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THE GUILD SHAKESPEARE

play. At some time during the middle of his playwriting years,
Shakespeare first conceived the idea of a play about the father of
Queen Elizabeth the First. Possibly in 1597, which would have
been the fiftieth anniversary of Henry’s death. Having mapped
out his original plan, he found himself in trouble, In all honesty,
and he was a playwright who could never be dishonest, he would
have to show Henry the Eighth as the ogre and tyrant that he
undoubtedly was. This would not have been exactly wise with his
daughter Elizabeth still on the throne and herself noted for
wielding a pretty bloody axe. But, having done considerable re-
search on the subject, Shakespeare was loth to waste it. Whatifhe
were to concentrate on the early years of Henry’s reign when
Cardinal Wolsey was his Chancellor? What a splendid, colourful
character he would be! Henry could be shown as the David who
overthrew this Goliath. He could show Wolsey’s rather than
Henry’s fall from grace. Henry’s first wife Katharine could be the
villain of the piece as well. The audience would sympathise with
Henry over the divorce. The young, beautiful and innocent Anne
Boleyn could be Shakespeare’s heroine because she finally gave
birth to, guess who?—Elizabeth, Our Elizabeth, Good Queen

Bess. There was, however, no getting away from the fact that

Henry the Eighth was the villain. The audience could not be

expected to forget that he had chopped off the head of Eliza-

beth’s mum, and possibly the heads of their own parents as well.

He had no alternative but to drop the idea. If he offended the

The Relapse, Dr. Stockmann in 4n Enemy of the People, Sir Harcourt Courtly
in London Assurance, and Undershaft in Major Barbara.
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lhy Donald Sinden

"*:

Ilenry the Eighth is a bloody awful part.

“I come no more to make youlaugh . . .” That is the rather

ominous first line of Shakespeare’s Henry VIII and it pretty well
liolds good for the rest of the play. Indeed there is hardly a laugh
in it, which distresses me as an actor as I enjoy getting laughs.
I'he scholars, who should know about these things, tell us that
IHenry VIII was not the unaided work of Shakespeare but was
wiitten in collaboration with a young playwright named John
I'letcher. Sometimes these scholars are right, and, having spent a
year of my life playing the part of Henry, I find myself agreeing
with them wholeheartedly.

Let me tell you my own theory about the authorship of the

lHV)NALD SINDEN, one of England’s leading actors, has performe(li tl:le
title roles in Henry VIII, King Lear, and Othello, as well as Mz.ilvoho {n
lwelfth Night, Benedick in Much Ado About Nothing, Lord Foppington in
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CQueen and the Court, he and his colleagues would be out of work
o1, worse still, in the Tower. So Shakespeare put all the relevant
speeches he had drafted into his desk and set about writing some-
thing less contentious.

I'he years rolled by and Shakespeare entered the mature
years of his playwriting. Twelfth Night and Hamlet fell from his pen.
(ueen Elizabeth died in 1603 and James I became King. Merrie
I'ngland was a thing of the past and Shakespeare set to work on
the preat tragedies of Othello, Measure for Measure, King Lear, Mac-
beth and Antony and Cleopatra. His last play, his swan-song, The
[tmpest, was produced in 1611 and from then on he could enjoy
Ietirement in Stratford-upon-Avon. His place as resident play-
wiight to the King’s Men had been taken by a young fellow called
John Fletcher who, while clearing out his predecessor’s desk,
cime across a bundle of notes on the subject of Henry the Eighth.
I'le wrote to the grand old man at Stratford and asked if he could
[lease make use of the notes. “Of course you can, my boy,”
1eplicd Shakespeare. “You'll find it a very difficult task. Take my
ilvice and make all the speeches ambiguous and call the play A4
i lrue. If you need my help just let me know. I enclose two or
(hiee speeches you can use, one for Buckingham, several for
Wolsey and Katharine. Good luck, and for heaven’s sake don’t
[t my name on the playbills. Yours, W.S.”

Well that, as I said, is my own theory. However, the play,
under its title of Henry VIII, first appeared in print as being the
work of William Shakespeare in the collected edition of his works
tdited by John Heminge and Henry Condell in 1623. Poor
I'letcher doesn’t get a mention.

