
23

CHAPTER 2

Katherine Parr, Henry VIII, and Royal 
Literary Collaboration

Micheline White

The past fifty years have witnessed a series of critical re-assessments of the 
concept of the “author” in western literary culture. As Patricia Pender and 
Alexandra Day outline in the introduction, one of the many effects of such 
a re-assessment has been a new interest in the concept of textual collabora-
tion. In the 1990s, scholars like Arthur Marotti, Wendy Wall, and Jeffrey 
Masten argued that early modern authorship was often collaborative, a 
fact obscured by a post-Enlightenment view of a text as the product of a 
single authorial consciousness, and since then many scholars have turned 
to examine various forms of textual collaborations, including co-author-
ship, team-authorship, coterie verse-exchanges, patronage, translation, 
editing, paratextual contributions, posthumous publication, and printing.1 
Surveying the body of work on early modern literary collaboration, Helen 
Smith has recently noted that most of it has focused on men—men who 
collaborated in the production of dramatic works or verse manuscripts.2 
The phenomenon of mixed-sex literary collaboration has received less 
attention, she observes, and has been taken up primarily by feminists stud-
ying texts that are attributed to women but were introduced or edited by 
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men, or, more recently, by those examining how women contributed to 
the production of books attributed to men.3 Some kinds of male-female 
literary collaborations have proved challenging, however, for scholars who 
seek to excavate lost female voices, to produce critical editions of female-
authored texts, and to analyze the processes through which individual 
women became “authors.”4 As Smith notes, it has been difficult to read 
male editorial interventions in women’s texts as “collaborations” rather 
than censorship or manipulation.5 And yet as Thomas Freeman, Wall, and 
Pender have argued, it is more productive to abandon the futile quest to 
recover unmediated female voices in many early modern texts and to dis-
cuss collaborative texts on their own terms.6 Such an approach asks us to 
think more carefully about the ways in which certain kinds of texts were 
generated by more than one person, and it opens our eyes to the ways in 
which women engaged with the textual possibilities afforded by a literary 
system so different from our own.

This chapter contributes to our understanding of mixed-sex liter-
ary collaboration by examining one book—Psalms or Prayers taken out 
of Holy Scripture—a work that appeared without any authorial ascrip-
tions, but that is now understood to be a translation by Katherine 
Parr.7 To explain: on April 18, 1544 Thomas Berthelet, Henry VIII’s 
printer, issued Psalmi seu Precationes ex variis scripturae locis collectae 
(RSTC 2994), an unattributed octavo edition of a work by Bishop John 
Fisher printed around 1525 in Cologne and in 1544 in Antwerp. The 
Psalmi seu Precationes consists of fifteen collage Psalms and two Psalm 
paraphrases, and it concludes with a prayer for Henry VIII, “Precatio 
Pro Rege.” On April 25, Berthelet printed an English translation of 
the same work, Psalms or Prayers taken out of Holy Scripture (RSTC 
3001.7). This book contains the same Psalms, an English version of “A 
Prayer for the King,” and another unattributed prayer, “A Prayer for 
Men to Say Entering into Battle.” Tiny sextodecimo editions contain a 
third prayer, “For forgiveness of sins.”8 As Kimberly Coles and Brenda 
Hosington have noted, the anonymous Psalms or Prayers was a best-
seller, being printed at least twenty three times between 1544 and 1613 
(RSTC 3001.7–3013.5).9 The Psalms or Prayers has always had a close, 
but complicated, relationship to Katherine Parr’s Prayers or Meditations, 
a book that contains “A Prayer for the King” and “A Prayer for Men 
to Say Entering into Battle,” and that was printed by Berthelet in June 
1545 (RSTC 4818). Berthelet (and others) printed octavo and sextodec-
imo versions of both books under Henry, Edward, and Mary; William 
Copland produced typographically similar editions in 1559; and from 



2  KATHERINE PARR, HENRY VIII, AND ROYAL LITERARY COLLABORATION   25

1568 until 1613, the Psalms or Prayers was printed with the Prayers or 
Meditations (and the Litany) as part of one volume in which the texts 
were re-named The King’s Psalms and The Queen’s Prayers.10

