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HENRY VIII   (HENRY THE EIGHTH) 
Henry VIII was born in 1491, became king in 

1509 upon the death of his father Henry VII, 

and reigned
1
 until his own death in 1547.  

Henry VIII is not a generally popular or 

respected figure in English history. His cruel 

treatment of his wives was inexcusable, even by 

the sexist standards of the time. His political 

actions were generally motivated by selfishness; 

he was devoid of loyalty to his friends and in 

many ways lacked genuine concern for the 

English people.  

The king’s interest in music was apparent from an early age. Indeed, one of the 

reasons the teenaged monarch became such an impressive and popular figure at the 

beginning of his reign was his devotion to the art. He had received a thorough 

musical education and was accomplished at the lute, organ, and virginals
2
; he 

could also sing well. The royal court included musicians from the Netherlands and 

Italy as well as England. One of Henry’s favorite activities was sight-reading songs 

with his courtiers.
3
  

Henry certainly recognized the importance of government support of the arts. 

Edward IV had employed only five musicians; his grandson increased the total to 

fifty-eight. He would devote hours at a time to listening to the most accomplished 

musicians of his day, such as the Venetian organist Dionysus Memo. His staff’s  

names and wages were dutifully recorded. As a young man, Henry somehow found 

the time to compose a great deal of music. His works included songs, motets and 

masses. There is a legend that he wrote the popular song "Green sleeves" (also 

known as the Christmas carol "What Child Is This"), but there is no evidence to 

substantiate his authorship of either the melody or text. Even so, the fact that he 

was considered capable of writing such a beautiful tune suggests that his musical 

activities have been regarded with esteem in the centuries since his death.  

The songbook known as Henry VIII’s Book or Henry VIII’s Manuscript contains 

33 compositions by the king, as well as works by other composers. Most of this 

music is vocal. The happy tone of the texts suggests that they date from the early 

years of his reign. Some of the songs appear to have been written for specific royal 

occasions; many deal with various aspects of love. A glance through the book’s 

contents reveals that the king was comfortable in a variety of song genres and 

wrote in French as well as English.  

The king’s wordless compositions present a puzzle, since it is not clear for which 

instruments they are intended. Even the term "instrumental" is problematic, since 

during the Renaissance some wordless pieces in parts were educational and 

theoretical exercises, not necessarily intended for performance. Most of the pieces 

                                                             
1 to reign [rein] – править, царствовать, господствовать 
2 virginal – разновидность клавесина 
3 придворные 
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are entitled "Consort"; it has been assumed that they were intended for consorts
4
 of 

viols
5
, but there is no proof that viols were popular at the probable time of 

composition. It is more likely that they were intended for recorders
6
 or other soft 

instruments. The form of the pieces imitates contemporary vocal style; however, 

there are significant distinctions between the "consorts" and the songs. The texture 

of the instrumental pieces is less homophonic, and the lines contain more scale 

passages. However, lines are sometimes blurred
7
: one of Henry VIII’s songs uses 

the same material as one of the instrumental pieces, and another shares the style 

characteristics of the wordless compositions.  

 

Not only did the king participate in 

musical activities himself, he 

expected his wives to do the same. 

Anne Boleyn loved music; she 

considered virginalist
8
 and organist 

Mark Smeaton (who was eventually 

accused of having an affair with the 

queen and executed) to be one of 

her closest friends. The queen 

herself played the lute, harp, flute, 

and rebec
9
 and was said to dance 

and sing well. In contrast, one of 

the reasons for Henry’s instant 

distaste
10

 for his fourth wife, Anna 

of Cleves, was her complete lack of 

cultural abilities. She could not sing 

or play any instrument and had no interest in others’ accomplishments in the art. 

Music was so basic to the king’s life that he found her ignorance unacceptable in a 

queen.  

Musical life in Tudor England, centered in London, was a complicated and lively 

scene with many and varied participants. Much of it revolved around the court. All 

royal ceremonies and events were accompanied by music: trumpeters and 

drummers gave signals, wind players provided background music for meals, and 

string players did the same for dances. However, only the most accomplished 

musicians enjoyed a personal contact with the royal family.  
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4 группа музыкальных инструментов 
5 viol(a)- виола, альт 
6 record- род старинной флейты 
7 расплывчатый, туманный 
8 virginal – разновидность клавесина 
9 старинная трехструнная скрипка 
10 неприязнь, отвращение  
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