	
	
	



Did Henry Viii marry for love, sex, or power?
Henry VIII is often seen as a negative character within British history especially regarding his treatment of women. Whilst many historians argue that Henry’s treatment of women would be seen and misogynistic and predatorial, especially by today’s standards other historians argue that Henry was romantic and married some of his wives for love. But what is the truth? Let's examine each queen and Henry’s reason for marriage to each one.
[image: ][footnoteRef:1] [1: Henry VIII (r.1509-1547) (N.D), Royal Archive < https://www.royal.uk/> (Accessed 01/01/25)] 

First, understand the political circumstances that lead to Henry’s first marriage. Henry was never expected to become king as his older brother Arthur was the heir presumptive. Therefore, he was ‘untrained in the exacting art of kingship'[footnoteRef:2]. This meant that he rarely made appearances in public. In addition to this the House of Tudor’s claim to the throne was not seen as a fully indisputable claim to other European monarchs. Many believed that there were other heirs that would have been further up the line of succession than Henry VII. Because of this Henry VII realized that he needed his son Arthur (heir presumptive) to marry someone who would strengthen that claim. That potential marriage was Arthur’s marriage to Catherin of Aragon. She had maternal roots that led back to John of gaunt meaning she also had roots within the British monarchy. This was seen to strengthen the claim to the throne and would cause the European monarchies to accept the House of Tudor as the British monarchs. Catherine and Arthur married in 1501 and moved to Ludlow in Wales so Arthur could fulfill his duties as prince of Wales but also so that they could prepare to take over the throne. [2:  Scarisbrick, J. J. (1997). Henry VIII (2nd ed.). Yale University Press.
] 

 In 1502, when Henry was 10 years old, his brother Arthur died which led to Henry becoming the heir presumptive and being next in line to the throne. This upheaved his world as he went from being the spare that was hidden away to becoming the second most prominent and powerful person in the country. It also meant that Catherine was a widow. This in return meant that Henry VII would have to return the dowry that he had received.  Henry VII had only been paid half the dowry and would not receive the rest as Catherin would no longer be granted the title of queen. The only way for the title to be bestowed upon her was whether Henry VIII would marry her. Catherine's mother passed away just a short few years later and this death meant she had lost some value and Ferdinand II of Spain (catherine’s father) now sought to pay a reduced dowry. Add in that her older sister Joanna was going to inherit Castile – A larger kingdom – Catherine was no longer the hot commodity she once was. In fact, she was only relative to the country if the marriage took place as it would still fortify the Tudor claim to the throne. This means that we can firmly say the evidence backs up the idea that henry’s first marriage was one of power. As it gives the Tudor’s claim legitimacy and therefore a more powerful grasp on the country.

Henry’s next wife, Anne Boleyn, could say her marriage was one of love. Anne was originally an affair during Henry’s marriage to Catherine. However, he soon decided that he wanted to marry her. However, the country was catholic and followed the rules set out by the pope in terms of divorce, which was never granted based on a recreational reason. If you weren't cheated on, then you were not going to get an annulment. Anglicanism, specifically the Church of England was created due to the refusal of the pope to annul Henry’s wedding to Catherine of Aragon. 
Instead of accepting the pope’s response, Henry started the reformation (a period of huge religious and cultural change in the UK). Henry created the new church and broke away from Catholicism. As this meant he could then place himself as the supreme head of the church he could annul his wedding to Catherine and marry Anne. Some historians argue that his love and will to marry Anne created the new religion, other historians would argue that the power Henry received from becoming the supreme head of the church far outweighed his love for Anne. By becoming the head of the church Henry would have almighty power and influence over his subjects as they would follow his rule based on him being a spiritual representation of God on earth, this led to him being able to lead the morals of the country. The Church of England even view the monarch as their “highest power” [footnoteRef:3], believing that it is the monarch's divine right to rule the country.  [3:  Canons of the Church of England (N.D), Church of England, <https://www.churchofengland.org/about/leadership-and-governance/legal-services/canons-church-england/section#b7> (Accessed 01/01/25)] 

The same historians may suggest that looking at the end of the marriage tells as to the reasons for marriage. When Anne failed to produce a male heir and so Henry told his advisors he needed to get rid of her. Thomas Cromwell, Henry’s secretary at the time, was an enemy of Anne as they regularly disagreed over how to spend the church’s income and gladly engineered charges of treason and adultery. These were “almost certainly false” [footnoteRef:4] and used as a reason to execute Anne meaning Henry was free to marry a third time. [4:  Henry VIII,  Royal Archives (N.D) (Accessed 01/01/25)] 

