
ROBERT BOLT'S A MAN FOR ALL SEASONS: 

SHAPING A HERO, RE-SHAPING HISTORY 

Sally R. Ginter 

Submitted to the faculty of the Graduate School 

in partial fulfillment of the requirements 

for the degree 

Master of Liberal Studies 

in the Division of Arts and Sciences 

Indiana University at South Bend 

May 11, 1993 



Accepted by the Graduate Faculty, Indiana University at South Bend, in partial 

fulfillment of the requirements of the degree of Master of Liberal Studies. 

Date of Oral Examination 

~zfl~ 
Roy E. Schreiber, Ph.D. 
(Project Advisor) 

~~~Pdi~ 
(J. WesleYRQb ins, Ph.D 

(Director of Master of 
Liberal Studies Program) 

!_. / / / , , 

/ ,_ Z,,.,-t/ _.. j__c: /z~<--c. L 

Paul H. Scherer, Ph.D. 
(Chairman of Project 
Committee) 

~ek 
Thomas C. Miller, Ph.D. 

December 8: 1992 

11 



ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS 

I gratefully acknowledge the behind-the-scenes support which made this paper 

possible. I thank Paul Scherer whose succinct and precise comments on the 

papers I wrote for my first graduate course in 1989 made me stretch to 

improve my writing. I thank Tom Miller for his enthusiasm for my project at 

a time when my own enthusiasm needed propping up. I thank Roy Schreiber 

whose class on Shakespeare's English Kings was the incubator for the concept, 

and who provided tactful advice in the revision process, access to his library, 

and timely reassurance for thesis panic. I also gratefully acknowledge the help 

of Eleanor Parker, who generously shared her computer equipment and her 

expertise. Finally, I owe the completion of this project to the support of my 

husband, Walter, who cooked while I typed, and bore cheerfully with a sharply 

curtailed social life while I read Tudor history. 

111 



TABLE OF CONTENTS 

Acknowledgements .................................... iii 

Introduction: From History to Drama . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . : . 1 

I.Thomas More: Secular Hero, Troubled Saint . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 14 

2.Henry VIII: Friend and Foe . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 41 

3.The Villains: Machiavellian, Weakling, and Spy . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 54 

4. The Clerics: The Relativity of Holiness . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 7 5 

5.Thomas Howard: The Duke as Loyal Friend . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 85 

6.The More Family: Bolt's Condensed Version . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 95 

7.Bolt's Thomas More: The Shaping of a Hero 

Appendix 

110 

A.Synopsis of A Man For All Seasons ................... 118 

B.Bolt's Description of the Cast ....................... 123 

C.Early Biographies of Thomas More . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 125 

Sources Consulted . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 127 

Vita 

IV 



Introduction 

From History to Drama 

Most of the audience seeing Robert Bolt's play, A Man For All Seasons 

would believe it is a factually accurate historical drama. The play covers the 

last nine years in Sir Thomas More's life, most specifically the events 

surrounding the divorce of Henry VIIl. 1 Its characters are based upon 

individuals who actually lived in the early sixteenth century. Richard Marius, 

a recent biographer of More, writing on the film version which follows the 

basic plot of the play, calls Bolt's view accurate from the standpoint of "sheer 

historical event. "2 Bolt, however, has made it quite clear in interviews that 

he did not set out to write a play about Tudor lives and times. He saw in 

biographies of More something the world of the 1960s needed, a model of a 

man of total integrity, a man with an "adamantine sense of his own self. "3 

Bolt shaped the historical material to suit his purposes, and in doing so 

perpetuates and expands the myth which has gathered around More. His 

1 In modem legal terms what Henry sought was an annulment. The 
term "divorce" has been traditionally used in works of Tudor history, 
however, and will be used interchangeably with "annulment. " 

2Richard Marius, "Thomas More: Church, State, and 
Ecumenicity," Christian Century, 19 July 1967, 934. 

3 Robert Bolt, A Man For All Seasons: A Play in Two Acts (New 
York: Random House, 1962) xii. Further references to this edition of 
the play will be to "Bolt, Man". 

1 



limited portrait of More, ironically, also creates one of the major weaknesses in 

the play; More's integrity is a given. His struggles and contradictory impulses 

are barely suggested rather than used as points of conflict. With only one 

exception, in the prison scene with his family, More seems to move serenely 

from his high point as a trusted adviser and confidante of a king to the scaffold 

where he meets his death. By making More's actions appear the result of a 

highly unified sense of self, Bolt, for all his admiration, does the historical 

More a disservice. He turns the flesh and blood More into a symbol of 

individual integrity. 

Writing a play has its own set of constraints which cannot be ignored, 

even in the interests of historical accuracy. Some things just won't work on 

the stage. A Man For All Seasons is a play of limited action and plentiful 

conversation because its protagonist is a scholar, saint, and statesman for whom 

the life of the mind predominates. It certainly couldn't bear being made even 

more static by explanations of events for the sake of historical accuracy. Yet it 

is useful to examine the distortions of events and of character, however 

necessary they may be, to see them as a consequence of the art of playmaking 

in general, and of Robert Bolt's decision to use Thomas More as a model of 

integrity for our times in particular, not as interpretations of history. 4 

Interpretation of character is as various as interpreters. Historians have 

their prejudices and their biases. Even such seemingly concrete things as dates 

4 While the main focus will be the play, treatment of particular 
scenes in the two film versions will be included. The contrast between 
the film and the stage treatment at some points clarifies the effects of 
the play. 
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and names are not reliable when they come from times in which accurate 

records were not kept. Yet by balancing one account against another, by 

comparing people's recorded words with their deeds and with the evaluations of 

their contemporaries, by taking into account new documents which come to 

light, it is possible to arrive at something approaching an accurate appraisal of 

an historical figure or event. This paper will take into account multiple sources 

and interpretations. 

A Man For All Seasons will be examined from several directions. The 

play will be explored in terms of the way it fits into the general category of 

historical drama and in terms of the intentions Bolt had for writing the play. 

It will become apparent that the trappings of historical drama are convenient 

but hardly crucial. Certainly to cover nine years in a two-act play requires 

considerable telescoping of time, yet even a careful reading of the play for 

clues as to how many months or years have passed yields little. The dates 

which the Common Man gives us do little more than provide the illusion of 

historical accuracy. Bolt could have worked out a more accurate chronology if 

accuracy was what he sought. He included or omitted events on the basis of 

dramatic effectiveness in order to create a well-crafted play; he also included, 

re-arranged, or omitted events on the basis of how well they show aspects of 

More's character which he either wished to emphasize or to avoid. Bolt 

altered the personalities of the sixteenth century persons who were part of 

More's story so that they provide stock dramatic functions needed to move the 

action of the play and to be the friends and enemies of the hero, Thomas More. 

In some cases he could maintain a rough historical accuracy, but he had to 
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depart significantly in the case of others. The chief determining factor of 

Bolt's historical accuracy, beyond the practical considerations of stagecraft, 

was the need to make More as nearly perfect as possible. 

In his biography of Thomas More, Richard Marius sums up the 

complexity of the man eloquently, calling him, 

this divided man who believed in miracles as long as they 
happened in the remote past, who wore a rough hair shirt next to 
his skin and made his way steadily in a world of ermine and 
velvet, a man who flagellated himself with whips and made 
charming talk at dinner, a man who extolled virginity and 
married twice, who longed for the monastery and became Lord 
Chancellor. 5 

The broader view of More as various historians and his own writings reveal 

him restores a fuller interpretation of More, one which might have made him 

the centerpiece of an even stronger play. 

Robert Bolt, in the tradition of George Bernard Shaw, has written 

extensive introductions to the book editions of his historical plays. Although 

the playgoer may not be aware of what Bolt wanted to convey in his play, the 

reader of the play is given an explanation of background, purpose, and method. 

In evaluating what Bolt has achieved, it is only fair to take into account what 

he intended to achieve. To quibble over precise historical accuracy when he 

was not seeking to reproduce a particular historic period and its people does 

Bolt an injustice. Whether or not it is valid to use an historical period or 

person for one's own purposes may be open to question, but such ethical 

5Richard Marius, Thomas More: A Biography (New York: 
Knopf, 1985), 519. 
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considerations are not within the scope of this paper. It is fruitful, however, to 

consider whether Bolt's intentions might have been achieved with more historic 

accuracy. 

In Historical Drama, Herbert Lindenberger has said, "historical plays 

are at least as much a comment on the playwright's own times as on the 

periods about which they are ostensibly written. "6 This is certainly true of A 

Man For All Seasons.7 Bolt has made no mystery of his intentions. In the 

early 1950s, when he was writing the radio play which preceded the stage play, 

he was very disturbed by what responses to the Atomic Age and the Cold War 

were revealing about modern man. In the Preface to the play he writes, "we 

no longer have, as past societies have had, any picture of individual man ... by 

which to recognize ourselves and against which to measure ourselves; we are 

anything. But if anything, then nothing. "8 He wanted to· give the twentieth 

century a hero, a man who "knew where he began and left off, what areas of 

himself he could yield to the encroachments of his enemies, and what to the 

encroachments of those he loved. "9 The issue of integrity was not a 

6Herbert Lindenberger, Historical Drama: The Relation of 
Literature and Reality (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1975), 
5. 

7Lindenberger classifies A Man For All Seasons and Osborne's 
Luther as biography rather than strictly history but his observation 
about historical drama fits historical biography equally well. See the 
discussion on page 121 of his Historical Drama. 

8Bolt, Man, xi. 

9Ib'd .. 1 • , XU. 
