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ABSTRACT: Anna Boleyn—historically known as Anne Boleyn—stands

among the most compelling figures of the English Tudor era, largely due to her

controversial rise and dramatic downfall as the second wife of King Henry VIII.

Her story has inspired a wealth of historiographical works, but the relatively new

literary  category  of  “biofiction”  has  breathed  fresh  interpretive  life  into  her

narrative.  Biofiction,  a  genre  that  merges  factual  historical  data  with  creative

imagination,  allows  authors  to  bridge  archival  records  and  the  literary  world,

reshaping how Anna Boleyn’s character is understood. This article explores the

character of Anna Boleyn in biofiction, analyzing how literary novelists grapple

with the intersection of fact, myth, and creative embellishment. 
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АННОТАЦИЯ: Анна  Болейн  —  исторически  известная  как  Анна

Болейн  —  стоит  среди  самых  убедительных  фигур  эпохи  английских

Тюдоров, во многом благодаря ее противоречивому взлету и драматическому

падению  в  качестве  второй  жены  короля  Генриха  VIII.  Ее  история

вдохновила  множество  историографических  работ,  но  относительно  новая

литературная категория «биофикция» вдохнула свежую интерпретационную

жизнь  в  ее  повествование.  Биофикция,  жанр,  который  объединяет

фактические  исторические  данные  с  творческим  воображением,  позволяет

авторам наводить мосты между архивными записями и литературным миром,

изменяя  то,  как  понимается  характер  Анны  Болейн.  В  этой  статье
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рассматривается  характер  Анны  Болейн  в  биофикции,  анализируется,  как

литературные  романисты  сталкиваются  с  пересечением  факта,  мифа  и

творческого приукрашивания.

КЛЮЧЕВЫЕ  СЛОВА: Анна  Болейн,  Анна  Болейн,  биофикция,

Тюдоровская  Англия,  историческая  фантастика,  литературное

представление, феминизм, Генрих VIII, культурное повествование.

INTRODUCTION

Anna Boleyn’s life and death have long captivated readers and historians

alike. Though most academic and popular accounts refer to her as “Anne,” the

name  “Anna”  occasionally  appears  in  various  records  and  translations,

underscoring  the  transnational  interest  in  her  biography  [1].  Her  biography

involves a meteoric rise to the status of Queen Consort of England in the 16th

century before her sudden, tragic downfall  by execution in 1536. Beyond mere

historical curiosity, Anna’s story resonates because it epitomizes the tumultuous

intersection of personal ambition, royal power, and religious upheaval [2].

While  historians  have  drawn  from  letters,  ambassadorial  reports,  and

contemporary chronicles to piece together a portrait of Anna, the incomplete or

contradictory nature of archival sources has left ample room for speculation [3].

Over time, novelists have stepped into this gap to craft  imaginative works that

explore the emotional and psychological dimensions of Anna’s life. These literary

pieces belong to a subgenre known as “biofiction,” wherein authors interweave

historical facts with creative liberties, aiming to fill in the gaps in the record to

present a more complete or dramatically compelling portrayal of their subject [4].

The  renewed  scholarly  attention  to  biofiction  has  generated  debates  on

whether such works enhance or distort historical understanding. Critics argue that

imaginative  embellishments  risk  trivializing  or  romanticizing  serious  historical
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matters, whereas proponents maintain that fiction illuminates the human elements

often  lost  in  strictly  empirical  biographies  [5].  The  figure  of  Anna  Boleyn  is

especially  susceptible  to  these  debates.  She  is  variously  depicted  as  a  cunning

manipulator,  a  victim  of  political  machinations,  a  reformist  icon,  or  a  tragic

romantic heroine. This multiplicity of interpretations underscores the fragility of

facts when subjected to centuries of myth-making.

In  this  article,  we  probe  the  portrayal  of  Anna  Boleyn  in  biofiction,

examining  how  novelists  balance  factual  fidelity  with  creative  invention.  The

discussion spans textual analysis, feminist critique, and cultural context, ultimately

offering  a  holistic  perspective  on  how  biofiction  has  reshaped  the  modern

audience’s  understanding of  Anna’s  life.  By situating  these  fictional  narratives

within broader literary and historical discourses, we observe the dynamic interplay

between the real,  the imagined, and the mythic in constructing the character of

Anna Boleyn.