I will begin this chapter by charting the ways in which Katherine Parr 
has been associated (or disassociated) with the Psalms or Prayers over the 
centuries, and has been variously identified as its composer, patron, or 
translator. Building on the work of Susan James, Kimberly Coles, and 
Janel Mueller, I will then argue that while Parr was indeed a skilled trans-
lator in her own right, the Psalms or Prayers is perhaps best seen as an 
instance of a particular kind of “royal collaboration,” one in which she 
(a queen) was writing for, writing with, and writing as Henry VIII as 
he waged war against the Scots, the French, and the Turks. Specifically, 
I will offer new evidence pertaining to some of Parr’s politically sensi-
tive sources, and I will argue that a detailed consideration of the con-
tents of the volume suggests that Henry’s military agenda was the force 
driving the volume, and that Parr must have been engaged in extensive 
consultations with Henry as she translated each of its parts. Further, I 
will argue that a close reading of the rhetorical mode of the book enables 
us to see that Parr was not only working for and with Henry, but was 
also authorized to write as Henry through the use of a royal, devotional 
“I.” I will conclude by briefly positing that the deluxe gift-copies of the 
Psalms or Prayers perfectly encapsulate the degree to which the book was 
an instance of royal collaboration: the books are obviously issued and 
authorized by the king, but they were produced by the queen and dis-
tributed by her at court.11

The kind of collaboration described here is not one involving co-
authors (as we often find in Renaissance drama) nor one involving an 
author and an explicit editor or patron. As J. Christopher Warner, Kevin 
Sharpe, and others have noted, anonymous texts produced by the Tudor 
crown often involved a particular kind of collaboration, one in which 
royal servants wrote for the king and voiced his desires (with varying 
degrees of consultation), but did not attach their names to the texts.12 
The texts themselves appear only as works authorized and, in a sense, 
“authored,” by the king.13 This is a mode of authorship that is par-
ticularly challenging for contemporary scholars because it is impossible 
to determine how involved the monarch was in any particular text (or 
part of the text), and because it is so far removed from our own sense 
of authorial ownership and accountability. In spite of these difficul-
ties, the recognition that Parr produced such a work for Henry in the 
spring of 1544 is valuable in two regards. First, it sheds new light on the 
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production of late Henrician propaganda. Parr’s book offers an unusu-
ally intimate royal devotional “I,” one that, I suggest, sought to reassure 
Henry’s people that he was acting as an exemplary wartime monarch 
and that served to inspire obedience to the royal voice that was issu-
ing commands in wartime Proclamations. Second, it offers new insight 
into Parr’s position as queen. The fact that Henry allowed or asked Parr 
(rather than a male courtier) to produce such an important piece of mili-
tary propaganda indicates that she was at the heart of his military strat-
egy before he set sail for France, and it provides a textual precedent for 
his decision to appoint her as Regent in July 1544.

Recovering Katherine Parr as the Translator  
of the Psalms or Prayers

It is well-known that many male and female writers published their 
works anonymously in the early modern period, for a variety of reasons 
pertaining to sex, class, religion, and politics. For feminists, the recov-
ery of anonymous books by female authors has been important, not only 
for establishing a significant body of female-authored texts, but also for 
understanding how women negotiated the concept of authorship as they 
composed, circulated, and published their work. But the recovery of 
anonymous female-authored works is laborious and difficult, and the his-
torical trajectory of the Psalms or Prayers is a case in point. It was printed 
without ascription from 1544 until 1618, but in 1721, church historian 
John Strype asserted that it had been written by Parr. Strype had observed 
that Nicholas Udall had praised Parr in 1545 for having “set forth” 
“Psalms and contemplative meditations” that were “read” by “many” in 
a dedication to his translation of Erasmus’s Paraphrase on the Gospel of 
Luke.14 Strype concluded that the “Psalms” mentioned by Udall could be 
matched with a volume of Psalm prayers that were bound together with a 
copy of Parr’s Prayers or Meditations from 1545.15 His detailed descrip-
tion of the contents of these “Psalms” makes it clear that he was working 
with a copy of Berthelet’s Psalms or Prayers, but he does not give the full 
title of the book or provide a date. He was also clearly unaware of the 
Latin 1544 Psalmi, and so he asserted that the Psalms had been “made 
in Imitation of David’s Psalms” by Parr, and he described the book as 
“Her Psalms.”16 Strype’s claim that the Psalms were “made [by Parr] 
in Imitation of David’s Psalms” was repeated by several eighteenth- and 
nineteenth-century authors: Strype was quoted by George Ballard (1752); 
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in the Biographium Faemineum (1766); by Horace Walpole (1806); and 
by James Anderson (1855).17 However, not all early biographers fol-
lowed Strype in attributing a volume of Psalms to Parr and some authors 
referred only vaguely to “Psalms” with no indication of what they might 
have entailed. In 1821 Mary Hays wrote that Parr “composed” “prayers, 
psalms, and other devotional pieces”; in 1861, Jane Williams made no 
mention of any Psalms; and in 1920 Myra Reynolds stated only that Parr 
had written “many psalms, prayers, and meditations.”18

