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Foreword

These pictures were taken by Ben and George Miles over a period of seven years. Commentary apart, the text comes from the novels of the Wolf Hall Trilogy, and in some cases from unpublished out-­takes. Thomas Cromwell is the focus of our three-­way collaboration. Loosely, the images track his life, from what are now the satellite towns west of London, through the City and to the Tower, where he died in 1540. The Thames is the great artery that feeds these places, as in the sixteenth century it sustained England’s chief city. Moving beyond the capital, we have noticed woods and fields, gateways and doorways, neglected corners of unloved rooms: all the furnishings of the private imagination, ­whether ancient or modern.

The project began before two of the authors met the third, at around the time Ben was cast as Cromwell in the stage versions of the first two novels, Wolf Hall and Bring Up the Bodies. It was never intended to be documentary in any simple sense. It began in a spirit more playful than profound, the first morning yielding thirty-­two pictures of car parks. When the double enterprise became a triple one, and we set aside whole days for the pursuit, the object was always to sneak around a location and get behind the obvious – to see what Historic Royal Palaces left out for refuse ­collection, or to catch a glimpse of a ghost’s coat-­tail whisking away from multi-­purpose conference rooms or banqueting venues. We believe that you don’t attune yourself to the spirit of place by earnest enquiry. You just hang about, make yourself available. You show willing.

Sometimes all three of us were present when an image was made, sometimes one or two, but our response was always shared. Sometimes it is easier to show than to tell. When I am asked about the writing process, I want to be honest, but sometimes I feel my replies don’t go home; they sound either complacent, or mysterious. It is hard to be articulate about what arrives before the words do – hard to trace that network of neural connections that holds a novel together. I hope that by taking part in this project I can show how the creative process works for me. But the pictures are not a service to the text. They are not explanations or illustrations. They are images that exist in their own time and their own right. They talk to the text. They ask questions, as I try to do. When I come across a piece of evidence, even the baldest fact, I find it useful to ask, ‘What is this?’ And then, ‘What else 
could it be?’

When I saw the initial batch of pictures, I was in a rehearsal room with the cast of the plays. At that stage Ben and George had made an edit and gave me the pictures in a form I subsequently called The Red Book. I recognised that what was emerging from river mists and green spaces was a visual psychobiog­raphy of the man at the centre of the story. The images seemed to be drawn from memory, but not from mine. They reflected the inner world of the first two books, as if they were pictures from the novels’ dreams or their unconscious. But they also prefigured the third novel, at that stage unwritten.

The first two books in the trilogy were adapted for the stage by Mike Poulton. Not all the characters were names famous in history, and sometimes they spoke of incidents that are long forgotten by most people. In the rehearsal room I asked myself, what happens when the names of the dead are spoken aloud, perhaps for the first time in centuries? What peculiar resonance is set up? In rehearsal it was my practice to keep two notebooks open. One was for the scene unwrapping before me. The other was for scenes unwrapping in my imagination – projections into the final act of Cromwell’s story. So some of the incidents and ­conversation in The Mirror & the Light stemmed from rehearsal – but other developments sprang directly from these pictures. I looked back, as Cromwell does, at his childhood, and I saw what I had missed. The camera ­captures the perception too quick for words, but then at a second glance – mine – the words start to flow. Sometimes the writer can pull out the essence of a ­picture, and sometimes the picture can extract the essence of the text, but the plan is to leave both intact – not to interrupt or over-­interpret the image, but to open up the inner eye.

In his own foreword George Miles explains how the capture of images became speedier and more spontaneous. In the same way, storytelling that is rooted in the historical record becomes more fluent the more you pursue it. There is a paradoxical process at work in writing a novel, and I think in these ­pictures too. By craft, by patience, by long practice and anticipation, you arrange for yourself a series of surprises – you throw up effects that you are not aware of creating. In the first two books, I was single-­minded like Cromwell, and dealt in facts and figures. In the third, I let my mind range over what was missing from the record. Though the third book demanded iron control – there was a lot of information to be processed and retrieved – it also asked new things of me: that I cede control, and dream, and accept the strangeness of my own enterprise. For the writer as for the image-­maker, the process can’t be precisely managed. Accidents will happen. Film unwinds unexpectedly when a camera is opened. Scratches and fogging are like the writer’s headache, her loss of confidence, her blurring of inner vision. You can’t pretend these glitches don’t occur. But the ‘useless’ day’s work is often, in retrospect, the most revelatory.

We are truly grateful to the gatekeepers – the guides and curators and householders who offered us hospitality and allowed us access, and who trusted us to get on with our work, even if we could not explain what it was. Sometimes, because they wanted us to have an authentic experience, they would apologise for remnants of recent activities – the stacking chairs, the sandwich crusts, the piles of coats – and I sensed their polite dismay when the detritus was the focus of our attention. Photographs in guidebooks usually try to exclude the present. The photographers choose sneaky angles so you don’t see parked cars, and their contemporary buildings come without plumbing or electrical wiring. They are concerned to preserve what never existed, a site untouched by exigency: a clean floor that no one has walked on, walls without graffiti. They count it a ­success if the location appears beautiful, serene and untouchable, beyond question or interruption.

But these pictures are all about interruption. Simply by being there, we are a disruptive element. You can’t witness a scene without witnessing yourself; you can edge out to the perimeter of vision, but from some angle or elevation you are always visible, if only to the imagined eye of God. What interests us is the creative friction that occurs when the past and present make contact. George Miles speaks of ‘the energy created when two unsympathetic things run against one another: plastic chairs and rood screens, chip shops and woods, the sacred and profane’.

It is the same for a writer. She occupies both past and present and she is never absent from the story. Every mark she leaves on the page shows her thumbprint, behind the text like a watermark. These pictures do not try to expel the twenty-­first century. They welcome it in. In many of these pictures, we are expecting Thomas Cromwell, or one of his associates. Empty chairs are ready, and doors are waiting to be opened: steps ask for ascent. In other pictures, there is a feeling that something significant has just taken place; we are a beat or two behind it, but it has left traces on the air.

One of the questions I have puzzled over is how ‘the past’ becomes ‘history’ – at what moment does it set like a jelly, into a form that can be consumed by those who are not witnesses, perhaps not yet living? And I enquire, as any consumer of history must, about the slippery nature of evidence, and why the record might fade, or be altered: rats, insects, fire, censorship, ink blots. When you read a document or look at an artefact, you must understand that for everything it shows, something else may be hidden. Connections may exist that are not causal, that run below the surface of events and can be glimpsed rather than grasped. Sometimes, with these images, you have to look at the edges as well as the middle. Sometimes there is less to them than meets the eye.

We are also interested in the fugitive elements that never made a mark on the record – the passer-­by as well as the main character. We want shadow as well as daylight, myth as well as history, the thought as well as the deed. History is written by the winners, but the winners shape geography too. Some features are picked out to be noticed, century after century; they are those features that define success, serve the conquering will. Other locations are neglected and drop out of the story; structures erode or slide away from the eye. Collapsing wooden huts and workmen’s shelters huddle under the walls of palaces and cathedrals. Torn-­up paper drifts on the wind. As a ­novelist approaching the historical record, you try to pick up what is scattered, rehome the abandoned, regard what has been overlooked. The aim of these pictures is the same.

What this book is not.
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What this book is.
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This is the central project of historical fiction: a first aid demonstration at the Tower of London where, witnessed by a man who is Tudor above the knee, a worker tries to breathe life into a plastic artefact designed to simulate a human being. Another man crouches to record the event on camera, a flash in his hand. Unseen, off-­stage, a third person photographs him.

Now, you look at the photograph and ask, what’s happening here? What does that gesture mean, from the woman in the pale dress whose hair hides her face? Who are the people who turn their backs and walk away, or those in the distance who seem to be climbing their own scaffold? The fingerpost in the background suggests a choice of ways we could proceed from here.

When we create historical fiction we put the inert past on the table and bash it about. We know it’s an artificial enterprise. But in the moment we feel it’s urgent, and we do our best. We feel this flesh is alive under our hands and we don’t want to be left with nothing but a corpse.

Ben: In the summer of 2013, George and I planned to meet up for a walk in London. I had recently been cast to play Thomas Cromwell in the RSC’s productions of  Wolf Hall and Bring Up the Bodies. Having read both novels earlier that year, I was keen to discover ­something of the early life of Thomas Cromwell by visiting some of the places in London he had inhabited. George had been working separately on a photographic project relating to sites in London which, in their present state, might retain a palpable resonance from their past. It made sense to us to make a trip together with a view to documenting what we found in pictures.

The natural starting point for this journey would have been the place of Cromwell’s youth, namely the region of Putney in south-­west London. He was born there by the River Thames and, as the novels relay to us, spent his boyhood summers on Putney Heath, a mile up the hill from the riverbank.