LITERATURE REVIEW

Emergence of Biofiction

Biofiction,  sometimes referred to  as  the “biographical  novel”  or  “literary

biography,” has gathered momentum in the last few decades, driven by readers’

fascination with historically grounded storytelling [6]. While historical novels have

existed  for  centuries—marked  by  Walter  Scott’s  influential  works—biofiction

distinctively  centers  on  real  historical  figures,  granting  authors  the  freedom to

inhabit their internal worlds. Scholars like Renk [7] note that biofiction straddles

the  line  between  biography  and  novel,  challenging  both  the  objectivity  of  the

historian and the imaginative boundaries of the novelist.

In the context of Tudor England, biofiction has proven remarkably popular,

partly because the Tudor monarchs and their consorts lived dramatic lives filled
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with  courtly  intrigue  and  social  upheaval.  Authors  frequently  choose  famous

figures—such  as  Henry  VIII,  Elizabeth  I,  and  Anna  Boleyn—as  focal  points,

combining extensively researched historical scaffolding with invented dialogues,

emotional  narratives,  and  interpretive  commentary.  This  approach  strives  to

humanize distant figures, making them accessible to contemporary readers [8].

Anna Boleyn in Historical Narratives

Historically, Anna Boleyn has been the subject of numerous biographies,

each reflecting the author’s methodological and ideological bent. Early Catholic

accounts often presented her as a scheming seductress who lured Henry VIII away

from  Queen  Catherine  of  Aragon  [9].  Protestant-leaning  authors  of  the  19th

century, by contrast, sometimes portrayed Anna as a martyr for religious reform,

given  her  alleged  support  for  vernacular  scripture  [10].  Historians  in  the  20th

century  began  to  reassess  her  role  more  critically,  scrutinizing  the  political,

economic, and personal motivations behind her union with Henry VIII.

While primary sources such as letters from Eustace Chapuys, the imperial

ambassador, and legal documents from the trial that led to Anna’s execution offer

some factual grounding, they are often fragmentary, biased, or contradictory [3].

More recent scholars have employed feminist and cultural studies approaches to re-

interpret Anna’s historical significance. Warnicke [11], for example, examines her

downfall  through the  lens  of  gender  politics,  suggesting  that  Anna’s  failure  to

produce a male heir—rather than her alleged infidelities—was the true catalyst for

her downfall.

Transition to Fictional Portrayals

The paucity of definitive information on Anna’s motivations, personality,

and  private  feelings  has  attracted  novelists  seeking  fertile  ground  for  creative

exploration. The fictional retellings typically revolve around certain key themes:
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1. Romance vs.  Political  Ambition:  Did Anna genuinely love Henry

VIII,  or  were  her  affections  tied  to  ambition?  Fiction  often  dramatizes  her

emotional state, painting her as either a naïve lover or a calculating political player

[12].

2. Religious Convictions: Some novels emphasize her engagement with

religious  reform,  framing her  as  an intellectual  ally  of  Protestant-leaning court

figures. Others downplay these aspects, focusing instead on her personal struggles

[10].

3. Victimhood  and  Agency:  Fictional  narratives  oscillate  between

depicting Anna as a tragic victim of royal caprice and a cunning strategist aware of

her  own  manipulative  power  [4].  These  portrayals  influence  how  modern

audiences perceive her moral standing.

4. Feminist Reclamation:  In recent decades,  feminist  scholarship and

popular culture have collaborated to “reclaim” Anna Boleyn’s image, highlighting

her  resilience,  intelligence,  and  ability  to  navigate  a  patriarchal  court.  Such

portrayals challenge longstanding stereotypes [11].

Theoretical Tensions

Biofiction around Anna Boleyn often grapples  with  theoretical  concerns.

Postmodern critiques question the feasibility of objective history, arguing that all

historical accounts already contain elements of narrative construction [13]. From

this angle, biofiction is not a distortion but a more transparent acknowledgment of

the  interpretive  leaps  in  writing  history.  Similarly,  reader-response  theories

highlight  how each new retelling of  Anna’s  life  invites  distinct  interpretations,

influenced by the cultural milieu in which the text is produced [14].

Despite  these  theoretical  defenses,  the  blurring  of  fact  and  invention

continues to spark debate. Critics worry that readers may mistake fictional details

—especially emotionally charged scenes—for historical truths. Proponents argue

________________________________________________________________

"Экономика и социум" №3(130) 2025                                      www.iupr.ru



that  the  emotional  resonance  of  fiction  can  spark  deeper  engagement  with  a

historical figure, perhaps inspiring readers to delve into more scholarly treatments

[15].

In summary, biofiction’s treatment of Anna Boleyn reflects broader trends in

literary studies and historiography. This genre both capitalizes on historical interest

and challenges the boundaries of fact  and fiction, creating multiple interpretive

frames for one of history’s most enigmatic queens.

