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Henricus octavus, Dei gratia Angliae 

et Franciae rex, fidei defensor, et 

dominus Hiberniae. 

"We are, by the sufferance of God, King of England; and the Kings of England in 

times past never had any superior but God." Henry VI I I, 1515. 
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Prince Hal. 

How do we see Henry VIII today? 

In your exercise book spend a few minutes jotting down words and phrases that come to 

mind when you think about the historical personality of Henry VIII.  

Now share these thoughts with the group. 

How did people see Henry VIII when he became King? 

The following sources are all written by people that were alive in the early years of 

Henryôs reign. What can these sources tell us about the youthful Henry VII? 

Source 1: From Thomas Moreôs view of Henry VIIIôs coronation. More was a friend of 

Henry VIII and a trusted government official. 

If ever there was a day, England, if ever there was a time for you to give thanks to God, 

this is that happy day. For this day consecrates a young man who is the everlasting glory 

of our age, and makes him your king, a king not just to rule a single people, but single 

handed to rule the entire world, a king who will wipe the tears from every eye and banish 

our long distress with joy. 

Source 2: Lord Mountjoy wrote this to the great scholar Erasmus a month after Henry 

became king. 

If you could see how everyone here rejoices in having so great a ruler, how his life is all 

their desire, you could not contain yourself for sheer joy. Unjust taxation is banished, 

generosity scatters riches with an open hand, yet our king does not set his heart on gold 

or jewels but on virtue, glory and immortality. The other day he told me, ñI wish I was 

more learned.ò ñBut learning is not what we expect of a king,ò I answered, ñmerely that 

he should encourage scholars.ò ñMost certainly ñ, he replied, ñas without them we 

should scarcely live at all.ò Now what more splendid remark could a prince make? 

Source 3: A description of Henry VIII in 1515  written in a secret message  to the 

Venetian government by their diplomat Pasqualigo. 

He is the most handsome ruler I ever saw, being above average height, with fine calf 

muscles, a fair and bright skin, and auburn hair combed straight and short in the Franch 

fashion, and a round face beautiful enough to be a womanôs, set on a long thin neck. He 

speaks French, English, Latin and a little Italian, plays the lute and harpsichord well, 

sight reads music, is the most powerful archer in England and is marvelous at jousting. 



 3 

Source 4: A description of Henry VIII by Simon Justinian, the Venetian ambassador, 

written in 1508: 

His Majesty is extremely handsome and Nature could not have done more for him. He is 

the most handsome ruler in Europe (much more so than the king of France), and he is 

very fair with an admirably proportioned body. Hearing that Francis I wore a beard, he 

allowed his to grow; it is reddish and now looks like gold. He is a good musician 

composer, a brilliant horseman, he excels in tournaments, speaks good French, Latin and 

Spanish, and is very religious, hearing three masses a day when he hunts and five on 

other days. Every day he attends the services of vespers and compline in the queenôs 

chamber. He loves hunting, tiring eight or ten horses in a chase, and he is extremely fond 

of tennis, during which it is the finest thing in the world to see him, his fair skin glowing 

through a shirt of the finest weave. 

 

Source 5: A banquet at the Court of Henry VIII was described by an Italian visitor in 

1510. 

The guests remained for seven hours at the table, measured by the clock. All the dishes 

placed before the king were carried by an óelephantô or ólionsô or ópanthersô or other 

óanimalsô amazingly costumed. There was a continuous removal and replacing of dishes, 

and in every direction the hall was full of fresh dishes on their way to the tables. Every 

imaginable sort of meat known in the kingdom was served, and fish in similar manner 

even down to prawn pasties. But the jellies (of some twenty sorts, perhaps) surpassed 

everything, being made in the shape of castles and animals of various descriptions, as 

beautiful and as amazing as can be imagined. 