We decided to begin, however, further south in Surbiton. Our grandmother on our mother’s side had lived there when we were children, and we paid her many visits from our home in rural Derbyshire in the 1970s and 1980s. Just over a year before George and I made the trip documented in this book, our mother died. I think we both were finding ways of accepting our loss by re-­examining the memories we shared of early family life. Conscious of this to varying degrees, we decided to meet at midsummer at Surbiton rail station and make our way to the early-­twentieth-­century block of flats where ‘Nana’ lived, which goes by the name of Gateways …

From there, George and I walked down Surbiton Hill and through Kingston – the birthplace of our older brother Tim – turning north-­east to Richmond Park at Kingston Gate. We carried on through the park up Broomfield Hill to Stag Lodge, leaving the park to cross over Robin Hood Roundabout and up to Putney Vale.

You could say that it is only here that the Wolf Hall story really begins. By this point, however, we had gathered a number of images which – seemingly contrary to logic, time and space – proved to have relevance to the ideas that form this book. From Putney Vale, we walked north to Putney Heath. Once there, we took a bus down into Putney to Thomas Cromwell’s birthplace at Brewhouse Lane. After wandering about on the Thames bank for a while, George and I ended up at a riverside pub, the Duke’s Head. We had planned to continue our journey downriver and up through the city, but the Guinness we drank to our mum there had worked its way into our legs. We ­decided to reconvene at Blackfriars another day.

George: Ben and I started out making these pictures using medium-format film cameras: a modified Fuji GS645 and a Plaubel Makina 67 to be precise. As we did this, I would also make pictures with my phone, then email these to Hilary and Ben while the film was being developed. I don’t make many exposures, so sometimes it would be months before I finished all fifteen frames on a single roll of film. Different sites and experiences would conflate there like memories, waiting latent in the darkness for the alchemy to arrive.

As we three continued the process of visiting sites together, I began to realise that sometimes the pictures made on my phone were much better than those from the ‘proper’ cameras; they were more immediate, had more life to them. Also, Ben upgraded his equipment a few times, switching to a Sony A7R then a Hasselblad X1D. There was even a lovely 35 mm Minolta CLE on one trip. I mention the cameras we used not just for the camera nerds, but to acknowledge how equipment can affect form and content.

Each format revealed a different flavour or voice. The phone pictures were more notational, whereas the bigger cameras would engender a more serious state of awareness or consciousness. Ben likened this to different clerks documenting the same evidence, but with different inflections or handwriting. When we were pulling the pictures together, it seemed appropriate to include all these voices.

Finally, there was The Tudor – a plastic camera from the eighties (1980s not 1580s) loaded with out-of-date Tudor film that seemed to only tune in to psychic activity from a different plane.
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The daughters of high kings arrive from the west, stalking the waves on delicate feet. On the foreshore, grit shines like chips of glass. The sun behind them, they travel into the valleys of Wales, then east to the rich wool country where churches lie enfolded in pastureland. There they worship. There they are baptised, taking the names of Christian women, and hang the rosary by skirts of mist. Distaff and prayer book in hand, they come at last to the city, to the London streets. By now they have grown up. They look like other women. They are ten thousand years old and you would take them for new. You would marry them, but if they breed with ordinary men you cannot foresee the result. They leave you abruptly and without notice. They never return but fade into the land.

[The Mirror & the Light, deleted scene]
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At his side, attending my lord Privy Seal, is a small boy, Thomas Cromwell … There is a smear of ash on his bare arm; his body, beneath his jerkin, is cloudy with bruises.

[The Mirror & the Light]

[image: image]

As a boy he was always climbing about on somebody’s roof, often without their knowledge. Show him a ladder and he was up it, seeking a longer view. But when he got up there, what could he see? Only Putney.

[The Mirror & the Light]
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Hilary: I had looked at the grave-­shaped rubble many times before I saw that the marks in the fore­ground take the shapes of long bones, as if someone has been dragging a chalky skeleton, either to or from the site.

Talk to any sexton or gravedigger and they will tell you the capital’s charnel houses are overflowing. In obscene proximity, the thighs of strangers touch. Jaw kisses jaw. Dead arms strive for space as if skeletons could swim. They say that soon at Paul’s the pavement will come up, forced skywards by the energy of the dead, each pitted calvarium butting for its share of the light. Their strength will crack stone, and the skulls will roll across the flags like bowling balls and knock the ankles of the living as they bustle in to the sermon. One day soon it will be necessary to dredge out the vaults, shovel out the graveyards, slap the dead together, flesh and hair, gristle and bone, and compact them to powder or tip them into the sea. England is becoming an ossuary, the weight of the dead compressing the living and squeezing them until they squeak.

[The Mirror & the Light, deleted scene]
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When he was an infant, Thomas was afraid of the river: of high tide as it crept around his ankles. He feared it would burst its banks and widen like the sky above us – he had no other way of thinking of it, for he had never seen the sea. He thought the river should be walled off to keep the streets safe, or banks built, to allow men to walk dry-­shod above it and view its rising. Imagine then when he came to Venice. The child stirred inside him, crying, ‘Look, look what it’s done! I told you so!’

[The Mirror & the Light]
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The harvest is getting in. The nights are violet and the comet shines over the stubble fields. The huntsmen call in the dogs. After Holy Cross day the deer will be safe. When he was a child this was the time for the boys who had been living wild on the heath all summer to come home and make their peace with their fathers, stealing in on a harvest supper night when the parish was in drink. Since before Whitsun they had lived by scavenging and beggars’ tricks, snaring birds and rabbits and cooking them in their iron pot, chasing any girls they saw back screaming to their houses, and on wet and cold nights sneaking into outhouses and barns, to keep warm by singing and telling riddles and jokes. When the season was over it was time for him to sell the cauldron, taking it door-­to-­door and talking up its merits. ‘This pot is never empty,’ he would claim. ‘If you’ve only some fish-­heads, throw them in and a halibut will swim up.’

‘Is it holed?’

‘This pot is sound, and if you don’t believe me, madam, you can piss in it. Come, tell me what you will give me. There is no pot to equal this since Merlin was a boy. Toss in a mouse from your trap and the next thing you know it’s a spiced boar’s head with the apple ready in its mouth.’

[Cromwell’s boyhood, Wolf Hall]

[image: image]

Though the Tudors could not exert the control of modern rulers, they did not lack the will to ­­dom­inate. This picture is a perfect study in prohibition, with its angles, spikes, lattices, bars and thorny crown. It reminds me of a cityscape in Saudi Arabia: the unforgiving light and the emptiness, as if a sweep had been made by a security force. The sky never sees the mercy of a cloud, there is no human figure in sight, and if there were someone would run over it, to make it flat.

The image produces the same flare of consternation, deep unease, that I used to feel when I lived in the Kingdom. No doubt that’s why it brought to mind a passage in which interpretation creates a penumbra of dread around something that is, in itself, blameless and domestic.

At Austin Friars they are cleaning out store rooms and building strong rooms. They will keep the feast at Stepney. The angel’s wings are moved there; he wants to keep them, till there is another child in the house of the right size. He sees them going, shivering in their shroud of fine linen, and watches the Christmas star loaded on to a cart. Christophe asks, ‘How would one work it, that savage machine that is all over points?’

He draws off one of the canvas sleeves, shows him the gilding. ‘Jesus Maria,’ the boy says. ‘The star that guides us to Bethlehem. I thought it was an engine for torture.’

[Wolf Hall]

[image: image]

Ben and George saw this as a Tudor rose, but I immediately saw that it was also a bit of discarded paperwork from the long-­contested divorce of Henry VIII and Katherine of Aragon: a matter which scholars and historians still debate, and about which the reading public still have heated opinions.

Once the Vatican lawyers have started a case, they don’t stop just because one of the parties is dead. Possibly, when all of us are dead, from some Vatican oubliette a skeleton secretary will rattle along, to consult his fellow skeletons on a point of canon law. They will chatter their teeth at each other; their absent eyes will turn down in the sockets, to see that their parchments have turned to dust motes in the light. Who took Katherine’s virginity, her first husband or her second? For all eternity we will never know.

[Bring Up the Bodies]
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Canonbury Tower was once the summer residence of the priors of St Bartholomew’s. Later Thomas Cromwell took it over.

He has leased this house from the canons at Smithfield, at St Bartholomew’s. Their prior Will Bolton was the king’s builder, a man with a good head for planning big works and seeing them through; bless me, Bolton, he sometimes says, when he arrives here and takes a breath, his horse walked to the stable, his bags hauled in by Christophe. The prior used to come out here to hunt in summer and recreate himself, and his rebus – a barrel or tun shot through with a crossbow bolt – is set into the garden walls. It is a small house with one good square chamber on each floor, and fruit trees and arbours all around, and garden towers so placed that they catch the summer breezes, and look down over the treetops to the city.

[The Mirror & the Light]
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In 1536 some of Henry’s subjects in the eastern shires rebelled. The rising was put down, but it spread north and grew into a movement known as the Pilgrimage of Grace, an expression of economic and religious discontent, and a protest against ‘low born’ advisers like Thomas Cromwell. At that time the kings of England had no standing army, and his lords had to muster what forces they could to fight a campaign. In his long reign, it was the greatest threat to Henry’s throne. Then, as now, north and south did not understand each other.

