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PREFACE

A preface is normally the place where authors thank people who
have helped them produce cheir book. In this case, however, it
seemed wise to depart from tradition. There are no “authors” as
such of chis book, and this study guide is only the linchpin of a
much larger efforc: che telecourse THE SHAKESPEARE PLAYS.

This telecourse is a coproduction of the British Broadcasting
Company and Time-Life Television; it began with the decision of
the BBC o produce the entire canon of William Shakespeare’s
plags. The support of the Exxon Corporation, Metropolitan Life
Insurance Company, and Morgan Guaranty Trust was secured,
and broadcast rights were obtained. WNET (Channel 13), New
York, was designated the station of origination, and the Corpora-
cion for Public Broadcasting decided generously o fund a number
of educarional progams based on these productions, including this
celecourse. The Universiy Extension, University of California,
San Diego, and the Coast Community College District were
brought into the project as pact of the telecourse production team.
Course designers met with television people and teachers and
scholars of Shakespeare, publishing contracts were secured, and
educational materials were produced. This book is the capstone of
chat process.

Many people have been responsible for its progress. Mary
Lindenscein Walshok of University Extension, University of
California, San Diego, and Thomas Gripp of Coast Community
College District spent hours with Brian Brightly of the Corpora-
tion for Public Broadcasting designing the institutional approach
to the course. They were supporced in their efforts by Martin N.
Chamberlain ac University Exteasion, Universicy of California,
San Diego, and Norman E. Watson and Bernard J. Luskin, Coast
Community College Distict.

Once the design to produce a course was final, Maynard
Mack, Ph.D., Sterling professor emeritus of English at Yale Uni-
versity, provided invaluable assistance in determining the direc-
tion of the course and identifying academic authors to take charge
of cach play.

The scholars and teachers of Shakespeare whose essays appear

vii

tions commentarors and audiences have long asked, and continue
€0 ask, in an effort o experience Henry VIII with a maximum of
understanding, appreciation, and pleasure.

For even though it has cnjoyed remarkable success in the
cheatre, Henry VIII has generally been regarded with puzzlement
or disfavor by scholars and critics unable or unwilling to surrender

from a corkscrew to a cathedral is to know what it is—vwhat

it was incended to do and how it is meant o be used. After
that has been discovered the temperance reformer may decide chat
the corkscrew was made for a bad purpose, and the communist
may chink the same about the cathedral. Bur such questions come
later. The first thing is to understand che object before you. As
long as you think the corkscrew was meant for opening tins or the
cathedral for entertaining courists you can say nothing o the
purpose abou chem.” Thus, with characteristic sanity and wit,
the late C. S. Lewis opens A Preface 10 Paradise Lost (London:
Oxford University Press, 1942, p. 1). And thus, with cqual
appropriateness, we may preface our consideration of The Famous
History of the Life of King Henry the Eighth.

Exacely what kind of play is it? Is ic an English chronicle
play ble to such earlicr Shak works as Richard 1T
and Henry V7 Or s it a tragicomic romance comparable to such
later works as Pericles, Cymbeline, The Winter's Tale, and The Tem-
est? Or, combining these two possibilities, is it a new hybrid
form containing features of both genres, along with fearurcs of
such other genres as the Jonsonian masque and the late-medieval
morality play? And was Henry VIII written entirely by Shake-
spearc or, as many critics since the mid-nineteenth century have
believed, by Shakespeare in collaboration with his fellow play-
wright John Flecher? Is it best dated in 1613, when in June ics
first recorded performance set off a fire that destroyed the Globe
playhouse? If so, did its composition have anything to do with the
February wedding of Princess Elizabeth, daughter of King James
Iand his queen, Anne of Denmark, to Frederick the Elector of
Palatine? Is its subject matter primarily political or primarily
religious in import? Is its form merely episodic-—an unconnected
sequence of trials, falls, and ceremonial pageants— o is it unified
by a coherent dramatic design? These are only a few of the ques-

