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Inquiry Activity: Was Anne Boleyn innocent? 
Analysing the sources below, assess whether they point to her guilt or suggest her innocence of 
the charges led against her. 
 
Background 

Anne (c. 1501– 1536) was the second wife of King Henry VIII and thus Queen of 
England from 1533 to 1536. Their marriage, and her execution for treason by beheading, 
made her a key figure in the political and religious upheaval that marked the start of the 
English Reformation. Anne’s sister had been the King’s mistress, and the Boleyns were a 
powerful family at court, even more so after Anne fell in love with Anne. However, 
Anne refused to be a mistress and demanded that Henry divorce his wife, Katherine of 
Aragon and make her queen instead. After splitting England from the Roman Catholic 
Church in order to marry Anne, her failure to bare him a male heir and her flirtatious 
and outspoken nature made her an unpopular figure at court, and eventually with 
Henry himself. In April 1538, Henry instructed Thomas Cromwell, his most trusted 
servant, to investigate Anne for high treason in April 1536. On 2 May, she was arrested 
and sent to the Tower of London. She was convicted on 15 May and beheaded four days 
later. Modern historians view the charges against her, which included adultery, incest, 
and plotting to kill the king, as unconvincing. After her daughter, Elizabeth, was 
crowned as queen in 1558, Anne became venerated as a martyr and heroine of the 
English Reformation. Today, Anne continues to divide opinions and is remembered 
either as a manipulative seductress who used the king and slept around at court with 
courtiers including her own brother. Others remember her as a tragic victim of the 
patriarchy, who was used as a pawn by powerful men and murdered for failing in what 
was deemed to be a woman’s only purpose – to please her husband and produce a male 
heir.  
 
SOURCE A: Letter from Henry VIII to Anne Boleyn after she returned to Hever Castle 
Kent (c.May 1527) 

“…I have put myself into great agony…beseeching you earnestly to let me know 
expressly your whole mind as to the love between us two. It is absolutely necessary for 
me to obtain this answer, having been for above a whole year stricken with the dart of 
love, and not yet sure whether I shall fail of finding a place in your heart and affection, 
which last point has prevented me for some time past from calling you my mistress; 
because, if you only love me with an ordinary love, that name is not suitable for you, 
because it denotes a singular love, which is far from common. But if you please to do the 
office of a true loyal mistress and friend, and to give up yourself body and heart to me, 
who will be, and have been, your most loyal servant, (if your rigour does not forbid me) 
I promise you that not only the name shall be given you, but also that I will take you for 
my only mistress, casting off all others besides you out of my thoughts and affections, 
and serve you only. I beseech you to give an entire answer to this my rude letter, that I 
may know on what and how far I may depend. And if it does not please you to answer 
me in writing, appoint some place where I may have it by word of mouth, and I will go 
thither with all my heart. No more, for fear of tiring you. Written by the hand of him 
who would willingly remain yours, H. R’  
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“Love Letter 1”, The Anne Boleyn Files. Available:  
https://www.theanneboleynfiles.com/resources/anne-boleyn-words/henry-viiis-love-
letters-to-anne-boleyn/love-letter-1/ 

 
Source 

1. What is significant about the context of this letter? 
 
 
Document 

2. What is King Henry VIII asking Anne to agree to? 
 
 

3. What does he promise her in return? 
 
 
 
Analysis 

4. What does this suggest about their relationship at the time?  
 
 
 
 
SOURCE B: Letter from Henry VIII to Anne Boleyn (August 1528)  

‘Mine own sweetheart…I ensure you methinketh the time longer since our 
departing now last, than I was wont to do a whole fortnight. I think your kindness and 
my fervency of love auseth it ; for, otherwise, I would not have thought it possible that 
for so little a while it should have grieved me. But now that I am coming towards you, 
methinketh my pains behalf removed ; and also I am right well comforted in so much 
that my book maketh substantially for my matter; in looking whereof I have spent above 
four hours this day, which causeth me now to write the shorter letter to you at this time, 
because of some pain in my head; wishing myself (especially an evening) in my 
sweethearts arms, whose pretty dukkys (breasts) I trust shortly to kiss. Written by the 
hand of him that was, is, and shall be yours by his own will, H.R.’ 
 
