hold the kingdom together. The stage play, however, like in the dream sequence, takes a much more economical approach to the jousting scene, compressing the narrative and, as a result, the tension that the other two forms of the story had built so effectively, despite most people most likely being familiar with the fact that history took a different course. What we gain from seeing this scene from across media is not in how Henry shows himself – he seems literally lifeless – but the dialogue that surrounds him, and the implications of his would-be death. The second-hand account of what the consequences are now that the king is ‘dead’ and has no heir to assume the throne provide insight the reasons Henry (when he comes to) acts the way he does, which, without this context, may seem shocking – but make more logical sense when we have seen the chaos that unfolds in the jousting scene.
Mantel’s original text is set up, both in the novel as well as the BBC adaptation, not as if the king is nearing death – as has been the case in other depictions such as “The Tudors” – but as if he is already dead. Cromwell, his friends, colleagues, his enemies, even; are forced to consider the possible options for a now apparently heirless England. With the act of succession hanging in the balance, it is unclear who is next in line. Mary Tudor, Katherine’s daughter? A distant cousin? A member of the nobility? Should those who are eligible even rule, if their political agendas collide with the beliefs of those closest to power? Who would rise to the opportunity to elevate themselves and who would abstain from it? What divides would erupt the political-religious landscape and who would be on each side? All of these questions pose very serious threats to the stability of the kingdom, which Henry feels the pressure to preserve – now, in the aftermath of his almost-death, perhaps more than ever. 
The text, as we have learned, simply by nature of its medium, allows for much more imagination as to the madness of this scene, which is several pages long and, despite possibly pre-existing historical knowledge that the audience may have, is suspenseful from beginning to end. The scene begins with the terrible news and a detailed account of the accident:
‘It is the king, Rafe says. It is Henry, he is dead.’ ‘Ah,’ he [Cromwell] says…’the contests had not begun, he was running at the ring, the point of his lance scooped the eye of the circle. Then the horse stumbled under him, man and rider down, horse rolling with a scream and Henry beneath it…the beast went down as if its leg broke, no one was near the king, no one to blame. He seems to hear the appalling noise of it, the horse’s roar of terror as it pitches, the screams from the spectators, the grating clatter of steel and hooves on steel as one huge animal entangles with another, warhorse and king collapsing together, metal driven into flesh, hoof into bone. ‘Fetch a mirror,’ he says, ‘to hold to his lips. Fetch a feather to see if it stirs’ (Mantel 169).
Mantel (like when she described the ethereal king on his way to Katherine to ask for divorce), through Cromwell, is able to draw us into the exact moments in which the accident happened by, planting an attack on our senses. Along with Cromwell, we, through the almost earthquake-like force of horse and rider hitting the ground, the screams, the punching clatter of steel and earth and hooves, are almost there; live on the scene where it happens, even though we are hearing the tale after the fact. This picture of what literally feels like a thunderbolt of tragedy striking the jousting ground serves as both a literal contextualization but also as a visual precursor into next part of the scene. We are transported to the tent, where Mantel has us encounter an almost farcical, cartoonish chaos, again attacking our senses, but this time with distorted images: the otherwise prominent and venerable nobles reduced to a flood of grotesque features and gargoyled gestures, as they (ironically) try to determine how to keep the king’s death a secret:
…tongues clamor like bell tongues, their eyes are like pebbles in their heads, one shocked and vacant face turns to another, oaths are uttered and prayers…He is lying on his back, all magnificent height stretched on a piece of ocean-blue cloth. His limbs are straight. He looks uninjured…Fate has not spoiled or mangled. He is intact, a present for the gods. They are taking him back as he was sent…Now who governs, for Anne’s unborn child?” (Mantel 169 –171).
