King Henry VIII 
Katherine of Aragon
KATHERINE: WIFE AND MOTHER
Katharine's primary duty was both personal and political - to bear children, as many as possible and preferably sons. This was especially important in England since Henry VIII was the sole surviving son of his father. Katharine was far from barren and did her best; in the first nine years of their marriage, she conceived at least six times. She miscarried twice, once delivered a stillborn daughter, and two sons died within weeks. The only surviving child was a daughter, Princess Mary, born in 1516. Katharine's last recorded pregnancy was in 1518, when she was thirty-three years old. 

Henry was not unhappy with the birth of Mary; he assured ambassadors that if it were a daughter this time, a son would surely follow. But it was soon clear there would be no sons. The age difference between he and Katharine was now more noticeable. The queen, struggling with frequent pregnancies and constant stress, looked older than her years. Henry was a far more prudent king than most; he had just two serious affairs during his marriage to Katharine. But one of his mistresses bore him a son. It was clear he could have sons, but the queen could not. 

WHO SHALL RULE?

By 1527, the question of the succession was the most pressing issue facing the king. Two years before, he had titled his illegitimate son the Duke of Richmond.  Many believed this was a preliminary step to naming him heir to the throne.  His illegitimate son died in 1536. 

The king by now had hopes of a legitimate heir. He had fallen in love the year previously with a young Englishwoman, Anne Boleyn. She was the sister of a former mistress. Henry,  a student of theology, now took a closer look at his marriage to Katharine. In particular, he looked at the text in Leviticus which seemed to directly reference his own life - 'If a man shall take his brother's wife it is an unclean thing..... they shall be childless.'(Leviticus, XX, 21) 

Of course, they were not childless but a daughter was not the heir he needed. No woman had attempted to rule England in hundreds of years. Henry now firmly believed that his “illegal” marriage to Katharine had been doomed from the start. 

DUMPING KATHARINE…..NOT SO EASY

How could he annul the marriage? 

He needed to convince the current pope, Clement VII  that his marriage directly contradicted the Bible and had no merit. This should have been a simple enough matter. Royal marriages had been annulled for far less. But Katharine's nephew, Charles V, was the Holy Roman Emperor and he had no intention of allowing his aunt to be cast off. This was not out of personal love or loyalty, but a purely political stance. And after the 1527 take over of Rome, Charles controlled the pope. 

Henry was frustrated, despite extensive work by his close advisers. Katharine was kept in the dark for as long as the king could manage it. But she was no fool. She knew of the romance between her husband and Mistress Boleyn; she knew Henry avoided her company, though he was scrupulous about attending official functions with her.

He did not wish to fight Katharine; he wanted an amicable end to their union and he was prepared to be generous. 

When news of his intentions became official, she was given counsel but only that chosen by the king. She turned to the Spanish ambassador and close friends at court for support. Anne Boleyn was not popular and Katharine was a respected and beloved queen. The king soon came under popular scorn for his plans. 

But Henry was as firmly convinced of the righteousness of his cause as Katharine was of hers. He had read the Bible; he had debated the issue with prominent theologians; he even sponsored hearings of the case at European universities. Both king and pope knew there was a valid basis for the annulment, and a pressing national need for it. Clement could have granted it. 

But the English king could not be helped at the Holy Roman Emperor's expense. This was soon made abundantly clear.  The pope said he could not help and for several years, the King's problems consumed England and fascinated Europe. 

Henry became tired of the delays. He was growing older and Anne was growing impatient. Her youth was being wasted to no purpose, she told the king. Meanwhile, Katharine encouraged Mary to be obstinate in protecting her rights as princess. Mary lost her father's favor and was forbidden to visit her mother. 

STARTING A NEW CHURCH

Finally, in 1533, Henry did the only thing he could to end the marriage - he rejected the authority of Rome and declared himself Supreme Head of a new Church of England. His archbishop issued the long-awaited decree to end  Henry’s marriage. 
Katharine was no longer queen of England.   Princess Mary was now illegitimate, and rumors spread that Anne Boleyn had finally succumbed to the king and was pregnant. 

Katharine was exiled to a succession of damp and unpleasant castles. She had but a handful of servants.  She was the proud and intelligent princess of Spain but would never allow her dignity, or that of her daughter, to be destroyed. In the end, this stubborn spirit did both her and Mary far more harm than good. 

Her final years were lonely and sad; the Spanish ambassador kept her informed of outside events and smuggled letters to her daughter, but she was often ill and at prayer. The wrongs she had suffered from Henry filled her with sadness rather than anger. Perhaps she was inspired by her motto, Humble and Loyal, for that is how she remained.

She died in January 1536, three weeks after her fiftieth birthday. There were rumors that she had been poisoned. But if Henry had been so inclined, he would have attempted it years before and spared himself much trouble. A lingering illness and the psychological effects of her exile were the obvious causes.  Henry did not attend the funeral; we do not know if he read Katharine's last letter to him. It was a love letter and she signed it 'Katherine the Queen'. 

Henry VIII: Katharine of Aragon
1. Why was it more important for Katherine to have a son than a daughter? 
2. How many times did Katherine become pregnant? 

3. What evidence exists to suggest that Henry could have a son, but his wife Katherine could not?

4. Why did Henry, a student of theology, believe his marriage was cursed?

5. Why did Henry have difficulty getting the Pope to end his marriage to Katherine?

6.  How did the public react to the King's relationship with Anne Boleyn?

7. How did Henry resolve the problem with the Pope's lack of cooperation?

8. What eventually happened to Katherine?

9. Why do you think Katherine was forbidden from seeing her daughter Mary?