He, Lord Cromwell, goes to London, to keep his hand on the city. The rebels have no cannon, but London’s walls are ornamental these days, you could knock them down with a dirty look. The Pilgrims boast they will strip the city bare and carry the glitter back to their caves. London dreads the north. Old people recall how Richard the usurper brought his outlanders down, bare-­legged and wild-­eyed, their speech uncouth, their actions worse: they burned ledgers for fuel, and would kill a man’s geese in his own backyard.

[The Mirror & the Light]

[image: image]

There are spaces between words and in these spaces, a spy, he dwells.

[The Mirror & the Light, deleted scene for Thomas Wyatt]
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All over England virgins are crumbling. Our Lady of Ipswich must go down. Our Lady of Walsingham, which we call Falsingham, must be taken away in a cart. Our Lady of Worcester is stripped of her coat and her silver shoes. The vessels containing her breast-­milk are smashed, and found to contain chalk. And where her eyes move, and weep tears of blood, we know now that the blood is animal blood and her eyes are worked on wires.

[The Mirror & the Light]
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At the Charterhouse – the property now shuttered and barred – lights have appeared at night. Papists spread the word that ghosts walk abroad. ‘Probably thieves,’ he says to Wriothesley. ‘Tell them, set a good watch. All the movables belong to the king.’

But the watchmen see who holds the lights; it is the plague-­stricken brothers themselves, tiptoeing the cloisters in their stinking shrouds. They bring dispatches from the world beyond, apparently: they have seen the martyred Bishop Fisher, seated at the right hand of God.

‘What about Thomas More?’ he says. ‘Anybody seen him?’

[The Mirror & the Light]

[image: image]

Objects are brought to him, shrouded in their wrappings, well-­protected from the damp: a map of the world, its corners stalked by lions; an old-­fashioned censer cast in bronze, in which you burn spices, cast in the form of some old guildhall with columns and a shingled roof, beasts with bared teeth spitting from its vaulting; texts in unknown languages, seals with the faces of abbesses and bearded theynes; a crozier head of ivory, bearing the face of Christ; herbals and missals, long-­hoarded silver coins with images of helmeted petty kings.

[The Mirror & the Light, deleted scene]
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Robin Hood sings ballads about his deeds while he is doing them. A hundred times he escapes the noose and the sword. In the end he is betrayed and bled to death by a false prioress. His blood runs into the soil, red into green, and another Robin springs up, to wear his jacket and bear a quiver of arrows at his back. The man who takes Robin’s role must be broad in the shoulder. He must speak with some accent of education, not mouthing his lines like Arthur Cobbler. If he plays with skill in his home village, he will be asked to the next: and so to the town, where he will become famous.

[The Mirror & the Light]
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Thomas Cranmer, the future Archbishop of Canterbury, was born in Aslockton, Nottinghamshire, far from the sea.

He thinks, if you were born in Putney, you saw the river every day, and imagined it widening out to the sea. Even if you had never seen the ocean you had a picture of it in your head from what you had been told by foreign people who sometimes came upriver. You knew that one day you would go out into a world of marble pavements and peacocks, of hillsides buzzing with heat, the fragrance of crushed herbs rising around you as you walked. You planned for what your journeys would bring you: the touch of warm terracotta, the night sky of another climate, alien flowers, the stone-­eyed gaze of other people’s saints. But if you were born in Aslockton, in flat fields under a wide sky, you might just be able to imagine Cambridge: no further.

[Wolf Hall]
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The cardinal’s project: having obtained the Pope’s permission, he means to amal­gamate some thirty small, ill-­run monastic foundations with larger ones, and to divert the income of these foundations – decayed, but often very ancient – into revenue for the two colleges he is founding: Cardinal College, at Oxford, and a college in his home town of Ipswich, where he is well remembered as the scholar son of a prosperous and pious master butcher, a guild-­man, a man who also kept a large and well-­regulated inn, of the type used by the best travellers.

[Wolf Hall]

Thomas Wolsey employed Cromwell in setting up his college for the education of poor scholars. The cardinal was concerned that the first intake should have warm clothes against the Suffolk winter, and stipulated a liberal regime: ‘We admonish particularly, that tender youth be not effected by severe stripes or threatening countenance or by any species of tyranny.’ The choir master believed ‘there shall be no better children in any place in England than we shall have here shortly’.

Wolsey fell from power before the college was on its feet, and the Duke of Norfolk’s men marched in to occupy the site. The king took over the cardinal’s Oxford foundation, which became Christ Church. But he was not interested in Ipswich, except as an asset-­stripping exercise. He took the lavish endowment of plate, vestments and jewels for his own use and had tons of white stone, imported from Normandy, conveyed to London for his rebuilding of York Place, or Whitehall Palace, which had also belonged to the cardinal.

[image: image]

Cromwell goes to the convent at Shaftesbury to visit Dorothea, a young nun, the daughter of his beloved patron Cardinal Wolsey. She asks him what happens to monks, when the monasteries are closed, and to nuns, when the convents are dissolved.

‘They are free to wed.’ He smiles: thinking, there will be monks on the market.

‘There are not good men enough. Must they be at the commandment of some ruffian who thinks he has done a charity by marrying them? Perhaps he will abuse them and take their last penny. And what of the old women? No one will want them if they are beyond childbearing, or too broken to work in the fields.’

‘I see you have no opinion of your countrymen. I hope they are better than you think.’

[The Mirror & the Light, deleted scene]
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Sometimes Gregory would say to him, when he was a child, could you just stop writing for a minute?

[The Mirror & the Light, deleted scene]
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January 1536: Katherine of Aragon dies in exile from the court.

She felt herself failing, and during the night she told her chaplain that she would like to take communion: asking anxiously, what hour is it now? It is not yet four o’clock, he told her, but in case of urgency, the canonical hour can be advanced. Katherine waits it out, lips moving, a holy medal folded in her palm.

She will die that day, she says. She has studied death, many times anticipated it, and she is not shy at its approach. She dictates her wishes about her burial arrangements, which she does not expect to be observed. She asks for her household to be paid off, her debts to be settled.

At ten in the morning a priest anoints her, touching the holy oil to her eyelids and lips, her hands and feet. These lids will now seal and not reopen, she will neither look nor see. These lips have finished their prayers. These hands will sign no more papers. These feet have finished their journey.

[Bring Up the Bodies]
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Call-­Me-­Risley comes straight from the king, with news of the funeral arrangements.

‘I said to him, Majesty, you will bring the body to St Paul’s? He said, she can be laid to rest in Peterborough, Peterborough is an ancient and honourable place and it will cost less.’

[Bring Up the Bodies]
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‘There are always fewer chairs than there are councillors.’

[Stage direction, The Mirror & the Light play]
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All three of us were interested by this image, which I called ‘the broken sign’. Ben and George thought it was a tiltyard target, trashed by apprentice jousters, but I could only think of contested scriptures and their translations, words as a site of war. After consider­ation, I have come to think it is a bookrest for The Mirror & the Light, the most disputatious and contused of narratives, the most difficult, and the text that offered most choices.
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On this site, Cromwell’s nephew Richard rebuilt a former convent into a great house for himself and his young family. In May 1539 Richard was the star of the jousts at Greenwich, fighting so well that the king gave him a diamond from his own hand, which he subsequently incorporated into his coat of arms. He had a wall painting made to commemorate the days of fame, and its traces are visible here. The picture shows more than the eye can see.

Left alone at the end of the afternoon, he sits unpicking the fabric of the recent past, and always the thread leads him back to May Day. Thomas Essex at Greenwich, coming and going from the tournament ground, clerks following him with the king’s business; the earl – that is, myself – throwing out a command here and there. Richard Cromwell in the arena, knocking down all comers. Our feasting of our friends and enemies, our style and courtesy, our sprezzatura, our lavish display: May Day undid us, for the envy and rancour it bred could no longer be suppressed. Richard has compounded with some Italians to paint a mural of his triumph in his house at Hinchingbrooke; they mean to decorate the whole room. The time may come when the scene is bitter in his eyes, but he should paint it anyway. He should not give backword to the Italians – it is how they get their living.

[The Mirror & the Light]

[image: image]

Richard Cromwell gets a surprise.

Richard is building his new house at Hinchingbrooke. A little convent has been closed, that has been there time out of mind, its numbers dwindling. Workmen, breaking up an old floor, have come to him, mattocks in their hands, dismayed: ‘Mr Richard, see what we have turned up …’

 He goes to see. The workmen kneel and pray while the bones are lifted. At first it is hard to tell how many of God’s creatures are jumbled here. Two sets of bones, as Richard thinks, but they are not two nuns, as you might expect: one of them has a huge jawbone and giant-­killer’s shoulders …

‘The workmen take them to be very ancient,’ Richard says. ‘I suppose we will never know what their names were. But it did not seem right to put them down in the nuns’ graveyard.’

He imagines the bony virgins, shrinking from the presence of a man of heroic size. ‘And so?’

‘So I put them back where I found them,’ Richard says. ‘I can live with them under my floor, they are not likely to get up and walk about at night. I was obliged to allow prayers for their souls, the workmen would have downed tools if I had done other. But I will not let them alter my building plans.’