For several pages, Mantel has been building our expectations to this moment, increasing the tension with almost every line of text, giving us a thorough description of both the chaos of the present moment, to the point of where we, like Cromwell, almost feel like we are there, whilst also providing backstory as to the seriousness of Henry’s condition: if he is dead, England will, most likely, be in a civil war once more. She takes us to the pivotal moment, when Cromwell’s eagle-eye, usually beneficial in interrogative situations and deciphering court politics, quite possibly saves the king’s life:
…He thinks he has seen, but it might be fantasy, a twitch of an eyelid. It is enough. He stands over Henry, like a figure on a tomb: a broad, mute, ugly guardian. He waits: then he sees that flicker again, he thinks he does. His heart lurches. He puts his hand on the king’s chest, slapping it down, like a merchant closing a deal. Says calmly, ‘The king is breathing.’ There is an unholy roar…The king’s respiration, though shallow, seems steady. He, Cromwell, has seen the future; he has seen England without Henry; he prays aloud, ‘Long live the king’…’Breathe,’ Norfolk shouts. ‘Let the king breathe!’ And as if in obedience, the fallen man takes a deep, sucking, scraping breath. And then he swears. And then he tries to sit up. And it is over (Mantel 172 –173).
The sheer amount of detail in the novel allows for the tension to be further drawn out from moment to moment. Such are the blessings of extended narrative: the reader’s imagination and presence are medias res, in the middle of the scene, fly-on-the-wall-esque almost as a third character. Though most readers would be able to anticipate that the king is in fact not dead, Mantel’s specific description of the chaos inside the tent – the disjointed roar of men’s voices, Cromwell’s teetering on the edge of panic, trying to lay down a plan, searching for any sign from the king’s body that he might not have to, his point-by-point stream of consciousness as he tries to bring back the king – works to make the anxiousness felt in the reader, even if the logical truth of it is present: drama overpowers reason? Perhaps.
In the television series adaptation of the novel, we also start with delivery of the shocking news. Cromwell’s nephew Richard Cromwell arrives at his office to give him the shocking news: “It’s the King, it’s Henry. He’s dead. The King was running and the horse just went down. No one was near. No one to blame.” A condensed version of the actual text, but one that has the essential message: the king went down, and there is no one at fault, no trace of an assassination attempt, no rhyme or reason – it was, sadly, just a freak accident. These can happen to kings too. In the next shot, Cromwell arrives at the tent where the king has been laid to recover. The camera pans over a sea of voices and waving hand gestures and voices at various decibels of distress, each pointing at the lifeless, broken body of the king, like a marketplace at high noon: packed with ministers, advisors, council members, guards, servants, cupbearers, pages, knights – conceivably, every soul of some station present at Henry’s court. The sheer scale of the voices is here elevated beyond the text, as we literally see and hear the full force of the chaos we are left to imagine. Often, our imagination as readers is able to do more work than the physicalization of it, but here, it feels like the opposite is true. We do not truly grasp the size of Mantel’s chaos until we see it before our eyes. We are then led almost immediately to the moment where Cromwell puts his hand on Henry’s torso, checking for signs of life. Here, because we cannot hear Cromwell’s thoughts – though it would be possible, there is absolutely no voiceover used in the BBC adaptation – where he says he feels the king’s breath, we have to see it instead: The king mutters something. It is faint. But present. One would actually think that anyone standing near enough to the king would have been able to detect it too, but it seems that we surrender that disbelief, since Cromwell is our gateway to the king. Cromwell starts literally pounding on Henry’s chest, to get his heart pumping properly, much to the shock of the surrounding nobles. This action is a bit more extreme than the one depicted in Mantel’s text. But given the size and scale of the scene, also elevated from the text, it makes sense that this is what is necessary to catch the attention of the nobles. This is perhaps also the reason why Cromwell’s voice booms above the din of voices: “He is breathing! The king is breathing!” The room goes near silent. Henry opens his eyes, slits at first, slowly growing larger as he comes back into reality. He sits up, disoriented, and seemingly surprised at the mass of people around him. The scene pans out to the joyful reprises of “Long live the King!” Let’s hope so. 
