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King Richard III, whose remains were recently discovered under a car park in Leicester, is 
traditionally seen as a tyrant, child murderer and usurper of the English throne. But how much of 
his reputation is true to the facts; how much of it is propaganda inspired by the first Tudor king 
and perpetuated by Shakespeare down through the centuries? 

Opening with the spectacular findings in 2012, the Dutch theatre critic and author Els Launspach 
portrays the intense dilemma’s of three writers on ‘history’: the statesman and philosopher 
Thomas More, the 17th century Master of the Revels George Buc and lastly Jennifer Simpson, a 
witness in the Trial of Richard III devised and broadcast by London Weekend Television in 1984. 
What truth should they serve? The immediate pressures of political expediency and public 
opinion, or a more personal truth? 

Els Launspach offers a moving picture of individuals caught up in an age-old struggle. In their 
efforts to be true to themselves, the three main characters risk either humiliation or loss of 
integrity. In the same way the novel questions the material Shakespeare used while writing The 
Tragedy of King Richard III, the play which nowadays largely defines our pattern of thinking. 
 
At a time when politicians and spin doctors are fashioning their own version of the past to justify 
their policy in the present, Richard Revisited offers a bittersweet reflection on the agony of personal 
choices. History matters. Our views on the past shape our understanding of the world, our beliefs 
and our actions. But what if the official version of events is wrong? 
 
 
 
 
Quotes  
 
Het Nederlands Dagblad: 
The novel offers an intriguing web of themes, among them the subjectivity inherent in writing 
history. Launspach shows convincingly that History does not exist, only a certain balance of 
interests. (....) Launspach´s game with fact and fiction is clever and exciting.  
 
Trouw: 
History and literature are brilliantly entangled. 



 

 

 
Hilary Mantel over Richard Revisited (2015): 
 
Though Richard III ruled England for only two years, his short life and violent death in battle 
make him one of the most controversial of English kings. He is a deeply divisive and 
interesting figure. He attracts fierce enemies and fierce partisans, and since his death over 
five hundred years ago, the controversy has hardly cooled. Did he have a rightful claim to the 
English throne? Did he kill his young nephews in order to become king? If not, who did? Or 
perhaps  they were not killed at all? It is difficult to separate myth from historical reality, and 
each of Richard’s defenders and detractors has a version of their own.  Els Launspach is 
alive to all the ambiguities of this story. She has researched deeply, and works with the 
paradoxes and puzzles of the era to produce an intelligent, multi-layered and very individual 
book.  
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The History of Richard III according to Thomas More 



 

 

‘The rooftops have just appeared out of the November night. First the white frames become 

visible, then the roof tiles, the walls and the gaping holes of the windows. A cluster of ravens 

alights on the far side of the tower. Three birds think better of it and fly from the eaves to the 

oak tree. They are all awaiting the new day, as I am. The last remaining leaves on the trees – 

at night their vague contours can fool you into thinking it is summer – are shrivelled and 

yellow, the colour of the torches that are now being lit behind some castle windows. The mist 

presses against the walls of the watch house. Slowly, the dark-grey light turns a cooler shade.’ 

How could he convey his experiences with a lump of charcoal? He threw it down on 

the table. His fingers had turned black and the characters, conceived with such conviction, 

were crude, with smudges everywhere. Yet he picked up his makeshift writing tool once 

more, this time to record two facts. 

‘I have lost my books. Cromwell sent Rich to take them away.’ 

His books in Rich’s hands, his solace disappearing from view behind that pleated 

cloak. Naturally, their contents were all in his head. But his books were his friends; fellow 

travellers, silent witnesses, comrades. All gone, even God’s word. Only a single sheet of 

paper remained, but what he wanted to tell his daughter Margaret, how the day began, refused 

to take shape.  

‘It’s funny,’ he had wanted to write. ‘I used to say that I’d wanted to be a monk, 

remember? Now I’ve got what I wanted. Peace and quiet. Few sounds penetrate my tower, 

save for the croaking of the ravens and the occasional cooing dove. I can meditate and pray 

and ponder to my heart’s content. The cries of the rowers and the seamen seem very distant, 

somewhere down below. No interruptions. At times the wind rattles the window and howls 

through the slit in the wall. I can hear John-a-Wood moving his stool or dropping a cup on the 

floor – wood and tin on stone. I have found my place in the world, Margaret. I have become 

pure spirit, just as I had wished. Still, I’m plagued by doubt and bad dreams.’ No, there was 

no need for them to know that. His family was worried enough as it was. The more steadfast 

he became, the more they worried. Humour no longer helped either. His eldest child’s letters 

pierced right through it. 

So now everything was laid bare. No more digression or embellishment; charcoal did 

not allow it. He had been reduced to straight talking, to facts. His days had become pure 

routine. Rise at six and pray. At times it felt as if he were in his own chapel at home, until he 

heard the rattling of John’s keys. The door would open: barley gruel and a jug of fresh water. 

The first and only smile of the day, unless he had a visitor. Then he was alone again to study 

and think. 



 

 

Now that his books were gone, there was every opportunity for thinking. Having had 

visitors just the week before, he could not expect any for a while. At the time he had not been 

able to summon the energy to listen and respond; his neck was stiff, turning his head painful. 

Howard had been there, asking question after question in an attempt to offer him a way out, 

when all he wanted was to enjoy the fire. Firewood and visitors went hand in hand, 

unbeknownst to Norfolk. The prisoner wanted to be alone and enjoy the fire. He wanted to 

close his eyes and not have to turn his head, to lose himself completely in the heat. 

So now he did not study after breakfast, but wrote a letter instead. Writing, debate and 

analysis were his reason for living, so he felt compelled to keep working, even here, even with 

a useless lump of charcoal. But prayer was better. He prayed before and after breakfast. He 

prayed until he heard the bells ringing for lauds, when he began to walk. His steps, four up 

and four down, were an opportunity to rehearse the contents of his beloved books: De Civitate 

Dei by Augustine, Annales by Tacitus, De Oratore by Cicero and Moriae Encomium by his 

friend Erasmus. Oh, Erasmus. He was in Freiburg now, unable to help. 

He reached for his prayer book, but it was gone. For this to have befallen a man who 

loved order! With the prayer book in his hands, he never looked outside to see the colour of 

the sky or the grass. He would withdraw into himself, repeating the prayer and pondering its 

meaning. At all times, even now, he was conscious of trying to hold the devil at bay. The 

devil had him in his sights, like a cat twitching its tail. Doubt – that was his devil. He knew 

perfectly well that he was causing his family distress and that his eldest daughter suffered 

most. He knew and yet he persisted, trying to find his utopia in Europe. Oh yes, that’s how 

vain he was: he had had the whole of Europe in his sights. In here, in confinement, he had 

come to understand that his obstinacy and his doubt went hand in hand, like a pair of horses 

galloping as one. 

Fortunately, Margaret was not aware of his doubt. His aim had been to unmask 

tyranny, but instead he had become a despot to his loved ones. They never complained, his 

wife and son, his sons-in-law and daughters. Their letters were full of amusing anecdotes, but 

he had forced them to adopt this contrived, light-hearted tone. They could no longer be honest 

with him, nor he with them. 

The apricot-coloured velvet of that pleated cloak... Two stacks of six books each, and 

one on top. Rich had struggled, bent double with the effort. The velvet disappeared and the 

door was closed. The footsteps carried his books away. 

Thomas rubbed his face. This was worse than not knowing whether he would ever be 

free again or whether his family could cope without him, worse than the fear of torture, worse 



 

 

than nocturnal doubts. Standing bareheaded before God, he had nothing but his soul and his 

frail body, his unkempt beard and the pain in his neck, the chill in his bones and his weary 

eyes. This was Thomas More without books or theories, a naked soul, not yet finished, not yet 

ready. Ah, there he was again: the devil, stirring a cauldron full of doubt. 

This piece of paper with charcoal smudges would feed the fire, so he might as well 

write it all down. He had been part of a bigger plan. No, not God’s plan, but that of Thomas 

Cromwell and Thomas Cranmer, because of all the arrogant Thomases in the world, 

Cromwell and Cranmer had turned out to be the cleverest. All that he, Thomas More, had 

wanted was to be an accomplished Englishman who knew how to use the classics to their best 

effect and who had invented a new world, along with other arrogant minds. Politics, however, 

had led him astray. How he longed for the innocence of the Charterhouse in the heart of the 

city, for the high-pitched sound of the boys’ voices that seemed to linger in the corridors. All 

of a sudden, his broken voice was singing along with the bells. He took the jug and poured 

himself some water, but by the time he swallowed, the melody was gone. 

 

The moment he took up the lump of charcoal again, the bells chimed twelve o’clock, the most 

beautiful sound of the day. Not the kind of sound that scales cathedral arches but a humbler 

sort of ringing, urging stillness and meditation. Noontide, the middle of the day. Thomas 

flung the charcoal back into the cold hearth and stood in front of the window. With his hands 

behind his back, he counted the little panes of glass rattling in the wind. This drew his 

attention to the tip of a feather that had fallen through the slit. A pigeon feather, its origins a 

mystery! He could feel the tug of the wind as he carefully pulled the hollow tube towards him. 

A small, meaningful gift – he would consider how best to use it. Perhaps he should write 

down why he so obstinately remained in this Bell Tower. He could leave if he wanted to, if 

only he would agree to sign. His daughter knew it too. ‘Margaret, it has taken me a long time 

to realize ….’ He chuckled in the hollow, silent chamber. If he had intended to change his 

mind, he could have done so years ago. Let’s be honest. The moment the king had raised the 

prospect of divorcing Catherine of Aragon, he had known it could spell trouble for him. Of 

course his family had realized it too. Later that hopeless entanglement with Anne Boleyn and 

her Protestant coterie had compounded his problems. Now it was 1534. It had taken him five 

years to drift into a trap. 

Thomas rested his arms on top of the window frame. With his books gone, it was a 

struggle for him to muster any discipline. He had anticipated this during the night; it was why 

he had woken with a heavy heart. A momentary lapse and he found himself wallowing in self-



 

 

pity. Discipline had always given him strength. It had been drummed into him at the 

Charterhouse where he had lived during his studies. And if he was ever tempted to step out of 

line, the hair shirt beneath his clothes was a constant reminder. He need not even wear it. All 

his life, the invisible shirt had chafed him, driving him on. His searches had led him down 

many a path, but his doubts had never been quelled. A thousand issues had clamoured for his 

attention, spurring him to even greater haste, and many had been mere temptations, side-

tracks, vanity. He was standing in a cornfield, no taller than the stalks beside him. He had to 

abandon the illusion that he could see over and beyond them, lest he be cut down to size. 

There had been times when he seemed destined for greatness. Whenever the king 

cocked an eyebrow – how hard he tried! Wolsey might have cut corners, but he did things 

differently. Oh yes! When Erasmus came to stay, bringing news from Europe, they spent 

hours talking, speculating. Whether it was philosophy, political science or textual analysis, the 

topic was always the same: the direction of mankind. Direction! In the cornfield there was no 

direction, only the wind sweeping over the stalks. 

Here in the Bell Tower, barely recovered from the latest in the endless series of 

hearings where he’d had to watch his every word, he had time to reflect on his vanity. In all 

honesty, whatever line of approach he took, his speculations always served one and the same 

purpose, the greater glory of Master More. That’s why he had written the Epigrammata. 

That’s why he had written Utopia. That’s why he had so vehemently opposed heresy. 