Imagine that you are the French Ambassador to the Court of Henry VIII. Using the 

information contained in these sources, write a description of the young King Henry for 

Francis I, King of France. 
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Dealing with the Person of the King 

Henry VIII became King of England in 1509, aged 18. He was determined to be a great 

king, looked up to by everyone. He showed this in lots of ways: in his portraits for 

example, in his wars and his behaviour towards other people -and other kings. He also 

showed it in his control of every detail of his daily life. One measure of greatness was the 

number of people around you: the more there were, the more important you must be.  

When Henry stayed at Hampton Court he was attended by nearly 1,000 people. 

Controlling this number of people was quite a job and in 1526, while he was staying at 

another of his palaces, at Eltham, a strict and detailed set of rules was drawn up. These 

documents are extracts from those rules.  

Note that: 

1. Three rooms are mentioned. The "pallett room" is the room where the King actually 

slept (a pallett is a bed). The "privy chamber" is the private room next to the pallett room 

(privy means private). The King's Chamber is the big room where he began the day's 

public life.  

2. Some of those mentioned are ordinary people, e.g. servants, grooms, ushers and the 

barber. But the pages, esquires and gentlemen of the privy chamber were the sons of rich 

and powerful lords and knights. 
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TASKS 

 

1a. Use this table to note down what each type of person did each morning:  

Room and time Pages, esquires or 

gentlemen of the privy 

chamber 

Servants, grooms, ushers 

(a) 7 o'clock in the pallette 

chamber 

      

(b) After 7 o'clock in the 

privy chamber 

      

(c) Later, in the privy 

chamber 

      

 

  

1b.    Which type of person was actually allowed to touch, or speak to, the King? 

1c.   In what way is the barber an exception to this? 

 

2a. Use the information from the table below to write a storyboard for a documentary film 

about how the King gets up. Use this table to record what the camera shots will show and 

what the commentary will say with each shot.  

Shot 

number 

Camera picture Voice-over commentary 

1       

2       

3       

4       

5 etc       
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2b.     If there was a 3
rd

 column to record the King's own words for each shot, what do you 

think he would say each time? 

3.      What rules were there to make sure everyone behaved well? 

4.      The point of all this was to increase the greatness of Henry VIII. How do each of these 

points increase the King's greatness? 

4a.  having lots of servants 

4b.   having upper class people serve the King 

4c.   doing things in the right order 

4d.   strict control of good behaviour  
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His Majestyôs Health. 
 

Despite having had one of the best kept medical records of the time, the cause of Henry 

VIII's death is still a matter of debate. 

 

Henry was an extremely cultured and accomplished young prince. He became a great and 

glorious ruler; the true hope of his people. But he degenerated into a cruel and unstable 

despot. 

 
Henry VIII aged 22. 

 

At the age of twenty-two, Henry contracted smallpox but was not physically scarred by it. 

 

At thirty-three he had his first attack of malaria. This disease plagued him for the rest of 

his life. 
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A Miniature of Henry VIII at the age of  35. 

 

At the age of thirty-five he suffered a serious jousting accident, after which he began 

complaining of chronic migraine headaches. 

 

Henryôs extraordinarily painful leg ulcers began at about this time. He would suffer with 

them for the rest of his life. They eventually crippled him. 

 

In his late thirties Henry underwent a major personality change. He had always been wise 

and benevolent. But, slowly, he turned into an irrational and volatile individual. His 

enemies could expect no mercy; neither could his friends, to say nothing of his wives. 

 

 
Henry aged 44. 

 

Henry suffered a severe jousting accident at the age of forty-four and was unconscious 

for about two hours. After recovery he continued to exhibit fits of blind rage, aggravated 

by acute insomnia, painful sore throats, and recurrent, severe migraine headaches. 

 



 9 

Henry became prematurely gray and abnormally obese. It was reported that in one four 

year period his waist increased by seventeen inches. They say three of the biggest men to 

be found could fit into his doublet at one time. 

                                                                                               

At the age of forty-five he developed a strange growth on the side of his nose.   

