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The Other Boleyn Girl
Now Playing 
Directed by Justin Chadwick 
Starring Natalie Portman, Scarlett 
Johansson, and Eric Bana
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King Henry VIII of England—father 
to Queen Elizabeth, husband to six 
wives, and founder of the Church of 
England—is such a larger-than-life 
character even in his purely histori-
cal context that it seems impossible to 
consider placing him in a secondary 
role. However, in The Other Boleyn 
Girl, Henry takes a backseat in favour 
of the story about the two sisters who 
eventually provoked him into begin-
ning the Reformation in England.

The film opens with the marriage 
of Mary Boleyn (Scarlett Johansson) 
to a merchant. The mild jealousy of 
her older unwed sister Anne (Natalie 
Portman) is assuaged when her father, 
who’s received an insider tip regard-
ing the crumbling relationship of 
King Henry VIII (Eric Bana) and his 
wife Catherine of Aragon, entrusts 
her with the task of attracting the 
king’s wandering interest in order to 
secure benefits for their impoverished 
family.

However, her awkward seduction 
results in a hunting accident, and 
Henry ends up falling for Mary, who 
tends to him in his convalescence. Her 
ambitious family obediently hands 

her over, her compensated husband is 
sent packing, and Anne is thrust into 
exile when her own desperate attempt 
to gain power goes awry. Anne leaves 
a clumsy temptress and returns as a 
full-fledged snake, determined to win 
Henry for herself.

The Other Boleyn Girl is very much 
a fictionalization of history. The film 
(written by Peter Morgan and based 
on Phillipa Gregory’s novel) ignores a 
great deal of the historical context and 
factionalism of King Henry’s court 
in favour of the complex, interwo-
ven, and deeply ironic love triangle 
between Anne, Mary, and Henry. 

Anne, seething over the perceived 
betrayal by Mary, manages to win the 
regard of the King by doing the very 
thing no one else at court is willing 
to do: refuse him on the grounds of 
remaining loyal to her sister. However, 
she can only string the King along so 
far before putting her own position in 
danger.

Probably the most egregious claim 
of the movie is that Henry banished 
his wife of 18 years, broke from 
Rome, and established the Church 
of England all because someone 
finally said no to him. Unlike Anne 
and Mary, Henry’s character is  

disappointingly developed and per-
formed by Bana with a bland mixture 
of irritation, horniness, and entitle-
ment. Johansson’s Mary plays the 
doormat for the first half of the film, 
but is eventually permitted the subtler 
role of the initial idealist turned help-
less observer of the ultimate moral 
corruption of the English court.

There’s no question, however, that 
this is Natalie Portman’s show. Her 
Anne Boleyn is a potent sexual crea-
ture with a tenacious hold on both her 
ambitions and her grudges. At once 
teasing and controlling, emotional 
and calculating, a lesser actress could 

have turned Anne into the film’s vil-
lain; instead, under Portman’s spell-
binding performance, she’s simply an 
apt pupil of the grasping power-games 
already holding the English court in a 
tightening vice. 

Historical quibbling aside, The 
Other Boleyn Girl is seductive mix 
of politics, intrigue, and (amazingly) 
female empowerment. In a culture 
perfectly willing to move their daugh-
ters around like inanimate chess 
pieces to further their own ends, Anne 
Boleyn, the rejected Boleyn girl, gains 
control over the game by refusing to 
remain on the board. 
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Boleyn Girl strips history for a sexy entanglement
Though Bana plays it dull, Natalie Portman shines as one corner of a love triangle involving Scarlet Johansson and King Henry VIII