[The Mirror & the Light]

The bones are real, not imaginary, and still living at the location, which is now Hinchingbrooke School. They are a large man and a small woman. Recent examination suggests that they date from late in the eleventh century to the middle of the twelfth. It is possible that they are relicts from the church that stood on the site from Saxon times, before nuns moved there in 1200; alternatively, the nuns may have brought them.

[image: image]

He was clarifying calf’s-­foot jelly, chatting away in his mixture of French, Tuscan and Putney, when somebody shouted, ‘Tommaso, they want you upstairs.’ His movements were unhurried as he nodded to a kitchen child, who brought him a basin of water. He washed his hands, dried them on a linen cloth. He took off his apron and hung it on a peg. For all he knows, it is there still.

He saw a young boy – younger than him – on hands and knees, scrubbing the steps. He sang as he worked:

‘Scaramella va alla guerra
Colla lancia et la rotella
La zombero boro borombetta,
La boro borombo …’

‘If you please, Giacomo,’ he said. To let him pass, the boy moved aside, into the curve of the wall. A shift of the light wiped the curiosity from his face, blanking it, fading his past into the past, washing the future clean.

[Wolf Hall]
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The staircase was a spiral of brick, and he had seen it by day, flesh-­coloured, flowing from floor to floor. In the dimness where the torch-­light failed, the brick was the hue of stale blood, but each twist held a slit of light, like a promise. Delivered to the foot, he emerged and blinked, a child born into a harsh world.

[The Mirror & the Light]

[image: image]

His father’s friends worked the river, piloting travellers and running ferries from bank to bank. So he did river work too: a hungry, ignorant boy. What did he want with a horn book? As soon as he needed to read, he could read. If there was something worth writing, he could scratch it out. He used to search for treasure in the riverine mud, and plenty treasure he found. Let a gentleman’s cap blow off and it will feed a family for a week: it is not the watermarked velvet that you trade, but his cap badge. It could be a gold Becket or Christopher; a flower with enamelled petals; or a jewelled cross, with a garnet where God’s head should be. He learned to hide his finds from Walter, and keep the profit for himself.

One night, drunk, Walter said to him, hand slapping his own breast: ‘This boat is rowing and rowing, Thomas. I’m rowing to save my life.’

[The Mirror & the Light]

[image: image]

He would not have survived to come into the king’s service, let alone be archbishop, if he did not know how to be subtle, how to be secret, how to be – if all else failed – absent.

[Thomas Cranmer, The Mirror & the Light, deleted scene]
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Although it is useful to have a ladder to climb the apparatus of state, Cromwell knows it is also necessary to have an exit.

The truth is, as he confesses, he has meddled in so much of the king’s business, that it is impossible even for a man of his capacity to recollect everything said and done. ‘It is hard to live under the law,’ he says. ‘A minister must, unwittingly, transgress at divers points. But if I am a traitor,’ he wipes his face, ‘then all the devils in Hell confound me and the vengeance of God light upon me.’

[The Mirror & the Light]

[image: image]

He keeps books belonging to conjurers: their Thesaurus Spirituum, their Secreta Secretorum.

[The Mirror & the Light, deleted scene]
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He reaches for his pen. He yawns and puts it down and picks it up again. I shall be found dead at my desk, he thinks, like the poet Petrarch. The poet wrote many unsent letters: he wrote to Cicero, who died twelve hundred years before he was born. He wrote to Homer, who possibly never even existed; but I, I have enough to do with Lord Lisle, and the fish traps, and the Emperor’s galleons tossing on the Middle Sea. Between one dip of the pen, Petrarch writes, ‘between one dip of the pen and the next, the time passes: and I hurry, I drive myself, and I speed towards death. We are always dying – I while I write, you while you read …’

[Wolf Hall]
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Jane Seymour explains Thomas Cromwell’s terms of engagement.

‘It is he who does everything in England. I did not understand that, till one of the ambassadors told me. He marvelled that one man could have so many posts and titles. It is a thing never seen before. Lord Cromwell is the government, and the church as well. The ambassador said the king will flog him on to work till one day his legs go from under him, and he rolls in a ditch and dies.’

[The Mirror & the Light]

[image: image]

‘… if words are no more than breath, if words are air …’

[The Mirror & the Light]

[image: image]

At the end of 1530, Thomas Cromwell suffered the death of his beloved patron, Thomas Cardinal Wolsey. Having lost the confidence of the king, Wolsey was disgraced and exiled to the north. He planned to be installed as Archbishop of York, and rebuild his power; but the day before the ceremony, he was arrested. He took ill and, forced to travel through the winter weather, died at Leicester Abbey. Wolsey had been one of the most powerful statesmen in Europe. In Leicester his body was displayed to the local worthies, so they could testify that he was really dead. Then he was buried in a simple coffin within the abbey precincts.

But in Cromwell’s eyes, traces of his greatness remain.

The cardinal’s scarlet clothes now lie folded and empty. They cannot be wasted. They will be cut up and become other garments. Who knows where they will get to over the years? Your eye will be taken by a crimson cushion or a patch of red on a banner or ensign. You will see a glimpse of them in a man’s inner sleeve or in the flash of a whore’s petticoat … The red of a carpet’s ground, the flush of the robin’s breast or the chaffinch, the red of a wax seal or the heart of the rose: implanted in his landscape, cered in his inner eye, and caught in the glint of a ruby, in the colour of blood, the cardinal is alive and speaking. Look at my face: I am not afraid of any man alive.

[Wolf Hall] 

[image: image]

In Easter week, in the service called Tenebrae, candles are extinguished one by one, until the believer is abandoned in a black universe without God: only for a moment, but it is terrible to taste the darkness. In The Mirror & the Light, Thomas Wyatt is serving as ambassador in Spain: having pleaded to come home, he finds himself at the mercy of the Inquisition, far from any help his native country might offer.

Heresy knows no borders, the Inquisitors declare. No traveller of any nation is exempt from our enquiries. And what could the King of England do, if they threw his envoy in a dungeon? He could make representations; but meanwhile, they could have bored a needle through our envoy’s tongue, or pulled out his fingernails.

[The Mirror & the Light]

[image: image]

If I had stayed in Italy I could have had a house in the hills, with white walls and a red-­tiled roof. A colonnade shading its entrance, shuttered balconies against the heat; orchards, flowery walks, fountains and a vineyard; a library with frescoes depicting animals and birds …

[The Mirror & the Light] 

The distinguishing characteristic of a ghost is that it has no surface. We think of the ghost as a slight, fading trace of something that once had substance. But ghosts made by the camera are phantoms of what was never there in the first place: which makes them especially pleasing.

[image: image]

When they get out to the cardinal’s barge his flags are flying: the Tudor rose, the Cornish choughs. Cavendish says, wide-­eyed, ‘Look at all these little boats, waffeting up and down.’

[Wolf Hall]
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Margaret More reclaims her father’s head from London Bridge: Thomas Cromwell imagines her crushed under the weight.

Is she sorry now she ventured? She must have imagined, surely, freeing herself from her burden with one sickened heave? The waters would part, indifferent, for it’s all one to them, hero or ordure, a dog carcass or a splintered crate. Go in with a splash, Lord Chancellor: God will know his own.

Or not. He believes she voyaged to Chelsea, her parent crushing her. The littoral heaves: bones of martyrs, bones of fish, swan’s feathers like angel’s quills. She stumbles ashore, swaying. Pray God someone stood by to take the parcel from her, now slippery and damp. One must suppose they washed it: praying the while, as if it were the head of a river god. That they teased the grosser remnants away: sealed it in some jar and placed it – where? – closet or high shelf. So daily she kneels, good daughter, and sheds her tears, crying into Greenwich, into Gravesend, into London’s bowl: where the lost little faces, the Beckets and the Christs, blink upwards from the mud at slivers of light, till the sand scours their features away, and they sink in the sand or are carried away to the sea.

[The Mirror & the Light, deleted scene]
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When I was a young man, he thinks, I needed all my strength. Pity was a luxury I might one day afford, like fine white bread or a book; a sound roof over my head, a light of amber or blue glass, a ring for my finger; an ell of pearled brocade, a lute, a beechwood fire; a safe hand to light it.

[The Mirror & the Light]
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The river has seen so much, with its grey blink.

[The Mirror & the Light]

[image: image]

The wagoners are staring around them while they wait to be paid. They are Englishmen, and they have fetched the leopard as bidden from Dover, fearful that it would break out and terrify the population of Kent; and so, they hint, it is worth a sum on top of the usual. It’s not, one of them says, like fetching up a pile of logs.

‘So who did you pick it up from, at Dover?’

One of them says, mildly belligerent, ‘The usual man.’

‘Have you papers?’

‘No, sir.’ Another says, in a burst of inspiration, ‘We did have papers, but it ate them.’

[The Mirror & the Light]
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Anne is arrested.

When they enter Anne’s rooms, her gentlemen servants are just rolling away the great tablecloth, and she is still seated under her canopy of estate … Hard to think she has eaten anything … They must wait, the councillors, until the rolling is performed, till the folding of the napery is accomplished, and the correct reverences made.

