
Henry’s Great Matter
An unforgettable king
Henry VIII is one of the most legendary kings 
in English history. The son of Henry VII and 
Elizabeth of York, he ruled England from 1509 
until his death in 1547. During his dramatic 
reign, he married six times, broke away from 
the Catholic Church and created the Royal 
Navy. He is also well-known for beheading a 
number of people who happened to disagree 
with him, including two of his wives! In 
general, Henry was a passionate man; some 
of his favourite pastimes were music, hunting 
animals and dancing with ladies-in-waiting at 
his splendid Hampton Court parties. 

Love and marriage: Catherine of Aragon
The first and longest-lasting of Henry’s six marriages was to Catherine of Aragon, 
daughter of the King and Queen of Spain. They married in 1509, the same year that 
Henry was crowned king at the age of 18. Catherine was six years older than Henry 
and was once married to his older brother, Arthur. When Arthur died, it was sensible 
for Henry to marry Catherine to maintain a good relationship with Spain.

The male heir obsession
Henry and Catherine soon started a family after they were married. In total, 
Catherine gave birth to six children but unfortunately only one, a daughter called 
Mary, survived. 

Henry was desperate to have a son who would become king after he died. He 
worried that without a male heir to the throne, the Tudor royal line would not 
continue.

As Catherine got older, Henry started to believe that he would never have a son with 
her. He felt God was punishing him for marrying his brother’s wife. As a result, Henry 
became increasingly unhappy with his marriage to Catherine. By 1525, Catherine’s 
lady-in-waiting, Anne Boleyn, had caught Henry’s eye. She was intelligent, beautiful 
and young. Perfect for a king’s wife! 
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All’s well with Cromwell
Henry now needed a swift divorce. This was not going to be easy, however, and he 
required the help of a clever advisor. That man was to be Thomas Cromwell, who 
became a favourite of Henry’s after serving Cardinal Wolsey, who had failed to 
arrange the divorce so far. 

Cromwell’s loyalty to Wolsey meant he bravely acted 
as a go-between for the two men, attempting to 
win back the King’s favour for his master. Cromwell 
did not succeed, but he caught the King’s attention 
with his straight-talking attitude and persuasive 
opinions. 

Thomas Cromwell was the son of a blacksmith, 
who was constantly in trouble with the law. 
Cromwell ran away from home and joined the 
French army, and then learnt languages and law 
in Italy. On returning to England, he used his 
intelligence to get ahead in politics. Henry had learned that a greedy 
and vain political advisor like Wolsey could not be trusted, so he decided to put his 
faith in this self-made man instead. It wasn’t long before Cromwell was promoted to 
the position of chief minister to the king.

Power struggle with the Pope
To begin with, Henry VIII and the Pope had a good relationship, but things changed 
dramatically when Henry started looking into divorcing Catherine. Divorce was not a 
simple issue in those days. People believed that your soul could not go to heaven if 
you were divorced. This was a problem for Henry 
and it became known as his ‘Great Matter’.

Henry decided to ask the Pope for an annulment 
instead of a divorce. If the marriage never legally 
existed, then Henry would be free to marry Anne 
and his soul would be saved – problem solved! 
However, the Pope didn’t agree with Henry and 
refused his request. Henry then spent the next 
five years trying to persuade the Pope to change 
his mind.

In the end, Henry’s chief minister, Thomas 
Cromwell, suggested that Henry could break 
away from the Catholic Church in Rome and place himself as 
Supreme Head of the Church of England. Henry would then be able to make up his 
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All change
With his marriage to Catherine annulled, Henry married an already pregnant 
Anne Boleyn in 1533. She was crowned Queen of England in a lavish ceremony at 
Westminster Abbey. 

This changed everything. As expected, Henry was excommunicated by the Pope and 
the English Reformation began. 

It was an action that would see Henry seize church land and property, destroy 
cathedrals and libraries and use his new wealth to finance various European wars. 
One year later, Henry would declare himself Supreme Head of the Church of England 
and anyone who didn’t like it… well, it was off to the Tower and off with their heads!

Meanwhile, Anne gave birth to their first and only child, Elizabeth, who was born in 
September 1533. Do you think they lived happily ever after?

own rules and the Great Matter would be resolved. Henry liked this idea very much 
and even rewarded Cromwell with a ring from his own finger! 

With help from Cromwell, Henry’s marriage to Catherine was finally annulled in May, 
1533. They had been married for almost 24 years. She was exiled from court and did 
not see her daughter again. 

Glossary

Catholic Church    A Christian church headed by the Pope, the Bishop of Rome.

Royal Navy  Part of the British military that conducts war on or overseas.

ladies-in-waiting  Women who attend a queen or princess. 

Hampton Court A palace on the north bank of the Thames in London.

heir  A person who receives or has the right to receive another 
person’s property or title after that person’s death.

chief minister The head of the government. 

annulment A declaration that a marriage has no legal existence. 

exiled  To be sent away from one’s country or home and not 
allowed to return.

excommunicated To have been officially excluded from the Christian Church.

English 
Reformation  

A series of events in 16th century England by which the 
Church of England broke away from the authority of the 
Pope and the Roman Catholic Church.
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