A turning point in the study of Parr and the Psalms or Prayers occurred 
in 1965 with James McConica’s influential study of Parr’s support of 
Erasmian Humanism. McConica devoted only two pages to Parr’s own 
published writing, and he made no mention of Strype’s hypothesis about 
Parr’s Psalms, even though he openly challenged Strype’s claim that Parr 
was the translator of a work by Savonarola.19 The effect of McConica’s 
decision to ignore Strype’s hypothesis about Parr’s “imitation” of David’s 
Psalms was profound. Historians like William P. Haugaard and Anthony 
Martienssen followed his lead, and so when feminist scholars turned to 
the Short-Title Catalogue and to historians like McConica in the 1980s, 
the idea that Parr had a connection to a volume of Psalms had com-
pletely disappeared from view.20 So, for example, there is no mention of 
Parr’s Psalms in the valuable “Recent Studies in Women Writers of Tudor 
England” essays printed in English Literary Renaissance in 1984, in 1990, 
and in 1994.21 John King made no mention of any Psalms in his impor-
tant study of Parr’s piety and patronage published in 1985.22

In 1999, Susan E. James gave new life to the Psalms or Prayers, offer-
ing another way of understanding its relation to Parr. Crucially, James 
realized (as Strype did not) that the Psalms or Prayers was a transla-
tion of the Psalmi seu Precationes printed only a week earlier, and that 
Bishop John Fisher was named as the author of the Psalmi in an edi-
tion printed around 1525.23 James also assembled multiple pieces of 
evidence to argue that Parr was the translator of Fisher’s Psalmi and 
probably the author of the short concluding prayers.24 For example, 
she noted that many copies of the Psalms or Prayers were bound with 
Parr’s Prayers or Meditations; she listed numerous verbal echoes between 
the collage Psalms and Parr’s other works; and she pointed out that 
Udall had praised Parr for “diverse most godly Psalms and medita-
tions of your own penning and setting forth” in his 1548 dedication to 
Erasmus’s Paraphrase on Acts.25 Importantly, James also drew attention 
to the fact that Parr had paid for fourteen deluxe copies of “books of 
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the psalm prayers” on May 1 and 4, 1544, books that were described as 
“gorgeously bound and gilt on the leather,” and for a copy of “Psalm 
prayers” in 1547.26 James surmised that gender restrictions are what led 
Parr to issue her translation anonymously.

James’s argument was largely accepted by literary scholars, and the 
Psalms or Prayers re-entered scholarly discussions in relation to Parr.27 
In 2008 Kimberly Coles discussed the possibility that Parr had trans-
lated the book and argued that it contributed to a larger crown-spon-
sored program of reformed, vernacular devotion.28 Psalms or Prayers was 
attributed to Parr in “Renaissance Cultural Crossroads,” a database of 
translations compiled by Brenda Hosington in 2010, and it was briefly 
discussed in two recent studies of female translators.29 Most importantly, 
Janel Mueller printed a modernized version of the text in Katherine 
Parr: Complete Works and Correspondence (2011).30 In her introduc-
tion, Mueller added new details to the evidence assembled by James and 
strengthened the argument that Parr was the translator of the text. She 
observed that Udall had referred to Parr’s “Psalms” a third time in his 
1548 dedication to Erasmus’s Paraphrase on the Gospel of John writing: 
“England can never be able to render thanks sufficient” to Parr “for com-
posing and setting forth many godly Psalms and divers other contempla-
tive meditations.”31 Mueller also described two copies of the first 1544 
printing, noting that they have hand-coloured images of Henry VIII’s 
royal arms on the verso of the title pages, and that the copy preserved at 
Elton Hall contains two marginal notes made by Henry VIII as well as 
an “affectionate couplet” from Henry to Parr.32 In her extensive notes, 
Mueller prints all of Fisher’s Latin text and identifies his Biblical sources, 
thereby enabling readers to study Parr’s linguistic dexterity and creativity 
for the first time. For both James and Mueller, the addition of the Psalms 
or Prayers to Parr’s literary “oeuvre” is vital because it provides us with 
new evidence of her engagement with Humanist writing, of her evolving 
religious views, of her literary skills, of her response to court culture, and 
of her ability to forge a public voice in print.

