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Abstract:  

Hilary Mantel’s Thomas Cromwell Trilogy, including “Wolf Hall” (2009), “Bring up the Bodies (2012) 

and “The Mirror & the Light” (2020) helps us to dive deep into the scenario of Tudor England, where 

religion and politics intertwined in varied ways. This research paper delves into Hilary Mantel’s portrayal 

of Tudor England, exploring how she paints the entire trilogy with high accuracy in historical information, 

well designed characters, and powerful drama to illuminate the complex relationship between religion and 

politics. 
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Introduction:  

In this trilogy, Mantel masterfully weaves together historical accuracy, vivid characters, and intense drama 

to explore the intricate relationship between religion and politics during King Henry VIII’s reign. The 

Tudor period in England began from 1485 and lasted till 1603. This period was a time of immense 

transformation and witnessed extreme religious upheaval, political scheming and rise and fall of monarchs. 

Thomas Cromwell was the central figure in Mantel’s Thomas Cromwell Trilogy comprising “Wolf Hall,” 

“Bring Up the Bodies” and “The Mirror and the Light.”  

 

Historical Context: 

The Tudor era, which lasted from 1485 to 1603, is regarded as a pivotal period in the history of England. 

It was marked by significant demographic recovery from the ravages of the Black Death in the 14th 

century, profound religious upheaval, and cultural vitality. During this time, a succession of monarchs—

Henry VII, Henry VIII, Edward VI, Mary I, and Elizabeth I—each left a lasting impression on the religious 

landscape of England and influenced the nation's identity and political course.  

After the Wars of the Roses, Henry VII's reign established the foundation for stability at the beginning of 

the Tudor dynasty. While asserting royal authority over ecclesiastical matters, his cautious approach to 

religion emphasized Catholic continuity. However, Henry VIII, his son, was the one whose actions would 

significantly alter the religious landscape of England. In 1533, Henry VIII broke with Rome, laying out 

the Congregation of Britain with himself as its preeminent head. The English Reformation began with this 

act, which overthrew the papacy's authority in England. In addition to political considerations, Henry was 
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motivated by personal aspirations, most notably his search for a male heir, which resulted in the annulment 

of his marriages to Catherine of Aragon and Anne Boleyn.  

There was a complicated interaction between Protestant and Catholic influences during Henry VIII's reign. 

His theological positions remained largely conservative, emphasizing traditional Catholic practices with 

some reforms, despite his break from Rome and dissolution of the monasteries, which resulted in a 

redistribution of their wealth and land. The subsequent reign of Edward VI, Henry's son, saw significant 

reforms to liturgy and doctrine and a more outwardly Protestant agenda. During Edward's brief reign, his 

advisors, who advocated for doctrinal purity and English-language liturgy, supported a strong Protestant 

influence.  

Under Mary I, Henry VIII's daughter with Catherine of Aragon, the pendulum swung back toward 

Catholicism. The Marian Restoration, Mary's reign, had the goal of making Catholicism the official 

religion of England once again. She canceled Protestant changes and looked to accommodate Britain with 

the Catholic Church, procuring her the designation "Cocktail" because of her oppression of Protestant 

dissidents. However, her efforts to restore Catholicism were unsuccessful, and after her death in 1558, 

Elizabeth I, her half-sister, assumed the throne.  

During Elizabeth I's reign, Protestantism regained its position as England's dominant religion. The Act of 

Supremacy in 1559 established Elizabeth's religious settlement, which accommodated moderate Protestant 

and Catholic sentiments while reasserting the monarch's control over the Church of England. Through a 

media-based (middle way) strategy, the Elizabethan Settlement sought to unite the nation under a single 

religious framework that could accommodate a variety of religious beliefs to some extent.  

All through the Tudor period, strict character and practice went through critical changes, mirroring the 

powerful political and social flows of the time. The Church of England was established by Henry VIII, 

which started a process of religious reform and institutional change that continued through the Tudor 

monarchies' subsequent reigns. The religious landscape of the Tudor era was shaped by the interaction 

between monarchs, advisors, and religious leaders. This set the stage for the rise of English Protestantism 

and its ongoing impact on English identity and governance.  

The ambitions and convictions of monarchs like Henry VIII, Edward VI, Mary I, and Elizabeth I were the 

driving force behind the Tudor period, which was a time of profound religious change as well as cultural 

dynamism in England. Their separate ways to deal with religion formed Britain's strict character and 

political scene, passing on an enduring heritage that keeps on reverberating in English history and culture. 