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philosophical exercise for Bolt, but an individual struggle with serious 

consequences for modern life. In the early 1960s Bolt was arrested in a 

nuclear disarmament demonstration and was jailed. At the time Bolt was 

writing the screenplay of Lawrence of Arabia. When the producer, Sam 

Spiegal, convinced him he owed it to the cast, crew, and backers of the film to 

admit his guilt and pay his fine so he could come out of jail, he did. He was 

deeply distressed by his inability to abide by his own principles and later gave 

away the money he earned on the film. 10 

In his Preface to A Man For All Season Bolt explains why he had to 

find his hero in the past rather than creating a totally fictional present-day 

character. He writes of having tried to create larger than life heroes in two 

earlier plays and finding that those characters gave the play 

uncharitable, pretentious overtones. So for this one I took a 
historical setting in the hope that the distance of years would give 
me Dutch courage, and enable me to treat my characters in a 
properly heroic, properly theatrical manner .11 

In the Preface to his later historical play, Vivat! Vivat Regina!, based on the 

relationship between Queen Elizabeth and Mary, Queen of Scots, Bolt 

articulated another reason for a dramatist to set a play in the past, a reason 

which was certainly clear to him at the time he wrote A Man For All Seasons. 

10 Ronald Hayman, Robert Bolt Contemporary Playwrights 
Series (London: Heinemann, 1969), 13. 

11B 1 M .. o t, __ill!, xvn. 
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The audience brings a special credulity to a history play .... We 
are additionally moved when an actor plays out the noble death of 
an historical character by the knowledge that some such person 
did indeed make some such death. And the playwright exploits 
this. 12 

Characters and events are given credibility by being based on actual historical 

persons and incidents. What we know of the aftermath of historical events 

gives them added significance. Bolt sees this not only as an opportunity, but 

also as a responsibility. 

The historical dramatist, though not a historian, owes both his 
characters and his audience historical accuracy. The duty to the 
characters is merely spiritual fair play with those who have given 
him his story and animated it with their energy. 13 

While Bolt undoubtedly believed this, he did not always follow through 

faithfully in the face of dramatic necessity. 

In his directions for the staging of his play and also in the use of the 

Common Man as a multipurpose character and commentator, Bolt has given the 

clues that he is not simply recreating history on the stage to teach us about the 

Tudors, or creating an historical pageant to stir patriotic feelings or to entertain 

us with spectacle. He is not only protecting himself from accusations of 

falsifying history, but also pointing to the function he wishes the play to serve 

for the modem audience. In the Preface to A Man For All Seasons he 

acknowl_edges his debt to Bertolt Brecht by calling his method a "bastardized 

version" of Brecht's alienation techniques. In brief, the alienation techniques 

12Robert Bolt, Vivat! Vivat Regina!: A Play in Two Acts (New 
York: Random House, 1971) vii. 

131b.d .. 
1 . , Vll. 
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are those elements in the play which remind the playgoer constantly that he or 

she is watching a play and not seeing a slice of real life. The purpose, most 

simply put, is to make playgoers engage with the play with their minds as well 

as with their feelings, to realize that the playwright is trying to say something 

which they need to hear and act upon. 

The character of the Common Man is an obvious alienation device. His 

comments on the action, like those of the chorus in Greek drama, serve to 

make us reflect. He is also useful for conveying information which would be 

unnatural in the dialogue between characters. He continually reminds us that 

we are watching a play; he also continually reminds us that this particular play 

is about people who really lived and things which really happened. 

Bolt also makes the scene changes obvious and theatrical. A bare set 

with several levels and playing areas is decorated to suggest particular locales, 

and in the trial scene the abrupt insertion of banners and heraldic trappings is 

clearly symbolic. The props help suggest the location, but there is no attempt 

to reproduce the real furnishings of a manor house, of Wolsey's residence, or 

of Westminster Hall. Bolt wants us to be able to see ourselves in the people on _ 

the stage. He has suggested simple costumes rather than reproductions of 

Tudor style. 

Plain colors should be used, thus scarlet for the Cardinal, gray 
for More, gold for the King, green for the Duke, blue for 
Margaret, black and pinstripe for the administrators Rich and 
Cromwell. 14 

14 Bolt, Man, xxv. 
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Although Bolt wants us to use our minds, this play is not primarily a 

cerebral exercise. He wants us to "feel" More's heroic stature as well as to 

admire it as a model. To do this he concentrates on a "bold and beautiful 

verbal architecture," which is achieved by using many of More's own words. 

He also employs a metaphorical structure which acts primarily on the emotions. 

In the Preface to the play he says, "It's the nature of imagery to work, in 

performance at any rate, unconsciously .... a play is more like a poem than a 

straight narration." 15 The dominant image is that of water. Bolt says when 

he wanted to portray the "terrifying cosmos" we all inhabit, 

I took the largest, most alien, least formulated thing I know, the 
sea and water. The references to ships, rivers, currents, tides, 
navigation, and so on, are all used for this purpose. 16 

The riverside scenes are depicted by the projection on the back of the stage of 

the shimmering, moving, reflections from moonlit water which gives visual 

impact to the metaphor. King Henry arrives at Chelsea by the river, not by the 

road, emphasizing his dangerous changeability. What is more, he proudly 

announces that his feet are soiled by the river mud. 17 

Looking at the way A Man For All Seasons conforms to or contrasts 

with some of the conventions of historical drama is helpful in understanding 

both Bolt's purpose and his structure. Lindenberger sees ceremonial dramas, 

15Ibid., xvii. 

16Ib'd . .. 1 . , XVl, XVU. 

17For a detailed study of the water metaphors in the play, see 
Joseph McElrath's article "The Metaphoric Structure of A Man For All 
Seasons in Modern Drama, May, 1971. 
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historic plays which make much of the trappings and ceremonies of power, as 

plays whose purpose is to affirm public values. 18 A Man For All Seasons is 

clearly not historical spectacle of this kind. Bolt's purpose is to affirm private, 

individual values even when they stand in opposition to public values as More's 

do. To be sure we get his point, Bolt makes farce of the beginning of the only 

"spectacle" in the play, the trial scene. He has Cromwell preside as a kind of 

ringmaster over the placing of the props as he, the man whom we have just 

seen subverting justice, declaims a stirring paean to English justice. 

The focus on the private repercussions of public events in A Man For 

All Seasons turns our attention from historical issues to individual and personal 

issues, those which persist from era to era, including our own. Bolt wants to 

concentrate our sympathies on More. He keeps the play focused on his main 

character by having all of the major historical events take place off the stage 

with the exception of More's trial and execution, events in which he is the 

central figure. In other scenes various characters bring information about what 

is happening in the political world. The events in themselves derive their 

importance from the affect they have on the characters on stage, chiefly on 

More himself. 

The device of diverting attention from the larger, historic issues serves 

Bolt's dramatic purpose of focusing on More, but in the process leads to 

misunderstanding of the historical More in the context of his religious faith and 

outlook. The clash of the medieval with the emerging modern world, the 

18Lindenberger, 119. 
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struggle over England's religious establishment, the search for equilibrium 

between the power of the church and the power of the state are all issues which 

gave rise to the situation in which the historical More found himself. 19 

By showing Henry VIII in one private scene only, Bolt also perpetuates the 

erroneous conception that the English Reformation was brought on chiefly by 

Henry's lust. He makes a few general references to the corruption of the 

church and shows us that corruption in Wolsey, and to some extent in 

Cranmer, but the evil Bolt shows us in both men is that they are out to bring 

down this "good" man if he will not agree with them. With no indication of 

the genuine reforming aspects of English religious history, the playwright 

sidesteps More's views of heresy, which would make him considerably less 

attractive to an audience raised with more tolerance for religious diversity. 

One further dramatic convention has shaped A Man For All Seasons. 

Because of the circumstances of the death of the historical More and Bolt's use 

of him as an example of personal integrity of the highest order, More as martyr 

is unavoidably called to mind. Robert Bolt is an agnostic with Protestant roots. 

In writing the play he was not seeking to confirm More in the role of Christian 

martyr. However, both the historical More and Bolt's More fit the definition 

of a martyr as "one who dies for an idea and is sentenced to death by the tyrant 

19Bolt shows his modern viewpoint here. Lindenberger 
observes, "the biographical emphasis of modern historical plays ... is an 
extension of the psychological inquisitiveness which has accompanied 
the domination of private ... experience within all forms of literature 
during the last two centuries.", 122. 
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who holds power. "20 Plays primarily about tyrants take their model from the 

religious play cycles which told the story of Herod; the martyr play is modeled 

on the gospel stories of the suffering, death and transcendence of Christ. The 

two types were often combined in a single play as tyrant characters need 

martyrs to demonstrate the totality of their power, and martyrs need tyrants to 

justify and define their martyrdom. Today's tyrant is most likely to be the 

embodiment of an oppressive political system. 21 

More has many characteristics of the old-fashioned martyr of drama 

rather than those of a modern, anti-hero or victim. Martyrs are prone to talk 

more than take action. As Lindenberger puts it, "Given the high degree of 

physical passivity which a martyr's role requires, a stoic stance, as though in 

compensation, allows him a maximum amount of verbal activity. "22 Bolt has 

as his subject a man whose "verbal activity" was impressive to say the least. 

Lindenberger points out that the very act of martyrdom has an inherent 

theatricality. The contemporary playwright has to temper this for a modern 

audience. As Shaw tones down the melodrama in Saint Joan by emphasizing 

Joan's high-spiritedness, Bolt controls it by emphasizing More's ironic sense of 

humor and his aura of calm. The modern version of the ranting tyrant of old is 

20Ibid., 40. 

21The material on martyrs and tyrants is based on Lindenberger, 
pages 39-52. It is interesting to note in this context that many 
Americans thought A Man For All Seasons was inspired by Senator 
Joseph McCarthy and the anti-Leftist trials of the 1950s. Bolt denies 
any direct connection. 