Writing for and with Henry: Parr’s Translations 
of Fisher, Witzel, and Erasmus

If James and Mueller have successfully focused our attention on Parr as 
a literary translator in her own right, they have also acknowledged that 
her project was aided or enabled by powerful men. James, for instance, 
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proposed that George Day, Bishop of Chichester, Parr’s almoner and a 
former chaplain to Fisher, had probably suggested that she translate the 
Psalmi.33 James, Coles, and Mueller also have also drawn attention to 
the relationship between Parr, Archbishop Thomas Cranmer, and the 
king.34 Although Coles remained uncertain about whether Parr was  
the patron or the translator of the Psalms or Prayers, she stressed that 
the Psalms or Prayers, Parr’s Prayers and Meditations, and Cranmer’s 
new wartime Litany were all printed by the king’s printer between 1544 
and 1545 (and were later bound together), and she argued that they 
all worked together to promote new official forms of vernacular devo-
tion. In particular, Coles astutely emphasized that Parr’s books were 
“crown” publications printed by Thomas Berthelet, and that they were 
made possible by the king. Henry, she stressed, was at war and wanted 
to revise English forms of supplication and prayer, and she argues that 
whether Parr was the translator or the patron of the Psalms or Prayers, 
“[w]hat is certain is that she was a participant in the plan to revise devo-
tional practice—and, further, that her husband granted her power in this 
domain.”35 Noting Henry’s inscription in one extant copy of the Psalms, 
Coles states that Henry was “undoubtedly interested” in the book, 
but “whether Henry’s attention was motivated by pride in his wife’s 
achievement or by his own political initiatives is impossible to say.”36

In the discussion that follows, I will build on Coles’s observations 
and will focus in greater detail on the relationship between Henry, Parr, 
the Psalms or Prayers, and the war. Specifically, I will argue that by tak-
ing a closer look at the content and the politically sensitive sources of 
the Psalms or Prayers, we can begin to see that the book was driven by 
Henry’s military agenda and that Parr must have been involved in dis-
cussions with him (and maybe others) about the precise make-up of the 
volume. For example, although Strype described the Psalm prayers as 
generic “pious devotions,” when they are placed in the context of 1544, 
it becomes clear that they were designed to enable the nation to pre-
pare for war through repentance and supplication and are thus perfectly 
aligned with the short, obviously wartime prayers that conclude the vol-
ume.37 We must remember, here, that Henry and Cranmer repeatedly 
explained that nationwide repentance and imprecation (cursing one’s 
enemies) were essential for England’s military success. In response to the 
Turkish incursion into Hungary in July 1543, for example, Henry and 
Cranmer reminded the English people that it was necessary to “remem-
ber our sins,” and “confess[…] ourselves unto God,” and in June 
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1544 Henry noted that during a time of “cruel wars” it was imperative 
that his people call upon God who alone could “help and remedy” the 
situation and who would never “forsake” those who faithfully call upon 
him for help.38 Fisher’s Psalmi were thus ideal texts to reprint and dis-
seminate: in the first four Psalms, the speaker repents and asks God for 
mercy; in the fifth through seventh Psalms the speaker asks for wisdom 
and strength; and in the ninth through seventeenth Psalms the speaker 
asks God to destroy his enemies and offers thanksgiving for his triumph. 
That Parr’s book was designed to assist Henry’s war effort is supported 
by the fact that both the Latin and English volumes were printed on days 
of military significance: the Latin book was printed on April 18, the day 
that the English fleet set sail to raze Edinburgh to the ground, and the 
English translation was printed on April 25, a Rogation day of liturgical 
Processions that would have focused on the war.