 

Religion in Tudor England: 

Hilary Mantel's Thomas Cromwell trilogy stands as a significant investigation of perhaps of the most 

extraordinary period in English history — the Tudor time — where legislative issues, religion, and 

individual desire entwined in complex and frequently unstable ways. Thomas Cromwell, a character who 

transcends historical stereotypes to emerge as a nuanced protagonist navigating the treacherous waters of 

Henry VIII's court, is central to Mantel's narrative.  

Thomas Cromwell was the key figure through whom Mantel depicts the reformation of the religious aspect 

of Tudor England. Cromwell’s great development from an ordinary person to being the right hand of King 

Henry is displayed through his sharp vision and rock-like determination to follow the king’s preeminence 

over everything. Mantel describes Cromwell as a character with many aspects and who is moved by 

personal experience, political realism, and religious enforce.  

https://www.ijfmr.com/


 

International Journal for Multidisciplinary Research (IJFMR) 
 

E-ISSN: 2582-2160   ●   Website: www.ijfmr.com       ●   Email: editor@ijfmr.com 

 

IJFMR240424968 Volume 6, Issue 4, July-August 2024 3 

 

In Mantel's trilogy, Cromwell is rejuvenated with careful detail, permitting perusers to observe his battles, 

inspirations, and the considerable difficulties he confronted. His significant job in the foundation of the 

Congregation of Britain in 1533, with Henry VIII pronouncing himself the preeminent head, addresses a 

seismic change in English strict history. In his role as Henry VIII’s chief advisor, Cromwell spearheaded 

the revolt against Rome by condemning the authority of the Roman Catholic Church and disassembling 

the monasteries to redistribute their riches and lands. This religious mobilization was not only an act of 

politics but also a change of great influence that would be a constant in England’s identity for the next 

thousand years.  

In the trilogy, much attention is paid to Cromwell’s involvement in theological discussions and his 

adherence to the Protestant faith which, however stood in contradictions to the firmly established Catholic 

leanings in England. Cromwell politicized religious renewal by handling it from the perspective of a real 

politician, since he was not naïve about the peculiar politics of that time and could associate it with his 

intelligence and logical approaches. Moreover, he is also influencing the field of legal reforms and 

administrative innovations that were helpful to increase Henry VIII’s power and authority.  

Cromwell's decisive step in exerting his influence to bring about the separation of Henry VIII with 

Catherine of Aragon as a precondition to his marriage with Anne Boleyn is definitely the most thriving 

juncture of religion and politics in Mantel’s plot. Anne's promotion for Protestantism and change added 

an unstable aspect to court legislative issues, heightening strict pressures among Henry's counsels and 

inside the more extensive people. Cromwell's unflinching help for the ruler's conjugal yearnings 

highlighted his dependability and his capacity to move in the midst of moving devotions. Notwithstanding, 

the unstable idea of Tudor legislative issues is obviously delineated by Anne Boleyn's quick destruction, 

which was complicatedly attached to strict debates and Henry's unquenchable mission for a male 

successor. Cromwell orchestrated Anne's execution in 1536, demonstrating the unstable balance of power 

and ephemeral religious influence at court.  

Cromwell’s role in the fall of Anne reveals his readiness to sail through treacherous political waters, where 

alliances and loyalties could all change suddenly for the sake of the monarchs. 

As portrayed in Mantel’s trilogy, Cromwell is a man who wrestles with his own beliefs and convictions 

amidst the harsh realities of court intrigues. Along his path, he suffers personal losses, like the tragic deaths 

of his wife and daughters that add more intricacy to his character. Mantel’s presentation polishes up 

Cromwell showing him as a hero whose flaws are next to his innate brilliance and whose choices have left 

an echo throughout history. 

The trilogy by Mantel provides a broader commentary on the enduring legacy of Tudor politics and 

religion than just Cromwell's personal saga. By complicatedly winding around verifiable realities with 

clear narrating, Mantel welcomes perusers to reexamine customary stories and to investigate the mind-

boggling inspirations that drove key authentic figures. The Thomas Cromwell Trilogy examines power as 

well as ambition and the intricacies of religious reform in Tudor England undermining the notion of 

interpreting history in a simple way.  

Hence, Thomas Cromwell Trilogy by Hilary Mantel surpasses factual fiction and serves as substantial 

thought processes about religion and politics during perhaps one of the most dramatic times in Britain. 

She portrays Tudor history’s enduring importance through the personage of Thomas Cromwell, allowing 

readers to explore the complex nature of power and identity which was shaped by faith and ambition with 

cataclysmic consequences. 
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Politics and Court Intrigue in Tudor England: 

The Thomas Cromwell Trilogy is abundant with themes relating to political manipulation, ambition, and 

intrigue. Mantel has skillfully written these three novels that she is successful in helping the readers dive 

into the historical era and see all these through Thomas Cromwell’s eyes. 