DISCUSSION

1. Crafting an Interior World

One of the most prominent features of biofiction about Anna Boleyn is the

attempt to construct her interior world—her thoughts, desires, and fears. Historical

sources rarely provide direct access to Anna’s inner self. Ambassadors’ letters, trial

records,  and  royal  decrees  focus  on  external  events  and  biases  rather  than

introspective  reflections  [3].  In  response,  novelists  creatively  fill  these  gaps,

offering hypothetical emotional arcs and rhetorical soliloquies that transform her

from a mere historical icon into a relatable character.

Such fictional interiority often hinges on interpreting key moments: Anna’s

first significant encounters with Henry VIII, the bitter realization of her precarious

position after her miscarriages, and her final moments in the Tower of London. By

dramatizing  her  internal  dialogues,  authors  aim  to  invite  readers  into  Anna’s

emotional sphere. For example, some works depict her as wracked by conflicting

emotions—torn between love and fear—while others envision her as resolute and

even defiant, using her wits to navigate the court’s treacherous environment [12].

2. Balancing Romance and Realpolitik
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Biofictional  portrayals  typically  straddle  a  dual  narrative  structure:  the

romance with Henry and the political intricacies of the Tudor court.  Given the

era’s norms, a marriage to the king was as much a diplomatic transaction as a

personal bond. Yet many biofictions foreground an intimate love story, possibly to

satisfy modern readers’ preference for romantic narratives [6].

However,  some  authors  choose  to  lay  bare  the  political  stakes.  They

highlight that Anna’s union with Henry fundamentally reshaped English religious

policy by enabling the break from Rome, thus tying her personal story to a major

historical  shift  [9].  Fiction in this  vein often casts  Anna as an active player in

courtly politics, navigating alliances and rivalries with careful calculation. Still, the

portrayal  varies:  in  certain  novels,  Anna  is  a  pawn manipulated  by  her  father

Thomas Boleyn and her uncle, the Duke of Norfolk, while in others, she emerges

as a cunning architect of her own rise [4].

3. Intersections with Feminist Reclamation

Anna  Boleyn’s  role  has  gained  renewed  visibility  in  light  of  feminist

scholarship,  which  questions  male-centric  historical  narratives.  Biofiction  can

thereby become a form of revisionist storytelling, affirming Anna’s agency and

intellectual prowess. In these renditions, Anna is not merely an object of Henry’s

desire  but  an  intelligent  woman  championing  religious  and  political

transformations, even if doing so in an environment that severely limited women’s

autonomy [11].

Such feminist-driven retellings can reshape the standard “love-and-betrayal”

plot  into  one  that  underscores  how  Anna  confronted  patriarchy,  championed

certain religious reforms, and attempted to carve out a space of autonomy within

the  constraints  of  a  male-dominated  system.  Even  so,  some  critics  argue  that

romanticizing her as a proto-feminist figure can overlook the complexities of her

complicity in the court’s hierarchical structure [10].
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4. Literary Techniques and Authenticity

Biofiction  authors  must  weigh  fidelity  to  historical  record  against  the

demands of  compelling narrative structure.  Tools  such as focalization,  multiple

narrators,  and time shifts  are often employed to offer  different  perspectives on

Anna’s life, emphasizing its contradictions [15]. Dialogues, especially those that

dramatize her exchanges with Henry, are nearly always invented, since verbatim

transcripts from the 16th century rarely exist.  Yet these invented dialogues can

carry significant interpretive weight: how Anna addresses the king, negotiates with

her foes, and expresses vulnerability or defiance shapes readers’ perception of her

character.

The  challenge  lies  in  maintaining  a  semblance  of  historical  plausibility.

Authors frequently embed their narratives with archaic vocabulary, period-specific

references,  and  direct  allusions  to  known  events—for  instance,  the  details  of

Henry’s quest for annulment from Catherine of Aragon or Anna’s miscarriages.

Minor anachronisms can be forgiven as creative license, but glaring factual errors

risk undermining the novel’s credibility [1].

5. Myth-Making and Cultural Reverberations

Over the centuries, Anna Boleyn’s image has been subject to myth-making,

from sensational  rumors about  witchcraft  to legends that  she possessed a  sixth

finger.  Biofiction  grapples  with  whether  to  perpetuate  or  debunk  these  myths.

Some  authors  incorporate  them symbolically,  using  the  alleged  deformities  as

metaphors for otherness, while others dismiss such tales as malicious propaganda

[3].

