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The Taming ‘
of the Queen

Philippa Gregory is well known in the
historical fiction world, particularly for her
Cousins’ War and Tudor Court novels. The

Taming of the Queen is the latest of her Tudor
novels and, as usual, she doesn’t fail to bring the
Tudor court to life. As always with her novels,
and historical fiction in general, the book has to
be taken with a pinch of salt and has to be read
knowing that a lot of the facts have been changed
and information made up due to lack of evidence.

The Taming of the Queen begins in 1413, at
the end of Henry VIII’s reign. Henry is no longer
the athletic and attractive king he once was and
now has a tyrannical reputation, especially when
it comes to his wives. Unfortunately for Kateryn
Parr, who has just lost her second husband, she is
the woman chosen to be his sixth and final wife.

She is unable to refuse, despite being in love and
involved with someone else, a young Thomas
Seymour. The novel follows Kateryn as she
struggles to ignore her romantic feelings and not
upset her new husband.
Gregory brings Kateryn to life and tries to
convey how she could have been feeling when she
was chosen to be Henry VIII’s sixth wife. She
writes a particularly telling scene where Kateryn
is given the Queen’s jewels by Nan, a lady in
waiting who had served all of the previous
queens, and it is revealed to her that each queen
contributed to the collection:
“Nan is as pale as me. She wrapped
Katherine Howard’s emeralds in their leather
folders and put them in that very jewel box
on the day of her arrest. She fastened Jane
Seymour’s sapphires around her neck on
her wedding day. She handed Katherine of
Aragon her earrings and here they are now,
on the table in my privy chamber for my

»

use.

Henry VIII’s third and ‘beloved’
queen, Jane Seymour, is frequently
mentioned in the book. It is something

not often explored by historical fiction
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authors, what Henry’s wives felt about their
predecessors, especially one that Henry still loved.
It comes across that Kateryn is jealous, despite not
being in love with Henry, that his deceased wife is
still so highly regarded.

It also soon becomes clear how delusional
Henry himself is. He thinks he’s still the young
man he used to be, a man who could woo any
woman, not the obese old man he now is. Despite
his new reputation, he is kind to Kateryn at first
and even nearly convinces her that she will grow to
love him. He seems to trust her with his kingdom
and his children, and, in the words of Gregory as
Katherine, “who could not love a man who trusts
a wife with his kingdom? With his children? Who
pours treasure at her feet? Who offers his love so
sweetly?”

Despite his initial kindness to Kateryn,
Henry’s moods do change frequently and it
is put down to the pain he is in with his leg
ulcer. Gregory describes how his servants, and
even his wives and children, would have had to
tiptoe around him, making sure not to upset or
worsen his mood. It is hard to imagine a life like
that, although Gregory does a pretty good job
at expressing the moods of the court as well as
Kateryn herself.

One of the things I liked most about this
novel was the way Gregory portrayed Kateryn’s
relationship with Henry’s children. Princess Mary
(later Mary I) is presented in a positive light in
this book, compared to some other works. She is
relaxed and friendly with Kateryn, a nice change
to the strong image of her as just being fiercely
religious and the restoration of the Catholic faith
in England being her only focus. Kateryn is,
however, wrong when she thinks that Mary will
change her mind and come round to her way of
thinking about religion. Kateryn starts off cautious
around Henry’s other two children, Elizabeth
and Edward. Elizabeth is the daughter of Anne
Boleyn and is unsure of her place in the world, in
limbo between princess and Henry’s illegitimate

daughter. There is no hint in Gregory’s work as to
how Kateryn and Thomas Seymour would later get
involved in with Elizabeth. I couldn’t help but pity
Edward when Kateryn was first introduced to him,
every word he said sounded scripted and rehearsed
and, as Kateryn also noted, he did not act like a
child. As well as rehearsing his introduction, he
did not act familiarly with his father, another thing
that Kateryn sadly points out. On a positive note,

[ am glad that Gregory wrote these scenes so that
we could see how estranged the three siblings are
with their father before Kateryn brings them all
together as a family.

The one thing that did start to annoy me
about this novel is its repetitiveness. As much as
Kateryn was very religious and did accomplish
many things that were unheard of for a woman of
the time, it sometimes feels as if Gregory thinks
the readers have forgotten. She constantly reminds
us of the divide between the Catholic Church and
the Church of England, as well as how different
they are. I am glad Gregory doesn’t just focus on
Kateryn’s relationships, as there is more to her
character than that, however I didn’t feel that the
reminders of the differences between the churches
was needed.