Mantel threw a different light on Thomas Cromwell and portrayed him as an intelligent man rather than a 

villain that he is often displayed as. Even though the entire trilogy revolves around the lives of King Henry 

and his wives, it is only through Cromwell’s eyes that we get the insights into the courtly politics and its 

inner workings.  

It is in Wolf Hall, that we see how Cromwell being from a humble background rose to power and became 

an indispensable member of King Henry’s court. His loyalty, intelligence and sharp wit makes him a vital 

companion to the King. Cromwell helped the King in making new political alliances with different 

countries which aided the King in his fights against the Catholic Church and papacy. King Henry’s pursuit 

for a male heir fuels the fire of his decision to annul his marriage with Queen Catherine and marry Anne 

Boleyn. Cromwell tried to set the king up with Anne of Cleves, which would purely be a political alliance 

and would help in gaining some allies from Europe. The King’s actions are opposed by many and it leads 

to a lot of political and religious issues.  

In Bring up the Bodies, we could see how deadly the game of power politics gets and how cleverly 

Cromwell magnifies his influence over the King’s decisions. This novel revolves around the downfall of 

Anne Boleyn and how Thomas Cromwell played a significant part in destroying Anne Boleyn, 

orchestrating political maneuvering and court intrigues. King Henry VIII who went against so many to get 

married to Anne Boleyn soon gets sick and tired of her and wants to end this marriage and assigns 

Cromwell the task to do it. Cromwell collects evidence to prove Anne’s infidelity and gathers sufficient 

proof to try her for treason. Soon Anne Boleyn and her counterparts are tried and executed which results 

in Cromwell securing the majestic position as the King’s Chief Adviser. The entire novel portrays how 

cruel and treacherous humans can get to climb the social ladder. 

In the final novel, The Mirror and the Light, we could find Cromwell at the peak of his influence. The 

dissolution of monasteries continued and religious reforms took place and Cromwell envisioned a New 

England which was ready for change and innovation. In this novel we could notice how the people from 

up the North kept protesting against the King’s policies which lead to a lot of political pressure. Cromwell’s 

main role throughout the search for queen was to balance international relations and maintaining political 

and religious considerations. King Henry’s Queen’s namely, Catherine Howard, Anne of Cleves and Jane 

Seymour helped shape the political landscape of the Tudor Dynasty.  

At the conclusion of the trilogy, Cromwell began to face criticism at the court and suffered numerous 

personal and political catastrophes that ultimately led to his downfall. 

 

Intertwining of Religion and Politics in Tudor England: 

Hilary Mantel's Thomas Cromwell Trilogy delves deeply into Tudor politics and the tumultuous interplay 

between religion and power, making it a significant piece of historical fiction. The trilogy revolves around 

Mantel's brilliant portrayal of Thomas Cromwell, a man who rises from lowly origins to become Henry 

VIII's main counselor and bravely negotiates the treacherous seas of court intrigue. 

Cromwell has suffered a lot in the past when he lived with his father, this has etched some traumatic 

memories in him, hence Mantel has depicted him as a complex character. The statement “So now get up” 

keeps echoing in his mind making him determined to overcome all the obstacles, whether it be political 
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or personal, that come his way and get past his troubled memories of abuse as a child. His determination 

can be clearly seen in his loyalty towards the king and his shrewd manipulation skills at the court which 

helped him to act as a strong wall as well as a mirror for the king. 

Mantel used costumes to signify social status throughout the Thomas Cromwell Trilogy. Dresses have 

been used by Mantel to symbolize class segregation during the Tudor Dynasty. In order to distinguish 

themselves from the common people and to reflect their social identity, court members paid special 

attention to their attire. Luxurious textures with lavish specifying and gems were worn to upgrade their 

dresses and add to their political status. Wealth and power were represented by heavy embroidery on 

clothes. 

Cromwell’s path was majorly influenced by religion. Mantel examines Cromwell’s political manipulation 

and his assistance to the king in his religious reformations with high regard. Cromwell's genuine trust in 

change is contrasted with the difficult practical realities of civilized life, when relationships shift and 

convictions are frequently bargained for effect and survival. This primary subject runs across the entire 

trilogy, highlighting the delicate balance that Cromwell must maintain between his political pragmatism 

and personal convictions. 