 

By the time he was fifty, Henry probably became sterile or impotent thereby loosing the 

ability to father children. 

 

 
Henry at the age of 54. 

 

By his mid-fifties, Henry could hardly walk and was carried everywhere by sedan chair. 

He became increasingly absentminded, often issuing contradictory orders on succeeding 

days. 

 

He spent the last 8 days of his life in bed. He was too weak to lift a glass of water to 

drink. 

 

He died amid the horrendous stench of his bursting leg ulcers. 

 

Modern medical experts agree that Henryôs ulcers, headaches and irrational mood swings 

were caused by Syphillis. This disease was probably the ultimate cause of Henryôs death. 

 

Lord Montague had predicted some time before, that Henry's "leg will kill him, and then 

we will have jolly stirring" 

 

Someone once prophesied that "...dogs will lick his bones as they did Ahab's." His body 

was being transported to Windsor for burial, and sometime during the night the coffin 

burst open. When the sentries found him, dogs were licking his remains.              
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Catholic Versus Protestant. 
 

For over a thousand years, England had been a Catholic country. The head of the 

Catholic Church was the Pope. Then in the 1500s things began to change. There was a 

choice! There was the Catholic way of being a Christian, or there was the Protestant way.  

How were they different? 

 

The Catholic way. 

In 1500 virtually every person was a member of the Catholic Church. These are some of 

the catholic beliefs: 

 The Bible and church services should be in Latin as they have been for one 

thousand years. 

 The Pope and his bishops can forgive sins. People can show how sorry they are 

for their sins by giving gifts to the church. These gifts would help an individual 

get into heaven after death. 

 The altar is the focal point of the church. It should look spectacular. There should 

be ornaments and candlesticks on it. 

 Churches should be highly decorated with painting, statues and stained glass 

windows showing Godôs glory, power and mystery. 

 People need priests to help them find God. The priest acts as a link between an 

individual and God. 

 Priests should wear special clothes to reflect their special status as the link 

between God and man. They should not get married, but should devote their lives 

totally to God. 

 The Pope is head of the Church. God appointed him. He best knows what God 

wants the church to do. The way to salvation is to follow the teachings of the 

Church. 

 What you believe about God and the way you  practise your religion is very, very 

important. If you do not worship in the right way you will go to hell for eternity. 

 In the act of Holy Communion, when the priest blesses the bread and wine they 

become the body and blood of Jesus Christ. 

 
 

 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Image:09julius.jpg
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Image:09julius.jpg
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Pope Julius II. He was the Pope when Henry VIII became King 

The Protestant way. 

In the early 1500s, a growing number of people felt deeply that the Catholic Church had 

lost its way. One of the first leaders of the group was a German priest named Martin 

Luther. His followers protested about the things they felt were wrong. Hence the name of 

Protestants. 

 They said that the Catholic Church was too rich. People gave the Church lots of 

money, but the bishops and monks spent it on fine clothes and palaces instead of 

helping the poor. 

 They said that Catholic priests and monks were corrupt and lazy and did not do 

their jobs properly. They said that some priests never even visited their parishes, 

leaving someone else to take their services. 

 They said that it was wrong that Catholic services and the Bible were still in latin. 

Protestants said that it was hard to feel close to God if you do not understand the 

services or read the Bible yourself. 

 They were particularly angry that the Catholic Church allowed rich people to pay 

a bishop or the Pope to have their sins forgiven. They said that only God could 

forgive sins. 

 
Martin Luther. His printed ideas on Religion spread quickly across Europe. 

 

The movement for change that these people created is called the REFORMATION . 

Martin Lutherôs ideas quickly spread to other countries including England. Here are some 

of the Protestant beliefs: 

 Churches should be simple and plain. A simple church brings people closer to 

God. The altar should be replaced by a wooden table and there should not be any 

ornaments, which distract people from focusing on God. 

 Ministers should wear simple robes. They are ordinary people. They should be 

free to marry like ordinary people. 


