
OF THE BEST

Historic Royal Palaces Joint Chief Curator, 
Tracy Borman, was unsure what she would 
make of Six the Musical, the critically 
acclaimed West End show based on the lives 
of Henry VIII’s wives; but from the second 
the curtain went up, she absolutely loved it…
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T
here is a chorus of whoops 
from the audience as the 
lights go down. Judging 
from the expectant looks 
on their faces, it’s clear that 

many of them have seen the show 
before. I tell myself that I must keep 
an open mind for what is about to 
happen or risk being seen as an old 
stick-in-the-mud historian. It takes 
about 30 seconds for me to realise 
that it isn’t going to be difficult.

‘Divorced, beheaded, died…’

One by one, the actresses are 
illuminated as they declare their fate. 
‘Survived’ echoes into silence, then 
the first song bursts into glorious life. 
I am only vaguely aware of my jaw 
dropping as I watch, mesmerised, while 
the six actresses belt out: ‘But just for 
you tonight, we’re divorced, 
beheaded…live!’, supported by an 
all-girl band every bit as sassy as the 
stars of the show. And what stars they 
are. Think Spice Girls meet Henry 
VIII’s wives. Clad in costumes inspired 
by these six famous ladies but with a 
thoroughly modern twist (yes, there 
are ruffs and bodices, but there are 
also leather mini-skirts, fishnet tights 
and platform boots), these are Tudor 
England’s most famous women as you 
have never seen them before.

Six the Musical was the brainchild of a 
pair of Cambridge University students 
and was first performed at the 
Edinburgh Fringe in 2017. It soon 
caught the eye of West End theatre 
producers and began a UK-wide tour 
the following year, before taking up 
more or less permanent residence at 
the Arts Theatre in London. It has since 
crossed the Atlantic, attracting sell-out 
crowds across America, and will debut 

on Broadway next year – as well as 
the Sydney Opera House. In short,  
it has become a global phenomenon – 
and for good reason. I arrived 
expecting to hate it and left already 
planning my next visit.

The lives of Henry’s six wives are 
presented as a pop concert, with each 
of them taking turns singing their story 
and competing for the dubious honour 
of having had the worst time with their 
royal husband. This is a thoroughly 
modern retelling of one of history’s 
most familiar stories, written for the 
Instagram generation. The lyrics are 
slick, sharp and funny – ‘You’re gonna 
find out how we got unfriended’ being 
a classic example. But they are 
poignant, too, casting a stark light upon 
the tragedy that each woman suffered. 

Each performance is staggeringly good; 
each song so brilliantly crafted that you 
will find yourself humming it long after 
the curtain has gone down. But for me, 
the most impressive thing about the 

 Watch the musical
On tour in the UK until 5 July 2020, 
visit sixthemusical.com for more 
information and to book tickets.

Think Spice Girls meet Henry VIII’s wives. 
Clad in costumes inspired by these six 
famous ladies but with a thoroughly 
modern twist.

Other historical details are woven deftly 
into the lyrics of this musical tour de 
force: ‘So you read a Bible verse that 
I’m cursed ’cause I was your brother’s 
wife’ (Catherine of Aragon), ‘I wrote 
books and songs and meditations… 
I even got a woman to paint my picture’ 
(Katherine Parr), and so on. 

Before seeing the musical, my favourite 
of the six wives was Anne of Cleves. 
Without giving away too many spoilers, 
let’s just say that she is even more so 
now. For years, Anne has been 
dismissed as the ‘ugly wife’ whose 
marriage to Henry was hastily 
annulled after only a few short months 
because he could not stand the sight 
of her. But I have long believed she 
deserves credit as the most successful 
of the wives. Having learned from the 
examples of her predecessors, she did 
not stand on principle but readily 
agreed to an annulment, winning a 
generous settlement that included 
five palaces – and freeing herself 
from a bloated, despotic husband. 
She was also welcomed at court as the 
king’s ‘sister’ and lived a life of luxury 
ever after. Six nails this point, 
presenting Anne as ‘queen of the castle’ 
who is happily ‘Doin’ my thing in my 
palace in Richmond.’

I am by no means the only fan of this 
‘historemix’ at Historic Royal Palaces. 
In fact, we love it so much that we 
invited the cast to give a ‘pop-up’ 
performance at the Tower of London at 
the end of August. Hundreds of visitors 
and staff alike came along to learn the 
steps of each dance while singing along 
to the now famous lyrics. And where 
was I while all of this was happening? 
Stuck on the Isle of Wight ferry. Oh 
well, it gives me the perfect excuse to  
go and see the show for a third time.

production was the historical accuracy 
that underpins it. On the face of it, Six  
is enough to make any self-respecting 
historian throw up their hands in 
horror. But behind the Spice Girls 
exterior lies a startlingly perceptive, 
authentic portrayal of six women who 
we thought we knew so well.

One of the most poignant portrayals is 
of Katherine Howard. For centuries, 
she has been dismissed as the pretty, 
foolish young wife whose flirtatious 
nature landed her in hot water. Recent 
scholarly research has challenged this 
view, making it clear just how much the 
young queen was preyed upon by the 
men in her life. An illicit affair with her 
schoolmaster could more accurately be 
viewed as child abuse, and she had no 
more control over the relationships that 
followed – least of all that with her royal 
suitor, who was more than 30 years her 
senior. It is a story that has resonance to 
the #MeToo campaign – a fact that the 
writers of Six make disturbingly clear.

Above left 
The cast in full 
voice during a 
performance of 
the musical.

Above 
Alexia McIntosh 
as Anne of 
Cleves.

Bottom left 
Jarneia 
Richard-Noel 
as Catherine 
of Aragon.
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