If the book’s contents enable us to understand why Parr took the time 
to translate such a lengthy book in the spring of 1544, it is important 
to recognize that its pieces were all derived from politically sensitive 
sources, and that the volume is, in some ways, an unlikely assemblage. 
Indeed, recognizing the sensitive nature of all the sources is crucial to 
my argument because it allows us to infer that Henry and Parr must have 
engaged in serious political discussions as the materials were assembled, 
translated, and edited. Although it is impossible to determine the pre-
cise nature of the conversations between Henry and Parr, it is impor-
tant to take into account the sorts of issues that the sources raised, and 
to recognize that this book must have been thought-through from a 
variety of political perspectives. For example, the decision to obtain 
a copy of Bishop John Fisher’s Psalmi and to reprint and translate it 
must have required some political and diplomatic calculus. Not surpris-
ingly, the title was adjusted so that the Psalm prayers are described as 
being collected from “Scripture” without any reference to Fisher’s lit-
erary labour: the Psalmi seu Precationes. D. Jo. Episcopi Roffensis in the 
1525 Cologne edition became Psalmi seu Precationes ex variis scripturae 
locis collectae, translated as Psalms or Prayers taken out of Holy Scripture. 
But even then, there must have been some discussion of its origins, for 
Fisher was still a persona non grata in 1544 and Henry surely did not 
want to be seen co-opting the words of a “traitor” to bolster his war 
effort. As Richard Rex has shown, Henry had executed Fisher in 1535 
for refusing to take the oath of supremacy, and had then mounted a “sys-
tematic campaign” to “eradicate his memory at home and to blacken it 
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abroad.”39 For instance, Henry had recalled his sermons in 1536; had 
suppressed the memory of him at St. John’s College, Cambridge; and 
had Richard Morison denounce him internationally in print as recently 
as 1537.40 Fisher’s name was not returned to Psalmi in England until 
much later, the first extant example being one printed in 1568 (RSTC 
2995a). Henry must have assumed that many readers would not recog-
nize the 1544 Psalmi as Fisher’s, and he obviously decided that Fisher’s 
text was timely and valuable enough to reprint in spite of its origins.41 
He may also have hoped that the resuscitation of Fisher’s work would 
please his military ally, the Holy Roman Emperor Charles V, who (as the 
nephew of Catharine of Aragon) had been sympathetic to Fisher’s refusal 
to accept Henry’s divorce or the Royal Supremacy. Certainly, Henry val-
ued the Latin Psalmi as well as the English translation and a copy was 
placed in his Royal Library (Westminster inventory number 1427).42

Henry and Parr must also have thought carefully about the deci-
sion to circulate the “Precatio Pro Rege”/“Prayer for the King.” These 
prayers were innovative, being the first crown-sponsored non-liturgical 
prayers for the monarch to be printed in England, and they must have 
attracted considerable attention. Although Mueller attributed the Latin 
prayer to Fisher in 2011, I have recently demonstrated that it was a 
revision of a Latin prayer for the Holy Roman Emperor, “Precatio Pro 
Romano Imperatore,” printed in a prayer book by the German Catholic 
Reformer Georg Witzel in 1541.43 It is unclear who shortened Witzel’s 
prayer into a Latin prayer for Henry, but Parr may have been involved 
for she translated and adapted another one of Witzel’s prayers.44 Henry 
and Parr’s decision to import and adapt a Catholic prayer for the Holy 
Roman Emperor is a curious one that can be read in several ways. 
Witzel became a Lutheran in 1525, but he returned to the Catholic 
church in 1533 and spent many years working on bi-confessional pro-
jects that attempted to heal the schism within Christianity.45 Witzel’s 
rejection of Lutheranism along with his openness to liturgical reform 
would have appealed to Henry in 1544. Witzel was apparently at the 
Diet of Speyer (February–June, 1544) when Charles V secured the sup-
port of the German Princes for his military alliance with Henry, and it 
may have been there that one of Henry’s emissaries became acquainted 
with Witzel’s prayer.46 Katherine and Henry certainly had the Emperor 
on their minds at this time of heavy diplomatic and military negotia-
tions, and it is also possible that Witzel’s book was brought to them in 
London: the Imperial Ambassador Eustace Chapuys reported to the 
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Emperor on February 18, 1544 that he and the Duke of Najera had vis-
ited with Henry and then with “the Queen and Princess [Mary], who 
asked very curiously for news of the Emperor and charged Chapuys to 
make their humble recommendations to his Majesty.”47 In light of this it 
seems likely that Henry and Parr decided to have Witzel’s prayer for the 
Emperor reworked as a new prayer for Henry in order to join English 
and Imperial subjects together in shared supplication for their rulers, 
and in order to strengthen the fragile Anglo-Imperial alliance. There is 
also evidence, though, that Parr and Henry used the prayer to subtly 
engage in a bit of political one-upmanship. The Holy Roman Emperor 
was still loyal to the Pope and was, in fact, dependent on the Pope to 
crown him.48 The Emperor’s subordination is emphasized in Witzel’s 
prayerbook where the prayer for the Emperor is preceded by a prayer for 
the Pope, “Pia precatio pro Pontifice Romano.”49 In the 1544 Psalmi, 
however, Henry is the only figure of authority; moreover, the most inter-
esting change that occurs in Parr’s English translation of the “Precatio 
Pro Rege” pertains precisely to Henry’s supreme authority. Parr alters 
the Latin description of Christ in ways that stress that Henry is ruled 
only by Christ. So where the Latin prayer describes Christ as “rex regum, 
dominus dominorum, monarcha monarcharum” (king of kings, lord 
of lords, monarch of monarchs), Parr describes him as “king of kings, 
lord of lords, the only ruler of princes,” a formulation that stresses that no 
earthly person has authority over Henry and subtly suggests that Henry 
had freed himself from the clutches of the Pope.50 While it is impossi-
ble to determine who had the idea to make this change, Henry and Parr 
must have discussed the implications of importing Witzel’s prayer for the 
Emperor, of reworking it as a Latin prayer for Henry, and of having Parr 
adapt it and translate it into English.

