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About the Book

In the ruthless arena of King Henry VIII?s court, only one man dares to gamble his life to win the king?s favor and 

ascend to the heights of political power.

England in the 1520s is a heartbeat from disaster. If the king dies without a male heir, the country could be destroyed by 

civil war. Henry VIII wants to annul his marriage of 20 years, and marry Anne Boleyn. The pope and most of Europe 

opposes him. The quest for the king?s freedom destroys his adviser, the brilliant Cardinal Wolsey, and leaves a power 

vacuum.

Into this impasse steps Thomas Cromwell. Cromwell is a wholly original man, a charmer and a bully, both idealist and 

opportunist, astute in reading people and a demon of energy: he is also a consummate politician, hardened by his 

personal losses, implacable in his ambition. But Henry is volatile: one day tender, one day murderous. Cromwell helps 

him break the opposition, but what will be the price of his triumph?

In inimitable style, Hilary Mantel presents a picture of a half-made society on the cusp of change, where individuals 

fight or embrace their fate with passion and courage. With a vast array of characters, overflowing with incident, the 

novel re-creates an era when the personal and political are separated by a hairbreadth, where success brings unlimited 

power but a single failure means death.

Discussion Guide

1. What is the significance of Mantel?s ?occult? history of Britain? How might these legendary traditions have 

influenced Henry in choosing to marry Anne Boleyn? What role does legend play in the perpetuation of a monarchy?

2. Why was Cromwell so attached to Cardinal Wolsey? Was Wolsey more of a mentor or a father-figure for Cromwell? 
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What do love and loyalty mean for Cromwell?

3. Why is it meant as an insult when Norfolk calls Cromwell a ?person?? What is it about Cromwell that frustrates 

members of the nobility so much? Why were Wolsey and Henry able to appreciate Cromwell?s talents when everyone 

else merely saw him as an impudent schemer?

4. What is it that makes Cromwell resolve to be gentle and mild with his children? What gave him the will and the 

confidence to become a different man than his father?

5. What kind of a character is Thomas More in this novel? Does he come off as sympathetic in any way? Why does 

More choose to die rather than accept breaking away from the Catholic Church? Would Cromwell be willing to die for 

his beliefs?

6. What is the significance to Cromwell of seeing the woman burned at the stake as a child? How could an event such as 

this have influenced Cromwell in his later attitudes towards Reformation? Does Cromwell have any specific religious 

convictions? Or is he more driven by convictions of common decency and personal loyalty?

7. What kind of a king is Henry VIII in this novel? What motivates him? Are his preoccupations solely self-interested, or 

does he have the good of the country in mind as well? What is it that makes him so susceptible to Anne Boleyn?s 

seductions?

8. In conjuring Cromwell on the page, what does Mantel create, and what does she re-create from this historical record? 

Along those lines, how does historical fiction influence the way we look at history?

9. What is it that makes Cromwell so driven? Does his ambition stem from a desire to do good, or is it just a survival 

instinct based on his past? How is Cromwell both personally ambitious and yet generous and unselfish?

10. Is Cromwell attempting to realize any particular political vision for the country, or is he just reacting to the situation 

at hand? Does he strive to bring about a more egalitarian society, or is it more a matter of being unconsciously 

influenced by his experiences as a commoner?

11. What is the significance of Guido Camillo?s ?memory machine?? Why is Cromwell interested in it? Does he see it as 

some sort of potential weapon, or is he driven by a desire for knowledge?

12. Is there something tragic about the fate of Elizabeth Barton the prophetess? Was she merely deceived by the monks, 

or was there something cynical about her? Did it seem that she ever believed in her visions? If she had not been 

exploited for political gain, might she have made a genuine contribution to spiritual life at the time? Or was she simply a 

fraud?

13. What is the source of Cromwell?s antipathy for More? What is it about More that outrages him? Is there something 

personal in it for Cromwell, or does More simply represent a particular type of villainy to him?

14. Later in the novel we see Cromwell come to the realization that his home now is either where there?s business to be 

done, or with the king. How is this a personal transformation for him, considering what life was like when his wife and 



daughters were alive? In the lively Austin Friars, full of extended family and wards and guests, Cromwell seemed the 

consummate family man. Why did he change? Is there something sad about this change in him?

15. Did Cromwell truly want to spare More from being executed? Did he do everything he could to save him? What 

made More so inflexible? Was it related to his desire to always live life in the public eye?

16. As the novel ends and Cromwell is at the height of his power, is there anything in his actions that foreshadow his 

later downfall? Has he become too much like Wolsey? Would the mercurial Henry VIII have been likely sooner or later 

to turn on Cromwell anyway?

17. Is there any indication in the portrayal of Jane Seymour in Wolf Hall of the role she would later play? What might 

motivate Seymour to foster high ambitions? How might Seymour be similar to Cromwell?

Author Bio

Hilary Mantel was the author of the bestselling novel WOLF HALL and its sequel, BRING UP THE BODIES, which 

both won the Booker Prize. The final novel of the Wolf Hall trilogy, THE MIRROR & THE LIGHT, debuted at #1 on 

the New York Times bestseller list and won worldwide critical acclaim. Mantel wrote 17 celebrated books, including the 

memoir GIVING UP THE GHOST, and she was awarded the National Book Critics Circle Award for Fiction, the 

Walter Scott Prize, the Costa Book Award, the Hawthornden Prize, and many other accolades. In 2014, Mantel was 

appointed Dame Commander of the Order of the British Empire. She died at age 70 in 2022.

Critical Praise

"In Wolf Hall, Hilary Mantel's arch, elegant, richly detailed biographical novel centered on Cromwell?characters are 

scorchingly well rendered. And their sharp-clawed machinations are presented with nonstop verve in a book that can 

compress a wealth of incisiveness into a very few well-chosen words."
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