22Ibid., 47. 
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likely to be the bureaucrat, the small-minded person of petty ambition. Joan's 

and More's opponents are of this sort. 

The aspect of the typical martyr play which is missing from Bolt's 

version is the transformation of the hero into martyr. One way this has been 

. done in the past is to show the martyr overcoming worldly temptations, moving 

farther and farther from worldly concerns until, in the end, he or she appears 

superhuman. "The typical internal action of a martyr play is a movement 

'upward' as the martyr rids himself of earthly things and readjusts his desires 

toward more spiritual endeavors. "23 More's attitude toward the world at the 

end of the play is much the same as it was at the beginning, although Bolt 

writes the execution scene to echo Christ on the way to the cross. In the life of 

the historical More, particularly in his months in the Tower, such a movement 

"upward" is evident. That we see little change in Bolt's More through the 

course of the play represents an opportunity for deepening the play which Bolt 

missed. 

With a general understanding of Bolt's purpose and method in writing A 

Man For All Seasons, and of some of the dramatic conventions which are 

reflected in the play, we now tum to Thomas More himself, as historians see 

him, and as Robert Bolt has re-created him to make him a model of integrity 

for the mid twentieth century. 

23Ibid., 45. 
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Chapter One 

Thomas More: Secular Hero, Troubled Saint 

In A Man For All Seasons Robert Bolt uses only the last nine years of 

Thomas More's life, those years which culminated in a crucial moral choice. 

More's life before the play begins is, in one sense, irrelevant to the audience. 

As a dramatist, Bolt must be able to present within the play itself all that needs 

to be known about More to support the theme of individual conscience and 

integrity. Bolt must be given credit for packing a good deal of information 

about Sir Thomas More into the play without creating a documentary. For 

example, More's law background is reflected in his many speeches about the 

law as the guardian of social order. His incorruptability as a judge is 

illustrated in the failure of Cromwell to prove More took a bribe. Bolt makes 

a masterful use of More's own words, as reported in Roper's biography and 

recorded in More's letters and other writings. He matches More's style in the 

use of language so well that the speeches Bolt invented can only be sorted out 

from the ones he borrowed by finding the sources of More's actual words. Yet 

Bolt chose to leave out much of the ambiguity and paradox of the historic 

More. He simplified a complex man and a complex situation into a 

confrontation between More's integrity as an individual and the pragmatic 

relativism of the villain of the piece, Thomas Cromwell. 

It must be noted that, writing in the 1950s, Bolt did not have the benefit 

of the more recent biographies which reveal More's weaknesses more clearly. 
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Yet, given his intentions, it seems unlikely he would have made much use of 

them. Bolt's selection of material has created a nearly flawless hero with a 

firm and unwavering sense of where he stands and who he is. A Man for All 

Seasons gives no real sense of More as a servant of the Crown. Bolt 

essentially omits the religious side of More which shows he was at least as 

much medieval as he was modem in outlook. He avoids showing us the More 

who could be politically ambitious, rigid, cruel, and spiritually troubled. A 

general appraisal of these important aspects of More's biography and the effect 

of their omission is the subject of this chapter. 

In filling in the portions of More's biography which Bolt omitted, it is 

necessary to acknowledge that the biographical material which has shaped the 

picture we have of More must be approached skeptically. Up to this century 

most of the biographies were based on the same few early biographies. These 

biographies, all written by Catholic apologists, provide anecdotes which reveal 

More's personality rather than recording a comprehensive account of his life. 

While these biographies were not cast in the form of the traditional 

hagiography, the material in them did nothing to cast any doubt on More's 

saintliness. The selection of material reflects favorably on More; unflattering 

material which is known to have been available to the biographers was 
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omitted, 1 and some stories were invented. For a more detailed account of four 

early biographies see Appendix C. 

In recent years, access to various state papers and the reinterpretation of 

portions of Tudor history have added to, and in some cases, brought into 

question parts of the earlier works. Biographies written in this century range 

from the frankly admiring as those by Chambers and Reynolds to Marius's 

Thomas More which seeks to restore some balance by being very frank about 

More's shortcomings and ambiguities (but sometimes turns suppositions into 

facts), to Ridley' s Statesman and Saint which takes pleasure in removing More 

from a pedestal. Writing A Man For All Seasons before the more recent 

biographies were available, Bolt used Chambers as one of his main sources; it 

is clear from reading the play that he also used Roper's Life and More's 

writings. 

The brief summary of More's life which follows is helpful for 

pinpointing Bolt's omissions. Individual incidents from More's life which Bolt 

has altered for dramatic and ideological purposes will be examined in later 

chapters in connection with the other characters involved in those incidents. 

Thomas More was born in London in February of 1477 or 1478. His 

father was a lawyer and later a judge, his mother the daughter of an alderman 

and sheriff. His paternal grandfather was a butler to a wealthy household. 

The family was a respectable one, moving up in the world. More had a good 

1For example, William Rastell and others omitted or amended the 
letter More wrote to Henry in which he called the Nun of Kent a 
wicked woman. She was, in the eyes of the Catholic Church, a 
martyr. 
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Latin education at St. Anthony's School. When he was twelve his father got 

him a place as a page in the household of John Morton who was the 

Archbishop of Canterbury and Lord Chancellor of England. Here he had the 

opportunity to see and hear many of the most influential men in the realm, and 

here he developed two interests, scholarship and practical politics, which were 

later to cause him inner conflict because the quiet life of the scholar and the 

active life of the public servant were incompatible. Morton was one of the 

leading patrons of the new studies in Greek and was a generally sophisticated 

and cultured man. It was probably through the Cardinal that More later met 

Lord Mountjoy, one of the leading patrons of English Humanist scholars, and 

through Mountjoy, Erasmus. 2 Through Mountjoy and Erasmus he came to 

meet and correspond with other scholars and was encouraged in his own 

scholarship. But he also was drawn to the Cardinal's "political ingenuity and 

diplomatic finesse," to which he paid tribute in his history of the reign of 

Richard III. 3 

Morton, recognizing More's gifts for learning, sent him to Oxford at 

age 14. He was there for only two years when his father called him back to 

London and had him admitted to New Inn to study for a legal career. The law 

and the church were the two paths of upward mobility for the middle class, and 

2 Although there is some controversy as to how close that friendship 
was, the letters that remain from their years of correspondence have 
been a valuable source of information about the two men and their 
contemporaries. 

3 Jasper Ridley, Statesman and Saint: Cardinal Wolsey, Sir Thomas 
More. and the Politics of Henry VIII (New York: Viking,1982), 15. 
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the church meant the taking of Holy Orders, which John More did not want for 

his son.4 More practiced as a barrister from 1499 to 1503 while living at the 

London Charterhouse, a Carthusian religious house. It was during this period 

that More struggled with his own ambiguity about entering religious life, and 

with his father's choice of the legal profession for him. Even after he became 

a lawyer he still had his reservations about the profession. His Utopia did not 

include lawyers. 

By early 1505 More had married Jane Colt, and their four children were 

born between late 1505 and 1509. He was given his first Royal Commission, 

involving trade negotiations with Flemish merchants, in 1509. In 1510 he sat 

as a member of Parliament for London in Henry VIII' s first Parliament. Jane 

More died in 1511 and More married the widow Alice Middleton within a 

month. He continued to practice law while serving as Under-Sheriff for the 

City of London. He was also writing, finishing both the Latin and the English 

versions of his History of Richard III between 1514 and 1518, and Utopia in 

1516. For a time he was able to combine earning a living and holding 

political office with scholarship. However, the sparsity of his writing from 

1518 until 1529 when he began writing treatises in refutation of Protestant 

writings shows that once he entered Henry's service, his public career left him 

little time to pursue his scholarly interests. 

4Chambers says that while More was studying law and living at the 
Charterhouse his father cut off his financial support because he was 
attending more to theology and philosophy than to law. When we look 
at More's religious life we will see what difficulties this conflict caused 
More. R.W.Chambers, Thomas More (London: Jonathan Cape, 
1935). 
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More was a member of the King's council by August 1517. His 

popularity with Londoners was an asset to the council. Because of his skill in 

composing documents and letters, and in public speaking, by early in 1518 

More was serving as Royal Secretary. In the years between 1518 and 1526, 

immediately before A Man For All Seasons begins, he was part of a number of 

Royal Commissions, followed the court both at home and in France in his role 

as Secretary, accompanied Wolsey on matters of state business, sat as a judge 

in Star Chamber, and was chosen Speaker of the House of Commons. In the 

early 1520s More also gave Henry some advice on the writing of the King's 

Defense of the Seven Sacraments. 5 He was made High Steward of Oxford 

University in 1524, High Steward of Cambridge University and Chancellor of 

the Duchy of Lancaster in 1525. On the personal level he saw the marriage of 

his daughter Margaret at age sixteen, to William Roper in 1521, bought the 

estate at Chelsea in 1524, and celebrated the marriage of his two younger 

daughters on September 20, 1525. 

In the years covered by the play, More was busy with public 

responsibilities and writing against heresy. In spring and summer of 1527 he 

accompanied Wolsey and Stephen Gardiner on commissions to treat with 

5The extent of More's help has been debated. It is doubtful 
whether he actually wrote any of it because the style is not his. It is 
likely that Henry discussed questions of theology or biblical scholarship 
with More. Marius believes it likely that More actually framed many 
of the arguments and allowed Henry to believe they were his own. 
Later, when the tract had become an embarrassment to Henry because 
of the break with Rome, there were attempts to assert that More put 
him up to the whole thing. Marius, Thomas More, 279. 