Thomas stared at the tiled floor. He had wanted two mutually exclusive things: to 

remain a loyal servant of the Church and to be important, to be heard, to be remembered by 

others. He had served two masters. 

From the moment he had entered Lambeth Palace – when his voice was still as clear 

as a bell – his future had begun to take shape. At John Morton’s residence he drank it all in: 

famous faces, court etiquette, ideas and rumours. The Lord Chancellor was as indulgent and 

powerful as the pope’s left hand. Thomas, eleven years of age, would do absolutely anything 

to win his approval. He would even practise a disparaging look or tone; in fact, it was 

expected of him. In the evening, when Morton told stories about the regime change he had 

witnessed, the boy used to glow with pride. He was quiet and fiery like the flames in the 

hearth. How exciting these stories were, all heralding the new era of which he was a part. He 

would put his shoulder to the wheel. The Plantagenets were gone forever, long live the 

Tudors! This was a new England, as regimented as the diamond-shaped windows in their lead 

panes. During the day, light filtered through the large windows of Lambeth Palace. A new 

world, ruled by a just monarch! A new dynasty, relegating hypocrisy and manipulation to the 



 

 

past and doing right by every subject, every window pane. Yes, and besides that, holding 

people accountable for their actions. 

The grimace began to steal over Thomas’s face and was almost complete by the time 

he noticed it. He had hated his predecessor Wolsey for this grimace and now he understood 

why. The subtle twitching of the corners of the mouth distinguished the superior from the 

stupid, the insiders from the outsiders. It happened so often that it became part of your system, 

involuntary. And then, very gradually, the reflex developed into a sign of impotence, 

appearing whenever there was something you wanted to achieve, or to prevent. Pushing 

people to the edge – that too began with a grimace. Why hadn’t he realized this before? You 

were complicit but completely unaware of it until later. He had helped to sideline and 

eliminate people and now his turn had come. Everything was poisonous: court life and 

political circles, obviously, but also his own work. Last night he had slept fitfully, waking 

many times. The panic reminded him of a passage he had once written about Richard III. 

Where he went abroad, his eyes whirled about, his body privily fenced, his hand ever 

on his dagger, his countenance and manner like one always ready to strike again. He took ill 

rest a-nights, lay long waking and musing, sore wearied with care and watch; rather 

slumbered then slept, troubled with fearful dreams, suddenly sometime start up, leapt out of 

his bed and run about the chamber. So was his restless heart continually tossed and tumbled 

with the tedious impression and stormy remembrance of his abominable deed.1 

But he, Thomas, was no murderer. He was no Richard III. On the contrary, he had 

always endeavoured to be righteous. Still, old age had been no kinder to his role model, 

Morton, transforming him from the éminence grise he had known, the dignified patriarch with 

the twinkle in his eye, into a pitiful figure who wandered around groaning with pain and 

howling at the moon. Death had come as a blessing to the elder statesman. One of the many 

victims of the sweating sickness, he had died a respected man of eighty, with no reason to fear 

death. No, it was the devil’s work, these wakeful nights. Your fears and doubts could be your 

downfall! They built a dream for you, only to blow it up, clearing the way for other chimeras, 

faces and grimaces. And when you woke with a start, the vortex would not stop spinning. 

He had put his heart and soul into those passages about Richard. It had been a 

wonderful time, a time of certainties: black and white, good and evil, clear and murky, pure 

and corrupt. He had created such vivid scenes, in turns humorous and subtle and 

                                                 
1 The quotations from The History of King Richard III have been taken from the edition published by Hesperus 
Classics (London, 2005). This edition contains a glossary for words that are either archaic or whose meaning has 
changed since the book’s original publication in 1557. These have been incorporated here for ease of reading. 



 

 

philosophical. What is more, his historical portrait of Richard had served a worthy purpose. 

‘Green’ he had called the period when the tyrant assumed power, referring to the ambitious 

climbers forcing their way upwards. But now, with eternity in sight, he had to be honest with 

himself. He too had tried to mould society, through his pen and sly whispers. It had not been a 

case of seeking the right path in a morally uncertain world, as in the tragedies of Aeschylus 

and Sophocles. No, the moulding and the ambitions went hand in hand, as he had learnt in 

Morton’s household, where his father had sent him to grow up. Living in Lambeth Palace was 

an honour. He had been a page, cup-bearer, clerk, nothing important, but the atmosphere of 

superiority in the house had left a lasting mark. He was determined to become a man of 

consequence. Among the lowly masses he would lose himself, disappear, fall to pieces. 

He had become a member of the Privy Council. ‘The King’s good servant, but God’s 

first’. The words had been whispered in his ear to win him over and they had done the trick. 

Analysing other people’s motives had left him vain, self-important and arrogant. He had 

always found reason to join in the gossip and the laughter, and to be pleased with himself 

when he found that he could improvise the arguments to support his point of view. They came 

quick and fast, those arguments. No sooner had he allowed the lawyer’s frown to flit across 

his face than he assumed control of the situation, confident of his judgement: even-handed 

and just, out to create a better world, to support and inspire the King, councillors, clergy and 

court officials. He moved in exalted circles, Master More. With wit and erudition he defined a 

community of true Christians in which good and evil could be grasped, weighed and judged. 

His views had changed. There was no way out now, only charcoal. And today was All 

Souls’ Day, a time to commemorate the dead. His first wife and his father were dead; John 

Morton had been dead a long time; and the subsequent Lord Chancellor, Wolsey, who had 

become a cardinal like Morton, had also met with a lonely end. Before long Thomas himself, 

a more secular Lord Keeper of the Great Seal, would die. These days and nights were paving 

the way. That grimace again. At last he understood the emotion underlying this habitual 

twitch of the mouth: a profound sense of missed opportunities. 

Now he was the one driven by fear of purgatory. Even if his family, his friends, all of 

his readers and the whole of Europe devoted their most fervent prayers to him, the angel 

weighing his soul would point at the flames and the purification would be horrific. He had 

been no saint. He could contend that his whole life he had worked for the common good, in 

large and small ways. Oh, did you? Then where are the fruits of your labour, God would ask. 

And Thomas More, the brown bear from the royal menagerie, would give a helpless shrug. It 

was not his fault. Or was it? 



 

 

At night he saw things more clearly. The machinery was more complex than he had 

thought. Everything was connected to everything else, true, but you always had to distance 

yourself from your own motives, in much the same way as the bats in his cell would detach 

themselves from their shadows. He was ashamed, that’s what it boiled down to. Never before 

had the autumn, when October made way for November, brought so many doubts and so 

many dreams. It was as if All Souls’ Day were washing over him, pulling him towards the 

ocean. The dead had their own ways of cleaving to you.  

Take the humble Richard Hunne, for example. He had been an honest man, but 

Thomas had cut him down to size, so boldly, so brilliantly that the craftsman hung himself in 

his cell, leaving a young family in wretched circumstances.  

What had he known about this obstinate man who refused to pay for his dead baby’s 

shroud? The rule was part of the God-given order and should not be turned into a matter of 

principle just because a parish priest used the wrong tone of voice! The authority of the 

Church was at stake. By the time the bishop had assigned him to the case the debate had 

already been in full swing. In legal circles the affair had become something of a side show, 

with small groups discussing it all over town and rumours galore. Thomas More, the 

promising lawyer, would bring clarity. He did his best, presenting decisive arguments and 

finding in favour of the clergy. Instant fame. He was praised by his superiors, on everyone’s 

lips. Out of pure misery Hunne took his own life, but More was firm and beyond reproach, the 

very qualities he would need as a Privy Councillor. His later position of Lord Chancellor had 

called for entirely different merits and yet again he had acquitted himself admirably. But 

would it help him at the gates of heaven?  

He wiped the cold sweat off his brow and started pacing. Time for a cup of water. But 

instead he walked to the mantelpiece where his knife lay, picked up the 

pigeon feather, cut the quill at an angle and made an incision in the tip. 

 ‘John? John-a-Wood!’ Let’s see if it’s possible to write with a pigeon feather. He 

could hear the stool being pushed aside and then the deep voice. 

 ‘Master More?’ 

 ‘Could you open up please?’ 

 The keys clinked and the door jerked open a little. John’s ruddy face appeared before 

him. Such a spirited fellow. How he longed to ease the burden of his master’s captivity. 

 ‘John, could you get me some ink? Do you think that’s possible?’ 

 A far-away, worried look came over his servant’s face. Then, aware of the hopeful 

eyes on him, he jerked his shoulders. ‘I’ll try.’ 



 

 

 ‘Thank you. You’re good to me.’ 

 ‘You know about the visitor?’ 

 He stared at the fresh, ruddy skin. Visitor? 

 ‘Lady Kathryn, the daughter of William Morton from Sussex.’ 

 His eyes narrowed. William… John Morton’s son? What did William’s daughter want 

from him? 

 

If only he could stop thinking, just let everything wash over him without any ordering, 

weighing or remembering; live life without this constant nagging in his head. Granted, 

thinking had been his life. His brains had got him where he wanted to be, provided him with a 

generous place in the sun. He had taught his children to think. He had witnessed the daily 

struggles of Margaret, his thinking daughter. His brains had helped him weather crises, both at 

the bar and during the pageantry at Ardres. From a young age his mind had been his reason 

for living, first in the eyes of his father (which is why he became a lawyer) and then in the 

episcopal palace. He had always had the comfortable feeling that he did it – thinking, that is – 

for the greater glory of God. And much later, when he had put up a spirited fight against 

Cromwell with the same determination he brought to his public letters to heretics, his ideal 

had remained unchanged: a community of the faithful, led by the pope in a Europe governed 

by just monarchs, who in turn were supported by wise ministers. That’s why he had brought 

all his eloquence to bear on this picture of tyranny. But he had never finished his cautionary 

portrait of King Richard III, because the Tudors had turned out to have a despotic side of their 

own. The secretive, rapacious Henry VII had always been dangerous, and now his son, the 

flamboyant Henry VIII, England’s next great hope, was becoming more and more 

disagreeable. After a talk with Erasmus one fine spring evening More had decided that he had 

better steer clear of publishing a tyrant’s biography in the vernacular. An abridged Latin 

edition, circulated among scholars, would have to suffice. He had instantly turned his 

attention to other writings. 

 Noble, honourable men, were there any left? His eyes lingered on the small pile of 

ashes in the hearth. He was tired, but a visitor meant a fire. He would divide his attention 

equally between the two. Would he be able to shut down his brain? If only he could hear the 

sweet psalms of the Charterhouse, if only all of this would come to an end. It would come to 

an end, he thought to himself. But he was not ready to face the executioner yet. Whenever he 

was about to start preparing for the inevitable, he would find himself thinking again. It had to 



 

 

stop. He had not been stripped of his books and locked into this draughty chamber for 

nothing. Today was All Souls’ Day. This time next year he himself would be one of the dead. 

 The door slid open and John appeared in the doorway. 

 ‘I’m sorry, Master More, the ink has been taken away. I went to see the captain of the 

watch right away, but I’m not allowed to bring you any more.’ 

 ‘Don’t worry, John.’ 

 ‘Shall I light the fire?’ 

 ‘I’ll do it myself, John. Just bring me some dry twigs. What time are you expecting 

this granddaughter of Morton’s?’ 

 Morton... Unspoken for so long, the name sounded strange on his lips. He could still 

see the cardinal, ravaged by disease, reaching out to him. 