Although the 1544 Latin Psalmi contains no further material, Parr’s 
English volume includes “A Prayer for men to say entering into battle.” 
John Strype commented on this prayer’s appearance in the 1545 Prayers 
or Meditations and attributed it to Parr: “which latter [the prayer] I make 
no doubt the Queen composed upon the King’s expedition into France 
with a great army, when she was left Regent at home.”51 There has never 
been any reason to challenge this hypothesis, and the prayer has been ten-
tatively attributed to Parr ever since.52 Janel Mueller included it in her edi-
tion of Psalms or Prayers noting “this prayer was quite possibly composed 
by K[atherine] P[arr] with a view to the military campaign in France that 
Henry was preparing to conduct in July–September 1544.”53 In fact, 
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though, this prayer is more complicated than that as it is a heavily edited 
translation of “Inituri Prælium,” a Latin prayer for soldiers by Desiderius 
Erasmus (d. 1536) published in his Precationes aliquot Novæ (1535).54 
The sextodecimo editions of the Psalms or Prayers contain a translation 
of yet another prayer, “For Forgiveness of Sins.” This piece is a transla-
tion of Erasmus’ “Pro Venia Delictorum,” also from Precationes aliquot 
Novæ. Erasmus was, of course, famous throughout Europe as a vocal and 
uncompromising anti-war activist who strongly condemned the wars 
between Christian monarchs and argued that they were motivated entirely 
by greed and a petty desire for honor.55 Erasmus had specifically exhorted 
Henry VIII to avoid war when he sent him a hand-illuminated gift copy 
of his Institutio Principis Christiani in 1517, and in the 1523 dedica-
tion of his Paraphrase on Luke, he had attempted to persuade Henry to 
abandon war against France and become a champion of Christian peace.56 
It is clear that Erasmus would have been horrified by Henry’s war with 
Scotland and with his proposed siege of Boulogne had he been alive in 
1544; the decision to translate and edit two of his prayers and to include 
them in a wartime volume is a provocative one that must have generated 
some lively discussion between Parr and Henry.