Opverall, I did not expect Kateryn’s story
to be as engaging and interesting as it is in this
novel. There are no obvious flaws or inaccuracies
on a first read and the majority of the feelings
Gregory expressed as Kateryn feel legitimate and
realistic. I would recommend this book to anyone
who likes reading historical fiction, in particular
about Henry VIII and the Tudor dynasty.
However, I would still recommend this as more
of a starting point before reading a non-fiction
book on Kateryn, something to help flesh out and
understand her character before moving on and
figuring out what is true in this novel and what’s
not.

CHARLIE FENTON
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" FEASTDAYS

by Claire Ridgway i

FIRST SUNDAY — DEDICATION SERVICE

In the medieval period, wakes were held to mark
the end of summer and to dedicate the local church.
The feasting and partying could go on for days, so,
in 1532, Henry VIII stamped down on this practice

13 OCTOBER — FEAST OF
ST EDWARD THE CONFESSOR

The feast of St Edward the Confessor, the Anglo-
Saxon king who reigned from 1042 to 1066 and
who was canonised in 1161, was the traditional

18 OCTOBER — FEAS
ST LUKE THE EVANGE

The 18" October marked the feast day of St Luke the
Evangelist, one of the four authors of the canonical
Gospels of Jesus Christ and the author of the Acts
of the Apostles. He is the patron saint of artists,
physicians and surgeons, brewers, notaries, students

I‘ I‘i
2§ OCTOB“K — FEAST OF ST CRISPIN AND ST CRISPI)IA_F__

The 25% October marked the feast day of Saints
Crispin and Crispinian who were brothers (some say
twins) and who were martyrs of the Early Church,
being beheaded on 25 October 285 or 286 during
the reign of Diocletian. Following the victory of
England over France on 25 October 1415 at the

]

and ordered that the first Sunday in October was
the day for local parish churches to hold their
dedication service.

day for the mayor of London to be chosen by the
freemen at'Guildhall.
iy

en depicted in paintings
times winged) which are
seen as symbols fice, referring to Christ’s

sacrifice for,man
"t

Battle of Agincourt, the day became a celebration
of that event too. Celebrations included bonfires,
revelry and the crowning of a King Crispin.

St Crispin and St Crispinian are the patron
saints of shoemakers, saddlers and tanners.
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28 OCTOBER — FEAST OF ST
SIMON AND ST JUDE

The 28™ October marked the feast of Saints Simon
(Simon the Zealot) and Jude (Thaddaeus), the
Apostles. It was known as the day that the autumnal
rains often began.

St Simon is the patron saint of tanners and
St Jude is the patron saint of hope and hopeless/
desperate cases.

31 OCTOBER — ALL HALLOWS
EVE

The 31° October was and is, of course, All Hallows
Eve or Halloween. Although it was a religious
festival in medieval and Tudor times, it has its roots
in Pagan celebrations and it comes from Sambhain,

the Celtic new year festival which was celebrated
from sunset on 3lst October to sunset on Ist
November. On that night, it was believed that the
veil between the world of the living and that of the
dead was at its thinnest and that the souls of the
dead and evil spirits could walk the earth. Church
ells were rung, bonfires were lit and people wore
Kl ward off these spirits and to send them
i arm buildings and homes were also

@tegory 111 chose 1st November
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was said to represent a soul in Purgatory and in
exchange for a cake the souler would promise to
pray for the dead of that household. You can find
a recipe for soul cakes in the 2014 October Tudor
Life magazine.

Another tradition associated with Halloween
was apple bobbing, which started out as young
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Saint Edward the confessor, courtesy
of Catholic Tradition

people diving for apples stuck upon a hanging
beam which had a lit candle at the other end. Their
hands were tied behind their back and they could
only use their mouths to bit at the apple. It also
appears to be customary to crack nuts with one’s
teeth or to fling the nuts into the fire and watch
them crack. It is unclear how old these practices
with nuts and apples are, but in the early 19%
century book Observations on Popular Antiquities
John Brand and Henry Ellis note that the author
of a letter printed in a book in 1728 wrote of his
servants demanding apples, ale and nuts for the last
day of October. Another name for Halloween does
appear to have been Nutcrack Night, although one
source says this is because it was customary for nuts
to be cracked at this time for their seeds to be used
in charms and divinations (Superstitions and Folk
Remedies, Charles Raymond Dillon). Whatever the
truth of the matter, do have fun with soul cakes,
apple bobbing, ale drinking and nut-cracking this

Halloween. It’s not just fun, it’s history!

CLAIRE RIDGWAY
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