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France. On his return from the last of these trips in the early autumn of 1527, 

Henry sought his opinion on the grounds for annulment of Henry's marriage to 

Catherine. 6 In 1528 More was licensed to read and to keep heretical books in 

order to write responses to them in defense of the Catholic church. These 

refutations of Protestant writings, labeled as the Controversies and marked by 

impassioned and sometimes scurrilous rhetoric, include Dialogue Concerning 

Heresies, Supplication of Souls and the Confutation of Tyndale's Answer. 

On Wolsey's disgrace in October of 1529, More replaced him. He 

received the Great Seal and took the oath as Lord Chancellor of England, the 

first lay Lord Chancellor in many years. Less than two months later More 

signed the forty-four articles brought against Wolsey and denounced him in 

Parliament. While More was Lord Chancellor, following directions from the 

King, he rooted out and saw to the punishment of heretics. In 1531 More, in 

his official capacity as Lord Chancellor, delivered Henry's message about his 

divorce to Parliament but refused to disclose his own opinion. May 15, 1532 

brought the Submission of Clergy which recognized the King's power over the 

clergy. More resigned the Chancellorship the following day on the grounds of 

ill health. 7 

6According to More's letter of 5 March, 1534 to Cromwell this was 
the first time Henry discussed the matter with More although More was 
aware before he went to Calais that some questions were being raised 
about the papal bull in the dispensation. Thomas More, St. Thomas 
More: Selected Letters, ed. Elizabeth Frances Rogers (New Haven: 
Yale University Press, 1961), 206-207. 

7 Anticipating the coming storm over church and state, More had 
been trying to get Norfolk to intercede for him with Henry, to allow . 
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In the spring of 1534 the Act of Succession was drawn up and an oath 

to uphold it was to be sworn by all adult males. 8 More refused to swear the 

oath, which included reference to the King as Supreme Head of the Church in 

England, although he said he was willing to swear to the succession provisions 

themselves. Several days later he was sent to the Tower. Later that year an 

act of attainder against More was drawn up and his property was confiscated. 

Throughout the spring of 1535 many attempts were made to convince him to 

swear to the oath. On July 1, 1535 More was indicted on four counts, 

pleaded innocent, but was found guilty. Early in the morning of July 6 he was 

executed on Tower Hill. 

This brief summary of More's life shows that nearly thirty years of his 

life were spent in service to the King, yet Bolt downplays the public side of 

More; to include it would be to risk showing that More could be personally 

ambitious and could compromise some of his beliefs in order to keep his 

position. We never see More performing his duties for the Crown, although in 

some of his speeches he tells us he is a man who knows how to operate in the 

him to resign on the grounds that his health was poor. The timing of 
his action can indicate nothing other than that Henry had gone too far 
for More. 

81t is quite possible that the stipulation of the oath was made 
precisely to trap More and Fisher. Oaths of loyalty, which was what 
this amounted to, had to this point only been required of those holding 
official positions. Those who came of age after 1534 were never 
required to swear to the oath. "No commissions were ever again issued 
for this purpose, and after the summer of 1534 the oath of Succession 
effectively departs the story of events." G.R. Elton, Policy and Police: 
The Enforcement of the Reformation in the Age of Thomas Cromwell 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1972), 226. 
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political arena. Historians see More's protestations that he entered the King's 

service reluctantly as a kind of ritual coyness. Bolt takes More's words at face 

value. Reluctance is a more becoming trait for a saint than personal ambition. 

To understand something of how and why More entered the King's service is 

to understand how he was torn between the quiet life of the scholar and a 

position of power. 

How is it that More did not continue to practice law to support his 

family and pursue learning for his own satisfaction, but took on the harder and 

ultimately more dangerous demands of public life in service of the Crown? 

The view of the earlier biographies is the one he puts forth himself in Utopia. 9 

In Book I, through the words of Hythloday, he presents all the reasons that it is 

fruitless for wise and learned men to offer their knowledge and wisdom to 

rulers. The core of his argument is that the only advisors a ruler heeds are 

those who give him only that advice he wants to hear, advice which supports 

the ruler's own aims and inclinations. More's reply is that he is aware of the 

difficulties and knows that a councilor cannot change everything for the better, 

9Hexter asserts that the portion of Book I dealing with the role of 
the scholar in government was written in England and was a direct 
result of More's discussions on the matter with Erasmus who was 
staying at More's home at the time. Erasmus looked with little favor 
on scholars being involved with anything but scholarship. J. H Hexter, 
More's Utopia: The Biography of an Idea (New York: Harper, 1965), 
99-102. 
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"but what you cannot tum to good, you should make as little evil as 

possible." 10 

Bolt uses a paraphrase of this line in the play when More responds to Chapuys' 

implication that he might not have done as much as he could in stopping the 

divorce; "Have you considered that what has been done badly, might have 

been done worse, with a different Chancellor. "11 

More also had reason to hope that in this particular court, the court of 

the young Henry VIII, he might be useful. In 1517, when he was on the verge 

of deeper involvement in the government, conditions at the court were 

favorable for accepting the Humanist influence. Queen Catherine, as well as 

the King, encouraged an intellectual atmosphere, having been well-educated 

herself. Many men well acquainted with the New Learning held important 

positions at Court. 12 

Another reason More might have decided to enter the King's service, 

one which fits less well with More as saint, is personal ambition. Guy says 

there is evidence that "far from being the reluctant intellectual who manfully 

e~dured adversity, More instead had steadily worked towards the goal of royal 

service. "13 He would have earned more in his practice of law, money he 

10Thomas More, Utopia, trans. Peter K. Marshall (New York: 
Washington Square Press, 1965), 35. 

11Bolt, Man, 86. 

12G.R.Elton, Reform and Reformation: England 1509-1558 
(Cambridge: Harvard University Press,1977), 46. 

13J. A. Guy, The Public Career of Sir Thomas More (New Haven: 
Yale University Press, 1980), 7. 
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needed for the education and dowries of a growing family, but little by little he 

had to give up his law practice as his business for the King took more and 

more of his time. 14 After two years in the King's service More complained 

he was still not being regularly paid for his work. Yet he did not go back to 

private law practice. He might have been looking ahead to the possibilities of 

future financial reward or of wielding powerful influence. 

Ridley finds in his reading of More's Richard III evidence that More 

found the "political chess game" exciting. 15 Some combination of motives 

most likely account for More's decision to enter the King's service. Evidence 

from Utopia and other sources indicates he certainly had some idealistic aims 

of improving the state. He was also drawn by the lure of being near the seat of 

power, and possibly by the promise of honor and future wealth. We also 

cannot forget that it is not easy to say no to a King as forceful as Henry VIII. 

Once he became Lord Chancellor, the influence for good More might 

have idealistically hoped to exert was limited by two circumstances. One was 

that his chief responsibility as Lord Chancellor was to preside over the Courts 

of Chancery and Star Chamber. This made it difficult and often impossible for 

him to attend council meetings. Of equal significance, he had to remain 

Henry's loyal servant at a time when the test of such loyalty was support for 

14Marius says he was probably offered a retainer to serve the King 
early in 1516 but turned it down because it represented a possible 
conflict of interest with his law practice and did not promise enough 
money to make it worthwhile. Marius, Thomas More, 191. 

15Ridley, 80. 
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the divorce. 16 Since all official policy became linked to the divorce, the only 

way More could survive while not supporting it was to be absolutely beyond 

reproach in complying with the King in all other matters. 

Guy assesses More's great contribution in his legal capacity as his 

rejuvenation of "the ancient theory that judges had a personal duty in 

conscience to see right done by all whose business was entertained in the courts 

they directed. "17 Underlying Bolt's portrayal of the meeting between Henry 

and More is Henry's uneasiness with More's integrity. Perhaps he was playing 

with the idea that the Lord Chancellor was sometimes called "The Conscience 

of the King" . 

The issue of More's honesty as a judge arises in Bolt's play because 

Cromwell seeks to bring him down by accusing him of accepting a bribe. 

There seems little damning evidence available for anyone seeking to find the 

saint's feet of clay in his conduct as a judge. While he may have been 

preferential in hearing cases involving his family, he was capable of finding 

against at least one of them, his son-in-law, Giles Heron. Several stories 

involving the bribe of a valuable cup have been put forth to show More's 

integrity. Gifts to jurists were not considered wrong in the sixteenth century 

provided they were given in gratitude after a favorable finding, or in equal 

amounts by both litigants before a judgement as a kind of informal system of 

fees. More is reported to have accepted a gilt cup in the Vaughan case, 

16Ibid.' 98. 

171bid., 79. 
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thinking it to be a New Year's gift. When he discovered the donor was 

involved in a pending case, he filled the cup with wine, drank the health of the 

donor's wife and gave her back the cup. In another case involving a cup, he 

received a gilt cup from John Gresham who had a pending case in Chancery. 

More sent him back a cup of lesser workmanship but of more value, in one 

gesture cancelling the bribe, keeping the better cup, and rebuking the donor. 18 

Although the cup stories may be anecdotal, More's integrity as a judge has 

been accepted even by those who find other faults in him. 

More's public duties conflicted with his private beliefs long before he 

actually resigned the Chancellorship. The most distasteful of these duties, 

certainly, came in March, 1531 when Henry cruelly required More to go 

before Parliament to make a speech countering those who were saying that 

Henry was seeking the divorce because of his love for a lady. More presented 

the case for the King's religious scruples about his marriage, although when 

asked his own opinion in the debate that followed he stated that he had given 

his opinion to the King and would not give it to anyone else. (More knew, 

however, that his silence implied consent, a legal convention which he was to 

raise in his trial.) Had Bolt included this incident he would have had to show 

More acting against his conscience for the sake of his position, but he would 

have presented an interesting and poignant dilemma: that of the man who must 

bend a little in order to stand against the more crucial gale to come. 

18Guy, 82. 
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Henry also undermined More's pursuit of heretics, instituted at royal insistence. 

