
Enquiry question: How did Miranda Kaufmann uncover the 
hidden lives of Black Tudors? 

 
This is the historian Miranda Kauffman. When she was at 
school, she didn't know that there were free Black men 
and women (i.e. not slaves) living in England in c.1511. 
Then she went to University, and all that changed.  
  
After looking at various documents during her 
undergraduate studies, like the Westminster 
Tournament roll, she discovered that there were more 
than 200 Black men and women recorded as having lived 
in Tudor England.   
 

By doing careful research, she learned that the Black trumpeter in the Westminster Tournament 
roll was a man called John Blanke. John was a trumpeter for Henry VIII. He was so well-established 
and so confident at the Tudor court that he asked Henry VIII for a pay rise! 
 
 It wasn't easy to find out about the lives of Black Tudors… 
  
“I’d never heard anything about it, despite having studied Tudor 
history at GCSE and A-Level. When I went to the National Archive > 
for the first time, I asked an archivist where to start looking and 
they were like: ‘Oh well, you won’t find anything about that here.’” 
Kaufmann kept digging, contacted local record offices and asked to 
look through their archives >  
 
When she finished her research, she wrote a book about what she 
found.  So why has the existence of black Tudors been unknown, 
untold and untaught?  
  
“History isn’t a solid set of facts,” she says. “It’s very much about 
what questions you ask of the past. If you ask different questions, you get different answers. 
People weren’t asking questions about diversity. Now they are.” 
  
Despite her work in filling in these historical blanks, Kaufmann is frustrated about how few sources 
there are: “I wish they had kept diaries or preserved letters. Much as I’ve pieced together these 
lives, they’re not satisfying biographies where we know everything – more often, they are 
snapshots of moments.”  
 

Case Study: John Blanke  
 
A Miranda discusses the Westminster Tournament Roll (Source A, right), 
and what it tells us about John Blanke: ‘He was born in north or west Africa 
or in southern Europe to African parents in the late 15th century. The 
turban suggests an Islamic heritage. That said, Henry VIII enjoyed dressing 



himself and his courtiers in Turkish or Moorish fashion and may have dressed John Blanke like 
this.’ 
 
B Miranda than writes: ‘A position at court was the best any musician could hope for; it brought 
high status and a regular wage, as well as board, lodging and a clothing allowance… Trumpets have 
been used to mark power, status, military might… The royal musicians of Europe were highly 
cosmopolitan hailing predominantly from Flanders (the Netherlands), France and Italy. African 
musicians had been playing for European monarchs since at least the 12th century.’ 
 
Here is a second contemporary source (B) Miranda used to find out about John Blanke: 
 

 
 
Transcript [what the Source B says]:  

To the King, our sovereign Lord,  

In our most humble wise beseecheth your highness, your true and faithful servant John Blanke, one 
of your trumpets. That whereas his wage now and as yet is not sufficient to maintain and keep him 
to do your Grace like service as your other trumpets do. It may therefore please your highness in 
consideration of the true & faithful service which your servant daily doeth unto your Grace to give 
and grant unto him the same room position of Trumpet which Dominic deceased late had, to have 
an enjoy the said room to your said servant from the first day of December last passed during your 
most gracious pleasure, with the wage of 16d by the day…. 
 
 
C Miranda discusses the petition (Source B, above): ‘In this petition, written by a clerk, Blanke 
asked Henry to double his wages. Henry’s signature on the document shows that his wish was 
granted.  At 8d (8 pence) a day, Blanke would have been paid twice that of a farm worker and 
three times as much as an average servant. 80% of the Tudor population were farmers.’ 
 