The repercussions of the incident become very clear in the follow-up scene, shedding light on the necessity of the jousting scene in the narrative. The king is now back on his throne (back in the saddle, so to speak) but it is clear that the shocking near-death experience has changed him: his facial expressions reads clear distress), awaiting a still visibly shook up Anne, with Norfolk and Boleyn attending on her. Anne: “My Lord, I pray the whole of England prays that you will never joust again.” With a wave of his finger, Henry signals her to come closer. She goes. He waves again. She goes a bit further. What are we waiting for? Why this formality between such devoted lovers? We are soon to know: Finally, he hisses, “Why not pray I was dead? That would suit you, wouldn’t it madam?” What a change in tone this is. The fact that he does not shout, but almost snarls this remark, makes the break from the lovelorn prince and affectionate husband even more transparent and appalling. That it would take one event – albeit a near-death event – to take him away from his years-long pursuit of this woman and all the promises she had to offer. The room is left ringing with quiet shock. The direct result of this exchange becomes apparent in the next scene where Henry gives Cromwell his greatest task yet: “I cannot live as I have lived, Cromwell. You must free me from it. From Anne. Perhaps she will marry Percy. They were as good as married, weren’t they? You might know I was on occasion with her sister, Mary. Perhaps being with a king and so very near…Anyway. I trust your discretion and skill. Be very secret.” It is plain: having come face to face with his death, the very real mortality of his human body, and even the fragility of his kingship, Henry has grown impatient with Anne’s incapability of fulfilling her promise of delivering a son. Now that he has decided this is no longer a possibility, the end goal to all his pursuit of Anne, her brusqueness only becomes overbearing. The discovery is clear: Even kings are made of clay. We learn this from the accident, the ensuing chaos inside the tent, the fact that Cromwell has use medical means to bring him back to life. His mortality is stark, like a burst of daylight into a darkened room. He needs an heir. Anne promised him one, but she has run out of time. Henry has grown tired of her ‘Anne-ness,’ and since she cannot even provide him with the fundamental fruits of marriage, he wants a new wife. This change in tactic presents a great risk to all involved – Cromwell feels this too, all too closely: Wolsey appears to him: “The trouble is, Thomas…The king wants a new wife. Fix him one. I didn’t. And now I’m dead.”
As with the dream scene, the stage play also makes short work of the king’s accident. Scene Fourteen begins not in Cromwell’s office, but already at the tent, in the middle of the chaos, what Mantel and Poulton describes as  “confusion – panic – shock – noise” (Mantel and Poulton, III, XIV, 211). The staccato of this direction matches the feeling of the room: nothing is coherent, no sentence is full, everything, like Henry, like the kingdom, is broken apart. Cromwell is described as touching the king’s body, examining him, trying to determine the location of injuries, to the berating soundtrack o Norfolk’s voice, scolding him for “touching the king’s sacred person” (III, XIV, 212). Propriety aside, and personal prejudice aside, why does Norfolk protest so much at Cromwell touching Henry? This is an emphasis not felt in either the novel or the BBC adaptation, where Norfolk, though he is at one time or another singled out in the crowd of voices, is not foregrounded in this way for several parts of dialogue. Why? Henry’s kingship is in a delicate position: supposedly, his physical body is broken, and, with it, his spiritual crown given to him by has been re-claimed to Heaven (according to the logic of monarchal entitlement at the time). Usually, the power of the king will have already been passed to his successor, at the moment of death. But who is the successor in this case? If there is no heir apparent, what happens to this mysterious, spiritual force? Does it hang in limbo, ghosting around the king’s physical person? Again, it turns out, Cromwell’s familiarity with the king is quite possibly what saves his life. In the stage directions, he feels the king’s “faint breath” that leads him to “put his hand on King Henry’s chest” and “[slapping] down his other hand on King Henry’s chest,” resulting in “King Henry [taking] a deep sucking breath that might turn into a death rattle. Then tries to sit up” with the help of Gregory, who ignores now also Suffolk’s protests at touching the king (III, XIV, 212). All of this occurs over three pages, which, given the urgency of the scene, and when converted into stage time, feels even shorter. Almost as quick as it came, the situation has been resolved. 