"Henry, in his ceaseless search for support, began flirting with some of the 

very heretics which More was seeking to destroy. "19 

It is important to note that More's public career shows a man who 

accepted the game of politics realistically, although, finally, his scruples caused 

him to withdraw from the game. "He knew that in such councils a man must 

temper his speech, and that if he must always speak the truth as he saw it he 

had no place there. "20 Basing the incident on real life, in the play Bolt 

indicates this when More tells Alice that he knows very well how to flatter. 21 

The only times Bolt shows More flattering the great and influential the flattery 

is deliberately ambiguous, even ironic. He praises Henry's music by calling it 

"delightful, but then wipes out the suspicion of empty flattery with his 

comment, "I must in fairness add that my taste in music is reputedly 

deplorable. "22 Bolt shows More's wit in avoiding compromising himself with 

Wolsey and with Henry. The fulsome flattery More is reported to have 

lavished on Wolsey is not included. 

Beyond flattery, More knew how to manipulate the system. As early as 

1516 he urged Lord Mountjoy to write the Archbishop of York and complain 

that Erasmus had not been given a particular benefice. More knew that 

19Marius, Thomas More, 386. 

20Hexter, 131. 

21 Bolt, Man, 59. 

22Ibid., 56. 
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Erasmus did not want that particular post, but the complaints on his behalf 

resulted in his being offered another, better one. 

More had a gift for self-protection. Bolt shows us a man who knows the 

power of saying nothing at all when to speak is dangerous. Historically it was 

more than a matter of silence, however. Although he had no particular grudge 

against Wolsey, he was not averse to "kicking him while he was down," 

leading the attack against him in Parliament to show himself a loyal subject and 

servant to the King. When it came to his own resignation, More was adamant 

that Erasmus publish the letter in which More wrote of his retiring because of 

ill health to counter rumors that he had been forced to resign. His letters from 

prison show a man who was very aware that his letters were being read, 

justifying his actions and constantly affrrming his loyalty to the King. 

Bolt gives us bits of the many-sided More within the limits of a two act 

play, perhaps as many as he could give, yet to omit More's spirituality and 

allegiance to the Roman Catholic Church is to interpret More's stand against 

Henry's divorce in an inappropriately modem context. 23 In the play Wolsey 

makes a passing reference to More's vocation for the monastic life when he 

suggests More should have been a cleric. Later in the play Bolt shows More 

having to be pulled out of a cassock in order to be presentable to meet the 

King. The view of recent historians is that More's strong inclination to a 

religious vocation in his early twenties and his decision to remain in secular life 

23
• This may have been a direct result of Bolt's use of the Chambers 

biography as an important source because Chambers "wrote his entire 
book without giving any serious consideration to More's theology, his 
hatred of heretics, and his fear of hell." Marius, Thomas More, xx. 
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not only changed the course of his life, but also explains the emotional tenor of 

the rest of his life. More's cool discussion of Roper's heretical views in the 

play gives no clue to that side of More which was passionately involved in 

rooting out heresy by whatever means possible. 

Bolt does not deal in any substantive way with the larger religious issues 

of church reform and the growing problem of reconciling the demands of the 

church with the demands of the state. To have included them might have led 

back to the broader, public issues of the time and diluted the focus on More. 

An even more important consideration in creating a play is that to stress the 

religious issues might be to create a hero with whom the audience would have 

more trouble identifying; the twentieth century is not noted for strong and 

systematic religious belief, especially that kind of belief system which does not 

tolerate diversity. There are, however, at least two religious aspects which 

must be included if we are to have anything like a complete picture of More. 

First, More's world view and hence his actions were firmly fixed in his 

religious belief. His refusal to take the oath must be viewed not only as a 

~atter of personal integrity, but as the result of the grounding of his conscience 

in God. Secondly, his personal piety was steeped in a medieval concept of the 

world and the Church, which created conflict with the more worldly aspects of 

More's personality, and that conflict was only resolved as More faced death. 

Richard Marius sums up More's position in relation to the Church in a 

few words. "Thomas More revered the church and its unbroken communion 

from the time of Christ, and found in his devotion to its ancient traditions his 
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own peace with God and his hope for heaven. "24 As a faithful son of the 

Church he believed in the sinful nature of human beings stemming from Adam 

and Eve's Fall, and in Christ's atoning death on the cross. Salvation came 

only through God's grace and obedience to His commandments. The world 

was in a constant struggle between good and evil with a tendency to drift into 

degeneration from the original perfection in which God created man. To arrest 

this drift, God provided new sources of spiritual help. The authority of the 

earthly church represented God's continuing activity in his creation; reliance on 

the Scriptures was not sufficient without the practices and traditions of the 

church evolved through time. Some of these traditions, such as miracles and 

the veneration of relics caused a problem for More in the light of his Humanist 

study. He tended to resolve the problem of explaining miracles by referring 

only to those miracles which were said to have happened in the distant past. 

He met the question of the validity of relics by clinging to dogma; the 

acceptance of relics by so many people testified to God's intention they be 

honored. 

More believed firmly in the reality of Christendom. More's Christianity 

made him a member of a larger geographic reality than England, one which 

was marked by a common historic and spiritual experience and whose ruler 

was God, represented in concrete form by the Holy Catholic Church. The 

concept of Christendom provided the structure of a commonly recognized 

natural law, God's law as pronounced by the Church, which gave the world its 

241bid., 273. 
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order. Furthermore, More believed no local or national legislation could rule 

against the universally recognized laws of the Church. When he fell back on 

his conscience in refusing to swear the oath he was not acting on what we 

would define as freedom of conscience or freedom to think as we like and let 

others do the same. "At the last he made it perfectly plain that by conscience 

he did not mean his right to judge for himself, but his duty to accept a vision 

granted to the great body of Christians. "25 More had a strong need for the 

assurance of unity, of order and control, which the Church represented. 

More was aware the church was in need of reform. He knew that the 

growing anticlericalism in England was being fueled by corrupt priests and by 

the abuse of some church practices such as mortuary fees. The priests in 

Utopia, he wrote, were very holy because they were very few, an observation 

which he followed up years later in A Dialogue Concerning Heresies by 

suggesting that stricter standards of selection for the priesthood was one 

solution to corruption. By 1533, however, More was becoming so fearful of 

the kind of reform legislation which was being proposed that he urged 

maintaining the status quo, lest more harm come from change. He tended to 

underplay the corruption. 

While More was loyal to the Church, he was not a strong supporter of 

the Papacy, which is important in understanding his stand on the divorce. He 

was not supporting the Pope over the King, but what he considered to be the 

law of God over the King. In a letter to Cromwell from the Tower More 

25Elton, Policy, 418. 
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makes his position very clear. The Primacy of the Pope gives the church unity 

but, says More, "Never thought I the Pope above the general council nor never 

have in any book of mine put forth ... greatly the Pope's authority. "26 

One of the sorest points for admirers of Thomas More has been his 

vituperative attitude toward heretics and his cruel treatment of them. 

Biographers have had to come to terms with reports of his personal cruelty to 

those accused of heresy. Recently More's views on heresy have come in for 

considerable psychological analysis. Before we can understand the significance 

of this for understanding More, this portion of More's life must be put into 

larger perspective. 

There seems little question that reports that More physically mistreated 

heretics he was keeping in custody in his house were propaganda released after 

his death to attempt to dampen the sense of outrage at his execution. Marius 

finds the testimony of those who said More had beaten them very questionable, 

although he acknowledges that cruelty exists any time a heretic stands before 

someone who will rejoice at his death. 27 Allowing that the cruelty was more 

mental than physical, no one can deny that More was an implacable foe of 

heresy. Yet to the devout Catholic, heresy was a grave offense against God. 

To stamp out heresy was to save the Church from a dangerous infection and 

26More, Letters, 214. We must remember he was writing from 
prison and wanted to put a position to Cromwell which would not trap 
him in a treason charge. But earlier statements, in other contexts, 
especially his advice to Henry VIII to tone down the strong pro-papal 
position in A Defense of the Seven Sacraments, seem to support what 
he wrote in March of 1534. 

27Marius, Thomas More, 404-406. 
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perhaps even to save the heretic from damnation by encouraging a return to the 

"true" religion. It must also be remembered that he was acting on official 

government policy to search out heretics and either persuade them to recant or 

execute them.28 He was in accord with the majority opinion in the King's 

council. As Lord Chancellor, moreover, he was one of those who shaped the 

policy as to how much time, manpower and money was to be spent in pursuing 

heretics. 

Marius says that too much has been made of the apparent discrepancy 

between More's toleration in religious matters in Utopia and his utter lack of 

toleration less than fifteen years later. There was no total toleration, even in 

Utopia. No one in Utopia was forced to hold the two basic beliefs, belief in 

God and belief in the immortality of the soul. Those who did not, however, 

and who tried to convert others to their lack of belief could be imprisoned or 

made slaves for life. Even more important, at the time More wrote Utopia he 

could not conceive of any serious threat to the Church Universal. By the time 

he persecuted heretics he saw an overwhelming threat to Christendom, against 

which strong action must be taken. 29 

All of these explanations, though reasonable, have not satisfied modern 

biographers. Even allowing for the strident rhetorical voice which was 

customary in such writing, the virulence of his attacks in the treatises does not 

281t is also important to remember that this was an age in which 
people believed there was only one truth. The heretics More 
persecuted also thought they alone possessed the truth and would not 
have treated More any better if their positions had been reversed. 

29Marius, Thomas More, 175. 
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fit with our image of the witty social companion, scholar, and family man. 