The play is rarely produced today because of the enormous
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cost involved. The cast list is the longest of any play by Shake-
speare. There are scenes of magnificent pageantry: a great ball
given by Wolsey, an enormous courtroom scene, a splendid coro-
nation procession for Anne Boleyn, the dancers who appear to
Katharine in a vision and, finally, the impressive baptism cere-
mony for the infant Elizabeth. Just think of the costumes! The
Court of Henry the Eighth did not stint themselves, so when the
play is presented today it must look sumptuous. Wolsey is the
only character who can get away with only one costume. It would
be a cardinal error to dress him in anything but red.

So why bother to do the play? Well, it contains two rewarding
parts, Queen Katharine and Cardinal Wolsey, and over the centu-
ries leading actors and actresses have wanted to play them (in our
production they were played by Peggy Ashcroft and Brewster
Mason). The part of Buckingham is pretty good too, but the part
of Henry is a stinker! He is one of those few historical characters
whose appearance is known to every man in the street. More than
any other monarch, with the possible exception of Queen Victo-
ria, everybody has a preconceived idea of what Henry looked like
because of those endless reproductions of Holbein’s portrait.
There he stands, this great bulk of a man, his feet astride, hands
on hips, with vast, hunched shoulders. All the poor actor can do is
try to look like that portrait and therein lies the problem.
Whereas he is quite safe with Richard II, Henry IV, Henry V and
Henry VI, because nobody knows what they looked like, if you
don’t look like Holbein’s Henry, the public think you have failed.
I found this to my cost when I played the part.

By measuring the inside of Henry’s armour which stands in
the Tower of London, we know that he was six foot three inches
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The important scenes of the play concern the fall of Bucking-
ham, the greatest man in the kingdom, the meeting between
Henry and Anne Boleyn, Henry’s divorce from Katharine of Ara-
gon to whom he had been married for twenty years, the fall of
Cardinal Wolsey whose ambition has overreached itself, the
death of Katharine and, finally, the birth ofa daughter, Elizabeth,
to Anne. Now remember that 4/ Is True is the alternative title of
the play. But, if you study history, you will find that practically
everything shown or talked about in the play is only a veneer of
the truth.

The divorce scene is really the centre-piece, so one needs to
understand the historical background. Katharine of Aragon had
been married as a child to Henry’s elder brother, Arthur, when he
was also a child. She had always maintained that the marriage was
never consummated and when Arthur died, still a child, she was
allowed by the Pope to marry his brother Henry, now heir to the
throne. During their twenty years of marriage, Katharine pro-
duced many children, all of whom either died at birth, or shortly
after, except for one daughter, Mary, who thus became heir to the
throne. It grieved Henry that he had no son to carry on his line
so, when he fell hat over codpiece for Anne Boleyn, he was
determined to get rid of Katharine and marry Anne. But how to
do it? The Roman Catholic Church did not countenance divorce.
Perhaps an annulment, on the grounds that his entire marriage to
Katharine was illegal because he should never have been allowed
to marry his brother’s wife, would be acceptable? It all hinged on
two quotations from the Bible, one from Leviticus and the other
from Deuteronomy. One maintains that a marriage is a marriage
once you have “taken a wife” whilst the other maintains that a
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inll, Very few actors are that tall. (I am six foot.) Then comes the
costume—calamity! If you make a study of the human anatomy,
you will discover that the distance between the knee and the
ground is one quarter of the overall height of a man. Holbein‘has
theated! In trying to make Henry’s vast bulk look in proportion,
lie has made the distance a third of Henry’s height! Now no actor
will undergo a bone graft, especially not for a part as poor as
Ilenry, so when he dons the skirt-like lower part of the costume
I shin-bone is too short and again it appears to be the fault of
the actor. In the portrait, Henry’s calves are at least six inches in
thiameter. Well, that at least is easy enough to overcome, so on go
cnormous padded calves. To underline Henry’s virility, Holbein
sliows a massive codpiece protruding from a split in the skirt. The
wurdrobe made me one of equal size but at each move the skirt
tovered it up. Painter’s licence I suppose. Then comes the prob-
lem of the hat. The one in the portrait is totally two-dimensional.
I'he moment an attempt is made to reproduce it “in the round” it
looks quite wrong unless the actor faces front the whole time.

I'ien on go great padded shoulders and the cloak with enormous
sleeves which covers the dagger on the belt, unless the actor

lieeps his hand on it all the time.