'Tm; first qualification for judging any picce of work
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themselv to the dramatic impact of the play’s many
memorable scenes and speeches: Norfolk's poetically heightened
description of the fabled glory of the Field of the Cloth of Gold
(1,i); Buckingham's moving valedictory o his wellwishers prior to
his execution (ILi); Wolsey's advice to Cromwell about the dan-
gers of ambition (IILii); Anne Bullen’s earthly coronation (IV,i)
followed by Katherine of Aragon’s vision of celestial coronation
(IV,ii); Archbishop Cranmer's christening of the infant Elizabeth
(V,v), “the maiden phoenix” who shall bring “upon this land a
thousand thousand blessings.” Taken in isolation, these are all
fine moments, among the most widely admired in the whole of
Elizabethan and Jacobean drama, and they have been effectively
realized in performance by some of the greatest actors and ac-
tresses who ever donned Shakespearean coscume. But few of the
play’s commentators have felt that such momencs are sufficient to
redeem a dramatic work they view as, at best, uneven in poetic
and conceptual power. Some have explained this unevenness by
izing chac Shak shared the ition of the play
with one or more other playwrights. Others, rejecting the collab-
oration hypothesis, have explained the play’s unevenness by infer-
ring that when he wrote Henry VIII Shakespeare was no longer in
consistent control of his talent (Samuel Johnson), was bored
(Lyteon Strachey), or was simply beyond the point when he could
take time to invest his fullest creative energy in a play that may
have been originally conceived and left incomplete in the 15905
(E. M. W. Tillyard), when the poet was writing his cight plays on
the English kings preceding Henry VIIL Only a handful of mod-
ern critics have found in Henry VIII the kind of accistic incegrity
usually accorded the other plays Shakespeare wrote near the end of
his carcer; and few of these would rank it among his higher
achievements.
This is not che place to go inco the technical arguments for
and against collaboration, nor is it necessary here co list the many
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inconsistencies and “weaknesses” in the play cited by chose who
believe it o be the work of more than one author. Suffice it to say
that the case for collaboration has never been definitely dem-
onstrated and is not supported by any evidence external to the
play, whereas the play’s inclusion among Shakespeare’s works in
the Firse Folio is evidence that the poet’s friends, John Heminge
and Henry Condell, who compiled the collection 2 few years after
his death, considered Henry VIII to be a composition by their
former colleague.

For our purposes, then, it may be wisest to take a positive
approach. Let us assume, until we find ourselves forced to aban-
don the assumption, that Henry VIII is in fact a coherent work of
dramatic art, one of the last works, if not the very last work, of
the greatest poet and dramatist the world has yet seen. We should
not allow “bardolatry” o blind us to flaws where they exist, of
course, whether we are examining Henry VIII or such manifest
works of genius as Haumiet and King Lear. At the same time,
however, we should resist the temptation to sally forch in quest of
flaws, tilting at everything that scems on a superficial reading to
be unfamiliar or difficult to accommodate to our initial view of
whata play ought to be. When dealing with an author as complex
and profound as Shakespeare—particularly when we recognize
how astonishingly varied his different works are and how “cx-
perimental” many of his later plays scem by comparison with the
dramatic patterns established in his carlier plays—we are well
advised to bring with us a humble awareness that what may at
firse appear crude or awkward or otherwise mistaken is likely to
have been devised for a particular effect in keeping with 2 highly
sophisticated artistic design. And if there is such a design, we are
much more apt to see it if we conscienciously search for it than if
wwe approach the play with our eyes so blinkered as to eliminate in
advance anything that falls outside a narrowly circumscribed
range of possibilitics.