The urgency of the scene is also in its transition: skipping a moment Cromwell has with Suffolk on the possible consequences if the king had died, there is an immediate turnover (sans blackout), where the sequence goes straight from the tent to Anne being brought forward, saying her line (the same as in the novel), and the brusque rejection by the king. The only stage direction is, fittingly, “Shock.” A debrief of the king’s accident between Cromwell and Suffolk follows after. Not just a court conversation, where gossip is most often the ruling subject, the two men make an important decision, one that is crucial in making sure that the kingdom does not stay worse off than it was before: In order to prevent unrest, they decide that “the incident never happened,” or, if it did, the story being that “the King fell, took a blow on the head, and was senseless for a few minutes” – which is literally what happened. But, in the mind of Cromwell and the others, the king was effectively dead. If news of this spread to the outside world, the heirlessness of the king, and his shaky claim to the throne, would feel even more true in the minds of those seeking to depose him. We sense this fear, from all three versions of the scene, in Henry: he lashes out at Anne, his once most treasured relationship (aside from his kingship). But they have now been married for some time, and she too has failed to provide an heir. As this accident has demonstrated the king could, technically, die tomorrow. The king, once an angry, petulant child when denied his desire, once a somewhat repentant husband, once a lovesick teenager, once a worried son of a dynasty, and now an anxious, paranoid husband, who believes that his wife wants him dead so that she can have the throne for herself, feels like most of all. What is to be done?
The Execution Scene: Where’s Henry?  
The direct repercussions of the king’s near-death experience lead to Anne’s fall from grace: the king has lost patience with her, he no longer believes she can provide an heir for him, and he wants a new wife – in whatever way that is possible. Which, for Anne’s part, means that she is not only disgraced, she is accused of adultery, which means treason, which means death. Unlike Katherine, her removal from Henry’s side does not mean exile – how could it be? Her rise to power was so dramatic: it divided a kingdom, divided all of Europe. Though she was from an important family, unlike Katherine, she was not a princess of Europe – which, by comparison, makes her status not far above a commoner. That she could rise so high is almost inexplicable. How, in terms of dramatic storytelling, can she just fade into the background? The course of history as we know it supports the ideal Aristotelian choice here: in a tragedy, the tragic hero must rise high in fortune to fall deeply, and vice versa. If Anne is the tragic hero of her own Greek tragedy, her dramatic rise in fortune, but her turn to excessive pride and assumptions as to the safety of her position, her abuse of those around her (her sister, her courtiers, her ladies, her own family) is reflected in her dramatic fall. She is short with everyone – Henry is no exception – and whatever she wants, she gets, regardless of the circumstances, almost to the point of arrogance, in a misunderstanding of just how precarious her position is.
In all three versions of Mantel’s story, novel, TV and stage play, Anne’s execution feels like a climactic moment in the tale, even though we began the story with Henry’s declaration of devotion for her, so much so, that he leaves his wife. At this point, near-death incidents aside, it becomes clear that Henry and Anne’s natures were never compatible in the long-term, especially as Henry now seems to be following his brother’s advice and exerting his kingship. This means leaving Anne in favor of someone who can provide an heir, and who is possibly a bit more affable. As we know from history, Henry at this point already had his sights on such a person, perhaps making the transition a bit easier than if he were just entering back into the unknown.
 As with the jousting incident, the presence of the king himself is, across media, largely absent in the scenes – even more so in fact, as his body is physically completely removed from the proceedings. And yet, his presence and his power are omnipresent. This is arguably the only time in the novel where someone threatens to usurp the centrality of Henry’s presence at court from him, even if it is only to die. The planning of the ritual, the thorough preparations, and the moment itself, are described by Mantel in great detail in the text. Like the jousting scene, it is several pages before we actually reach the start of the deathly ceremony itself. Throughout the detailed construction and testing of the scaffold, the debrief between Cromwell and the executioner, to the arrival of Anne and her procession, the loudness of Henry Tudor’s absence lingers over the whole scene. Even though it was customary for the king not to attend public executions, the force of his will has condemned this woman, once lauded as his sole hope for happiness and for the future prosperity of England, to death. His power as king is what made this event possible. Mantel keeps this fact restrained, and only implied: The first and last direct mention of him by name – solely in Mantel’s original text, cut from the BBC adaptation and the stage play – comes when Cromwell has a brief exchange with Francis Bryan, who, “as soon as her head is off” has the unique mission to “ride with the news to the king and Mistress Jane” (Mantel 394). Francis says, “Henry has hardly spoken of her…only to say he cannot see how the whole thing occurred. When he looks back on the last ten years, he cannot understand himself” (Mantel 394). Indeed, it seems that Henry cannot feel anything but bewilderment as to how the last near decade of his life happened the way it did. How such great love could end in such terrible death, not just of one woman, one marriage – but of a kingdom. To him, it all seems like a both wonderful and terrible fever dream, and though we cannot directly see it, it is conceivable that the king feels some regret at how these events came to pass. Not unlike Katherine, the center of his gravity has shifted, as Anne once symbolized the way in which he would bring pride to his father and his grandfather, in providing an heir, in securing the kingdom. But she was, also, quite possibly, the woman that he, a once infatuated teenager, loved.