What can one do about the face? I wore a padded wig glued
to my forehead to make my head look larger. My own eyebrows
were obliterated and false ones stuck in their place. I had a false
nose glued on and a moustache and beard were gummed into
position. There was Henry’s face but where was mine? There I
stood, gummed up, stuck up, glued up, padded up, fed up and
cncased in a costume weighing a ton. I looked stupid and had no
lreedom to add much of myself to the character.
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imarriage is only a marriage once it is consummated. Ecclesiastics
ltom all over the world argued about that. Henry of course took
the side that would suit him best, but the Pope took the other. It
win it very difficult situation for Wolsey. As a Catholic who did not
want to act against his King, he was caught between King and
I'ope. Luckily for Henry, all this occurred at the time when the
ltelormation was gaining ground in Europe. Henry jumped on
(lie bandwagon, made himself head of the Church in England and
pranted his own divorce.

In the play the divorce scene takes place in and around a
tonsistory court, staged in a sort of fenced-in area in the centre of
i large room. Katharine is ordered several times to “come into
(e court.”” She refuses to acknowledge the court’s authority and
will not enter because there she would have been under oath. If
Ilenry were to win, their daughter, Mary, would be branded
illegitimate. She kneels before the King and makes a long, mag-
nilicent and impassioned plea.

I'hroughout the scene Shakespeare, brilliant as ever, does
not allow Henry to speak one word to her. He has been married
(0 her for twenty years but what could he say? Her argument is
unanswerable. If he dared to join in, his cause would be lost, so it
in hetter to keep his mouth shut. Ifhe were even to look at her and
see her tears, compassion would get the better of him. It is far
siler to turn his head away and try not to look or listen. He
femains silent until, when Katharine makes her exit, Henry
speaks for the first time and shouts after her: “Go thy ways,
Kate.”

I'hat half-line raises an interesting point of how Shake-
spearcan verse should be spoken. We work on a principle at
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tively replaced with foam rubber. This got over her discomfort
but added to mine: when I descended from my throne I was
inclined to bounce into the court.

After rehearsal one day as Trevor Nunn and I walked
through the theatre gardens towards the church I asked, “How
do you think it’s coming along?”

“All right—but you are still missing something.”

“I know—but what is it?”

“Well, it’s not a very helpful thing to say, but you need more
—more—more Henry the Eighthness.”

So for the rest of the rehearsal period I spent my days trying
to develop my Henry the Eighthness.

Now, for my breakfast I always have a bowl of muesli—in fact
I'have nine different mueslis and I enjoy the moment of deciding
which one it shall be—on which I pour rather too much cream.
One morning I filled my bowl from the packet but to my horror
found no cream in the fridge. I called out to Diana and she
explained that the roundsman had omitted to leave the required
order. I have only Diana’s words for what happened next. Appar-
ently I bellowed in stentorian tones, “Kindly sce to it that I am
not without cream tomorrow!”” and strode off to rehearsal. Diana
telephoned the manager of the dairy who explained that the
regular roundsman was on holiday, he would do his best to see
that we had cream tomorrow but he was having problems with
the replacement roundsman. He was somewhat stunned when in
desperation Diana cried, “It’s all very well for you, but I'm living
with Henry the Eighth.”

On 9th October—my forty-sixth birthday—I walked on to
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the stage for the morning rehearsal and Guy Woolfenden’s band
strack up “Happy Birthday” instead of the expected “Gloria.”
I'his helped to relax our first-night nerves as the play was due to
open that very day. Possibly due to my Eighthness exertions, I
liad developed during the previous ten days a blockage in my
custachian tubes which considerably impaired my hearing—it
was the same feeling and pain that I experience when landing in
an unpressurised aeroplane—but as I waited in the wings that
cvening, gummed up, stuck up, glued and padded up, I felt a big
plug in my ears and miraculously they cleared just in time for my
lirst entrance. So far so very good but when we came to the trial
scene my luck ran out. Peggy knelt at the foot of the steps to my
throne and began Katharine’s famous speech. Henry’s head was
furned away to the right, determined not to look at her as he
listened and the actor inside his costume marvelled at Peggy’s
superb performance. On and on she went for eighty or so lines
while I remained fixedly glowering away to my right. At the end
ol her speech Peggy rose from her padded step and swept from
the stage to a tumultuous round of applause. I jerked my head
round and, almost unheard by the audience, roared after her
departing back, “Go thy ways, Kate!” ready to begin my very
long, very boring speech. But the violent movement was too
much for the spirit-gum and, with a twang, half of my beard came
unstuck . . . I had rehearsed certain movements and gestures
all of which had to be forgotten because I was forced to speak
sixty-eight intricate lines, and then make an exit, with my arms
[olded while one hand held the beard to my cheek.

In the audience Diana was sitting near our wig-and-beard-
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