Writing as Henry: Psalms or Prayers as a Form  
of Royal Ventriloquism

In translating, editing, and assembling Fisher, Witzel, and Erasmus, Parr 
was certainly working for and with Henry. In taking an even closer look 
at the rhetorical mode of the collage Psalms, though, we can see that 
Parr was doing something more than writing for Henry: in translat-
ing the Psalms she was engaging in a fascinating form of royal ventrilo-
quism, one in which she was writing as Henry by means of an intimate, 
monarchical, devotional “I.” As we have seen earlier, the fact that the 
anonymous Psalms or Prayers was speaking for Henry is made clear by 
Berthelet’s recognizable title-page compartment and by the colophon 
that announced that the book was issued by “Thomas Berthelet, printer 
to the King’s Highness.”57 As J. Christopher Warner has argued, when 
English readers saw the royal arms or the words “Thomas Berthelet, 
printer to the king” on a text, they would have “understood that the 
text was doing official service: proclaiming new laws, stating the king’s 
views, representing the king as he wanted others to see him.”58 Kevin 
Sharpe similarly argued that when readers encountered a text issued by 
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Berthelet or with royal arms, they read “the words contained in it as 
authorized, that is authored, by the king.”59 But the Psalms or Prayers 
speak for Henry in yet another way, in that the seventeen Psalm prayers 
feature a devotional “I” that can be read as that of the king.60 As many 
critics have noted, early modern readers were accustomed to reading 
Psalm texts in multiple registers: while the devotional “I” in a Psalm text 
could be that of the individual or the community, David was a king and 
the devotional “I” was also that of the monarch, especially in a Psalm 
book issued by the king. Thus, while readers of Parr’s book would have 
applied the text’s “I” to themselves, they would also have understood it 
as the voice of their monarch who was also duty-bound to repent and 
beg for help during a time of war. Insofar as Parr was translating Fisher’s 
devotional “I” into the “I” of their king, she was not just describing him 
in the third person (as she does in “A Prayer for the King”), she was also 
writing as him.

Although royal ventriloquism may seem odd to modern readers, 
Kevin Sharpe has noted that royal texts (proclamations, theological 
works, speeches, letters, polemics) were often produced by Henry’s 
Privy Councilors, Bishops, or Archbishops and then issued under 
his name.61 It is worth emphasizing, however, that the rhetorical 
form of the royal voice varied from text to text, and that the degree 
to which another person was writing as Henry was more obvious 
in some texts than in others. In May 1544, for example, Berthelet 
printed the anonymous English Exhortation and Litany, and the title 
page announced that the Exhortation (a sermon) was “thought meet 
by the king’s majesty, and his clergy, to be read to the people in every 
church” before the chanting of the new vernacular Litany.62 Because 
the Litany is a liturgical text and because the Exhortation is a sermon, 
it was relatively clear that they were written by the Archbishop on 
behalf of the king, who was the head of the English church. By con-
trast, between January 1543 and July 1544, Berthelet printed at least 
twenty royal proclamations that announce that they are “ordained 
and made by the King’s highness.”63 It is not known exactly who 
actually penned each proclamation, but they purport to be “made” 
by the king and they proclaim his will. So for example, on August 2, 
1543, the crown issued a Proclamation declaring war against France:

His highness now perceiving, that the said French King will not 
be induced by any gentle means to honesty and reason … Hath 
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therefore entered into a most Christian and straight league and amity 
with his good brother and perpetual ally the Emperor’s majesty … 
Wherefore like as the King’s majesty our sovereign lord hath thought 
meet, to notify the premises unto all and singular his most loving 
and obedient subjects, so his highness by virtue of this his majesty’s 
proclamation doth declare the said French king to be his highness’ 
enemy.64

Parr’s collage Psalms are particularly interesting in this context 
because they offer a personal monarchical “I,” one in which Henry 
aligns himself with the wartime kings of the Old Testament (David, 
King Asa, Solomon) and prepares for war through repentance and 
imprecation.65 For example, in the first “Psalm,” we can see Parr 
writing as Henry who is repenting for his sins and those of his 
people:

Lord, rebuke me not in Thine anger, nor punish me in Thy great 
displeasure.
Cast not Thy darts at me, nor lay Thy heavy hand upon me.
…
My iniquities be gone over my head, and like an heavy burden they 
daily press me down.
…
Wherefore my enemies do persecute me the more; the greatness of 
my pain maketh me to roar and cry.66

Having repented, the speaker of Psalms or Prayers then asks God for 
assistance in battle. In the imprecatory “Tenth Psalm,” the devotional 
“I” would have been read as Henry’s as he implored God to assist him in 
battle.