Rebecca Larson, ‘Love Letters from Henry VIII to Anne Boleyn’. Tudors Dynasty. Available: 

https://tudorsdynasty.com/love-letter-henry-anne/ 
 
Source 

1. How long after SOURCE A was this letter written? 
 
 
Analysis 

2. What might this letter suggest has changed about the nature of their relationship 
since then? 

  

https://tudorsdynasty.com/love-letter-henry-anne/


Chloe Gardner 
Remedial Herstory 

Inquiry-Based Lesson Plan 
 

4 

SOURCE C: Description of the alleged torture of Mark Smeaton, one of those accused 
of being Anne’s lover. Taken from The Spanish Chronicle (30th April 1586).  
 

[Cromwell] called two stout young fellows of his, and asked for a rope and a 
cudgel, and ordered them to put the rope, which was full of knots, round Mark’s head, 
and twisted it with the cudgel until Mark cried out, “Sir Secretary, no more, I will tell the 
truth, ” and then he said, “The Queen gave me the money. ” “Ah, Mark, ” said 
Cromwell, “I know the Queen gave you a hundred nobles, but what you have bought 
has cost over a thousand, and that is a great gift even for a Queen to a servant of low 
degree such as you. If you do not tell me all the truth I swear by the life of the King I will 
torture you till you do. ” Mark replied, “Sir, I tell you truly that she gave it to me.” Then 
Cromwell ordered him a few more twists of the cord, and poor Mark, overcome by the 
torment, cried out, “No more, Sir, I will tell you everything that has happened.” And 
then he confessed all, and told everything as we have related it, and how it came to 
pass.” 
 
‘Mark Smeaton with the Marmalade in the Cupboard’, The Anne Boleyn Files. Available: 

https://www.theanneboleynfiles.com/mark-smeaton-with-the-marmalade-in-the-
cupboard/ 

 
Source 

1. Is evidence given under torture reliable? Explain. 
 
 
 
Document 

3. What does this suggest happened to Mark upon his arrest? 
 
 
 
 

4. What does Mark confess to? 
 
 
 
 
Analysis 

5. Do you think he committed adultery with the Queen? Why? 
 
 
  

https://www.theanneboleynfiles.com/mark-smeaton-with-the-marmalade-in-the-cupboard/
https://www.theanneboleynfiles.com/mark-smeaton-with-the-marmalade-in-the-cupboard/
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SOURCE D: An alleged statement made by Queen Anne Boleyn to Henry Norris, one 
of the men later accused of being her lover (c.2nd May 1536). p151 
 

‘You look for dead man’s shoes for if aught should come to the King but good, 
you would look to have me.’  
 
Alison Weir (2010). The Lady in the Tower: The Fall of Anne Boleyn. London: Vintage, p151.  
 
Document 

1. Why would this statement have been considered shocking and treasonous at the 
time? 

 
 
 
 
Analysis 

2. Should this be considered proof that Henry Noris and Anne were lovers? 
 
 
 
 
SOURCE E: Letter to Henry VIII from Thomas Cramner, Archbishop of Canterbury (3 
May 1536).  
“If what has been reported openly of the Queen be true, it is only to her dishonour, not 
yours. My mind is clean amazed, for I never had better opinion of a woman, but I think 
your Highness would not have gone so far if she had not been culpable. Next unto your 
Grace, I was most bound unto her of all creatures living, which her kindness bindeth me 
unto, and therefore beg that I may with your Grace’s favour wish and pray or her, that 
she may declare herself inculpable and innocent.’  
 
Alison Weir (2010). The Lady in the Tower: The Fall of Anne Boleyn. London: Vintage, p187-8 
 
Source 

1. Who wrote this letter and why is this significant?  
 
 
 
Document 

2. What sentiments does the author express about the charges laid against the 
Queen? 

 
 
 
Analysis 

3. Does the author think Queen Anne Boleyn is guilty? 
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SOURCE F: The Middlesex Indictment against Queen Anne Boleyn (10th May 1536).   
“Indictment found at Westminster on Wednesday next after three weeks of 

Easter, 28 Hen. VIII… queen Anne has been the wife of Henry VIII. for three years and 
more, she, despising her marriage, and entertaining malice against the King, and 
following daily her frail and carnal lust, did falsely and traitorously procure by base 
conversations and kisses, touchings, gifts, and other infamous incitations, divers of the 
King’s daily and familiar servants to be her adulterers and concubines, so that several of 
the King’s servants yielded to her vile provocations; viz., on 6th Oct. 25 Hen. VIII., at 
Westminster, and divers days before and after, she procured, by sweet words, kisses, 
touches, and otherwise, Hen. Noreys, of Westminster, gentle man of the privy chamber, 
to violate her, by reason whereof he did so at Westminster on the 12th Oct. 25 Hen. VIII.; 
and they had illicit intercourse at various other times, both before and after, sometimes 
by his procurement, and sometimes by that of the Queen. 