[Bring Up the Bodies]

[image: image]

We yearn for our origins; we yearn for an innocent terrain. Ship Lane has always been there, running downhill to the wharves. The town he knew had been a territory of back alleys and rat-­runs, robbers’ dens with broken doors, keel-­up boats rotting, frayed rope dissolved into vegetable matter, riverine mud and riverine gravel. His birthplace squatted there, around the bend in the river.

[The Mirror & the Light]
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You can write on England, but what was written before keeps showing through.

[The Mirror & the Light]
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‘All the players gone … A gentleman asked me, if this is what Cromwell does to the cardinal’s lesser enemies, what will he do by and by to the king himself?’

[Bring Up the Bodies]

[image: image]

The commonwealth, nature herself, is perturbed. Ghosts are glimpsed in doorways, standing by windows, against walls, hoping to overhear the secrets of the living. A bells rings of itself, touched by no human hand. There is a burst of speech where no one is present, a hissing in the air like the sound of a hot iron plunged into water. Sober citizens are moved to shout in church. A woman pushes through the crowd at his gate, grabbing at the bridle of his horse. Before the guards force her away, she shouts at him, ‘God help us, Cromwell, what a man the king is! How many wives does he mean to have?’

[Bring Up the Bodies]
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In this part of England our forefathers the giants left their earthworks, their barrows and standing stones. We still have, every Englishman and woman, some drops of giant blood in our veins. In those ancient times, in a land undespoiled by sheep or plough, they hunted the wild boar and the elk. The forest stretched ahead for days. Sometimes antique weapons are unearthed: axes that, wielded with double fist, could cut down horse and rider. Think of the great limbs of those dead men, stirring under the soil. War was their nature, and war is always keen to come again. It’s not just the past you think of, as you ride these fields. It’s what’s latent in the soil, what’s breeding; it’s the days to come, the wars unfought, the injuries and deaths that, like seeds, the soil of England is keeping warm.

[Bring Up the Bodies]
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The weather is not fit to hunt, so the grooms who keep the king’s outer apartments do not stir much before six. They rise by custom, by regulation, for unless he is sick or at the chase the king’s mornings are the same. The grooms rouse the esquires of the body, who take up their pallets, wash and dress themselves and carry in the king’s under-­linen. It is they who hear the king’s first words each day, his first prayers, and report any special requests he has, so Lord Cromwell may see them on their way to fulfilment.

[The Mirror & the Light]

[image: image]

Cromwell remembers his return to Putney.

The smithy was still there, not that Walter did the work these days; when he held out his hand it was pink and clean and you would have to look close to see the burn marks.

[The Mirror & the Light]
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From Bromham – we are now in early September – towards Winchester. Then Bishop’s Waltham, Alton, Alton to Farnham. He plots it out, across country. The object is to get the king back to Windsor for early October. He has his sketch map across the page, England in a drizzle of ink; his calendar, quickly jotted, running down it. ‘I seem to have four, five days in hand. Ah well. Who says I never get a holiday?’

Before ‘Bromham’, he makes a dot in the margin, and draws a long arrow across the page. ‘Now here, before we go to Winchester, we have time to spare, and what I think is, Rafe, we shall visit the Seymours.’

He writes it down. Early September. Five days. Wolf Hall.

[Wolf Hall]
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In the old days, when a great nobleman was knocked down on the battlefield, and found some common man looming over him, intent on taking him for ransom, he would ask his captor to kneel, and would knight him; it lessened the shame of surrender, if you submitted to an equal.

And such were the quaint ways of our ancestors, that the commoner would kneel, without any worry that the lord might cut his head off.

These days, of course, the churl has a gun. He blasts the guts out of the nobleman, before the conversation even begins.

 [Bring Up the Bodies, deleted scene]

[image: image]

Thurston the cook recalls Cromwell’s daughter, dead as a child.

‘I remember your little lass Anne,’ he says, ‘when she came looking for eggs to paint. I offered her a brown egg from the bantam, and she says to me, “Thurston,” – or rather, “Master Thurston,” she says – “I want to paint the cardinal in his scarlet hat, and you give me this egg? Do you say to me he has a head the size of a thumbnail, and a complexion like a Moor? You must do better,” she says. “Only a good-­sized egg will answer, and a milk-­white shell.”’

[The Mirror & the Light]
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This dim portrait shows Charles Brandon, Duke of Suffolk, and his wife Mary Rose, younger sister of Henry VIII. At eighteen Mary was married to the king of France, a much older man who left her a widow after three months. Then, against the direct order of her brother and his council, she married her sweetheart, the king’s glamorous jousting partner.

‘And what excuse did Brandon make?’ the cardinal says. ‘“Oh, Your Majesty, your sister Mary cried. How she did cry and beg me to marry her myself! I never saw woman cry so!” So he dried her tears and got himself up to a dukedom! And now he talks as if he’s held his title since the Garden of Eden.’

[Wolf Hall]
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For Anne Boleyn I filled the streets with speaking saints, with falcons the height of men. I unspooled a mile of blue, like a path to Heaven, from the abbey door to the coronation chair: I costed it by the yard and, lady, you walked it. Now I must begin again: new banners, painted cloths with the emblem of the phoenix; with the day star, the gates of Heaven, the cedar tree and the lily among thorns.

He stirs in his sleep. He is walking the blue, the waves.

[The Mirror & the Light]
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The coronation of Jane Seymour was constantly postponed.

The king had talked of a ceremony at midsummer. But now there are rumours of plague and sweating sickness. It is not wise to allow crowds in the street, or pack bodies into indoor spaces. The Seymours, of course, urge the king to take the risk.

[The Mirror & the Light]
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This is the image that by implication includes all the words and all the images in the trilogy: a light, a reflective surface, and the set of steps by which Cromwell ascends to greatness. They don’t look much, but the red carpets come later.

[image: image]

‘No ruler in the history of the world has ever been able to afford a war. They’re not affordable things. No prince ever says, “This is my budget; so this is the kind of war I can have.” You enter into one and it uses up all the money you’ve got, and then it breaks you and bankrupts you.’

[Thomas Cromwell to Henry VIII, Wolf Hall]

[image: image]

Thomas Cromwell talks with a prophetess:

‘I go to Hell these nights,’ she says. ‘Master Lucifer shows me a chair. It is carved of human bones and padded with cushions of flame.’

‘Is it for me?’

‘Bless you, no. For the king.’

[Wolf Hall]
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Richard Hunne was a Whitechapel merchant who fell foul of the church authorities, was detained on a heresy charge, and in December 1514 was found dead in his cell. I wanted to write at length about his case, but it was too great a diversion from the story. Here is some deleted text:

The year he came back from Antwerp, Hunne’s case was the talk of London. Hunne was a merchant, a wealthy man, good to the poor. In his house he kept the writings of Wycliffe; but when the bishop’s men came calling, the books were never at home.

Hunne had a child, Stephen, who died at five weeks old. He was wrapped for burial in his christening robe, but the parish priest claimed it, calling it his mortuary fee. Stephen was possessed of no other property and he must pay for his burial. That is the tradition of the church.

It is the tradition of thieves to rob travellers as they come down Shooters Hill. Does that make it right? Does that make it godly?

But it was I who owned his winding sheet, Hunne says: I, his father. It was also his baptismal gown, the garment in which he was made our brother in Christ. I had nothing else to give him that he, being a corpse, could accept. Send the bill to his spirit: or lay a summons on the pillow where his cheek lay last; Stephen Hunne had no income. He berthed no ships at Katherine’s Docks, he had no warehouse, no money in a strongbox, nor goods to distrain. He had petal skin and faint curls of light hair.

A year after the death of the child – a year after Hunne’s refusal to yield – after law suits commenced and slander alleged, after charges brought by Hunne against the priests, the merchant is cited for heresy and locked up. Hunne is a proud man, Thomas More says, bent on fame or notoriety. He means to bring the clergy down, sully their name; he is a bad debtor, he is a heretic and his heresies will be found out.

One morning in his prison room Hunne is found dead. He is hanging from a beam. The priests say it is suicide. The citizens say it is murder. So does the coroner.

Murder is not enough for the church. They convict Hunne’s corpse of heresy, and burn it. His children, those who survive him, will be put out of their inheritance.

Hunne foresaw the end. He said, they will talk of my case after I am dead; it shall be called Hunne’s case, and in these streets, in the churches of London and the yards of inns, in the palaces of bishops and the precincts of Rome, the shame of it will burn till my enemies shrivel, and the foes of true religion waste away.

Hunne lacked, Thomas More believes, Christian fortitude. He was angry with God, not with the clergy; and that is to his shame. If he had accepted the church’s guidance and council, he might be alive now. That is what happens to these furious spirits, these unreconciled hearts. One death leads to many: a leaden corpse swinging from a beam.

He, Cromwell, thinks of this as his own children are buried. Hunne’s last hours: the thin light waning at the high window, the stone flags beneath. Hunne’s neck is marked, 
contused, but not by the silk girdle looped around it; this was not the instrument of his death. His wrists are marked by rope-­burns; did he bind them himself? The indictment is black, ink on paper; the girdle is black in colour, its value 12 pence: the presence of the dead is white. The face of the child Stephen is a blur, a smudge against pale cloth; his presence is a thread in linen, a crease or fold in the air. On the floor of the room where Hunne died they found a pool of blood. You can see the stain of its shadow even when it is scoured away. It is the shame of all England, the stale crimson, the black sheet and the white.