Instruct and teach my hands to battle; make my arms strong like a 
bow of steel.
Gird me with strength to battle; overthrow them that arise against 
me.
…
Cast down mine enemies before my face, and destroy them that hate 
me:
Lest mine enemies overcome me, and the companies of tyrants over-
whelm me.67
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And finally, in the thirteenth “Psalm,” the speaker ecstatically thanks 
God for helping him triumph. Here Parr writes as Henry anticipating his 
godly triumph over the Scottish and the French:

I will magnify and praise Thee, O Lord God, for Thou hast exalted 
me and set me up; and my enemies have not gotten the overhand of 
me.
O lord of hosts, I have cried unto Thee, and Thou hast saved me.
…
I will ever be singing and speaking of Thy mercies, and I will publish 
to other Thy fidelity and truth so long as I shall live.68

The narrative fiction, here, is that the reader is overhearing Henry 
engaging in exemplary wartime preparation and has been granted 
privileged access to an unusually intimate form of royal speech. It 
is not hard to hypothesize about the strategic usefulness of Parr’s/
Henry’s textual fiction: the war with Scotland was part of an ongo-
ing conflict with no end in sight; the proposed invasion of France 
was consuming a huge amount of money and human resources; 
and Henry was proposing to lead his army into France in person, in 
spite of his obesity and ulcerated leg. The Imperial Ambassador had 
grave doubts about Henry’s prospects and claimed that others did 
as well.69 Parr’s and Henry’s “Psalms,” then, can be read as a care-
fully calculated project designed to reassure Henry’s subjects that he 
was doing precisely what was needed to win the war and to inspire 
enthusiasm for the proposed invasion. The devotional, royal “I” of 
the “Psalms” also surely sought to inspire obedience to other forms 
of royal speech, such as a Proclamation issued by Berthelet on May 
18, 1544. In this Proclamation, “the King’s most excellent Majesty” 
denounced unauthorized accounts of his army’s recent victory in 
Scotland and “chargeth and commandeth all manner of persons into 
whose hands any of the said printed books be come, immediately 
after they shall hear of this proclamation, to bring the same books” 
to the authorities to be destroyed. 70 Anyone who disobeyed the king 
“shall suffer imprisonment of his body and be further punished at the 
King’s majesty’s will and pleasure.”71 It is thus possible, I suggest, 
to read Parr’s devotional “I” as one piece of a broader strategy to 
inspire obedience to the king who “chargeth and commandeth” his 
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subjects in matters pertaining to the war. It is also worth noting that 
if Parr wrote as a devotional Henry in April 1544, on July 7, she was 
appointed to serve as Regent when Henry left for France. On July 
19, she issued her first Royal Proclamation where she again wrote as 
Henry, but now in a legally binding way and now using the third per-
son so typical of Proclamations. So, for example, she declared in his 
name: “his highness therefore straitly chargeth and commandeth, by 
this his present proclamation, that all Frenchmen and others … repair 
to the house of the said Lord Chancellor.”72 Henry’s willingness to 
let Parr, rather than one of the many male courtiers, speak for him in 
the Psalms or Prayers provides a precedent for the legal and political 
collaboration that soon followed.

The Psalms or Prayers, then, has had a complicated relationship with the 
concept of “authorship” since the day it was published. In April 1544, it 
appeared as an anonymous text authorized by the king, but was distributed 
by Parr at court, and in 1545 (and 1548), it was described by Nicholas 
Udall as a work “penned” and “set forth” by the queen. As I have argued, 
it is by seeing the text as a work produced by both the king and the queen 
that we can best understand its origins and multifaceted political and devo-
tional goals. Although it is impossible to know the precise nature of the 
interactions between the king and queen, it is clear that Henry asked or 
allowed Parr, rather than a male advisor, to undertake this lengthy, chal-
lenging work of military propaganda and that he must have authorized 
the ways in which the sources were translated and edited by Parr. In fur-
ther finessing the kind of “authorship” that this crown text entailed, it is 
worth briefly noting the material features of the extant gift-copies. In these 
beautiful vellum copies (which no longer have their original bindings), 
the title-page compartments have been hand-painted, and on the verso 
we find hand-painted images of Henry’s (not Parr’s) royal arms.73 These 
painted royal arms recall the printed royal arms that accompanied some 
crown publications and thus emphasize that the book was produced by the 
crown and advances the needs and desires of the king.74 At the same time, 
though, we know that Parr had these books “gorgeously bound and gilt 
on the leather” and distributed them as gifts. In imagining the moment 
when these books (with Henry’s arms) were distributed by Parr, we can 
perhaps best grasp the book’s complex collaborative origins.
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