 ‘At five o’clock, Master More.’ 

 ‘Funny thing, to have a visitor, but not to choose the hour of the appointment. All I 

can do is refuse to see anyone. Isn’t that right, John?’ 

 ‘You don’t want to see anyone?’ There was a look of genuine surprise on his servant’s 

face. ‘Not the commission, but someone from outside? After all these months?’ 

 Thomas smiled at him. ‘Of course I want to see her.’ 

 The frown between John’s brows dissolved. ‘Wood,’ he mumbled, gesturing vaguely. 

‘I’ll be right back.’ 

 ‘Don’t forget to lock up, John.’ 

 ‘Certainly not, Master More.’ 

 It was their little joke. Every day they had this brief moment of mutual understanding. 

He felt better for it and so did John. They could probably hold out a little longer. 

 The smile slipped from his face. The king and the commission of inquiry led by 

Cranmer and Cromwell might be heaping error upon error, but for an ordinary citizen it was 

different. When a lawyer, a politician or a theologian – and he was all three – had failed to 

understand things properly, it became a duty to rectify that misunderstanding. It was a golden 

rule, applicable to himself, his family and his friends and colleagues. He owed his readership 

as much. If there was one thing worse than not being understood it was to be misunderstood. 

 And that’s why he had to reconcile himself with the dead, especially those who had 

suffered injustice at his hands. They wagged their transparent heads like scolding fingers. 

Remember me… Dead men that he had treated unfairly, effectively branding them as suspect 

with learned and ironic flourishes. These were not the simple mistakes that any newly 

appointed advisor to the sheriff would make. At the Court of Requests, walking with clients 



 

 

through the galleries at the Palace of Westminster, or what remained of it after the fire, he had 

thought he was quite something, especially during the closing argument with his gaze trained 

on the high chandeliers and the openwork detailing of the timber walls. Honest, at any rate. 

He would not have to burn long. 

 

When he tried to stretch his legs, a shiver stopped him in his tracks. The darkness came 

seeping out of the walls, what little light there was grew dull and his feet hurt. He would walk 

anyway. Honest? Him? The corners of his mouth turned up. His superiority had been 

drummed into him since his youth and the process had continued subtly ever since. He had 

been ushered into a circle of light, into a company that made jokes at the expense of others 

and always knew best. Having often taken the lead in such discussions, he had grown 

accustomed to comparing and classifying. Even now he furtively ranked the people around 

him, such as Howard, who only wanted the best for him. Even a man like Bishop Fisher, who 

had refused to sign and for this reason found himself imprisoned in the Bell Tower, upstairs. 

Without a word he, Thomas More, assigned each one to his place. Every once in a while he 

allowed someone to move up or down a rung, but when it came right down to it everyone was 

beneath him. That was it, that’s why he had cast suspicion on others. It all made sense now. It 

gave you control, power. But now it was all over. Remember me… a shaking, transparent 

finger. He should have ordered more masses for his first wife and his father, and for Hunne as 

well. Perhaps he could have expiated some of his sins. And perhaps – his breath stuck in his 

throat – he should have prayed for the soul of Richard of Gloucester. 

 He looked at the feather in his hand. A hollow tube of cartilage and such wispy threads 

that thousands of them pressed together could sail on the wind. Master More, who was trying 

to write with charcoal or a pigeon feather without ink, had played his part. He noticed that the 

light was starting to drain the colour from the roofs again. How quickly a November’s day 

passed! Perhaps he ought to try a psalm from the monastery. The first that came to mind was 

an Advent hymn. Christe, Redemptor omnium… Redeemer of us all… He took a breath after 

every line, just as he had been taught. The breath of life. Through the nose, through the head, 

the larynx. Drawing it in and then letting it out in long, undulating lines. He relished it. 

A…a…amen… Then the church bells came in, the simple, honest bronze that gave the 

measure of things. They took up the song, as if in response. Some monks had shrill voices, 

quite unlike his beautiful, resonant bass. Shaking his head, he cut short his thought. You see, 

there it was again! Distinctions, always making distinctions. A sense of superiority – was it 

innate? He tried to summon the serene undulation once more. He had not had the chance to 



 

 

sing in church on Sundays since his imprisonment. Out of practice, his voice shot up and then 

came wobbling down again. 

 Perhaps he should have allowed the heretics their own forms of worship. He was no 

longer the zealous writer of A Dialogue Concerning Heresies and the Supplication of Souls. 

How personal that one had been, drawn directly from his own experiences. He always began 

with sympathy and then subtly worked towards a passionate exposition of the problem. Of 

course he was in favour of the gospel in the vernacular; in that respect the art of book printing 

was a beautiful thing, a gift to the people… But his verbal dexterity had been in vain. The sea 

change had taken place anyway. The king now regarded himself as the head of the Church of 

England and even though Henry VIII upheld the miracle of the Eucharist and the seven 

sacraments, the unity of the Church had been broken. The head had been lopped off the body; 

the flock of the faithful was no longer held together by the pope’s authority. But on a spiritual 

level, Thomas More would insist until his last breath, no king was superior to Rome, not a 

single one, not even the English king. This conviction was rooted in him like a tree trunk. He 

would never sign the Act of Succession. Once, as a child, he had been outside the gates when 

the large Cripplegate bell announced the closing of the city wall. That first hesitant clang 

before the air filled with jubilant sounds, that poignant first stroke. Everyone in! The bronze 

sound enveloping everything, providing such a sense of security. That was what the Church 

ought to be: a bastion of gentle power, offering strength from within. 

 With a sigh he tore up the letter to Margaret, the page with the charcoal smudges. The 

shreds whirled down onto the small mound of ash. It was probably for the best. No one need 

know in what state he woke up these days. As soon as the veil of his dreams was torn, his soul 

shrank away. It was his first inner movement in the morning; instead of reaching out for the 

new day, something inside him involuntarily shrivelled. 

 ‘Master More!’ 

 The door creaked open. John-a-Wood ushered in a young woman and then hurried 

over to the hearth with dry twigs. Thomas saw the white headband of the black velvet cap first 

and when she walked towards the window he noticed that she had greyish green eyes. Or did 

those eyes merely reflect the colour of her gown? An image of the éminence grise leaning 

towards him, scrutinizing him, flashed through Thomas’s mind. For a split second he was 

eleven years old again. 

 ‘Master More?’ 

 He nodded without a word. 

 ‘I’m Kathryn, William Morton’s daughter.’ 



 

 

 ‘John Morton’s granddaughter,’ he concluded. 

 Her eyes darted around the narrow chamber. 

 ‘Please sit down,’ he said. ‘Here, by the hearth.’ 

 Both felt a little awkward as she sat down and he pulled up the three-legged stool. 

There was only one chair for visitors, aside from the chest. When the commission visited 

everyone remained standing. That had happened only twice in the past year. 

 ‘Kathryn,’ he mumbled.  

 ‘Master More, after my grandfather’s death we moved to the Cotswolds. But now my 

parents have passed away as well and the house is being cleared. I found this in one of the 

closets. My father must have kept it all this time.’ 

 He stared at the notebook in her hand. This was strange. They had taken everything he 

could possibly read away from him and now she walked in here with a closely written quarto. 

If only she had brought a book. But he was prepared to read anything and took the well-

thumbed volume. It was full of carefully dated notes. 

 ‘It appears to be a diary. You’re familiar with its contents?’ 

 She blushed a little. ‘I don’t read Latin, Master More. I’m not like your daughter 

Margaret.’ 

 He smiled. ‘You don’t like studying, you mean?’ 

 ‘That’s right.’ 

 John-a-Wood left the chamber without a word. The woman’s face caught the light. 

She appeared to be well into her twenties. Her forehead was slightly rounded and her eyes, set 

in small sockets, watched him attentively. Her mouth was surprisingly beautiful, her cheeks 

young and smooth. Her hair, which had been tucked underneath the white headband, looked 

as though it might be golden blonde. 

 He put the manuscript on the chest beside him. ‘My family may no longer visit me.’ 

 ‘I’m sorry, Master More.’ She tilted her head. ‘My name opens doors for me. You’ve 

always spoken very highly of my grandfather. They say you were happy in his home.’ 

 ‘That’s true. I have many fond memories. He formed my mind.’ 

 ‘And you put on plays at Christmas.’ 

 ‘You know that too?’ he grinned. ‘But to what do I owe this visit?’ 

 She inclined her head toward the quarto on the chest. ‘Your name is on the inside 

cover.’ 

 ‘Really?’ He quickly opened it again. 

 ‘It deals with the time when King Richard III was still alive, Richard of Gloucester.’ 



 

 

 ‘Ah, so you managed to deduce that from the Latin.’ 

 She remained silent, offended perhaps. He had to make amends. He was pleased with 

her visit. 

 ‘Your grandfather would have appreciated the fact that you saved these notes. They’re 

for me to keep? Thank you. Would you like a cup of wine?’ 

 She gave no response, but looked at him, her green eyes so pale they were almost 

colourless. ‘You never published The History of King Richard III. Why not?’ 

 ‘It wasn’t finished,’ he replied evasively. 

 ‘You don’t care to talk about it?’ 

 ‘It’s been a long time since I worked on it. All I remember are the first few lines. 

“King Edward, of that name the Fourth ... died at Westminster the ninth day of April, the year 

of our redemption 1483 …”. When the king died I was barely five, you know. That night, long 

before daybreak, someone galloped to our neighbour’s house near Cripplegate, rapped on the 

door to be let in and cried that King Edward was dead. We all heard. And we heard the 

neighbour’s words when he opened the door: “By my troth, man!” It rang out in the night. 

“Then will my master the Duke of Gloucester be king!”’ 

 The woman in front of him gave no response. 

 He looked at his withered hands, wishing he could hold them up to the fire. ‘It’s a 

family story that I decided to include in the History. Many Londoners had a similar 

experience. That moment marked the beginning of the dictatorship, my father used to say. He 

had a great deal of respect for Edward, the previous king.’ 

 No smile from Lady Kathryn. She looked at him blankly, waiting for more. 

 ‘Luckily the Latin version is finished,’ he said matter-of-factly. ‘It ends with Richard’s 

coup a few months later. I included a few words of explanation about various English 

institutions, since it was aimed at the continent. I was naïve enough to think that such 

historical examples could edify Europe’s rulers.’ 

 She raised her eyebrows. 

 ‘The book was an exemplum,’ he hastened to add. ‘Specifically an example of how 

not to govern.’ 

 ‘And the English version? Could I read it?’ 

 ‘It’s the same until the tyrant’s coronation. Then there are a few passages with blanks, 

because I had to check some of the names. It was left aside, like so much else. It happens.’ He 

stretched out his legs toward the hesitant warmth of the hearth. ‘I remember a splendid scene 



 

 

about an archbishop who panicked and handed the Great Seal to the wrong person. Politics 

didn’t amount to much in those days. John Morton would have found the humour in it.’ 

 ‘That’s exactly why I’m here, Master More. Perhaps my grandfather’s notebook 

contains some fresh information that will help you finish the English version of the History.’ 

 ‘Finish?’ He could hear the horror in his voice. 

 Her voice faltered. ‘I thought it might be something to keep you busy.’ 

 ‘Lady Kathryn, I’m preparing in here for death.’ 

 ‘Of course. I beg your pardon.’ 

 She sat with her head down. He leafed through the quarto. 

 ‘He was a remarkable man,’ he muttered. 

 ‘Who, King Richard?’ 