[image: image]

The king regrets his great love affair.

Anne took him by the hand, these ten years ago and more. She led him into the forest, and at the sylvan edge, where the broad light of day splinters and filters into green, he left his good judgement, his innocence.

[Bring Up the Bodies]
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‘a midsummer ghost, swimming up through twilight.’

[The Mirror & the Light, deleted scene]
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At Wolf Hall, we were told this was the ‘haunted staircase’. After that, there was great difficulty in making a picture.

Gregory says, ‘One morning when the Seymours rose from their beds – in their various houses, I mean – they found writing on their walls.’

‘From the hand of God?’ he asks.

‘I think not, unless God uses the Earl of Surrey’s arms and devices.’

‘What was the content?’ he says.

‘Oh, it was scurrilous.’ Gregory laughs.

[The Mirror & the Light, deleted scene]

[image: image]

He looks around at his guests. All are prepared. A Latin grace; English would be his choice, but he will suit his company. Who cross themselves ostentatiously, in papist style. Who look at him, expectant.

He shouts for the waiters. The doors burst open. Sweating men heave the platters to the table. It seems the meat is fresh, in fact not slaughtered yet.

It is just a minor breach of etiquette. The company must sit and salivate.

The Boleyns are laid at his hand to be carved.

[Bring Up the Bodies]
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The street called Austin Friars remains. Drapers’ Hall stands on the site of what was once Thomas Cromwell’s home.

The friars who live at his gates are a disgrace to their order, but they are good neighbours to him. They have given up their refectory, and from their chamber windows at night drifts the sound of merry supper parties. Any day you can join a crowd of them drinking at the Well with Two Buckets just outside his gates. The abbey church is more like a market, and a fleshmarket too. The district is full of young bachelors from the Italian merchant houses, who are serving their London year; he often entertains them, and when they leave his table (drained of market information) he knows they make a dash for the friars’ precincts, where enterprising London girls are sheltering from the rain and waiting to make amiable terms.

[Wolf Hall]
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Wolf Hall includes an imagined scene in which the child Cromwell witnessed the burning of an old woman. One element was missing from that memory, which this picture supplied, and which is added when Cromwell remembers the event in the third book.

In the smoke that still lingered, he could see certain shapes, low and slinking. At a distance but looping closer, the dogs of London.

To see them was to know their histories. Not one of them, he supposed, had name, kennel nor master. They were scabbed and scarred and limping, bowed and worn like shadows. For hours they must have lurked, keeping their distance, chins on their paws, drooling. When the officers were at work they dared not advance, for fear of stones thrown or a slingshot that would blind an eye. They were shivering with fright, but hunger made them brave: it made them dare all, while the smell of burned meat lay heavy on the air.

[The Mirror & the Light]
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Rafe Sadler, Cromwell’s trusted lieutenant, heads home after a long day.

He squashes on his hat. ‘I’m going.’

He skitters out, leaving the door open. From the stairs he calls, ‘I’ll see you tomorrow, sir.’

He gets up, shuts the door; but he lingers, his hand on the wood. Rafe grew up in his house, and he misses his constant presence; these days he has his own house, his own young family in it, new duties at court. It is his pleasure, to make Rafe’s career.

[The Mirror & the Light]
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He looks into the glass and the whole bright room comes bouncing back to him: lutes, portraits, silk hangings. In Rome there was a banker called Agostino Chigi. In Siena, where he came from, they maintained he was the richest man in the world. When Agostino had the Pope around for dinner he fed him on gold plates. Then he looked at the aftermath – the sprawled, sated cardinals, the mess they left behind, the half-­picked bones and fish skeletons, the oyster shells and the orange rinds – and he said, stuff it, let’s save the washing-­up.

The guests tossed their plates out of the open windows and straight into the Tiber. The soiled table linen flew after them, white napkins unfurling like greedy gulls diving for scraps.

[Wolf Hall]

[image: image]

Plan of Austin Friars: George pointed out that there are holes in the staircases, so they are leading down into another dimension.

Now Austin Friars begins to shape like the house of a great man, its front lit by oriel windows, its small town garden expanding into orchards. He has bought up the parcels of land that adjoin it, some from the friars, and some from the Italian merchants who are his friends and live in this quarter. He owns the neighbourhood, and in his chests – in a walnut chest carved with laurel wreaths, in an armoire that’s higher than Charles Brandon – he keeps the deeds that have divided, valued and named it. Here are his freedoms and titles, the ancient seals and signatures of the dead, witnessed by city wardens and sergeants, by aldermen and sheriffs whose chains of office are melted for coin, whose corpses rest under stone. Citizen tailors, citizen skinners have plied their trades here, Broad Street and Swan Alley and London Wall. Two sisters have inherited a garden; before their husbands sell it to the friars, they stroll under the fruit trees together, skins fresh in the apple-­scented evening, fingers of Isabella resting on Margaret’s arm: through the braided pattern of branches they look into the sky, and their feet in pattens leave bruises on the grass. A vintner sells a warehouse, a chandler conveys a shop: the warehouse and the shop come to the prior, a century rolls by and then – his finger tracks them – they come to me. Careful, do not smudge them, their names are not yet dry, Salomon le Cotiller and Fulke St Edmund. Here are their seals, showing rabbits, lions, flowers and saints, a bird with fledglings in her nest; the city’s arms, a horseshoe, a porcupine and the Sacred Heart. History inks the skin: it writes on the hide of sheep long slaughtered, or calves who never breathed; the dead cut away the ground beneath us, so that when he descends a stair at Austin Friars, the tread falls away under his foot, and below him there is another stair, no longer visible except in the mind’s eye; and down it goes, to the city where the legions of Rome left their ashes beneath the earth, their glass in the soil, their bones in the river. And down it plunges and down, into the subsoil of himself, through France and Italy and the pays bas, through the lowlands and the quicksands, by the marshes and meadows estuarine, through the floodplains of his dreams to where he wakes, shocked into a new day: the clang of the anvil from the smithy shakes the sunlight in a room where, a helpless child, he lies swaddled, startled from sleep, feeling as if for the first time the beat of his own heart. 

[The Mirror & the Light]
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There is a pause, while the room repositions itself, figures dispose themselves in the landscape of the evening. Master Secretary says, ‘It’s chilly, we should have a fire lit.’

Just an ordinary household request, and yet Mark thinks they mean to burn him. He jumps off his stool and makes for the door …

[Bring Up the Bodies]
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Thomas Cromwell is arrested.

He looks around the party, and the nape of his neck bristles. The councillors make no move to uncover. They continue walking. He strides out as if to shake them off, but they bunch around him, matching their pace to his.

[The Mirror & the Light]
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Cromwell bullies the Bishop of Winchester.

‘My lord of Winchester, a considered statement on the king’s supremacy might be welcome, just so that there can be no mistake about your loyalty. A firm declaration that he is head of the English church and, rightfully considered, always has been. An assertion, firmly stated, that the Pope is a foreign prince with no jurisdiction here. A written sermon, perhaps, or an open letter. To clear up any ambiguities in your opinions. To give a lead to other churchmen …’

[Bring Up the Bodies]
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The last days of Anne Boleyn.

At midnight, after the whole household has retired, a message from the king comes, to say that he has called off this week’s visit to Dover. The jousts, however, will go ahead.

[Bring Up the Bodies]
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He sees the shadow of his own hand moving across the paper, his own unconcealable fist unmasked by velvet glove.

[Wolf Hall]
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‘London thou art the flower of cities all.’

The wet, blustery spring of 1535: but then the months go by the same, the rain keeps falling on England, ministers rise and fall and wives are married and buried, but the ditches still bob with last year’s rotting leaves and the corpses of drowned voles and mice, the rivers break their banks and wash out into the fields and no one is certain any more where the marshes end and the pastures begin.

[The Mirror & the Light, deleted scene]
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Arrested, Anne Boleyn arrives by river at the Tower.

Anne looks up, scans the stonework above her head, the narrow loupe windows and the gratings. There are no human faces, just the flap of a raven’s wing, and its voice above her, startling in its human quality. ‘Is Harry Norris here?’ she asks. ‘Has he not cleared my name?’

‘I fear not,’ Kingston says. ‘Nor his own.’

[Bring Up the Bodies]
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Cromwell prepares for execution.

They give him coins, which he will pass to the executioner, payment for his services. His coat, too, will be the headsman’s perquisite.

[The Mirror & the Light]
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We don’t know where in the Tower Thomas Cromwell was held, but the novel puts him in the same space as his old opponent, Thomas More.

He says to the lieutenant, ‘When Thomas More was held in the Bell Tower, he was allowed to walk in your garden. Shall I have that liberty?’

‘No, my lord.’

Walsingham is a tight-­lipped Flodden veteran. He has been in his post fifteen years, and has no intention of making a slip-­up now.