The context in which Bolt places More and Roper's discussions on heresy, a 

father-in-law questioning the suitability of a young suitor for his favorite 

daughter, dilutes More's severe attitude toward heresy. Elton puts it well when 

he says, "Confronted with what he passionately believed to be the work of the 

devil, More lost his sense of humor, of perspective, and also of practical 

effect." 30 A number of psychological explanations have been put forth. 

Ridley suggests that More was reacting to his own guilt that he, as a Humanist, 

might have been part of the cause of the growing Protestant heresy, that, as the 

common adage had it, "Humanism had laid the egg which Luther hatched. "31 

Marius sees More's campaign against heretics as an outlet for his 

frustration as he saw Catholic England being sacrificed to the King's will and 

was unable to do anything about it. As things were going, he was forced to 

play "yes" man to the King, and his only safety lay in discreet silence. "His 

silence was like a closed valve ... and the outlet for the explosion was his rage 

against the new religious doctrines and the men propagating them. "32 Given 

More's view of the way the world operated, the break-up of what he saw as the 

lawfulness fostered by the Church was very threatening. Some further clues 

may lie in the area of More's personal piety and his particular spiritual agonies. 

His diatribes against Luther, particularly, suggest this may have been the case. 

30Elton, Reform, 129. 

31Ridley, 119. 

32Marius, Thomas More, 424. 

34 



In many ways More's personal religious practices were typical of the 

moderately devout Catholic of his time. He led nightly prayers for his family 

and servants and built a chapel at Chelsea for the purpose of family religious 

observances. He took seriously his responsibility as a father for the religious 

education of his children, exhorting them to bear tribulation gladly in imitation 

of Christ himself. He set aside one day a week for prayer, study of the 

Scriptures and of devotional works. 

There is also evidence that More felt a strong pull for the monastic life 

as a young man and that his decision to marry instead was one with which he 

was never comfortable. His stay for four years at the London Charterhouse 

with the Chartusians seems to have been a period of testing of his religious 

vocation. He pursued the law and his Greek studies by day, but joined the 

monks' religious observances whenever he could. Because it was at this time 

that he met John Colt's daughters, developed an affection for the second, but 

married the eldest, it appears that he decided that the celibate life was not for 

him. 33 Had it merely been the cloistered life that he saw as too confining he 

could have become a scholar /priest like many of his friends. 

Marius is one who believes that "the ruling drama of More's life" was 

"the deep inner conflict that More's decision [to marry] cost him, the burden of 

guilt that a man of his own uncompromising temperament felt at bowing to the 

33Several writers including Marius suggest that in choosing the 
eldest daughter who held less attraction for him More was not only 
being kind in not leaving her to be an old maid but also mortifying his 
own fleshly desires. 
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demands of the flesh. "34 From a twentieth century, post-Freudian perspective 

this is amply supported by More's actions. After Jane More's death, he re

married very hastily a woman of little physical attractiveness. Marius suggests, 

in his analysis of More's problems with his own sexuality, that her lack of 

sexual attractiveness was one of the things which recommended her to him 

because he would not be tempted, and it is quite likely that they had no sexual 

relations. 35 (It could also mean that with four children, ages two to six, he 

needed another wife quickly and Dame Alice was both convenient and well-to

do). His writings which denounce Luther's marriage to a former nun in the 

coarsest scatological and sexual language also suggest to Marius that More had 

a preoccupation with sexuality as sin. Although there is a rhetorical tradition 

of using the foulest of language to denounce the foulest of sinners, the heretic, 

More outdoes many other writers of anti-heretical tracts. It is also possible that 

More who never took the vows of religious life because he knew he could not 

keep them was angry with Luther and his wife for releasing themselves from 

those very vows. Fox who has made an intensive study of More's writings and 

his life does not deny there may be some truth in allegations that More was 

troubled by his own sexuality, but cautions against seeing this man as 

psychotic. Fox sums up the conflicts in the man thus: 

On one hand he felt a calling towards the ascetic piety of 
medieval Catholicism, on the other he felt drawn towards the new 

34Marius, Thomas More, xxiii. Marius even suggests that More's 
disgust for sexual immorality was behind his opposition to the divorce. 
362-363. 

35lbid. , 220. 
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learning ... one moment he was convinced of the intrinsic 
corruption of the world and the flesh, the next he would seek to 

· enjoy it. 36 

In his conflict over sexuality he was a man of his times. Marius admits 

that More was reflecting the strong veneration for chastity which was a 

traditional if not formal part of the theology of the Medieval Church. Even 

married love was looked on as inferior to chastity in this tradition. Marius 

says, "Many devout Christians did believe that sexuality was a slide into hell, 

and More seems to have been one of them. "37 Moreover, More was much 

influenced by St. Augustine in his youth, and Augustine taught that all 

sensuality was evil. 38 Roper reports that More wore a hair shirt and 

mortified his flesh by whipping himself, a fact which Bolt knew but did not use 

in the play. Louis Martz points out that many lay persons of that era wore hair 

shirts and practiced scourging. 39 However, such practices are viewed in our 

time as signs of pathological self-loathing and would not have enhanced Bolt's 

view of a hero with a modem sense of himself. 

36Alistair Fox, Thomas More: History and Providence (New 
Haven: Yale University Press,1983), 4. 

37Marius, Thomas More, 36. 

381bid.' 36. 

39Louis L. Martz, Thomas More: The Search for the Inner Man 
(New Haven: Yale University Press, 1990). Martz also mentions in 
connection with More's stay at the Charterhouse that it is possible he 
did not actually live there but may have gone there morning and 
evening to pray, which would not have been unusual for a devout 
Catholic. 
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While More had, at the least, an austere attitude toward sexuality, he 

was not a forerunner of the stereotypical image of the seventeenth century 

Puritan. He believed many of the world's pleasures were gifts of God, 

including good company, good food and good wine. Bolt shows us this in the 

frequent references to wine. 

The treatises More wrote after his fall from power demonstrate a more 

profound spirituality growing in More as he neared his death. Bolt chooses to 

show none of this. Instead, the Tower scenes emphasize the relentlessness of 

his enemies and More's attempts to dodge their stratagems. The focus is on 

the practical reasons for a political man to maintain his silence. If treason 

could not be proven against him, his wealth could not be confiscated and his 

family would have some assets. There were also spiritual consequences to 

More's actions. He often expressed fear that if he were to yield too easily to 

the temptation of a martyr's death and declare his position when that was not 

what God was requiring of him, he would be committing suicide.40 

More wrote some of his most moving works after his resignation from 

the Chancellorship. These writings reveal a man who had fought through 

difficult spiritual battles to the calm of certainty. A Treatise Upon the Passion 

of Christ, A Dialogue of Comfort, and De Trisitia Christi were most likely all 

written before More actually entered the Tower, yet they have a far different 

40Bolt alludes to this early in the play when More muses on Rich's 
observations that a man might be bought by suffering. For a moment 
More thinks Rich has presented the profound thought that men are 
sometimes drawn to suffering, but Rich simply means a man might be 
bought by promise of release from suffering. Bolt, Man, 5. 
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tone than the polemical works written not long before them. Fox sees them as 

an "attempt on More's part to disengage and distance himself from the storm 

and stress in which he had been involved, and then an attempt to approach its 

archetypal meaning. "41 He was able to deal with key issues of the faith, such 

as the significance of the Eucharist, without polemics. More importantly for 

his own peace of mind, he was able to see the providence of God in what was 

happening in England. "More had come to feel that the dictum that even the 

just man falls seven times a day and rises again might apply ... to nations as well 

as individuals. "42 God could bring England back to His fold. God's care for 

his creation became more than a pious platitude for More, and he was able to 

shake his tendency to the melancholy engendered by his "tragic sense of the 

apparent futility, injustice and absurdity of the world. "43 

There is no question that had Bolt included more sides of More, 

especially the religious side, he would have had a far different play, one which 

focuses on the difficulty and the ambiguity of goodness. It might have had 

more power than the play as he did write it because we would not have to 

accept More's heroic nature as given but would have seen the dynamics of his 

growth to that stature. The man who struggles not only against corrupt men 

but against the temptation to corruption in his own nature provides more than 

41Fox, 210. 

42lbid., 218. 

43Ibid., 9. 
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an unattainable, saintly, model of integrity; because he was tempted even as we 

are tempted, we may hope to emulate his integrity. 

Robert Bolt shapes his More by his choice of particular words and 

actions and events instead of others he might have chosen. In the same way, 

the choices he made in creating and interpreting the characters who surround 

his hero also serve to mold Bolt's particular version of Sir Thomas More. We 

turn now to those characters. 
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Chapter Two 

Henry VIII: Friend and Foe 

The Henry VIII who strides on stage in Act One, scene six1 of A Man 

For All Seasons will come as a surprise to those in the audience who have been 

raised on the image of Henry as portrayed by Charles Laughton, the gluttonous, 

banqueting King of excess, bloated from dissipation and testy with 

disappointment. The image of the King in his later years as obese and 

coarsened is accurate, but before Henry became that man he was a vigorous, 

physically attractive monarch in control of his world. Robert Bolt shows us 

Henry at his peak. 

Bolt's portrayal of Henry coincides at many points with the historians' 

interpretation of the man because the historical Henry's personality was 

appropriate for the role he plays in A Man For All Seasons. However, as Bolt 

has simplified More's character to emphasize his noble qualities, he has also 

minimized Henry's role in bringing More to the headsman's block. Although it 

could be argued that Henry was the villain in history, he is not the villain in this 

play. By limiting Henry's physical presence to only one scene and by showing 

the vulnerability beneath the bluster, Bolt makes it difficult to see Henry as 

responsible, as the instigator of Cromwell's actions. By revealing Henry's 

1 Scene divisions are taken from the Samuel French edition of the 
play because the scenes are not numbered in the Random House 
edition, although they are clearly separated by changes of location and 
characters. The Synopsis of Scenes from the French edition may be 
found in Appendix A. 