 A grimace. ‘No, your grandfather. He witnessed it all at first hand: the entry of the 

twelve-year-old crown prince and the intrigues of Richard of Gloucester, the late king’s 

youngest brother. Your grandfather even served as a councillor under the tyrant. But Morton’s 

career didn’t really take off until the new dynasty was in place.’ 

 ‘True, his strengths didn’t come to the fore until after 1485, when Richard was killed.’ 

Lady Kathryn moved her chair. ‘You have an excellent memory. If you were to translate my 

grandfather’s notes for me, I could read them myself.’ 

 Thomas was silent. He doubted that she was interested in Morton’s notes for their own 

sake; he suspected an ulterior motive. He would think about it, and in the meantime she might 

be able to furnish him with more books. Meditation and prayer were all very well, but they 

could not stop his thoughts from gnawing at him… –  

 ‘Are you interested in politics?’ he asked. 

 ‘Does that surprise you?’ 

 ‘Did you know that Richard had a bastard daughter by the name of Kathryn?’ 

 She glared at him. ‘What are you trying to say?’ 

 ‘Nothing, I’m not trying to say anything. Do you have children?’ 

 She shook her head briefly. 

 ‘Married?’ 

 ‘Soon, God willing.’ 

 He scrutinized her in silence. Those humble words were at odds with her bearing. 

 ‘So you’re just starting out on life’s journey.’ 

 ‘But not all that young, you mean.’ 



 

 

 ‘You do yourself an injustice,’ he said kindly. ‘Was it your intention to leave the 

quarto here and to come and collect it again later?’ 

 ‘Yes.’ 

 ‘Just because you want me to translate it for you?’ 

 ‘I could have turned to someone else for that,’ she replied, a bit sharply. 

 ‘So there’s more?’ 

 ‘Yes, I was hoping you might… consider publishing it.’ 

 ‘The History of King Richard III?’ He shook his head to stop the unexpected, warm 

ripple in his stomach from gaining momentum. Ambition. ‘In the face of death, it would be 

pleasant to achieve as much as possible. Is that what you think?’ 

 ‘Forgive me.’ She hung her head, slightly tilted, putting him in mind of the children 

growing up at the country estate. Even though they had almost come of age, they had to 

follow the same rule as the pages. When spoken to, you could respond politely, but it was 

better to remain silent and shake or gently tip your head. 

 ‘You turn up here with a Latin quarto from your grandfather’s hand,’ he began to sum 

up, as was his wont. ‘You’d like to read it because you suspect that his private notes may 

contain something important. You’re giving it to me in the hope that I’ll translate it for you 

and meanwhile, if I understand correctly, finish the English edition of my historical portrait of 

the tyrant.’ 

 ‘It’s our history. The people have a right to it.’ 

 He paid no heed to her attempt at flattery. ‘You think I’m prepared to do so because I 

started the book about King Richard at the Lord Chancellor’s request. It’s largely based on 

stories that he told me – me, oddly enough, and not his son, your father.’ 

 ‘That’s right. My father had no interest in politics.’ 

 ‘But you have. You’re trying to secure your grandfather’s place in history, is that it? 

Why do you want to know what your grandfather recorded all these years ago? The notebook 

begins…’ – he turned to the first page – ‘at the moment Edward IV died. The notes describe 

the events surrounding the coup by the Lord Protector…’ 

 ‘The tyrant?’ 

 ‘Not in those days. Richard of Gloucester was the uncle of the underage crown prince. 

He had been appointed Lord Protector to the heir and the realm.’ He turned another page. ‘I 

suspect you’d like to know your grandfather’s thoughts on hearing that the young crown 

prince and his little brother had been locked up here, in the Garden Tower.’ 

 ‘The Bloody Tower.’ 



 

 

 ‘No, the Garden Tower. How it’s known in popular parlance is irrelevant.’ 

 She said nothing, but an ironic twist played around her lips. He made a show of 

waiting patiently. 

 ‘That’s how I’d imagined you,’ she said with a smile. ‘The righteous Thomas More.’ 

 The conversation was starting to get on his nerves. He pulled up his legs and pressed 

his hands together. ‘Would you say that my assessment of your motives is correct?’ 

 ‘More or less.’ 

 If he wanted to enjoy the fire he had better press on with this conversation. ‘So you 

believe that, with the help of these notes, I might publish another historical work in English 

before I die. Something for your guests to read in your library?’ 

 She snorted with derision. ‘I’m just interested.’ 

 ‘In your grandfather or in politics?’ 

 ‘Both. Not reading Latin isn’t a mortal sin, is it?’ 

 ‘Far from it. Very well. I regard your visit as a sign that I have some unfinished 

business. I’ll read your grandfather’s notebook. I owe it to him.’ 

 ‘Thank you.’ She remained seated. 

 He cleared his throat and stared into the flames. 

 ‘Richard of Gloucester was after power from the outset, isn’t that right?’ 

 He scrutinized her. ‘How would you know that?’ 

 ‘It’s what our family used to say. He seized power by calling the children of the late 

king bastards.’ 

 And she identified with those children, it was plain to see. There was his moment by 

the fire gone. ‘That’s right. One of Edward IV’s mistresses was brought forward, a certain 

Elizabeth Lucy. The story went that she and the king had been secretly married, without a 

proclamation, to protect her honour. This led the Lord Protector to conclude that the union 

between King Edward IV and the queen had been illegitimate and that all their children were 

bastards. The crown prince could not become king, the Lord Protector declared. He seized 

power to spare England the instability of a contested dynasty.’ 

 ‘Was it done without Parliament’s consent?’ 

 The question surprised him. ‘I believe it was. This was when Richard of Gloucester 

proved to be a consummate tyrant. People were afraid of him. He became king through 

manipulation; the secret marriage vow is a case in point. He and his eldest brother were 

worlds apart. Edward IV was level-headed and popular; he captured the hearts of his subjects. 

He was a good king.’ 



 

 

 Kathryn looked at him intently. ‘How do you come to that conclusion?’ 

 ‘By looking at whether he had the backing of the public. The pillars of any society are 

its people. Popular support is an important signal. But let me not bore you with the details. 

The citizen, with his rights and duties, the social fabric, has always been a favourite subject.’ 

He got up to bring the conversation to a close. 

 ‘And this fabric was damaged by Richard?’ 

 ‘Through intimidation, yes. Through the abuse of power and the manipulation of 

individual ambitions. Everyone is susceptible.’ 

 Indeed, it was quite common in the highest circles, now more so than ever, but he 

would not tell her that. It was the kind of thing that he reserved for Margaret. 

 ‘And in The History of King Richard III you wanted to warn against this atmosphere of 

intimidation?’ 

 ‘You have an excellent grasp of things.’ 

 ‘You sound courteous, but you don’t mean what you say.’ 

 He bowed slightly. ‘This patronizing tone is a bad habit of mine. I beg your pardon.’ 

 At long last she got up too. ‘You’re saying that Richard came to power by bending the 

rules.’ 

 ‘Well said. Yes, the rules of civilization.’ 

 ‘Is there such a thing?’ 

 ‘Yes, I believe there is. I have accepted your words at face value, but Richard would 

have twisted them, most mellifluously. He would distort things and then lay the blame on you. 

The tyrant possessed a diabolical flair for turning situations to his own advantage. He was 

very good at improvising.’ 

 ‘And at finding people’s weak spots.’ 

 ‘I see you know exactly how it works. Why would you want to read my book?’ 

 ‘But don’t we all, improvise I mean? Distort things and then blame others as the mood 

takes us?’ 

 ‘You think so?’ Her tenacity puzzled him. ‘I believe that despite his deformity Richard 

of Gloucester must have had a great deal of charm. Do you ever attend the mystery plays?’ 

 ‘I used to.’ 

 ‘Do you remember the character of Evil? You must have been fascinated by his 

antics.’ 

 ‘People like to be seduced,’ she thought out loud. 



 

 

 ‘So does England. Ambitious noblemen, anxious commoners. A tyrant can only thrive 

in a fearful, immature society, or so I tried to demonstrate in the History. The Lord Protector’s 

speeches were rhetorical gems, he was a born actor.’ 

 ‘You used to act in plays.’ 

 Curtly: ‘At Christmas, yes.’ 

 ‘You would make up speeches while you were on stage. Your performances were full 

of clever ideas, or so the story goes in our family.’ 

 Her words grated on him. He might be a pious man, but he too could conjure with 

words and emotions. He loved debating and knew that every turn of phrase was part of the 

game. And so he changed the subject. ‘In the North you’ll still find supporters of Richard III 

who claim he was a good king. According to them he wasn’t even deformed.’ 

 Her attention began to wander. Apparently it was the family connection, the famous 

grandfather, which interested her most. To tell the truth, he was eager to grant her request. It 

was a gift, a way of putting off the plunge into the abyss. 

 ‘Lady Kathryn, I’ll translate these notes and, who knows, maybe even use them for the 

History. But I make no promises. My spiritual affairs take precedence. It all happened such a 

long time ago.’ 

 ‘So you don’t mind me bringing this to you?’ 

 ‘Hmm, it’s certainly intriguing… Definitely worthwhile.’ 

 She put her hands, pale and slender, on the back of her chair. ‘Is there any way I can 

help you?’ 

 ‘I don’t think so, Lady Kathryn. No one can help me, no one except myself. You know 

what I mean?’ 

 ‘The whole of England knows.’ 

 He laughed. ‘I wonder. I’m but one man, with one signature.’ 

 ‘And by that you mean?’ 

 How he longed for Margaret: her quick wit, her knowing glance. His eldest daughter 

understood him, even arbitrated in the mock quarrels between him and Alice. His heart 

seemed about to burst. Their comfortable home in Chelsea. His leather chair by the fire. The 

women embroidering during the discussions. The conversations at mealtimes, simple evening 

meals at eight with a glass of red Bordeaux. The afternoon visits to the chapel with the tall, 

bright windows. The lilacs and the rustling of the trees. The landscape that glided past as he 

was rowed to Westminster. Birds flying out of the reeds and across the stream of sunlight on 



 

 

the river. Puffy clouds in the stillness of dawn. And man? A bundle of contradictions. Despite 

his fear of drowning, he had always loved that journey. 

 ‘Master More, I’ll leave you in peace now.’ Having finished rearranging the pleats of 

her green gown, Kathryn intertwined her fingers. 

 ‘By that I mean,’ he said courteously, ‘that nearly everyone accepts the Act of 

Succession and with it King Henry’s divorce from Catharine of Aragon and his position as 

head of the Church of England. It all converges in this act, giving his children by the new 

queen the right to the throne. All good Catholics have signed, even my best friends and my 

family. Even my daughter Margaret. No one understands my obstinacy. I suspect you don’t 

either.’ 

 She had nothing to say to this. Then suddenly her voice took on a commanding tone. 

‘How much time do you need, Master More?’ It was the tone of an unmarried woman used to 

being obeyed. 

 ‘Time isn’t on my side, not any more. I’ll do my best.’ 

 ‘You have the English manuscript at home? I’ll have it delivered here.’ 

 ‘I’ll need ink as well.’ 

 She nodded, turned round elegantly with one hand against the wall and knocked on the 

door. 

 John-a-Wood must have been waiting. The door slid open at once. No keys. 

 ‘Goodbye, Lady Kathryn.’ 

 ‘Master More.’ 

 

He took four faltering steps from the hearth to the window. It was curious, this emotion. 