‘More was not locked in. Shall I be locked in?’

‘Yes, my lord.’

[The Mirror & the Light]
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Some years before his death, Thomas Cromwell makes provision for his family.

He considers Avery. ‘Well, if you can keep one secret, you can keep another.’ The boy stirs, reaching for paper, but he raises a palm: ‘Sit still and listen. I am going to tell you where my money is.’

Avery is surprised. ‘Well, sir, I talk to your receivers and your surveyors. Your officers are all confidential with me. If they were hiding anything, I would know.’

‘I applaud your diligence. But there are other funds.’

[The Mirror & the Light]
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‘I always told Henry, frightening people is cheap but it doesn’t get the best results. If you want a prisoner to yield you everything, offer him hope.’

[Thomas Cromwell, The Mirror & the Light]
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Anne Boleyn steps onto dry land.

Something happens to Anne then, which later he will not quite understand. She seems to dissolve and slip from their grasp, from Kingston’s hands and his, she seems to liquefy and elude them, and when she resolves herself once more into woman’s form she is on hands and knees on the cobbles, her head thrown back, wailing.

[Bring Up the Bodies]
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The doors are opened into the lower room. It is a stony, vaulted and spacious chamber. The fireplace is empty and swept clean. The walls here are twelve feet thick, and light falls from windows set high above the head. There is a figure sitting at the table. Silently he asks, ‘Is it you?’ Thomas More rises from his place, crosses the room and melts into the wall.

[The Mirror & the Light]
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We did not manage to catch Launde under snow. But on a day in July, George spotted these ice-cubes in the grass.

Once he was at Launde Abbey, in the cardinal’s service. Launde is lush pastureland, it is quiet, only the murmur of bees over the herb garden and the drone of prayer. It is summer, and he sits at ease in an arbour, talking with the brethren. Brother Urban holds a gillyflower. He speaks of the Holy Ghost. Fleecy clouds sail above.

Now he is at Launde in winter. The trees are silver, and a cold sun shines from a clear sky. He is tramping, Brother Thomas Frisby at his side, the snow crunching under his boots, his blood singing in his veins. All around, scattering from the misted eye, the tracks of small birds and animals, cut into white like some code or lost alphabet. God sees them, two black figures under enamelled blue.

Then with a yell, Frisby disappears. In a hollow on his back he thrashes, and he, the cardinal’s man, plunges to the rescue. He shouts and heaves, the world sliding under his feet, and snow flies about him like feathers. Frisby’s shape cuts deep into the white, his habit spread; he stretches out his arms, his feet scrabble for purchase, he grunts, flounders, curses – then he, Thomas, has him on his feet, the monk’s eyes screwed up against the glare, his nose red, his laughter ringing in the air. They embrace, snow sliding from their cloaks; grace seeps through them like aqua vitae, as they haul each other towards the abbey and the sound of bells.

The Prior of Launde is standing over him, with the face of Dr Butts. ‘By the Mass,’ he says, ‘I have never known a living man so chilled.’ Another minute, and he will be a block of ice. He thinks, they will be able to put me in a cellar and chip from me all summer. They can stir me into crushed strawberries with elderberry wine.

He wakes: tentative at first, his hand creeping over the sheets. He is not at Launde at all. They have piled so many blankets on him that he resembles a blockhouse or fortification. I could stop the Turks, he mutters.

He sits up. He signals for a drink. They have lit candles. He thinks, I wonder what happened to Frisby? He cannot be any great age. I will have Launde, when the abbot surrenders it: Launde for myself. I shall go and live there when all this is over. I shall be Lord Cromwell at home. In summer I shall sit in the arbour. In winter I shall walk on the ice.

[The Mirror & the Light]

[image: image]

This abbey, where he ate honey scented with thyme, stands in the heart of England, far from the dangers of salt water. It basks in woods and fields, and summer or winter the air is sweet. When he visited for the cardinal he looked at figures as he was bidden, but he found it so blessed a spot that he could not see it through the grid or lattice of an account book. Now he thinks: I’ll have Launde for myself, when its surrender comes. I’ll build a house, and live there when I’m old, far from the court and council. It’s time I had something I want.

[The Mirror & the Light]
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Thomas Cromwell, papers: ‘Myself for Launde.’

[image: image]

At nine o’clock, 27 July, he kneels down and makes his prayer. He had wondered how you would recognise your dead, when you yourself go to Judgement. But as he waits out this last night, he sees how they are visible, and how they shine. They are distilled into a spark, into an instant. There is air between their ribs, their flesh is honeycombed with light, and the marrow of their bones is molten with God’s grace.

[The Mirror & the Light]
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He dreams he is facing a door painted scarlet, or not painted but bathed in scarlet, and the wall is the same hue; the surface is wet, the floor, the wall, and the room behind the door is wet and scarlet too.

[The Mirror & the Light]


Final Words by Hilary Mantel

Drapers’ Hall in the City of London stands on the ground once occupied by Thomas Cromwell’s house, a family home which during the 1530s grew into a ministerial ­headquarters. A few years back, when the Cromwell trilogy was still half-­written, the Drapers’ Company hosted an author event, and during the question-­and-­answer session a reader reproached me with too-­frequent use of the expression ‘tail of the eye’. Out of politeness I pretended to be sorry, but I value peripheral vision, and don’t mean to give the phrase up. Try and see a little extra, is my recommendation. I am looking for what escapes the margins. When we examine documents in the course of research, we develop difficulties around reading; we find it difficult to focus on what can’t be categorised, or what seems to be in the wrong place. In the same way we develop certain difficulties around looking. Simply by scrutinising the past we disrupt it. We don’t scratch out the words of a text as we scan it, but interpretation leaves everything smudged and open to reshaping. We are standing in our own light; dimly, through a mirror, we catch ourselves in the act of watching.

People want to find order and beauty in the past, and the heritage industry is devoted to making sure they do, offering to smooth out the relation between then and now. But it only succeeds in holding the past in inverted commas, as between silver sugar tongs. When the grandeur and importance of historical sites is emphasised, the humble tourist who knows his place goes into the gift shop and looks at postcards, representations of the thing he feels unqualified to confront. The ground has been prepared for him and he has been set up to react. ‘Visitors faint here,’ we were told, in the ‘Haunted Gallery’ at Hampton Court.

If you want to think freshly about history you need to resist direction. Even if you avoid the tourist sites you can’t escape nagging. There is so much writing on the streets: walk don’t walk, turn don’t turn. There are symbols and suggestions on every wall, every post: interpretative screens between yourself and your subject. So when, as an author, you try to ground your project through topography, you may need to go against the flow, drag your heels, lurk in doorways like a child detective. Occasionally you feel you have caught the past unawares: in the depth of the Wiltshire countryside in a corner of the house called Wolfhall, or in a London street where the disengagement of strangers, their bustling preoccupation, creates a momentary void – as if a pulse had ceased to beat, and then, after a second, resumed. There is an instant of transparency, and then the opaque present reasserts itself. This process endlessly repeats, but never quite replicates. You never take the same picture twice.

When I was writing about the eighteenth century, I trained myself not to see anything that was made after 1794. Once my characters were dead, it was no business of mine what the world looked like. Similarly, when writing the trilogy, I allowed myself to see remnants of the medieval world, but selected out the Elizabethan. This would mean climbing stairs that ended in mid-­air, or excluding whole walls and wings: blanking portraits, ungrowing oak trees, diverting watercourses. After a while this becomes second nature. But though you may remodel the architecture and plough up the landscape, you can’t exclude those aspects of the contemporary that you yourself have a hand in generating. Those silk ropes are to keep you out, that partition exists to block your view, the fire extinguisher is placed where you might be able to use it. Past splendour is held intact by paperclips, rich robes need coat hangers, the recording of events requires broken pencils and scuffed filing cabinets. Though I thought I was attentive to these things, my colleagues in this project taught me to look better. There were things I wasn’t seeing, even from the tail of my eye. When we visited Drapers’ Hall together, we pored over the ground plan of the early building. I had looked at it at least twice before, but not looked well enough. George Miles pointed out a minute hole in the fabric of the plan, just where a staircase was drawn. From the hole hung an equally minute paper tag – like another step descending, but on a different plane. It goes straight into the earth, I thought. In a moment I saw how the house’s history played out, and saw the different levels on which my story existed. I glimpsed the building’s subterranean nature, and my book’s buried unconscious life.

A writer is lucky if moments like that arrive once or twice in the course of a project. Though the pictures exist in their own right, they also shed light on how the books came to be – light I feel I need myself. The trilogy is not a panopticon. There is no place you can stand to see all its parts at once. It is more like the memory machine in Wolf Hall, the ‘built or constructed mind or soul’, created by the sage Giulio Camillo. Every book comes with an inner landscape that is never realised on the page. Just as you have a million phrases that never make the cut, so you have a head full of images never acknowledged. In a deleted passage from The Mirror & the Light, I imagined how the printed book, rapidly diffusing and multiplying in Cromwell’s day, furnishes the imagination with holy food: ‘each mark on the page is a chalice’. Each scribbled or printed phrase is like one of those bubbling cauldrons in myth, never exhausted. The image and the word don’t fight each other. Every stroke of the pen releases a thousand pictures inside the writer’s head. This book has made some of them visible. Like my inner visions, the photographs have a wry and speculative nature, and they often make me laugh. The ones that draw me most are the ones that are blurred, because they are shadows of nothing; they fail to mark the place where nothing ever was. History is shaped by absence. When we are trying to process the past into some transmissible shape, we must acknowledge how much of it is our construction, and how much of it has run away like storm water, or blown away on the wind.