Returning now to our initial question—exactly what kind of
play is Henry VIII?—we should notice, to begin with, that the
First Folio title for the work emphasizes the words “Famous His-
tory.” The obvious presumption is that members of the audience
will be familiar with the main ouclines and many of the minor
decails of “The Life of King Henry the Eighth"—including a
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number of incidents and later developments not sclected for pre-
sentation in Shakespeare's dramarization of tha life—because it
is, in fact, a famous story and a story that was intimately relaced
to che dynastic, political, and ecclestiastical preoccupations of
seventeenth-cencury Englishmen. From the Prologue we infer
thac chis presumption of historicicy carries wich it a corollary
presumption that the playwright and his company feel obliged to
preseac cheir scory in such a manner as to bring home its “truth”
reliably and effectually. (In Sir Henry Woteon’s description of the
fateful performance of June 29, 1613, the play is referred to under
the name “All Is Truc”; ic is likely chac this phrase served for a
time as either an alternate title o a subtitle for Henry VIIL)
Just what “truch” means in this concext, however, is not
altogether evident. It clearly does not mean chat the playwright
slavishly followed his historical sources. In Henry VIII, as in his
carlier plays on English history, Shakespeare compressed and rear-
ranged the chronology of events, omitted what he considered
extrancous material, added new material of his own invention or
material derived from unrelated sources, altered a number of sig-
nificant details, and in general reshaped the narratives he drew
from (most notably, Raphael Holinshed's Chromicles and John
Foxe's Acts and Monuments) to give his “History” the dramatic
form and thematic emphasis he wished it to have. He was not ac
liberty, of course, to alter any of the major “happenings” of
Henry's reign (che King's decision to annul his marriage with
Katherine of Aragon and marry Anne Bullen, for instance, or
Cardinal Wolsey's fall from power), but he was free to structure
his dramatic sequence in such a way as to “interpret” those hap-
penings and condition his audience’s response to them. As R. A
Foakes observes in the inttoduction to his New Arden edition,
“The erial of Buckingham (1521) is placed in close proximity in
the play to Heary's meeting with Anne (15277) at a masque
which she apparencly did not attend,” the juxtaposition suggest-
ing che omnipresence of Wolsey, who arranged both the trial and
the masque. Similarly, “the matriage of Henry with Anne Boleyn
(1532) is brought forward before the fall of Wolscy, which occur-
red in 1529,” evidently to remind Wolsey before his death of the
totality of his political and ecclesiastical discomfiture. And
pethaps most imporcane, “the death of Katherine (1536) is . .
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emphasis on adversity endured with patience (both Buckingham
and Wolsey face cheir sentences with subdued resignation, as does
Katherine in her lasc moments, and Cranmer's response to the
news chat he will be eried indicates chat he coo would accept God
and the King’s will with quiet faith); and the emphasis on provi-
dential incervencion (Anne’s vision in IV,ii is not ualike the “most
majestic vision” of Iris, Ceres, and Juno in Act IV of The Tempest).
If we are now prepared to grant the probability that Shake-
speare composed Henry VI as a new kind of play —a hybrid form.
combining characteistics of the early English history play with
characteristics of the late tragicomic romance—we are in a posi-
tion to begin drawing further inferences. First, as to date and
oceasion, it would seem more likely than nor that the play was
composed with the February 1613 wedding in mind and con.
structed 50 as to conclude with a prophecy that would allude not
only to the glories of the Elizabethan age, but also to the reign of
King James I, with special reference to the happiness soon to be
furchered by a dynastic alliance with a strong Protestant state,
This would account in parc for the play’s seructural emphasis on
the overthrow of Wolsey (who is associated with papal intrigue)
and the rise of Cranmer (who, as author of the Book of Common
Prayer in years to come, would help lay the theological cor-
nerstone of che new Church of England), and it would also lend
appropriateness to the play's emphasis on celebration and ritual,
One chinks of the elaborate costumes, settings, and festivities
associated with the Field of the Cloth of Gold in 1i of the masque
at Wolsey's castle in Liv, where the King and his entourage enter
dressed as shepherds and Henry falls in love ac che firsc sight of
Anne Bullen's beauty; of the pageantry of Anne’s coronation in
IV.i and che universal joy it evokes from a populace impressed by
her quiet dignity; of the christening of Elizabeth in V, v, with its
stately Biblical cadences and its prophecy that her heir, James I,
will be “as grea in admiration as herself” and, through his
offspring, “make new nations.”

Second, as to import, it should now be evident that Henry
VHI's burden is both political and religious. Dealing as it does
with che foundation of the Elizabethan-Jacobean era, and doing so
in accordance with the history play’s customary emphasis on the
mutual obligations of a divinely appointed ruler and the nation
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subject to his rule, Henry VIII reaffirms the Tador-Stuare concept
of kingship and political order. At the same time, however, focus-
ing as it does on the dynastic question that led eventually to che
English reformation, and associating two major characters with
Catholicism (Katherine and Wolsey) and two others with Protes-
tantism (Anne and Cranmer), the play is at least implicitly
ecclesiastical in its concerns. And, toa degree far greater than thac
characteistic of the earlier history plays, it is explicicly religious
in its creacment of its subject mateer. Like the carlier plays on
English hiscory, Henry VIII dramatizes the melancholy conse-
quences of disloyalty, abuse of privilege, and treason. Like the
eaclier plays, it presents che human condition in all of its procliv-
ity to the seven deadly sins. Unlike the earlier plays, however,
and unlike Shakespeare's tragedies, it consiscencly presents chat
condition in the light of ecernity, offering an overcly theological
perspective on ethical and political issues. As in Shakespeare’s
tragicomic romances, Henry VIII presents a world that is provi-
dentially ordered, a world in which grace prevails over justice, life
prevails over death.

There are four trials in the play. In the firsc, Buckingham
(whether or not he is guilty, and I,v,220 would scem to suggest
tha he is) s denied due process and convicted through the
machinations of the devious Wolsey. In the second, Katherine,
again because of Wolsey, is placed in an unfair and indefensible
position, and it is clear that by one means or another she will
eventually be cast off. In the third, Wolsey himself is caught
red-handed and removed from office. And in the fourch, Cranmer
appears o be headed for the same kind of doom that befell his
predecessors until he displays the King's ring and discomfits his
accusers. In the first two trials, we are given the strong impres-
sion that justice has not been properly rendered, and we are lefc co
accribuce chis in large measure to Wolsey's pernicious influence on
the King. In the last two, we are assured that justice has pre-
vailed, and we aceribute chis to the fact that the King has now
removed Wolsey from his counsel and is exercising his judicial
powers in the light of his own good wisdom. The play thus
suggests chat Henry grows in insight as his reign matures.

Curiously enough, notwithstanding their contrasting fea-
tures when viewed from the perspective of civil justice, the four
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