Perhaps she was the last person from the outside world with whom he was allowed to talk. 

Aside, that is, from a row of magistrates, seated in front of heavy, vine-framed Gobelin 

tapestries, men such as Cranmer (‘of course, Your Majesty’) and Cromwell (the self-styled 

King’s Ear) and at the very end of course the priest and the executioner. Despite his venerable 

age he wanted to be somebody in her eyes. In all fairness, he thought he deserved as much. He 

had to grab this chance. Like John-a-Wood this young woman represented life. After his death 

– which was inescapable and approaching fast – she would speak of him to others. 

 ‘No,’ he barked at the diamond-shaped panes. The world was a forest full of fireflies; 

you might be swerving from light to light, but the little flies themselves were perfectly 

indifferent. You had to look at them the way you survey a field of newly flowering daffodils, 

their heads pale and poised against the winter grass. That’s how it was. There was no point in 



 

 

measuring the value of one’s life by the twists of fate. If he did he would end up wallowing in 

self-pity because the odds were not in his favour. He had no option but to cut this temptation 

out of his life. Lady Kathryn had crossed his path like some kind of Eve, but she was of no 

importance. Nor indeed was his book or his life-long struggle. This was another apple he 

would not accept. 

 Turning away from the outer wall, Thomas crossed the room to his chair. The glow of 

the hearth greeted him. He would not lie to himself. His confinement in this Bell Tower, with 

Fisher’s forlorn footsteps above his head, was not just due to a clash of personalities and 

ambitions but also to his realization that to be thoroughly accommodating is to sacrifice the 

self. He had been the very model of accommodation, from the loose folds of his cloak to his 

changeable face and heart. He hated it. He was fifty-six now, with the nation’s eyes upon him 

– a time for clarity, if ever there was one. This was the real Thomas More, battling the devil. 

Vanitas… Vanity was his ultimate temptation. 

 The low-burning flames leapt up and down the half-charred log like blue anemones, 

occasionally disappearing altogether. He moved a few branches, hoping that the fire would 

have one last go at devouring the wood. But no, it was all over. He looked at the arch-shaped 

hearth. The Act of Succession would never bear his signature – for constitutional reasons. The 

authority of the Church of Rome should be a canopy over Europe. And while it might not be 

perfect – there was plenty of room for improvement – this unity must not be imperilled.  

In the early days, looking at the handsome, dynamic Henry VIII, he had thought that he 

could lead him by the bit like a thoroughbred. How often had he not talked about it with his 

learned friends, reminding them of their duty? Intellectuals should show the way, with gentle 

insistence, strategically. He pressed his legs together to force more blood through his veins. 

England had been full of promise then, but only a few years later the illusion had been 

shattered. A powerful pro-war party was making overtures to the French king, while days 

after the death of the still-born prince, Henry began to talk of his sinful marriage and God’s 

punishment. He was convinced that his union with his brother’s widow was to blame for his 

lack of a living son. The pope had granted a dispensation for the marriage quickly enough at 

the time, but now Henry kept going on about it. And once his desire for Anne Boleyn had 

been kindled there was no stopping him. Had Thomas offered adequate help? He shook his 

head. They had written Defence of the Seven Sacraments together, that’s all. Baptism, 

confirmation, confession, the Eucharist, holy orders, marriage and the anointing of the sick: 

the seven sacraments derived their power from Christ’s redeeming sacrifice. As carefully as 

the painter Holbein prepared for an official portrait, so painstakingly did Thomas smooth the 



 

 

king’s way through this theological labyrinth. But all his labours proved ineffectual, just like 

the moribund fire. By then he had long since abandoned the book about Richard III. Was there 

any king who was innocent of despotism, intimidation and unpredictability? 

 By the time he was called to Flanders in 1515, he had come up with a better idea. He 

would write about a non-existent country: Utopia, a piece of pure fiction about unbelievers 

who led better lives than Christians, brimming with political and legal criticism. Begun during 

his mission on the continent, the book had soon found its way to his readers. Was the real 

More to be found in the pages of Utopia or in the two manuscripts together? He was caught 

between the dream of a just island and the nightmare of life under a corrupt king. 

 The real subject of the unfinished History was the hermetic, manipulative power of the 

first Tudor, Henry VII. He might as well admit it now; he had nothing left to lose. Back then it 

had to be cloaked in a fine exemplum, and what a challenge it had been! The rise and fall of 

Richard III, the Tudors’ nemesis, had been a perfect vehicle, giving him a splendid metaphor 

with which to convey the slipperiness of a country under dictatorship, a slipperiness he had 

experienced first-hand at the outset of his career when he discovered that public acts often 

covered up deceit, so that in the end no one knew the facts of the matter. In his historical 

parable he described cleverly forged trinkets that cast suspicion on the real gems. 

 Perhaps he had devoted too many pages to the church as a sanctuary. In those days a 

lawyer encountered the phenomenon on a daily basis and he had wanted to put that in, 

camouflaged with a veneer of irony. Those passages were like a landscape in a thunderstorm, 

brilliantly illuminated. He could be proud of his work. All the scenes in the History originated 

in stories that John Morton had told him, but the world had moved on since then, and Thomas 

had made this quite clear. Yet royal intrigue had not died with Richard of Gloucester; decades 

later everything remained the same, albeit with a different cast. In that respect, he concluded 

with satisfaction, he had been a visionary. 

 He reached for the quarto. Although certain passages were extremely vivid in his 

mind, he barely remembered the main outline of the History. These notes would jog his 

memory. The scent of another era often wafted in on the back of a mere trifle, like stepping 

into a room and chancing upon some forgotten objects left there long ago. 

 Ah look, Morton had crossed out a short sentence: Lady Eleanor Butler died in the 

convent. Who was Eleanor Butler? Written above it was the name Elizabeth Lucy, one of 

Edward IV’s lady friends. Thomas rubbed his chin. He had heard that Miss Lucy had extracted 

a marriage vow from the king before she slept with him, since Edward was a notorious 

charmer. It seemed a strange thing for a mistress to do. So what was her name? Eleanor Butler 



 

 

or Miss Lucy? Had Morton made a mistake? No, that wasn’t like the Lord Chancellor, who 

left nothing to chance. The substituted name seemed to suggest that the pre-contract, the 

secret marriage vow, invented by a tyrant to become king, was real. If that was the case and if 

the woman in question was Lady Eleanor Butler – Thomas’s eyes widened – then John 

Morton had deliberately put him on a false trail. Thomas shifted his position, shocked by this 

train of thought. 

Not one to give up, he kept staring at the dying flames. He had dropped Lucy’s name 

in two scenes. He had incorporated it into a conflict between King Edward and his mother, so 

that he could casually refer back to it later in the treatise, where it usefully placed Richard’s 

actions in a bad light. It was all he had written about the pre-contract, which Morton had 

spoken of with such contempt, suggesting that the erstwhile marriage vow had been a pretext 

used by a power-hungry despot. The idea that such an affair could invalidate the long 

marriage of Edward and Queen Elizabeth Woodville – blessed with nine children, including 

two heirs – it was out of the question! 

 He leaned forward, his elbows on his knees. Not Elizabeth Lucy but Eleanor Butler. 

He gagged. His stomach felt like rotting meat. John Morton had known more, much more 

than he had let on. Had Thomas’s trust been abused? There must have actually been an 

Eleanor Butler, otherwise her name would not have been crossed out. Did that mean that there 

really had been a pre-contract? That it had not been a ruse by Richard of Gloucester to ascend 

to the throne? In that case… Thomas covered his eyes and for the first time his cold hands felt 

soothing. 

 An unexpected perspective opened up. Perhaps the Lord Protector had been the right 

man for the throne because of his vast political experience. If there had been no scheming 

involved in this affair, then … had Gloucester been a schemer at all? 

 Ever the professional, he applied the lawyer’s technique of arguing the opposite case. 

Suppose that Richard had intended to be a good Lord Protector. Suppose that after the crown 

prince’s installation he had wanted to return to Middleham, his favourite estate in the North of 

England. It was common knowledge that he did not feel at home in the capital, where the 

queen’s relations held a number of lucrative positions and people wallowed in luxury. Until 

shortly before his death King Edward had actually been the life and soul of their licentious 

revelries. Perhaps the Lord Protector’s plan had been to furnish the twelve-year-old child king 

with a reliable Privy Council, so that he could continue his successes in the North as well as 

the large-scale refurbishment of his castles. 



 

 

 Enter a perspiring bishop, or so the story went that Thomas had recorded straight from 

Morton’s lips. The eminent cleric confessed that he had once presided over the marriage 

between the late king and another woman. And this woman – Thomas consulted the notebook 

– Lady Eleanor Butler… had ‘died in the convent’. Apparently the affair had been short-lived 

and she had cloistered herself when King Edward took a new wife, who was hailed as the new 

queen.  

 As he stirred the charred lumps, Thomas noticed that his hands were trembling. He 

blew on them, but to no avail; the ashes merely turned an orangey red. Suppose that the later 

marriage between Edward and Elizabeth Woodville had indeed been invalid; then the children 

it had produced, including the crown prince, were bastards. In that case the Lord Protector’s 

mission was far from over. Acting as regent for a minor, who was by nature open to flattery 

and insinuation, was a delicate business. In the History Thomas had shown the dying King 

Edward dwelling on the problem at length, because he knew from experience … When the 

magnitude of this thought struck him, his shoulders drooped. 

 He had been Morton’s mouthpiece! 

 Never mind that now; he had to follow this line of reasoning to the end. Guiding an 

underage king was problematic enough, but if the boy was of dubious lineage it became 

downright dangerous. It was bound to lead to factions within the aristocracy, to rekindle old 

feuds and even civil war. So in his role as Lord Protector Richard of Gloucester faced a 

choice. He could have the sweaty bishop killed – after all, he had been the sole witness to the 

secret marriage – and hope that in due course the crown prince would form a stable 

government, one not weakened by opposition and scandal. Or he could order an enquiry into 

the bishop’s claims and have the results published. But in that case Parliament would have to 

be involved. 

 Thomas huddled so close to the glowing embers that his cheeks were burning. He 

should have consulted the rolls of Parliament instead of parroting spokesmen who claimed 

that the accession to the throne had been a coup. Had he really been that keen to depict a coup 

d’état after the model of Suetonius’ Vitae, as he had promised the dying Morton in 1500? It 

was to be an impressive, dazzling piece of rhetoric. The idea of using an English version of 

the story to demonstrate how you could coax golden tones from your own language, as you 

would from a harp, had come to him only later. His work would be completely different from 

that of his peers. Not the year-by-year chronicle that Fabyan was writing and not the national 

monument planned by Polydore Vergil, the court historian. His would be a superior History, 

inspired by Roman models, mildly ironic in the humanist tradition and bilingual to boot. He 



 

 

had always required his children to follow this dual approach. Every single letter had to be 

translated from Latin into English or vice versa. 

 His children. He knew how much Margaret modelled herself after him. It was her 

strength; she embodied everything he had ever taught her. He would not take that sense of 

security away from her. Should his family – after all the poverty and uncertainty they had 

endured – now be robbed of his reputation as well? It was out of the question. He would not 

tell a soul what he had found in this notebook. But he would talk to God about which was 

worse: to go down in the history books as a criminal, but with a clear conscience (like Richard 

of Gloucester, possibly, in the case of Lucy), or to lay claim to integrity (like himself) and 

then discover you have manipulated the facts? 