The BBC TV adaptation is, as always, faithful to the events of the book, but leaves out even the mere mention of Henry. The nature of the scene in the televised version is much swifter through a series of flashbacks: The executioner’s explanation and walkthrough of the event does not precede the execution, but is explained alongside it as it is happening, like a voiceover narration – the resulting feeling is almost like a commentator at a sports event. Even with the freedom that ping-ponging between real time and fictional time allows, Henry and his reaction to the whole ordeal is absent, though we do get a glimpse of him after the ritual when it is all over. The episode ends with Cromwell walking down a long corridor to greet the king, who meets him with smiles and warmth, hugging him close, grinning from ear to ear – juxtaposed with the final image of Cromwell looking over his shoulder, expressionless: the king is overjoyed, not at Anne’s death, but that he is free – free from the hardships the years trying to legitimize a union with her have brought, and free to once more pursue another woman in his quest for an heir – the first time we understand that doing the king’s bidding might have a toll on Cromwell himself as well. In leaving out the mention during the ceremony, and only showing this final image of Henry in conjunction with the execution, the BBC television adaptation clearly emphasizes the image of Henry as having had fulfilled a dear wish, making him seem cold-hearted, as if Anne was just an obstacle that needed to be removed. While this, perhaps in effect, is true, the novel makes Henry’s possible feelings towards the situation seem less one-dimensional than simply being overjoyed at having had his wife killed. In the novel, there is a sense of the history that led them there, a sense of remorse and inexplicable events that led to these extreme circumstances. In the televised series, particularly when contrasted with Cromwell’s tired, lifeless expression in the face of the king’s celebratory grin, Henry appears more heartless than the way in which Mantel had originally drawn him in the text, conforming more to our expectations of him as being authoritative and ruled by primal desire and shifting mood. In this case, then, the notion that performing Henry, lifting him from the text would in some way solidify the idea that exists in those pages and make him real to us, does not hold up. Contrary to what we might think, seeing the physical representation of Henry in this scene does a disservice to what Mantel’s intentions appear to have been.
The stage play, for the record, moves the entire ordeal off-stage. The fine detail of the scene chronicled in the book, and, in large part (in terms of the series of events as they occur), as the television series, the climax of both of those stories, is cut entirely in the play. Or rather, it is reduced to a single stage direction, which reads: “We were expecting an execution but we are at the small-scale private wedding of KING HENRY and JANE SEYMOUR” (Mantel and Poulton 272). Our expectations are set up, then immediately overturned, the suspense just coming to a boil before the fire is extinguished. Instead of focusing on Anne Boleyn and her suffering, the narrative is brought back to Henry, but in a way that makes him appear perhaps even more relentless than in the television series: it is one thing that he does not show remorse at his wife’s death (even if he believes the allegations against her, which, given what he asked of Cromwell after the jousting accident, does not seem likely), it is another to not even have a representation of what is reaction might be. It is as if it did not even take place. The stage play version of Henry does not even stop to contemplate his disappoint in the promise that Anne once held for him. Instead of an ending, there is a new beginning for the prince. The last we see of him, in the play, is a renewed promise: Jane Seymour, meek and genteel as she is, a total opposite to Anne, is now the one who holds the keys to satisfying his goal of securing the kingdom. Perhaps the nature of passion of infatuation is that it ends violently. And only a genuine, deep affection, only a woman who will bend to Henry’s desires and who idolizes him the way he needs to feel as king, can be the one to make him forget his bedchamber nightmares, keep him away from untimely death, and, above all: secure the kingdom.