Also the Queen, 2 Nov. 27 Hen. VIII. and several times before and after, at 
Westminster, procured and incited her own natural brother, Geo. Boleyn, lord 
Rocheford, gentleman of the privy chamber, to violate her, alluring him with her tongue 
in the said George’s mouth, and the said George’s tongue in hers, and also with kisses, 
presents, and jewels; whereby he, despising the commands of God, and all human laws, 
5 Nov. 27 Hen. VIII., violated and carnally knew the said Queen, his own sister, at 
Westminster; which he also did on divers other days before and after at the same place, 
sometimes by his own procurement and sometimes by the Queen’s. 

Also the Queen, 3 Dec. 25 Hen. VIII., and divers days before and after, at 
Westminster, procured one Will. Bryerton, late of Westminster, gentleman of the privy 
chamber, to violate her, whereby he did so on 8 Dec. 25 Hen. VIII., at Hampton Court, in 
the parish of Lytel Hampton, and on several other days before and after, sometimes by 
his own procurement and sometimes by the Queen’s. 

Also the Queen, 8 May 26 Hen. VIII., and at other times before and since, 
procured Sir Fras. Weston, of Westminster, gentleman of the privy chamber, &c., 
whereby he did so on the 20 May, &c. Also the Queen, 12 April 26 Hen. VIII., and divers 
days before and since, at Westminster, procured Mark Smeton, groom of the privy 
chamber, to violate her, whereby he did so at Westminster, 26 April 27 Hen. VIII. 
Moreover, the said lord Rocheford, Norreys, Bryerton, Weston, and Smeton, being thus 
inflamed with carnal love of the Queen, and having become very jealous of each other, 
gave her secret gifts and pledges while carrying on this illicit intercourse; and the 
Queen, on her part, could not endure any of them to converse with any other woman, 
without showing great displeasure; and on the 27 Nov. 27 Hen. VIII., and other days 
before and after, at Westminster, she gave them great gifts to encourage them in their 
crimes. And further the said Queen and these other traitors, 31 Oct. 27 Hen. VIII., at 
Westminster, conspired the death and destruction of the King, the Queen often saying 
she would marry one of them as soon as the King died, and affirming that she would 
never love the King in her heart. And the King having a short time since become aware 
of the said abominable crimes and treasons against himself, took such inward 
displeasure and heaviness, especially from his said Queen’s malice and adultery, that 
certain harms and perils have befallen his royal body. 
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And thus the said Queen and the other traitors aforesaid have committed their 
treasons in contempt of the Crown, and of the issue and heirs of the said King and 
Queen.” 
 
 
‘10 May 1536 - The Middlesex Indictment’, The Anne Boleyn Files. Available: 

https://www.theanneboleynfiles.com/10-may-1536-the-middlesex-indictment/.  
 
Source 

1. What is an indictment? 
 
 
Document 

1. What crimes is the Queen accused of within this indictment? 
 
 
 

2. How many men is she accused of having adultery with? 
 
 
 
 

3. What effect would these charges have had on the public and her jurors at the 
time?  

 
 
 
 

4. What impression does this give on Anne? 
 
 
 
 
Analysis 

5. Does the indictment give evidence to support its claims? 
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SOURCE G: Speech made by Anne Boleyn at her trial for adultery and treason (15th 
May 1536). 
 