 With this prospect staring him in the face, he groped around wildly for a memory, like 

a drowning man for a rope ladder that would lead him out of the dark waters onto the safety of 

the ship. There! He and Margaret are bent over the plants around the new house, the sun 

beating down on their backs. They take turns making up names, before inserting the plant into 

the rich soil of Chelsea. ‘Hound’s blood.’ 

 ‘No, hallucination. Moonstricken!’ 

 ‘Truffle hog.’ 

 ‘Black tongue.’ 

 ‘Clipped wing.’ 

 The trees are motionless in the midday light, the bees are buzzing. His all but grown-

up child rolls up her sleeves, revealing her white arms. When Alice joins them outside with 

her pithy, pragmatic advice, he gradually withdraws and leaves the game to the women. From 

his immaculate, newly finished study he can hear their peals of laughter in the garden. 

 

He would not stop until he had thought this through. Back to the beginning, the opposite 

view. Suppose – it was impossible, of course, but suppose all the same – that the Lord 

Protector’s intentions had been honourable but the queen’s family had thwarted him? 

Fortunately it had all happened a long time ago, otherwise he could not look at it quite so 

objectively. Was it possible that his books – a straightforward achievement of which he had 

been proud – had no right to be on European bookshelves? He blinked a few times. 

 The weekly reception at Morton’s country estate. His delight in being so carefully 

scrutinized. His admiration for this man of the world who even advised the king … Naturally 

he had conformed without realizing; he was only too glad to live up to people’s expectations 

of him. Oh to be taken seriously! Admonitions were par for the course, as were minor 



 

 

corrections and sometimes a sudden invitation. A casual compliment would sustain him for 

weeks. 

 The notebook trembled in his hands. He had to restrain himself from hurling it into a 

corner. He turned a page: another deletion. Nothing had been written above this one, thank 

God. Swallowing, he tried to calm the pounding in his chest. Why was he so upset? He was 

no stranger to self-serving schemes and secret ambitions. But Morton had deliberately 

deceived him! With his onslaught of charm the elder statesman had turned him, Thomas 

More, into an accessory to defamation and falsification of history. If his reasoning was 

correct, that is. He rested his head in his hands. He could blame it on his age. As a young 

adult you formed the views that afforded the greatest possible access to power. That’s how it 

worked. The more people shared your opinions, the better you could see and present 

everything in that light. An airy edifice of words and insinuations. A sense of humour was 

indispensable, because it implied that you were above it all. It made you feel you were better 

than anyone else, and besides, information packaged in a witty style travelled fast. 

 A few wisps of smoke drifted up from the charcoal. Having been expelled from the 

community himself, he recognized the process. Too late. Instead of a Lord Chancellor with 

vision he had been a rather inconsequential figure. The many tasks he had set himself had 

overlapped like so many layers of clothing, held together and embellished by an ostentatious 

belt. Like the wide belt around Norfolk’s opulent robes. Nothing was as it seemed. Sleeves 

full of air which he draped in folds over his hands. 

 Sit up straight. He ought to follow the example of the philosopher from Florence, 

Machiavelli, and look at matters dispassionately. Analysing instead of seeking to improve, 

considering means and ends rather than good and evil. Humanity was best governed when the 

ends justified the means. 

 His eyes drifted back to Morton’s notebook. All right, then. He had failed to 

understand the moves in this game of chess in which his spokesman had been one of the key 

players. He had reiterated what he had heard from Morton in his younger days in beautiful 

prose. Was that so terrible? The opportunity had come his way and he had made the most of 

it. Even so, in 1513, when he set to work on the History, he had already been under-sheriff. 

He had realized much earlier in his career that life was one long, composite hypothesis. But 

he had no idea that it was all an enormous show. He had devoted himself wholeheartedly to 

his duties, both in public and at home. The dilemma had been clear-cut: to live a celibate life 

within the confines of the monastery or to achieve great things within an imperfect society. 

He chose the latter and was not corrupted. Yet one thing always seemed to lead to another. 



 

 

Hence his introduction of the ‘Friday’: a day off to create clarity. Who could afford it? He 

could, as a member of the Privy Council and later Lord Chancellor. Had it produced sufficient 

self-knowledge? The Fridays had been his, but who or what had he been? He heaved a long, 

deep sigh. He had no more use for his chapel in the garden or his cell in the Charterhouse. In 

here he had every opportunity to reflect on the larger picture and on his place in eternity. 

 Youthful ambition had seduced him into writing the tyrant’s biography. Was that so 

terrible? No. What pained him was the thought that Morton had been laughing up his sleeve. 

The presence of such an intelligent page in the house had provided him with the perfect set-

up! Now that was real irony: Thomas More – of all people – falsifying history. At this crucial 

moment so shortly before his death, he had no idea what his legacy might be to later 

generations, his readers, his children and grandchildren. Et quid sequitur nescimus – and what 

will follow, we know not. Yes, he was prepared now, wise to the ways of the world, but that 

would count for nothing. Ita nos juvet Deus Omnipotens – so help us, God Almighty. 

 

 

 

This beautiful spring day had helped him resist temptation again, the temptation of signing the 

Act of Succession so he could see his family. The grass, the grass, he kept thinking. The grass 

and the yellow lilies would always be there, whatever the demands of the men in velvet, who 

would also always be there. An unfamiliar guard had come to fetch him and escorted him 

down the corridor, as on previous occasions, but this time they had crossed the courtyard to 

the main building. That meant that he would go back over the grass after the interrogation; all 

he had to do was hold out for two hours! 

 The intensity of the questioning told him that the situation was becoming urgent. They 

were still calling it a hearing. They were the Righteous Men and he was Job, subjected to ever 

greater pressure. They were desperate for him to give in. He had his weak moments, certainly. 

But like Job he stood his ground again. He refused to play the game. 

 Now they were making their way back. The corridor curved gently, illuminated by 

three torches in iron holders on the wall, which gave the passage the look of a cave. 

 ‘Why not the main entrance?’ he asked the guard beside him. 

 ‘Because of the procession in honour of His Majesty the King.’ 

 He pictured the annual ceremony, which he could not attend for the second 

consecutive year. Would anyone miss him as head of the sumptuously dressed procession? A 

few, perhaps. Did he want to be there, after everything that had happened? Not at all. He had 



 

 

learned to take pleasure in simple things, such as the use of his legs. Finally, a proper walk 

again. Besides, there were paintings to look at in passing. 

 He slowed down. ‘Who’s that?’ 

 ‘Keep going!’ 

 He pointed at the man with the serene face, a cap on his head and a pensive look in his 

eyes. Beneath his chestnut brown curls, his right shoulder was slightly higher than the left. 

The royal robe with the chain of office. The special position of the hands, with the left 

slipping a third ring on the right hand’s little finger. As soon as he saw the inscription – 

Ricardus . III . Ang . Rex – he realized why he had not known who it was: most portraits of 

Richard III had been destroyed. 

 ‘The monster,’ his guard said. 

 He was frozen in disbelief. ‘The tyrant?’ 

 ‘Keep moving, Master More!’ 

 ‘The hunchback, King Richard III?’ 

 ‘The same. If only he’d never been born,’ the guard muttered. 

 Thomas had to crane his neck because the guard kept shoving him in the back. Keep 

moving. In protest against this humiliating treatment he turned round, but stopped halfway, 

reflecting that soon a portrait would be all that remained of him. It could be viewed while his 

head swung back and forth in the wind on the bridge and his headless body was buried 

underneath the chapel of St Peter ad Vincula. Holbein’s painting would remain, as would the 

love of his family and his readers. His rhythmic steps reverberated through the corridor. 

Henceforth he would be a painting, the likeness of a man to whom you could dedicate a 

requiem mass, perhaps several. 

 But the naked body of King Richard had been slung over a trotting mule and left for 

days, mutilated, to be recognized as the root of all evil. No one had prayed for Richard’s soul 

or sung masses for him. No sooner had he become king than he had been thrown onto the 

scrapheap. Thomas too had vilified and maimed the last Plantagenet, dragged his name 

through the mud and used him for his own greater glory.  

 At least he had won the fight with his vanity. He would never publish The History of 

King Richard III, not even if Lady Kathryn wrote him a hundred letters a day. ‘Our own 

language, Master More… The details are so vivid. All the people I know want to learn more.’ 

He ought to burn the manuscript, despite the beautiful wording and the humour that still 

raised a smile from him. It was a distant memory now, a youthful transgression to which he 

could reconcile his conscience without too much difficulty. 



 

 

 In the courtyard of the castle grounds the churlish guard quickened his pace. Thomas 

caught a glimpse of daisies dotting the grass and a pale green blur of bushes before he was 

shoved back into the Bell Tower. Surrounded by stone again, in the doorway, he noticed. Next 

to the bottle of ink that Lady Kathryn had sent him with the manuscript months ago, a bottle 

of red Bordeaux and a basket full of delicacies now took pride of place. He spun round. 

 He caught John’s eye, watching from the back of the corridor, just before the guard 

locked the door. His throat seized up. He had to know why Margaret had not stayed. 

 ‘John!’ He banged on the heavy wood with the ironwork. 

 Not a sound, no scraping chair or rattling keys. No creaking door. Where was the 

man? 

 ‘John-a-Wood!’ 

 He heard his servant’s voice far off. 

 ‘Master More!’ 

 ‘Why won’t you come in?’ 

 ‘Forbidden, since… this morning…’ The voice came closer. 

 ‘Did you speak to Margaret?’ 

 ‘She was turned away at the gate. And I have to sit in the guard’s room from now on,’ 

John lamented behind the door. ‘Or leave, but I don’t want to.’ 

 ‘Oh, John!’ 

 He punched the stone wall. Not the door, otherwise John would think that he was 

angry with him. ‘Why don’t you go to Chelsea, John? You could raise the family’s spirits.’ 

 ‘I’m staying, Master More.’ 

 John withdrew, obeying a barked order to keep away from the door. For the 

thousandth time Thomas inspected the interior of his prison. Here was the chest with his cup, 

there the ink and the English text of his History on top of Morton’s quarto. If he ever had as 

much as a spark in that hearth he would burn his manuscript, page by page. He should have 

done it sooner, much sooner. It was already May; he would not get another chance. 

 His fingers rummaged through the basket filled with cheese wrapped in leaves, carrots 

still damp from the soil, roast capon and freshly churned butter. He had no appetite and 

slumped into his chair. That painting in the dark corridor continued to haunt him. Strangely 

enough the whole question of Henry had faded into the background. To sign or not to sign the 

Act of Succession? Something else was more important to him now: he wanted to stop 

dishonouring the memory of the reviled king. Besmirching someone in the grave was a 

cardinal sin. His soul may have grown inside his body like a pearl in a shell, yet he feared that 



 

 

the two halves would not part. It might be an eternity before he was allowed to enter Paradise 

singing. He could not sleep, not knowing how to lay his head or where to focus his frenzied 

mind, which was spinning out of control. A torrent had been unleashed and was trying to 

force its way out, in shuddering bursts, unstoppable, like a volcano. At the same time he felt 

as though he were made of wax. The force of the eruption burned a seal into him, irrevocably. 

He was a marked man, lost in his own thoughts. 

 A line came to mind, from a prayer book at Lambeth Palace. ‘Ihesu, Ihesu miserere 

mei. Ihesu, Ihesu obliviscere superbum provocantem...’ Jesus, have mercy on me. Jesus, pay 

no heed to the arrogant troublemaker. Morton had taken out Richard’s prayer book to show 

him the words that the tyrant had added to the traditional prayers. These intense, imploring 

words. 