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charming as well as his imperious side, Bolt also shows that More's inability to 

endorse the King's marriage to Anne Boleyn is not only politically dangerous, 

but is also a cause for personal regret, even sorrow. Contrasting with Henry's 

brief appearance in the play, Cromwell and his catspaw, Rich, are given 

importance as More's persecutors by being the only two characters present in all 

three of the scenes in which More is not present. Since the audience is likely to 

know far less about the historic Cromwell than about Henry VIII, Bolt may have 

felt less compunction in altering his character. 

It is not necessary to go over Henry's biography, as the facts of his life 

are generally known and easily available. Two aspects of Henry's life which 

touch directly on the play are the topic of this chapter: Henry's personality, 

especially during the time covered by the play, and the impact of Henry's 

relationship with Sir Thomas More on the course of events which led to More's 

execution. 

When Henry VIII came to the throne in 1509 at the age of eighteen there 

was good reason for England to rejoice. For the first time in nearly one 

hundred years the Crown had changed hands legitimately, under peaceful 

circumstances. In addition, in a time when the physical appearance of the King 

was believed to be a reflection of his inner qualities, the country was blessed 

with a King of imposing stature, and vigorous, attractive appearance. When it 

suited him, he could be a person of great personal charm. He was intelligent, 

spoke several languages, and composed music as well as having abundant gifts 

as athlete and sportsman. The Humanists welcomed him as the patron of a 

glorious new era of peace and culture. 
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Understandably, no one was focusing on Henry's very real liabilities. 

Until his older brother Arthur died he was not expected to inherit the throne, so 

he had been given little education in state affairs or opportunity to exercise any 

kind of responsibility. By marrying his brother's widow, Catherine, who was 

the aunt of the Holy Roman Emperor, Charles V, he limited England's freedom 

of action in European affairs. The marriage itself was to become the major 

preoccupation of the middle years of his reign. Probably chief of all his 

liabilities was his personality, which was marked with impetuosity, willfulness, 

stubbornness, and the need to manipulate others. The Humanists, who longed 

for a peaceloving patron of the arts and of learning soon discovered that Henry 

was more inclined to be a warrior King, eager to commit England to war with 

France once more. Scarisbrick observes, "If Henry ever felt the pull of the 

ideal Christian prince, the man of peace and justice, he felt, too, the call of the 

chivalrous and spectacular. "2 How little he really understood Tudor Humanism 

was clear when he allowed the wealth of the dissolved monastic houses to be 

used to finance war and to make the wealthy even wealthier, rather than to help 

the poor and improve education. 3 

By mid-1514 Wolsey had become Henry's chief advisor. His rise is 

explained in large part because he was not only very able, but was also willing 

to take the day-to-day responsibilities of government off the King's shoulder, 

leaving the young King free to pursue whatever he wished, which was usually 

2 J. J. Scarisbrick, Henry VIII (Berkeley, University of California 
Press, 1968), 23. 

3lbid.' 522. 
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his own amusement. Wolsey prepared digests of reports and summaries of 

treaties, and wrote the King's letters, which Henry had only to sign. 

Sometimes business was held up for days or weeks because Henry couldn't be 

bothered to sign them. Yet even during this period Henry could and did, when 

it interested him, take over affairs with energy and a keen grasp of situations. 

Another reason Henry was often content to leave decisions to Wolsey was 

that he had a lifelong problem with making decisions. He put them off as long 

as possible and then, when pressed, made them quickly in a way that was almost 

always "structured and ritualized. "4 He was not an innovator, and once he 

settled on a decision there was no changing his mind. Lacey Baldwin Smith 

sees this not as stubbornness so much as a defense against his own doubt. He 

sought constant approval, and when things went sour he was quick to blame 

others.5 

Henry's method of dominating others was highly manipulative, working 

on the psychological level by "striking at the emotions, nurturing fear and 

insecurity, catering to each man's secret aspiration, searching out hidden envy 

and spite. "6 He had a gift for making each man believe he was a particular 

favorite, but could never forgive the person he felt had wronged him. The 

historic Henry's insistence that More must conform or die was in part based in 

his own anger at what he saw as the worst kind of disloyalty. 

4Lacey Baldwin Smith, Henry VIII: The Mask of Royalty 
(Chicago: Academy Chicago, 1982), 106. 

5lbid.' 107. 

6lbid.' 28-29. 
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By the time of the play Henry had matured and begun to exert some real 

control. His early days as a playboy King tend to make us forget that by his 

early thirties 11 he was the true source of the really important events of his reign-

the wars, the divorce, the breach with Rome. 117 

Bolt's chronology is vague at the end of Act One so it is impossible to set 

scene six in the context of Henry's pursuit of the divorce from Catherine except 

in a very general way, but the content of the scene reveals that Henry has 

reached the point of frustration because progress has been stalled. 

Henry's marriage to Catherine was initially happy. Although she was his 

brother's widow, five years his senior and of no compelling beauty, she was an 

intelligent and able companion. She also produced a number of children, 

including as many as three sons, but only one child, the princess Mary, survived 

to adulthood. Warnicke points out that the deaths and stillbirths were more than 

medical and personal tragedies to people of that time; they were a reflection of 

God's will and His favor. Henry definitely believed in the link between his lack 

of an heir and God's will and began to look for the evil which had brought this 

upon him. The problem, as David Loades so aptly puts it, was 11 Catherine was 

not given to sin and Henry was not given to recognizing it, 11 8 at least not in 

himself. 

The sequence of events which resulted in the dilemma over the divorce 

and its ultimate solution in the break from Rome may be briefly summarized as 

71bid.' 46. 

8David Loades, The Tudor Court (Totowa, NJ: Barnes and Noble, 
1987), 12. 
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follows. By 1525 Henry had publicly made the Princess Mary his heir, which 

indicates he had lost hope that Catherine, who had not become pregnant in 

nearly ten years, would bear him a living male child. He needed a new, and 

fertile, wife. 9 There is considerable disagreement among historians as to 

precisely when Anne Boleyn entered this situation and made it volatile, but the 

probability is that Anne had come to Henry's notice by the spring of 1527, if not 

sooner. 10 

Although there are conflicting stories as to who first raised questions on 

the validity of the marriage, Henry's doubts prompted the questions. The doubts 

were based on Leviticus 18: 16 and 20: 21 which forbade a man's marrying his 

brother's widow. The appeal to the Pope to declare the marriage invalid was 

based on the reasoning that the earlier Pope who had given Henry a dispensation 

to marry Catherine had no authority to do so because the passage in Leviticus 

represented a Divine Law from which even a Pope could not release the 

believer. The situation was complicated by the contradictory text, Deuteronomy 

25: 5, which decreed that if a man died before he had a son, it was his brother's 

duty to take the man's widow as wife and have a son by her for his brother. 

9
" Having concluded to his satisfaction that his union with Catherine 

was invalid, he surely had begun to observe the ladies around him in 
a new light, that is from the perspective of an unmarried man. " Retha 
M. Wamicke, The Rise and Fall of Anne Boleyn: Family Politics at 
the Court of Henry VIII (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
1989), 57. 

10Bolt shows the affair well under way by spring of 1526, and 
Scarisbrick thinks it could have started as early as 1525 or 1526. 
Anne's biographers, Ives and Wamicke, wanting to absolve Anne of 
responsibility for causing the divorce, date it later. 
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Henry's appeal to Rome was made infinitely more complex because the 

Pope, caught in the middle of continental politics, could ill afford to offend 

Charles V by finding against his aunt, Catherine. By the time it was apparent 

that concern with the well-being of his aunt was low on Charles's list of 

priorities, Henry's petition for annulment had become part of the larger 

question, to what extent was England still answerable to the Pope in Rome. 

The relation of the English Church to Rome, Cromwell's rise to power, 

and the commitment of Parliament under Cromwell's influence to broad changes 

in the relations between Church and State in England, are much too complex to 

discuss here. Bolt has compressed the various events and Parliamentary acts 

which brought about the separation of the English Church from Rome and 

resulted in Henry's being declared to be the Supreme Head of the Church in 

England. He uses only those events which directly affected what More had to 

do, the Submission of the Clergy which was the occasion of More's resignation 

and the Succession Act and its mandatory oath which brought about his death. 

By the time Bolt sets the meeting between Henry and More, Henry had 

probably realized that the only solution to his problem was a break with Rome. 

Wolsey's attempt to annul the marriage at the legatine court he assembled at 

Blackfriars in July of 1529 had failed dismally. Catherine had appeared at 

Blackfriars, but left after asserting her marriage was valid and refusing to quietly 

enter a convent for Henry's convenience. The Pope had compelling reasons to 

delay ruling, both theological and political. Scarisbrick says that from the 

summer of 1530 Henry was in control and was setting the pace of the actions, 

but that he did not dare implement the only remaining solution, at least in part 
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because his councilors were not behind him. 11 He was, however, more and 

more vehement about his royal prerogatives and was declaring openly that the 

Pope had no right to summon him to Rome for hearings on the divorce. 

Bolt shows us Henry at about forty. He has rid himself of Wolsey and is 

now trying to find more effective help in achieving the annulment of his 

marriage to Catherine. The understanding of a mature man is in the words with 

which Bolt has him address More. 

There are those like Norfolk who follow me because I wear the 
Crown, and there are those like Master Cromwell who follow me 
because they are jackals with sharp teeth and I am their lion, and 
there is a mass that follows me because it follows anything that 
moves--and there is you. 12 

The motives and flattery of his followers have not escaped him. Yet the young 

man who still wants to play is there too in this scene in his enjoyment of the role 

of a sailor, complete with appropriate uniform (his version, fittingly, in cloth of 

gold) and captain's whistle.13 His insecurity shows in his need to get More to 

compliment his music. 