“My lords, I will not say your sentence is unjust…I am willing to believe that you 
have sufficient reasons for what you have done; but then they must be other than those 
which have been produced in court, for I am clear of all the offences which you then laid 
to my charge. I have ever been a faithful wife to the King, though I do not say I have 
always shown him that humility which his goodness to me, and the honours to which he 
raised me, merited. I confess I have had jealous fancies and suspicions of him, which I 
had not discretion enough, and wisdom, to conceal at all times. But God knows, and is 
my witness, that I have not sinned against him in any other way….As for my brother 
and those others who are unjustly condemned, I would willingly suffer many deaths to 
deliver them, but since I see it so pleases the King, I shall willingly accompany them in 
death, with this assurance, that I shall lead an endless life with them in peace and joy, 
where I will pray to God for the King and for you, my lords.’  
 
Alison Weir (2010). The Lady in the Tower: The Fall of Anne Boleyn. London: Vintage, p279. 
 
Document 

1. What does Anne confess to in this speech? 
 
 
 
Analysis 

2. Why would this have still been perceived as negative behaviour for a queen? 
 
 
 
 
 
SOURCE H: A letter sent by Spanish Ambassador Eustace Chapuyus relaying intel 
from Queen Anne’s lady-in-waiting detailing her last confession (19th May 1536). 
 

‘The lady who had charge of her has sent to tell me in great secrecy, that the 
Concubine, before and after receiving the Sacrament, affirmed to her, on the damnation 
of her soul, that she had never offended with her body against the King.’  
 
Alison Weir (2010). The Lady in the Tower: The Fall of Anne Boleyn. London: Vintage, p320. 
 
Source 

1. Who wrote this and why would that be significant? 
 
 
Document 

1. What words are particularly significant in this source? 
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Analysis 

2. What makes this particularly compelling evidence for Anne’s innocence given 
the context in which it was given? 

 
 
 
 
SOURCE I: An excerpt from “Inside The Tudor Court” by Lauren Mackay, including 
a quote from Eustace Chapyus on his thoughts of his old enemy, Queen Anne Boleyn 
(location 4044)  
 

“His last description of her testifies to the sort of woman Anne was. Beyond the 
divorce drama, the jealous squabbles and the treatment of Mary, Anne was in Chapuys’ 
eyes an innocent woman. His words are heartfelt in their admiration: No one ever 
shewed more courage or greater readiness to meet death than she did, having, as the 
report goes, begged and solicited those under whose keeping she was to hasten the 
execution. When orders came from the King to have it delayed until to-day, she seemed 
sorry, and begged and entreated the governor of the Tower for God’s sake, to go to the 
King, and beg of him that, since she was well disposed and prepared for death, she 
should be despatched immediately.” 
 
Lauren Mackay (2014).  Inside the Tudor Court: Henry VIII and His Six Wives Through the 

Writings of the Spanish Ambassador Eustace Chapuys , Amberley Publishing, Kindle 
Edition, location 4044.  

 
Source 

1. Who wrote this document, what relationship did he have with Queen Anne? 
 
 
 
Document 

2. What is Chapyus’ lasting impression of Anne Boleyn? 
 
 
 
 

3. What does this tell us about Anne’s mental state at the end of her life? 
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SOURCE J: Historian Alison Weir’s opinion on whether Anne deserved her fate.  
 

“The circumstances of Anne’s fall strongly suggest that she was framed; even her 
enemy Chapuys thought so….In her favour, there are a multitude of compelling 
favours…the striking absence of any evidence of Anne indulging in extramarital affairs 
during the three years of her queenship, and of any real proofs of infidelity; the fact that 
no female attendants (without whose cooperation Anne could not have contrived any 
illicit meetings with her ‘lovers’) were arrested with her; the fact that four of her co-
accused were convicted first, thus prejudicing her own trial; that crucial documents are 
missing from the case records…the King telling Jane Seymour in advance that Anne 
would be condemned; Anne and others voicing the suspicion that were was some other 
reason for her fall than the crimes of which she was accused; her repeated denails of her 
guilt, and – above all – her last confession, in which, both before and after receiving the 
Holy Sacrament, she maintained her evidence. In weighing up the evidence for and 
against her, the historian cannot but conclude that Anne Boleyn was the victim of a 
dreadful miscarriage of justice…she went to her death an innocent woman.” 
 
Alison Weir (2010). The Lady in the Tower: The Fall of Anne Boleyn. London: Vintage, p409-10.  
 
Analysis: Given the evidence you have examined in the sources, to what extent do you 
agree with Alison Weir’s assessment of Anne’s fate? Defend your answer. 