 ‘Look,’ Morton had said. ‘See how a despot tries to atone for his sins in advance.’      

 Thomas would never forget the feel of the magnificent prayer book, a leather-bound 

volume which had once been in the tent of the vanquished king. Perhaps Richard had kept it 

by his bed and now here it was, in the hands of some unknown boy. He looked at the 

miniatures that sprouted from the initials and the vines that embellished the page. 

 ‘I bet you’d like to know how I came by it.’ Morton was visibly proud. ‘Let me tell 

you. After Lord Stanley repelled Richard’s final, brutal charge the villain was killed. Stanley 

then claimed the entire tent as spoils.’ 

 ‘But… but how did the prayer book end up here?’ 

 ‘Stanley’s widow gave it to me. The countess and I were old acquaintances.’ 

 Thomas could not take his eyes off the book. Normally he would be waiting by the 

heavy curtains, ready to pour Morton’s wine – it was something he did elegantly and without 

spilling – but now he was seated on a chair while his fingers traced the intricate 

embellishments. He had never seen such vine leaves before; they looked sculpted. 

 ‘You like it, don’t you?’ Morton leaned over him and turned a page. ‘These are the 

leaves of a strawberry plant, which I like much better.’ 

Thomas had never seen such brilliant colours outside the natural world. And the page 

for the Annunciation was even more exquisite: pink and deep blue, orange and gold across its 

entire height and width. The Lord Chancellor laughed, took the book out of his hands and 

locked it away again in the ornate wooden cabinet. 

 What had made Morton laugh so smugly? Was it the sight of his awestruck page? 

Standing up straight, his eyes closed, Thomas tried to bring the memories into sharper focus. 

Morton could not have planned it better. The seed lay scattered on the dry earth and would 



 

 

germinate with the onset of the rain. And so it did. The most striking scene in the History was 

the moment when Richard of Gloucester was offered the crown and made a mockery of the 

ceremony by pointedly refusing it twice. Only on the third attempt did he accept the symbol 

of power, albeit with feigned reluctance. Thomas had written it so that at first the tyrant was 

not cheered at all and then he was cheered at the wrong moment. He had also been pleased 

with the philosophical conclusion to the scene. He picked up the manuscript and turned to the 

passage in question. 

 For at the consecration of a bishop, every man knew well, by the paying for his bulls, 

that he purposes to be one, and though he pay for nothing else. And yet he must be twice 

asked whether he will be bishop or no, and he must twice say nay, and at the third time take it 

as compelled thereunto by his own will. And in a stage play all the people know right well 

that he that plays the sultan is perchance a cobbler; yet if one should be so foolish to show 

out of season what acquaintance he has with him, and call him by his own name while he 

stands in his majesty, one of his tormentors might perhaps break his head, and rightly, for 

marring of the play. And so they said that these matters be kings’ games, as it were stage 

plays, and for the more part played upon scaffolds. 

The imagery was adequate and the sinister comparison between stage and scaffold was 

ingenious. But whose stage had Thomas been on? Interfere in the King’s Game and you 

would pay with your head. That rule still held true. Soon the stage would turn into a scaffold. 

He could still touch his head, but he had been a pawn in the great game of Cromwell and King 

Henry. 

 Morton’s laugh burrowed into his mind. He realized that his own grin had worked a 

similar kind of magic; it always left the other ill at ease. And such a simple device it was too. 

A friendly little grin, as if to suggest that he already knew he was dealing with a fool, it never 

failed to produce the desired effect, not even in the king. Morton’s laugh had evolved into 

More’s grin, there was no denying it. But then someone had to be the catalyst, the one who 

tipped the scales. A player on God’s pitch, like Judas and Pontius Pilate. Oh stop it. 

 It was a trifle compared to all his other achievements. A few details may have 

muddled his brain, but there was no need to turn everything on its head. Besides, what if 

Richard of Gloucester had not been dishonest, but simply the late king’s popular brother and a 

capable regent without any ambition to ascend to the throne? What would that leave you 

with? The same story, but one that read like a dry chronicle, far less entertaining, devoid of 

the boisterous laughter that Thomas had elicited from his readers. Wickedness and wit were 

good bedfellows. 



 

 

 Somewhat reassured he carried on reading his manuscript. Now fell their mischief 

thick. And as the thing evil gotten is never well kept, through all the time of his reign never 

ceased there cruel death and slaughter, till his own destruction ended it. But as he finished his 

time with the best death, and the most righteous – that is to wit his own – so began he with the 

most piteous and wicked; I mean the lamentable murder of his innocent nephews, the young 

King and his tender brother. 

 And to think that the tyrant had loved sacred music and fostered the art of printing. It 

was thanks to the brothers Edward and Richard that Caxton’s printing press, located right next 

to the palace, had flourished. Richard’s many faces were most inconvenient. And to 

complicate matters further, the accursed king had counted several printed volumes among his 

most prized possessions: Tacitus’ Annales, so useful for the atmosphere of intrigue in the 

History; Sallust, a source of inspiration for the villain’s character; Cicero, sublime in his 

speeches. For the dispassionate style Thomas had been particularly indebted to Lucian and 

Thucydides, two of the despot’s own favourites. Admiration for classical historians was one 

thing they had in common, he had to admit. 

 To ease the pain in his neck he put his hands behind his head, thumbs together. At 

Christmas he had always known exactly when reality gave way to fiction: the magic moment 

when he jumped on stage. This play, however, was far too convoluted for him. The power to 

impose fictions on the common people had not rested with him, but with others, now leering 

at him from beyond the grave. 

 It was warm outside. Until three o’clock he would be able to bathe his feet in a narrow 

strip of sunlight. Here in the Tower he had well and truly reached the limits of his joie de 

vivre, the limits of his passion, his erudition and his pliability. Should Margaret visit again, he 

would tell her so. One thing was always balanced by another. By depicting a climate of 

intrigues and lies, he had actually contributed to it. True. The ruining of a man’s reputation 

was a question of degree. First his puns and irony had formed an edifice of clay, but over time 

they solidified and became a durable, ancient type of stone. 

 He eyed the manuscript in which he had given King Richard bad dreams. Now the 

tyrant was haunting him. Whichever way he looked at it, as the writer he was responsible. He 

was the one who had watered the seeds and allowed them to germinate and grow into a 

mighty thicket. Having reread it so many times, he could recite entire scenes by heart and 

remembered exactly how he had come by his twists and turns. All those digressions were 

shoddy workmanship. He should have burnt the manuscript. It was possible that Richard had 

accepted the crown to save the country from the threat of civil war. Hadn’t Thomas had the 



 

 

same objective as Lord Chancellor? A man can always come up with reasons, motives. But 

somewhere, in some tiny detail, the betrayal of his soul begins. That’s why More chose to 

remain a prisoner, and why he refused to sign. He wanted to die fighting. He was still 

somebody, but not for much longer. 

 

There she was: a sunflower in his cell. Shown in by the guard, she had stepped across the 

threshold in her velvet, ochre-yellow frock. The finely decorated belt around her waist rose to 

an elegant point over her stomach. Don’t think about Margaret and Alice. 

 ‘Lady Kathryn. Please sit down.’ 

 The routine with the chair was performed much faster than the first time. No sooner 

had she taken her seat than she started firing her questions at him. ‘Have you finally translated 

my grandfather’s notes for me?’ 

 ‘Of course, as I promised.’ 

 ‘And how far did you get with the History?’ 

 ‘I’ve decided not to finish it.’ 

 A shadow of anger flitted across her face and then dissolved. ‘Why not?’ 

 ‘Because the story isn’t true. In my admiration for your grandfather I had incorporated 

certain views of his into my book. But these notes made me realize that Morton distorted 

certain facts. There’s the matter of the secret marriage, for example. It must have been raised 

in Parliament but to my infinite regret I failed to investigate that possibility. As a result, the 

book is unreliable.’ 

 ‘It’s of general interest.’ 

 ‘Publication would be wrong,’ he said tersely. Did he have to spell it out? 

 ‘Master Cromwell disagrees.’ 

 ‘It’s none of his business.’ 

 ‘Obviously, he read it before it was delivered to you. It’s art in his opinion.’ 

 ‘Cromwell’s opinion does not matter.’ 

 ‘Does it not?’ Her face took on a sly expression. ‘Not even if he could make your stay 

here a bit more comfortable?’ 

 ‘No.’ 

 She thought for a moment. ‘The History is your own work. What don’t you like about 

it?’ 

 Fatigue seeped up through his body like cold from the stone floor. ‘The facts weren’t 

verified. Your grandfather made it sound as if the secret marriage vow that turned the crown 



 

 

prince into a bastard involved one of Edward’s later mistresses. But in fact the king was 

extremely young at the time and the woman in question was Lady Eleanor Butler.’ 

 He was taking a risk, confronting her with her grandfather’s deceptions. But his words 

failed to sink in. 

 ‘It’s only a detail!’ she protested. 

 ‘It’s a detail with consequences.’ 

 She looked at him blankly. 

 ‘I now realize,’ he continued, ‘that the name of the later mistress was substituted for 

the name Eleanor Butler. Why? To cast doubt on the matter, so that King Richard could be 

portrayed as a manipulative schemer who came to the throne by telling lies.’ 

 ‘So what?’ she responded coolly. ‘We’re talking about a tyrant, and a tyrant means 

arbitrary rule. Richard became king without Parliament’s consent.’ 

 ‘How can you be so certain?’ 

 ‘I ordered an investigation.’ 

 ‘You did?’ 

 ‘What did you think I was doing all this time you kept me waiting? Did you think I sat 

around doing nothing? I know people in high places, Master More. The name of Morton has 

its advantages. I sent someone to Westminster to enquire about the rolls of Parliament, but 

they don’t exist.’ 

 ‘They don’t exist?’ 

 ‘Rest assured. I did what you should have done.’ She rose and scooped up both quarto 

and manuscript. ‘Farewell, Master More.’ 

 ‘What has come over you?’ He looked up at her, crossing his arms across his chest to 

keep the panic at bay. Her voice trumpeted in his ears. 

 ‘Your book will be published; I’ll see to it.’ 

 ‘It’s not finished!’ 

 ‘That’s unfortunate.’ 

 ‘Lady Kathryn, please sit down. I abandoned the History for a reason. I stumbled 

across things I preferred not to know.’ 

 She did not move, clutching the documents to her breast. 

 ‘Such as the sneaking suspicion,’ he articulated slowly, ‘that your grandfather must 

have known about the murder of the princes in advance.’ 

 ‘How dare you!’ 



 

 

 ‘Please sit down,’ he repeated. Now he held all the cards. ‘As you know, the crown 

prince and his younger brother were given lodgings in the castle here, in the Garden Tower. 

They were last seen in July 1483, in the courtyard, playing on that lawn over there.’ He 

pointed straight through the wall. ‘According to John Morton the boys were murdered in their 

sleep with pillows and bed linen.’ 

 Lady Kathryn stood before him, rigid and pale. 

 ‘One question: how did your grandfather know?’ 

 She drew a sharp breath. 

 ‘They say Tyrrell was the murderer,’ he resumed. ‘Your grandfather told me 

repeatedly that the man accepted the assignment out of frustration. We crafted it into a nice 

scene together. It goes like this. At first King Richard can’t find anyone who’s prepared to 

carry out the killing for him. While he’s mulling it over on the privy a page advises him to 

give the job to Tyrrell. Do you know who this page was?’ 