Henry’s third wife is often referred to as his most successful marriage. Jane gave birth to Edward VI, Henry’s only viable male heir. Sadly, Jane died days after giving birth. Many reports of Henry say that he was devastated by the loss of his wife. Henry reportedly wore black for several months after Jane’s death and even requested to be buried next to her in Windsor castle. 
Some historians argue that Jane was Henry’s favourite wife this ios supported by the fact that this led to the longest gap between marriages as he waited almost 3 more years before he married again. Some argue that the only reason Henry loved her was because there wasn't time for the marriage to sour and that had Seymour lived the marriage would have inevitably broken down. Historians disagree over whether Henry would have eventually got bored and returned to his womanizing ways.
In 1940 he married Anna of Cleves. Henry was desperate for another heir so he set out to find another bride. Anna, known for her Holbein portrait, led the Duchy of Cleves. A state that was catholic but open to religious reform. This meant that they would potentially follow Henry and the UK towards Anglicanism and away from tradition al Catholicism. This is partly why Henry chose her as this would gain him more power and influence.  There were plans for Cleves to see more religious reform under the guidance of the Church of England. This meant Henry could believe that more countries/duchy’s would contemplate the move as they would see it was popular and a stable religion. Some also say that Henry did love Anna just not as a wife. She was often referred to as the king’s “sister” and was looked after by Henry (and his estate after his death) until she died. She was given some areas of land and invited to court several times. She was also given
 Precedence over all other ladies at court save his subsequent wives and daughters.[footnoteRef:5] [5:  Norton, Elizabeth (2009). Anne of Cleves: Henry VIII's Discarded Bride.(Stroud, Amberley Pub)      P.108                                                                                           08.] 


[bookmark: _Int_rSXWvZB0]Henry’s fifth wife, Catherine Howard, was not so lucky when it came to her marriage. Henry met Catherine when she was a lady in waiting for his wife Anna of Cleves. It is believed by some historians that Catherine was a marriage for sex. Catherine was young, around the age 13-15 when she met Henry though her actual age is widely disputed. However, besides Catherines age she was viewed as being promiscuous. Though at the time women didn't have a huge say in whether or not they should have sex as saying no would have been viewed as rude as public opinion at the time was that men “knew better”.
Catherine’s marriage didn’t last long as she was executed just three months later when found to be unfaithful. Catherine was found to be having a relationship with one of Henry’s courtiers, Thomas Culpeper. Though often described as untrue, some historians point out the language used in her final letter to Culpeper “Master Culpeper....Yours as long as life endures, Katheryn”[footnoteRef:6] she identifies Thomas as someone she loved and that had it not been for her death Howard and Culpeper may have eloped into the countryside. [6:  Howard, Katherine, Letter to Thomas Culpeper (1541) <https://englishhistory.net/tudor/letter/queen-catherine-howard-master-thomas-culpeper/> February 4, 2015 (Accessed 01/01/25)] 

Katherine Parr, the sixth and final wife is the most difficult to categorize. Henry needed a custodian; someone he could entrust his children to. He also needed someone who would adhere to his religion whilst he was dying. Katherine was very religious; It is believed by many historians she only married Henry due to a feeling of duty to God, even comparing her duty of marrying Henry to that of serving the lord 
I make like account with your majesty as I do with God [footnoteRef:7] [7:  Parr, Katherine, Letter to King Henry VIII, (July 1544), <https://englishhistory.net/tudor/letter/letter-of-katharine-parr-king-henry-viii-july-1544/> March  2, 2015, (Accessed 01/01/25)
] 

Parr was seen as a continuation of Henry’s reign whilst he was too unwell to physically rule. Some would argue that Henry loved Parr enough to leave her in charge of the kingdom whilst he was unable to discharge duties. Whereas other historians argue that it was a decision solely based on power. Parr was an intelligent woman and would be able to handle Henry’s duties in a way that Henry would see fit. This meant that Henry reigned by proxy as he was essentially making the decisions but often was hidden from view at events due to his illnesses.

Overall, it is easy to see why power was so important to Henry. His claim to the throne was tenuous at best and he needed every possible route to ensure the new house of Tudor went on for generations. However, some historians would believe that love and companionship were more important to him. Especially in his later years as he was struggling more with his health.
We will never truly know the effect each wife had on him as there are many accounts of henry and his wives nearly all of which have a political or religious bias, even primary sources are often distorted to the historian's opinion. This means that whilst we can form an informed opinion ourselves, historical accuracy is often tenuous due to the historian’s own morality and opinions.
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