The meticulous attention to factual detail by Mantel's and hence, the narrative provides with it and the 

trilogy's unusual portrayal of the Tudor era have been added. Wolf Hall and Bring Up the Bodies is the 

story of Thomas Cromwell who was once a completely powerless person but later became powerful. His 

starting point was in the court of the king where he was a mentee of nobody else but Cardinal Wolsey, and 

then he also starred in the assassination of Anne Boleyn. In fact, instead of regarding Cromwell as a hero 

or as the antagonist, by the portrayal of him as a complex character with uncertain loyalties and doubts 

that always envelop him, Mantel avoids the cliches. 

Mantel focuses on elitism within the court to prompt the readers to reflect on the historic figures’ identities 

from a modern perspective and consider how they were shaped by their surroundings. This approach 

apparated standard narrations, thus making the characters more alive and real, which in the end of the day 

makes it a two-way experience.   

At the heart of Hilary Mantel’s Thomas Cromwell trilogy is its exquisite tapestry of research and scholarly 

work that not only draws in the reader and immerses him in the Tudor past. Describing the stormy bond 

of faith, ambition, and power. Mantel comes up with a plot that would provoke thinking not only in the 

context of Cromwell’s life, but beyond it as well. This calls on readers to engage in a struggle with the 

problem of manifold human traits that attract them to political machination that is ever present. 

 

Conclusion: 

The Thomas Cromwell Trilogy by Hilary Mantel is a literary triumph that transports readers to the 

tumultuous court of King Henry VIII by skillfully combining historical accuracy with compelling 

characters and the intricate relationship between religion and politics. Mantel navigates the turbulent reign 

of Henry VIII through the eyes of Thomas Cromwell. This period was marked by religious upheaval and 

Machiavellian court intrigues. Cromwell is presented not only as a villain but also as a multifaceted figure 

who is clever, intelligent, and shrewd. His crucial role in reshaping England's religious landscape 

demonstrates how politics and faith were inextricably linked during this pivotal time.  

Mantel's meticulous research and attention to detail bring Tudor England to life, vividly contrasting the 

lavish court life with the harsh realities of common life. She utilizes images like apparel and adornments 

to highlight social orders, depicting subjects in ostentatious clothing that stands out forcefully from the 
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effortlessness of normal society. This visual differentiation improves the story as well as fills in as a 

representation for the power elements at play, where appearances and loyalties are cautiously organized 

to explore misleading political waters.  

Cromwell's ascent from humble beginnings to becoming Henry VIII's trusted advisor, a journey marked 

by strategic maneuvering and ambition, is central to Mantel's narrative. His pivotal role in the dissolution 

of monasteries and the formation of the Church of England demonstrates his pragmatic approach to 

governance, in which religious reform is intertwined with political consolidation. Mantel depicts 

Cromwell not as a clear legend, but rather as a mind-boggling figure whose inspirations are driven by a 

mix of individual desire, dependability to the crown, and a certifiable confidence in improving Britain's 

strict foundations.  

The trilogy’s investigation of Tudor governmental issues is especially convincing in its depiction of 

Cromwell's critical job in the ruin of Anne Boleyn. The intrigue and betrayal that permeated court life are 

vividly depicted by Mantel, revealing Cromwell's skill at manipulating events to secure his position and 

influence the king's decisions. His part in the trial and execution of Anne Boleyn demonstrates the brutality 

of Tudor politics, where loyalty and favor could change quickly amid shifting alliances and rival factions.  

In addition, Mantel presents Cromwell as a nuanced protagonist whose actions are shaped by both personal 

ambition and a pragmatic understanding of power dynamics, transcending the usual dichotomy of hero 

versus villain. In a world where alliances were fragile and trust was scarce, Henry VIII's ability to balance 

loyalty and self-preservation is demonstrated by his intricate relationships with figures like Cardinal 

Wolsey and Henry VIII himself. Past its story extravagance, the Thomas Cromwell trilogy fills in as a 

significant investigation of how legislative issues, religion, and individual desire met in Tudor Britain.  

The portrayal by Mantel challenges conventional understandings of historical figures and encourages 

readers to reevaluate the complexities of power and identity during a volatile time period. She offers a 

timeless reflection on the nature of governance, faith, and human ambition by delving into Cromwell's 

psyche and motivations, highlighting the enduring significance of Tudor history.  

In conclusion, the Thomas Cromwell Trilogy by Hilary Mantel is not only a historical narrative but also 

an in-depth investigation of power and morality in Tudor England. Mantel brings a turbulent era of 

religious strife and political intrigue to life through meticulous research, vivid storytelling, and nuanced 

characters. The journey of Thomas Cromwell from obscurity to power encapsulates the turbulent spirit of 

his time, making him a compelling protagonist. By revealing the intricate connections between politics, 

religion, and personal ambition, Mantel's trilogy expands our understanding of history and draws readers 

into the murky world of Tudor court life. 
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