 ‘No.’ 

 ‘It was me. John Morton and I devised the scene and played the roles. The way 

children do: you be the mother, I’ll be the father. Your grandfather created the role of the 

groaning King Richard who cannot move his bowels. And I created the page who alerts the 

king to a servant repeatedly passed over in favour of Richard’s highly placed friends. Believe 

me Majesty, the page says, this Tyrrell would do anything for you and look, he’s sleeping 

right there on that pallet mattress!’ Thomas looked at her impassive face, framed by white 

cotton and black velvet, and made sure that his words kept flowing. ‘Richard leaps into 

action. The fellow wakes up and agrees to take care of the murder, quite happily. Imagine the 

deed, if you will, Lady Kathryn! Bearing a royal order, Tyrrell rides over to the Tower and is 

given the keys. He hires two assassins who pounce on the princes in their sleep. The dead 

children are buried beneath the staircase in the central building, far below ground, under a 

heap of stones.’ 

 The sunflower is motionless. 

 ‘I wrote it all down afterwards, like a good boy. But now I ask myself: how did 

Morton know all this?’ 

 ‘Let it rest.’ 

 ‘It keeps me awake at night, Lady Kathryn.’ 

 ‘You have more important things to do.’ 

 ‘Arrange for masses to be read for my soul’s salvation for the next twenty years?’ 



 

 

 She looked down on him with her eyes half-closed. Everyone knew the gravity of the 

sin of calumny. Never speak ill of the dead. 

 ‘You know the strange thing?’ he continued. ‘Your grandfather claimed that the tyrant 

had the bodies of his dead nephews moved, out of a sense of honour, because they were of 

royal blood. And no one knows whereto. That turned out to be rather convenient, because no 

one searched the central building for the bodies. Perhaps they’re still there. May I have the 

notebook?’ 

 To his surprise she gave him the quarto and sat down. She held the History clutched to 

her chest. 

 He smiled at her. ‘Thanks to you, through this notebook, I discovered that Tyrrell 

wasn’t a frustrated servant trying to ingratiate himself with Richard. On the contrary, he’d 

been knighted long ago. He’d risen to the rank of Knight Banneret in the Scottish campaign 

and when Richard was crowned Tyrrell received even more titles. In other words, he’d been 

the indispensable right-hand man and personal friend of Richard of Gloucester for many, 

many years. His illustrious career is described in great detail in your grandfather’s notebook. 

Look.’ 

 He marked the page in question with his finger and thrust the quarto at her, not 

wanting to interrupt his rant. ‘I’d never heard of this Tyrrell, so I had no qualms when your 

grandfather and I devised the scene with the page, the pallet and the groaning Richard on the 

jack. To us, in our comfortable chairs by the fire in Lambeth Palace, it was amusing. It never, 

not for one moment, occurred to me that the whole scene was a lie.’ He shook his head. ‘Your 

grandfather and I had such fun! Tyrrell, by the way, confessed and was beheaded. Your 

grandfather had already passed away by then. I was living in the Charterhouse then but out on 

the street it was on everyone’s lips. Of course they never got the confession down in writing. 

Now I know how these things are done.’ 

 ‘A bit late, don’t you think?’ 

 He cleared his throat, out of habit. He always did when he was cut to the quick. 

 ‘That’s why the English version of the History can’t be published. I must have had an 

intuition that these juicy digressions were hiding something. Perhaps I refused to admit to 

myself that John Morton had systematically undermined Richard’s regime. After all, he had 

helped Henry Tudor come to power. He knew much, your grandfather did. Things he couldn’t 

have known without being one of the plotters himself. Perhaps that’s why I broke off in the 

middle of that scene with him and the Duke of Buckingham.’ 

 She felt sufficiently at ease to look at him with scorn. 



 

 

 ‘I simply put the manuscript aside, as I’d done before. But now I admit that I acted out 

of self-interest. I couldn’t tell the truth without risking my own position. That’s why I 

abandoned the History. And another thing: these stories can’t possibly be included in the 

history books without revealing compromising details about your late grandfather.’ 

 ‘Your loyalty is touching.’ Lady Kathryn rose and called the guard. Her voice was 

strangely melodious, he remembered later. 

 ‘I thought you’d understand,’ he said in a last effort. ‘I would have torn up your 

grandfather’s notebook, but it belongs to you. Burn it, and burn the History too. I dishonoured 

a man’s memory. I don’t want that on my conscience.’ 

 ‘The memory of a tyrant, a murderer.’ 

 He rose and stood slightly taller than her. When she backed away, he tried not to stare 

at his manuscript in her arms but searched for the green in her eyes instead. ‘We don’t know 

that. He had good and bad qualities, like your grandfather.’ 

 She made a dismissive gesture. ‘You’re thinking about eternity, but Cromwell about 

politics. The necessary work of politics, Master More, far beneath your dignity.’ 

 ‘In the face of eternity a person wants to make amends. Living in peace with yourself 

and your foes is a great good. You can’t keep that from me.’ 

 ‘Yes I can.’ 

 ‘Is that so?’ 

 The door creaked. When the captain of the watch appeared in the doorway she gave 

him a sign and stared at Thomas. Instead of the bewilderment that he had hoped to see, 

something coquettish came over her. 

 ‘Even if what you say is true, there’s a higher truth.’ 

 A numbness took hold of his arms and legs. ‘A higher truth?’ 

 ‘Yes. You outlined a general mechanism. “Evil” you might say. And that’s far more 

important than the historical facts.’ 

 Her face became a blur. 

 ‘Is it?’ He had no choice but to play his part in this exchange of predictable questions 

and answers. 

 She smiled furtively. ‘Art, as Master Cromwell puts it.’ 

 ‘Nonsense!’ 

 ‘Do you intend to swap one reputation for another? Strike a bargain with God and 

besmirch my grandfather’s memory?’ 



 

 

 ‘No, I’m asking you to burn the documents! You’re clutching them as if your life 

depended on them. Grant me….’ 

 ‘My life does depend on them, Master More. My problem would have been resolved 

long ago if you had signed. But, being a man of principle, you refused. And now you’re bent 

on spoiling it again. I may be past the age where I can make an advantageous match, but I’m 

still young. I did Cromwell’s bidding and now I want to get married. My husband will have a 

prominent position, and I’ll be lady-in-waiting to the queen.’ 

 He rubbed his face. ‘My well-being in exchange for yours?’ 

 ‘Precisely.’ 

 ‘You’re my last hope.’ 

 ‘Ah, hope. Let me tell you something. You’re powerless; you can’t even snatch the 

History from my hands and tear it up because the guard is right behind the door. I’m taking 

your manuscript home with me and I’m going to publish it with the help of Cromwell and the 

king.’ 

 Cromwell and the king. He started giggling, uncontrollably, unable to stop. Not 

knowing what to do, Lady Kathryn paced up and down the length of the chamber. Up, down. 

Up, down. 

 He tried to check the flow of mirthless laughter. ‘Will you deny me my request, the 

request of a dying man?’ 

 ‘Sign the act.’ 

 ‘Another demand. What else you do want, besides marriage? Thirty pieces of silver?’ 

 ‘Master More, I can arrange for your family to visit and for your stay here to be 

comfortable. Did you know that? If it were up to me you’d be given your freedom and a 

happy old age. Write a sequel to Utopia. You’d be doing mankind a favour.’ 

 He sank into his chair. He had underestimated her. 

 ‘The king doesn’t want you dead,’ she continued. ‘Instead of decomposing, Fisher’s 

head is looking better each day. People are pointing and staring at it. A miracle, they say.’ 

 He put his trembling hands inside his sleeves. Surely she did not expect him to chat 

with her about death? 

 ‘People think he’s smiling at them.’ She leaned casually against the heavy door. ‘It’s 

getting on His Majesty’s nerves. You can still return to the fold; a signature is all it takes. 

Imagine I was your daughter Margaret and I came to visit. What would you do?’ 

 The unexpected manoeuvre threw him off balance. ‘Margaret?’ 

 ‘Would she burn the book? Respect your last wishes?’ 



 

 

 ‘Without doubt.’ 

 ‘Provided you gave her a good reason.’ 

 ‘Yes.’ 

 ‘Would you tell her that the History was a lie?’ 

 ‘It would shatter her faith in me.’ 

 ‘A terrible dilemma,’ Lady Kathryn said with malice. 

 ‘I’m sure she’d forgive me.’ Out! This woman had to get out of his cell! 

 ‘Imagine I was your eldest daughter,’ she persisted, ‘and I was allowed to visit before 

you mounted the scaffold. What would you say to me?’ 

 ‘Surely you don’t think you can compare yourself to her?’ 

 ‘When it comes down to it … this is important to you. Since you can’t live with lies 

you have to admit that your life has been a lie. You have to choose: either you agree with me 

that this document outlines the process by which a tyrant assumes power or you believe that it 

all happened very differently. If it’s the latter you’ll have to explain to Margaret why the 

manuscript ought to be burnt.’ 

 Her casual use of his daughter’s name upset him. 

 ‘She’ll insist,’ Lady Kathryn continued. ‘She’ll force you to tell the truth and as soon 

as you open your mouth all of her ideals and principles will be shattered. Perhaps she’ll 

become even more cynical than I am.’ 

 ‘Impossible, if you ask me.’ 

 ‘At least she’ll be infinitely more disappointed in you than I am. You, with your hopes 

of a just society, the man behind Utopia.’ 

 He stood motionless.  

 On the threshold she held up the manuscript one last time and when she spoke her tone 

was surprisingly friendly. ‘I know a printer who’s extremely interested in this, a man called 

Grafton. And I can tell you that you won’t receive the usual punishment. The king respects 

you. You won’t be hanged and taken down half-choking to have your intestines removed 

before you’re beheaded. You’ll simply be beheaded. Tomorrow morning.’ 

 

Having been awake for some time he is using the sun as his hourglass. Time trickles away as 

he sits perched on the edge of the bed. He is sliding towards the end but not making the most 

of the hours left to him. Awake so early only to waste time. What a shame. He is stuck inside 

a cocoon of fear and not knowing which way to turn he hits the walls like a butterfly.  



 

 

The light of dawn has changed since November, especially the way the grey fades to 

white. As always, he hears the sounds of the watch and the seagulls over the dockyard. He has 

never seen the lions, but he hears them roar in their menagerie just inside the walls. He can no 

longer discern the smell of the river; he breathes it. 

 No footsteps above. The bishop had turned his head as they led him away. He and 

Fisher had been allies, keeping each other in check. Now his venerable old head is suspended 

from the bridge in an iron birdcage where it smiles at travellers who enter the city from the 

south. Thomas tries to grasp his right hand with his left, but it feels as if instead of blood he 

has Thames water coursing through his veins. His arms and legs are filled with down instead 

of bone and muscle. He has become a different being altogether, a weary little creature, held 

together by skin. Driven by habit. When should he get up? Should he get up at all? Memories 

gnaw at him; he cannot think. Correction. He does think, but always of the same image: a 

winding path through the heath, leading up to the rocks. He will be torn like a sheet of paper, 

from top to bottom. He is already falling apart. His skin is grimy and his stomach is rumbling 

fiercely. The light on the ramparts is hard, the light of a summer’s day. The winding path to 

infinity is colourless. Shades of dark grey: the heath, the sky and the rocks.  

 
 
 