In contemporary pop culture,  Anna’s story resonates because it  dovetails

with broader narratives of women navigating hostile political worlds. Television

adaptations of novels that fictionalize Anna’s life, such as The Other Boleyn Girl,
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have further  popularized her image.  While these adaptations often condense or

amplify certain aspects—turning complex political issues into simplified romantic

drama—they also spark renewed interest in her story [12].

The recurring portrayal of Anna Boleyn in new literary works underscores

the resilience of her narrative.  She becomes a screen onto which different eras

project their anxieties and aspirations: from 19th-century Victorian morality plays

to  21st-century  feminist  or  postmodern  reinterpretations.  Such  cultural

reverberations illustrate the enduring power of the Anna Boleyn figure to captivate

the collective imagination.

RESULTS

Drawing  upon  this  exploration  of  Anna  Boleyn  in  biofiction,  several

overarching results emerge:

1. Multiplicity of Interpretations: Biofiction confirms that there is no

single,  definitive portrayal  of  Anna Boleyn. Instead,  she is  reimagined through

various lenses—romantic, political, feminist—that reflect the authors’ goals and

cultural contexts [4].

2. Feminist  Approaches  Reconfigure  Traditional  Stereotypes:

Modern biofiction often emphasizes Anna’s intelligence, resilience, and political

engagement, challenging older narratives that cast her primarily as a manipulative

temptress or unwitting pawn. This shift aligns with broader feminist critical trends

in historical fiction [11].

3. Blurring  of  Fact  and  Creative  License:  While  authors  aim  for

historical verisimilitude by incorporating known events, they also exercise creative

license to dramatize Anna’s internal monologues, dialogues, and motivations. This

interweaving of fact and fiction complicates the boundary between biography and

novel [6].
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4. Mythical Dimensions Remain:  Biofiction frequently acknowledges

or explores the legends surrounding Anna—e.g., physical deformities, rumors of

witchcraft—even if only to debunk them. The persistence of these myths attests to

the malleable nature of her cultural image [3].

5. Pedagogical and Cultural Impact: Because biofiction often reaches

a wide audience—through popular novels and their adaptations—it can strongly

influence  public  perceptions  of  Anna  Boleyn.  For  some  readers,  fictional

portrayals serve as a gateway to more rigorous historical research,  indicating a

synergy between entertainment and education [12].

In  summation,  the  character  of  Anna  Boleyn  in  biofiction  emerges  as  a

contested, richly layered figure whose portrayal evolves in tandem with cultural

and scholarly shifts. While the tension between historical accuracy and narrative

invention persists, the genre’s popularity suggests a continuing fascination with a

woman who helped transform England’s political and religious landscape.

CONCLUSION

Anna Boleyn’s enduring influence in modern literature speaks to her unique

position  at  the  intersection  of  royal  intrigue,  religious  reform,  and  personal

ambition. Biofiction has proven a particularly potent avenue for reimagining her

life  story,  allowing  authors  to  fill  in  the  historical  gaps  with  speculative  but

psychologically resonant details. Far from diluting history, these fictional retellings

can deepen our understanding of Anna’s complexities, probing the emotional and

moral nuances that traditional archives may omit.

However, as the discussion has shown, biofiction raises important questions

regarding the use of historical figures as literary characters. While such works can

illuminate  underexplored aspects  of  a  person’s  life,  they also  risk  constructing

narratives  that  may  become  mistaken  for  fact.  The  tension  between  historical

integrity and imaginative freedom remains a central theme in scholarly debates on
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biofiction. In Anna Boleyn’s case, her transformation into a feminist icon in some

texts, or her portrayal as a tragic romantic figure in others, testifies to the flexibility

of  her  story  and  the  ongoing  reinterpretation  she  undergoes  in  contemporary

culture.

Looking ahead, the proliferation of digital platforms and streaming services

is likely to amplify the biofictional rendering of Anna Boleyn, reaching new global

audiences. These adaptations will continue to stir dialogue about her legacy—was

she a cunning schemer or a misunderstood reformer, a woman undone by political

conspiracies  or  her  own  ambition?  Whichever  portrayal  resonates  most,  the

discourse  surrounding  Anna  Boleyn  in  biofiction  underscores  the  vital  role  of

storytelling  in  shaping  collective  memory.  For  scholars,  the  task  remains  to

critically  engage  with  these  literary  depictions,  sifting  through  the  imaginative

constructs to glean insights into both the historical figure and the cultural moment

that reimagines her.
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