At the very beginning of the twentieth century, Zola said, ‘In my view you cannot claim to have really seen something till you have photographed it.’ The act of photographing, at least for a moment, distinguishes its object and estranges it from its context. Strangeness is good for a writer. You are always hopeful of a glimpse of the true nature of things, but both the man-­made and the natural have power to deceive, to give you the slip. I aim to think both historically and imaginatively. Similarly, I guess that when one of my colleagues is making a picture, he is thinking technically but also magically. Viewed later, mystery develops. Back alleys can take on an air of eternity. Household objects shine with singular virtue. Dead things are discovered to be not quite dead, because they are decaying, or attracting dust; they are still in process, active agents of change.

Photographs of historic locations are a genre of their own. They are made because the significance of a place is generally accepted. Saturated by pre-­conceptions, they are equivalent to the anecdotes and polished vignettes of popular history. The pictures we have made tend to undo anecdote. Rather than assent to the fixed, posed nature of a site, they recognise that at any moment somebody might come along and plug in a wall heater or put down a coffee cup. This incongruence has interest. Ugliness has value. Order and beauty sit beside the random and the ugly, and useful mass-­produced objects have their own resonance, especially when they are disused, forgotten, left to accrete a past of their own. The reforming priest Robert Barnes said in 1535 that the water in the Thames was as good as holy water blessed by bishops. Vinyl, as well as stone, is part of creation. There’s no reason to lavish attention on glass but neglect Perspex. Dustbins and recycling containers are necessary, especially when you are dealing with history. Moulded plastic chairs congregate in cathedrals, as if God loves them; even stacked in anterooms, they create a climate of expectation.

It is only in expectation that a writer thrives. My own history is a history of undone achievement, of accomplishment endlessly deferred. It is obvious to me that no book is ever finished. It is surprising that any paragraph is finished. Meaning is so plural, so prolific, that the writer never gets to the end of a sentence, but is infinitely detained, alike a prisoner who keeps committing new offences. Quotations, allusions, keep inserting themselves, texts shouting out to other texts. The characters in the Wolf Hall Trilogy are irrepressible, because they are written on England. When I began the trilogy, I lived a mile or two from Woking Palace, which is now a ruin, but which for the early Tudors was a favoured royal residence. The town’s football team, the Cards, is named after Cardinal Wolsey, and so is one of its shopping arcades. Leaving my house to drive towards Guildford, I would cross the territory of the Westons, the wealthy family of courtiers whose young son Francis was accused of adultery with Anne Boleyn. Chertsey Abbey lay across the heath, Windsor Castle along the river. The past was written on the landscape, sometimes badly; as the villages around Woking began to sprawl and spread, builders did some light research as they trawled for street names for their new developments. So, en route to the supermarket, I skirted the end of Tudor Way, where mushroom apartment blocks were named for the Howards, the Parrs, the Boleyns and for the cardinal himself – misspelled as ‘Wolesley’. I myself, before I moved to a Victorian conversion, had my own Tudor new-­build. Turning up at the site one evening to check on progress, I had met a lorry with a consignment of plastic beams and large sheets of ‘herringbone brickwork’, ready to be stuck on to the raw blocks. For a historical novelist, it was a sobering moment.

My novel Beyond Black was set on this very patch of ground. Gouged and scarred, torn up by diggers, the air and ground shuddering, the site concealed certain unwelcome secrets which made it unexpectedly hard for the builders to finish the job and realise a profit. The novel’s main character was a professional psychic, to whom the ‘underscape’ beneath the new streets was always visible, and to whom the dead were a cash proposition. Alison’s ghosts were a crew of malign spooks from Aldershot, the army town a few miles away. They were ex-­servicemen, latterly employed as bookmakers, road hauliers and dogsbodies in a travelling circus. The ghosts of the Cromwell trilogy would be black-­clad clerks with ribboned folios beneath their arms. I am prepared to make space for them, because the characters in the trilogy themselves believed in survival after death, and many of those characters are haunted, though sometimes by their own deeds. It is hard to talk about ghosts without reference to what literary theorists call ‘the spectral turn’, or without mentioning ‘hauntology’. That is a term we try to resist, though some of its tropes are enfolded into my narratives: nostalgia, erasure, forgery, the falsification of memory, the hounding of self by persona, and the potent action of dreams. It is a mistake for writers to be too sophisticated. I long ago decided that if someone asks, ‘Do you believe in ghosts?’ there is only one productive answer. If you say ‘no’, you close off the conversation for ever. If you say ‘Yes, and …’ or ‘Yes, although …’ you are in business.

But if you want to see the dead, you need do no more than look hard at the living. Revenants are perceived, rather than seen or heard. They are a disturbance, sometimes profound and physiological, sometimes just a ripple in the imagination. Every text is haunted, and the author is one of its phantoms, caught up in an endless process of reiteration. She has no sooner created her work, spending years choosing very specific words, than she is required to talk about it in soundbites, using other, lesser words. She is asked why she wrote it, and it’s not enough to claim, ‘It’s my job.’ She has to produce a story about her relationship to that particular material, account for her attraction to it; it’s not enough to say, ‘I thought it would work.’ Commentary begins as a faint nimbus but begins to outshine the text, even when the story is still in progress.

But the heritage ghost, the stoutly British spook, is not a literary conceit, found between the lines or in the white margin. He is solid enough to be monetised, and predictable in location; attached to a castle, abbey or great house, he is as much part of it as creaking wooden chests, or the deer that graze the park. Ghosts, in fact, are an aspect of property rights. The laws that bound them during their lives are considered to bind them after death. We say a castle has a ghost, but we don’t say a ghost has a castle. The shock of being turned out of their bodies is not enough to make them rebels or malcontents. Dutiful as drudges on a rota, steady as if they carried mops and buckets, they trudge up and down spiral staircases on their nightly or yearly rounds. Fastened to their families of origin, their status is roughly that of stable boy or under-­gardener. Trapped in simple, picturesque histories, they are victims or villains – never the muddled or the compromised, the bad debtors or petty thieves. We do not know whether they work when there are no visitors. To try too hard to evoke them is to fail. One of the most disconcerting sites on our travels was a ground-­floor room at Canonbury Tower, where it seemed to me that one or more maladroit psychics had been holding seances. I have never been in a room so filled with turmoil and dislocation. It was as if remnants of the dead were strewn around, spare fingers or amputated feet. It spoke to my fear as a novelist, not of failing but of partly succeeding: that instead of recreating a whole person, I would leave my reader with a severed head.

What are the chances of getting the past right – persuading the dead to speak, without telling atrocious lies? To recreate the unphotographed world requires a ­radical act of imagination. Your subjects see and hear and remember in a way that is of their time and not yours. At the time of the early Tudors, an ordinary person seldom saw themselves in mirrors; they may have been haunted by their ancestors, but not by themselves. They saw many fewer pictures than we do. There were still religious ­images, painted stories on church walls; for the wealthy, who had prayer books, these images were portable. An educated person might well recognise a printed image of Martin Luther, but the fleshly frame of Henry VIII is more familiar to us than to his contemporaries. And there were aspects of experience that our ancestors did not hold in common. You could not share your memories with others. You couldn’t hold up a picture and say, ‘That’s where I was born.’ Portraits as secular objects were new and for the rich; there was nothing to tell you what your grandfather looked like when he was a boy, nor did you have an image of your childhood self. Time flew, time wasted, time wasted you; you were a feather on the breeze. But you were saved from introspective nostalgia about the family face; or from lamenting the innocent you were, in the days when you wore your food plastered on your face, when your limbs spilled out of their confinement, and the sun shone every day.

In this as in so many respects, our ancestors’ inner world differs so much from ours that it defies reconstruction. So it is lucky that the lost and gone leave us tokens of absence: indented cushions, fossils and cigarette ash, writing on the walls. The novelist Alan Garner, reading graffiti in a waiting room, noticed under the names of two lovers a status update: ‘not really not now not any more’. It’s hard to sort out the lost from the never was, and so one of my favourite pictures in this book is of the place at Wolfhall where Henry didn’t marry Jane Seymour. The local tradition, the repeated story, leaves its own trace in the air, just as all the representations of a character in history or literature exist in a shadowy superimposition, crossing and meshing in ghostly outline. A story is constantly rewriting itself, undermining itself, taking on unexpected forms. The pictures are an argument against complacency. They observe gaps and losses, what’s patched and imperfectly preserved, and they suggest the provisional nature of what seems settled. I wondered at one stage whether marrying them to text reduces them, by narrowing their meaning. It’s a risk. But perhaps one to take.
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