[bookmark: _GoBack]Conclusion
While the portrait of Holbein portrait of Henry may be the most historically iconic, physical representations and images of Henry are both many as they are diverse (even if the ginger hair persists). The image of the historical Henry is never far from our minds: he serves as a standard of comparison for almost all dramatic depictions of his persona and his character that were to come after his life and his reign ended. And yet, images of Henry as they have appeared in drama, television and film have usurped this propaganda-like representation, replacing the illusion with an image that resonates as being truer to his own nature, as well as what we might deem typically “human” in general: showing not only the side of him he might have wanted us to see – a powerful, masculine, strong, Machiavellian – but also the man behind this exterior. Henry’s identity is torn in two, a king and a man who has many roles – a son of a dynasty, husband, father – in a way that even “The Tudors,” widely criticized for its emphasis on soap opera dramatics that did not serve the story, and came almost always at the cost of historical accuracy, was still able to do: the final images we are left with in the series are flashing images not of a king, but of a man: who loved, who had children, who was met with challenges and overcame them until his dying breath. 
In Wolf Hall, Hilary Mantel takes a departure from other Henry depictions – some of which, like ‘The Private Life of Henry VIII” (1933) have unfairly marked him as a caricature of a lascivious Don Juan, throwing chicken bones over his shoulder – and decidedly does not make Henry the protagonist. Rather, she tells the narrative through Thomas Cromwell, and the story of the budding friendship between a son of a blacksmith turned lawyer, and a king, the only living son of Henry VII, descendant of the English throne. Cromwell’s ability to make close, astute observations makes him the ideal ally to have at the court of the king, but also to us, the readers, audiences and spectators: he sees the psychological workings of Henry, unapparent to others, hidden under the Machiavellian illusion, giving us a window into the machinery of the man and the king – not just showing us scenes where he sometimes exerts his kingly authority, and sometimes is distraught at the seeming impossibility of unifying the kingdom, but giving us both; simultaneously. By looking at not only Hilary Mantel’s breakthrough in her portrayal of Henry, but also at the adaptations of her text – on the stage and in television – we are given a unique opportunity to examine one Henry that is part of one narrative universe, albeit in different manifestations, as opposed to the several Henry’s that have existed contained within their own depictions. In the novel, Henry exists almost as a dream, an idea that, using our imaginations (the solitary but also most powerful tool at our disposal), and based off the text, we can paint his portrait in almost any color we like. In the TV adaptation, Henry is much more condensed, and tightened: having a physical body available to us, and especially in the camera-oriented medium, means that the intimacy we felt in the text is replaced with physical acting and imagery that, if the intention of the actor is successfully executed, tells the story of Henry’s image instead. Acting on this principle in certain scenes, however, somehow shrinks Henry’s persona in its journey from text a performance medium: at times, he appears to act more in line with our expectations of his character, expanding the Machiavellian illusion. Similarly, in the stage play, and contrary to what we might assume, Henry is condensed even further, especially towards the end of the narrative. In some lines of dialogue, the emotion we might have been able to read from Mantel’s extensive lines of text, and the close-up intimacy of the camera (which would perhaps make additional dialogue redundant), is reduced to a single line, more out of necessity in communicating the essential emotion derived from Mantel’s original story than anything else. But the result, in comparison to Mantel’s original, seems almost rushed and prototypical, emphasizing plot over behavior – the latter being the key that allows us to unlock the mystery of Henry VIII. By using Cromwell’s eyes (both in the way he behaves and the way he observes others) as the messenger, gives us a unique opportunity to embrace a new kind of Henry, one who was always there, but, because of his kingship, was never truly shown for who he was: human. Though he lived 400 years ago, and has had many lives in theatre, film and television, he is still subject of fascination, both historical and dramatic. The success of Wolf Hall, its creative and artistic uniqueness aside, also demonstrates this inescapable fact: Henry VIII, as a presence in our shared history and pop culture, is indubitably “a man for all seasons.”
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