MINUTES
of the  Meeting of
the Novel Club of Cleveland
Tuesday, December 7, 2010


Location:  Home of Arthur and Diane Stupay,  12526 Cedar Road, Cleveland Heights 44106
Hosts:  Arthur and Diane Stupay
Novel:  Wolf Hall, by Hilary Mantel
Biographical paper:  Andrew Fabens
Critical paper:  Leigh Fabens

Eighteen members and two guests braved the “lake effect snow warning” to gather at the Stupay home for discussion of Wolf Hall, by Hilary Mantel.  Jill Mushkat attended as guest of Jack Conomy, and Jenny Kaffen as guest of Leigh and Andy Fabens.  After the usual opening period of delicious refreshments and pleasant conversation, Catherine LaCroix opened the meeting.  There were no minutes or committee reports.

Andy Fabens presented the biographical paper.
Hilary Mantel, a well-established writer in England, had a difficult childhood.  Her parents’ marriage failed and her father disappeared.  His “replacement” was a good father to the younger brothers in the family, though not so much to Hilary.

The Protestant/Catholic division in Ireland was a significant element in Mantel’s early life; her Catholicism gradually waned as she grew older, though she attended Catholic schools and described this experience in her memoir.
Mantel lived for extended periods in Botswana and Australia with her husband.  They divorced and later remarried.  Ultimately, both she and her husband have regretted remaining childless, but this was due to her having serious health problems.  Over time, unsuccessful management of her medications led to psychotic problems, and later treatments left her with fewer options for life pursuits, so that writing became an important outlet for her.  Mantel’s first historical novel, A Place of Greater Safety, treats the French Revolution with more sympathy for Robespierre than most accounts have done. This atypical perspective can be seen as analogous to her treatment of Cromwell in Wolf Hall.  

Leigh Fabens presented the critical paper.
The challenge of reading history presented as fiction is a significant element of this novel.  Leigh’s paper focused on Mantel’s presentation of characters and on the recognition that history and fiction are both types of narrative. Since the novel’s audience is likely to be familiar with the relevant portion of history, Mantel is to be admired for handling familiar material in a way which gives a perspective interestingly altered from those of previous treatments.
Cromwell is a well developed and analyzed character, whose low birth and remarkable self-education and rise to mastery of many pursuits and people is impressive.  Mantel uses Cromwell’s interior monologues to describe the political reality of his age as Cromwell sometimes explains it to other characters.  Cromwell’s approach is “pure realpolitik;” he is very skeptical of the Church and the established order and is quite modern in his train of thought about current events.  Mantel’s extensive research underpins the details of the day-to-day lives of the characters.
Wolsey is a strong character brought down by his failure to dissolve Henry’s first marriage.  Cromwell’s remaining loyal to Wolsey even during and after Wolsey’s fall is an important element of the novel.

Much of the novel is about relationships, described through narrative—such as Cromwell’s relationships with his wife and daughters whom he loses, and with other members of his household whom he takes in at various points.  Cromwell’s treatment of those he takes under his wing shows him to be a kind and empathetic person, even though we sometimes see him as ruthless in his political operations.

The novel presents a rather negative impression of Sir Thomas More (at least in contrast to Robert Bolt’s near-deification of More in A Man for All Seasons).  At least, we see a balanced view of More—as we do of Cromwell, though Mantel does seem to like Cromwell better.  The Holbein portrait of Cromwell (discussed in the novel, and a copy of which was provided for our viewing) is described as being quite accurate—showing Cromwell’s unattractive personal appearance (his son acknowledges that Cromwell looks “like a murderer”), his concern with his business affairs (from the papers held in his hands), and his loyalty to Wolsey (he wears the Cardinal’s ring in the portrait).
The novel ends as More is executed and Anne Boleyn’s stock is falling.  The reader familiar with the history knows what will happen, but is nevertheless drawn through the narrative by curiosity about how Mantel will spin the oft-told tale.

***

The group discussion took up five questions:
1. Did Mantel’s portrayal of Anne Boleyn “revise your understanding of her?”
Members noted that Anne has previously been portrayed as everything from a sweet victim to a terrible manipulator.  Any portrayal of her story is bound to show that it was dangerous to be very friendly with Henry VIII;  but different portrayals vary as to whether they suggest that she was manipulated and used by her family in their pursuit of position and power, or that [as in Wolf Hall] she herself tried proactively to raise her own status.  
It was observed that more recent portrayals of Anne seem perhaps to reflect the late-20c view of a woman as powerful executive rather than as victim.  Mantel’s Anne does come across as a powerful, “modern” woman, using whatever weapons are at her disposal to achieve her goals.  Alternatively, some suggested that even in the Tudor age it might have been natural for a person who thought she would become Henry’s queen to take the dominant view and act aggressive, “falling into the part” of a ruler.  

2) What caught your interest in Mantel’s descriptions of men’s relationships with their wives and daughters in Wolf Hall?
The initial response to this question was that Cromwell’s relationships with his wife and daughters are particularly powerful, and his character is “more human” (gentle, generous, kind) when he is with them.  This comment drew disagreement in an assertion that  Cromwell is actually quite generous and kind with a lot of people in many contexts, doing the best he can for them (even for Thomas More), and led to a conclusion that characters in the book over all (both evil and good) are engagingly drawn. It was suggested that perhaps the general role of women (and men’s feelings about them) in the novel is somewhat romanticized, given women’s inferior power status at the time.  

3) Note that unspecified “he” almost always refers to Cromwell—how does the heavy concentration on “he” [Cromwell] affect your reading of the novel?
One reader observed that this technique gives Cromwell an exalted presence, like God.  Another concurred that it gives a sense that the whole sphere is under Cromwell’s power and control—noting that allusions to Machiavelli suggest awareness that power relationships are important in all interactions, and that Cromwell moved from being Wolsey’s assistant to the King’s right-hand man because the King recognized his administrative talent for dealing with such relationships.  Questions 2 and 3 highlight two important elements of Cromwell’s character—on the one hand his political savvy (even ruthlessness), and on the other his empathy and responsiveness to other characters both inside and outside of his home.

4) What did you think of Mantel’s use of dialogues among various characters to present political/economic issues of the day?
Consensus in the room was that this narrative device allows the story to tell itself, and it seems to work well.  It sharpens the drama and freshens the perspective of the action…and in some cases [as when Henry is advised “you can’t afford this war!”] dialogue on political/economic issues may be where Mantel slips closest to drawing parallels between the reign of Henry VIII and the present day.

5) Why did she call it Wolf Hall?
Title references in the novel include the closing plan to visit home of the Seymours: “Early September.  Five days.  Wolf Hall.” which predicts the next historical phase, with Jane Seymour as queen. We also, however, note references to the wolfish behavior of people to each other in the Tudor court [if not in the world as a whole]—so “Wolf Hall” could be an estimate of the court in general or of human civilization.  The novel as a whole shows the beginning of the rise of the English merchant class, which morphs into the power of England in the Elizabethan age; this will be a significant change from the early-Tudor position of England as an insignificant  player in the affairs of Europe.  The “wolfish” behavior may thus be presented as the path to power.

In closing, numerous people felt that violence and the disease-ridden nature of life at the time were the most memorable features of the novel.  At the same time, many group members look forward to Mantel’s intended sequel, which she has mentioned in recent interviews.  

The meeting adjourned at 9:47.

Addendum: Upon reading of the minutes at next meeting (before discussion of Isabel Allende’s The House of the Spirits),Jack Conomy observed that history seems to get more fictional with time—i.e., narratives about longer-ago historical periods probably have a heavier proportion of fictional content than those about more recent history.
	