As Bolt portrays Henry quite accurately in a short scene, so also does he 

capture much of the quality of the relationship between the two men. More had 

known Henry when the King was a child. More is reported to have taken 

11Scarisbrick, 291-292. Guy, a fan of Cromwell's, sees it 
differently. . He says Cromwell was aware the break must be made but 
could not convince Henry until just before More resigned. 

12Bolt, Man, 55. 

13When the ship The Great Harry was launched in 1514, Henry 
actually did pilot her wearing a sailor's shirt of the finest lawn and a 
golden whistle around his neck. Elton, Reform, 33. 

48 



Erasmus to meet the royal children at Eltham Palace in 1499. That this was so 

easily arranged indicates that More was not a stranger to the royal family. 14 

More saw Henry's accession to the throne as presenting great possibilities for 

bringing "the light of learning and faith to bear on the doings of the powers. " 15 

The King and Queen delighted in More's company. According to Roper, when 

More joined the council the King had numerous conversations with him on 

astronomy, geometry, divinity, and politics. At one point, More's presence at 

court was so much in demand that he found himself rarely able to get home to 

be with his family. He solved the problem by becoming silent and less mirthful 

so he was no longer such good company and his presence was not requested as 

often. 16 More understood how to make Henry think something was his own 

idea, a wise tactic with this King. 

Although Henry certainly recognized More's abilities, his appointment of 

More to be Lord Chancellor was chiefly a political move. He wanted a Lord 

Chancellor who was a layman and was yet not aligned with any of the court 

factions. More had already discussed with Henry his reservations about the 

divorce upon his return from Cambrai in the fall of 1527. The issue had 

probably come up again, perhaps several times, and Henry asked More to 

consult with others who might persuade him. When More was asked to be Lord 

14Marius, Thomas More, 44-45. 

15Elton, Reform, 15. 

16William Roper, The Life of Sir Thomas More in Two Early 
Tudor Lives, eds. Richard S. Sylvester and Davis P. Harding (New 
Haven, Yale University Press), 202. 
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Chancellor he raised the question of his opposition to the King because he had 

not altered his opinion about the grounds for an annulment, despite counsel from 

various men including the King's almoner, Edward Fox. Henry promised not to 

trouble him over this particular matter of conscience. It seems strange that 

Henry would appoint a man as Lord Chancellor under these conditions. Yet it 

was not uncommon for Henry to allow his advisors freedom of decision in 

particular matters. When More himself refused the post as ambassador to Spain 

because he did not want to leave his family, Henry bore him no ill will. When 

Sir Richard Wingfield who went in More's place died in Spain, More was even 

chosen to succeed him as Chancellor of the Duchy of Lancaster. Yet in such a 

crucial matter it seems more likely that Henry had the supreme confidence that 

he could change More's mind, and change it more easily if More were in a 

position for which he owed Henry gratitude. 17 

Bolt makes use of Roper's report that Henry was seen walking in the 

garden at Chelsea with his arm around More's shoulders. As Roper tells it, this 

incident happened before More became Lord Chancellor. 18 This was 

apparently not a frequent gesture of Henry's and so may be taken as a sign of 

his particular fondness for More. The point of Roper's story, however, is the 

17Henry "would promise freedom of conscience to those who he 
could not easily bend to his will and then later play upon their gratitude 
to extract a compliance which he could never have extracted by force. " 
Chambers, Thomas More, 237. 

18 Chambers says the timing probably indicates it was war 
financing and not the divorce which was the subject of the discussion. 
212. Bolt places the incident after More assumed the post so that the 
characters can discuss the divorce. 
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comment More made afterward, revealing he knew just how far the King's 

friendship could be trusted. 

I find his grace my very good lord indeed; and I believe he doth as 
singularly favor me as any subject within this realm. Howbeit, 
son Roper, I may tell thee I have no cause to be proud therof, for 
if my head could win him a castle in France .. .it should not fail to 
go.19 

Throughout the scene between More and Henry, the King tries various 

methods of manipulating his Lord Chancellor. He compliments his honesty, he 

promises him further favor, he reproves him for not understanding the black and 

white issue of the divorce, he teases him, and he threatens him by saying that 

those who say Catherine is his wife "are not only liars ... but traitors! "20 

Finally, he plays the part of the pouting child whose friend will not agree with 

him by leaving without eating the feast which has been prepared for him. Bolt 

shows us the precarious nature of the king's favor in the way his Henry 

alternates between cajoling and threatening, between sadness and bluster. The 

sadness seems genuine. Henry does respect More, as the historical Henry 

certainly did, for his scholarship, wit, and judgement. 

The play does not give any substantial understanding of Henry's role in 

More's arrest, imprisonment and death. Historically, Henry's bitterness against 

those who would not support him grew in proportion to the length of time they 

held out. While More was in the world he was a potential center of opposition 

even if he wrote or spoke nothing of the matter. Imprisoning him and limiting 

19Roper, 208. 

20Bolt, Man, 57. 
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his contact with the world could control any overt action but it could not dampen 

his effectiveness as a symbol of resistance. Scarisbrick says that it is likely that 

Henry was behind the inclusion of the word "malicious" in the act which made it 

treason to "maliciously" deny the Succession Act. It was a way of getting 

around an aversion to condemning people for their words, and even their 

silences, as well as their actions. "Those who were not explicitly for him were 

against him, and he could not rest until they were destroyed. "21 Marius, 

observing that "Henry often lashed out when he received bad news," sees it as 

significant that More was called to take the oath only days after Henry received 

the news that Clement VII had ruled his marriage to Catherine valid.22 Smith 

suggests that the strength of Henry's anger against More is explained by Henry's 

own "compulsive need to wall out doubt. "23 As long as More lived Henry was 

reminded that he might be going against the will of God. The catch was that as 

soon as More was dead he could become a martyr. None of this interweaving 

of motives figures in Bolt's play since Henry does not appear in Act Two. 

Both film versions include scenes in which Henry is seen later in the action. It 

is an interesting reflection on Bolt's use of Henry that both these additions also 

emphasize the personal ties between More and Henry and not Henry's role in 

More's trial and death. In the 1966 motion picture, as Henry is celebrating his 

21Scarisbrick, 332. 

22Marius, Thomas More, 466. Another example is seen in the 
execution of John Fisher. The Pope thought making him a Cardinal 
might save him but ironically it seems to have angered Henry into 
pressing for his death. 

23Smith, 124-125. 
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marriage to Anne Boleyn, he sees a man across the room and calls out with 

delight "Thomas. " The expression of deep disappointment on the King's face as 

the man turns and he sees it is not More is a vivid portrayal of how important 

More's friendship is to the King. 24 In the 1988 film Henry sits, hidden by a 

curtain, in a gallery overlooking Westminster Hall during More's trial. 25 His 

sorrow at the verdict is acute. Even though the King appears in the films nearer 

to the time that More will be forced to submit or die, there is little sense that he 

is responsible. 

The scene between the two men is an engaging one. Bolt creates a sense 

of anguish that these two men who are otherwise well disposed toward each 

other cannot agree on a matter of utmost importance to them both. He uses -the 

scene to build his hero because in this scene we see a man of such powerful 

conviction that he will not back down under the pressure of either pleas or 

threats from a King. We also see a man who is tender-hearted enough that he is 

personally sorry for the pain he is causing. By emphasizing Henry's impetuosity 

and vulnerability, he shifts the burden of the villainy to less likeable shoulders. 

24A Man For All Seasons, Dir. by Fred Zinneman. With Paul 
Scofield. Columbia, 1966. More was sent money to buy a new gown 
for the festivities by friends who thought it dangerous if he did not 
attend. Although he bought the gown, he did not attend, making his 
opposition to the marriage plain by his absence. 

25A Man For All Seasons, Dir. Charlton Heston. With Charlton 
Heston. Turner Television Network, 1988. 
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Chapter Three 

The Villains: Machiavellian, Weakling, and Spy 

If Bolt's characterization of Henry VIII removes the burden of blame for 

More's death from the King, it is to place it squarely on Thomas Cromwell. 

Cromwell and Richard Rich are the villains of Bolt's play. Skulking around 

their villainy for his own purposes is Eustace Chapuys. The three appear 

together a number of times, but each has a slightly different function from the 

others in relation to Thomas More. Cromwell is the central villain, the man 

without principle who brings More down. Richard Rich provides the metaphor 

of rising and falling fortunes and enhances by contrast the theme of integrity. 

Chapuys adds to the theme of conspiracy with his spying, and becomes More's 

tempter into conspiracy. While Bolt uses a number of actual incidents from 

history in connection with these characters, he has had to invent or alter 

considerably to use them as he does. 

Bolt's portrayal of Cromwell reveals only the barest hint of a single 

redeeming quality--that he recognizes More's incorruptibility and gives it 

grudging admiration. Although it is Henry whose decisions bring about More's 

death, Cromwell is the antagonist of the play. While the Henry we see is vain 

and unpredictable, he has a boyish charm which makes him, on the whole, 

likeable. Cromwell is not likeable. He plots to find evidence against More 

which will stick; he spies on More, using More's own servants; he draws in 

the ambitious but floundering Rich and makes him a tool of conspiracy. For 

Cromwell to fill his dramatic role Bolt must show us his sinister motives, not 
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his dedication to legal procedure, his administrative skill, nor his genuine 

passion for reform in the English church. He might have been an even more 

interesting villain, however, if we were shown more of his own passion for 

organization and reform. He would then have been a more sophisticated 

villain, a man using evil means to achieve a good end, rather than a 

stereotypical ambitious schemer. 

To analyze Bolt's interpretation of Thomas Cromwell is to raise a 

question. With which historical view should he be compared? Although 

historians are far from unanimous about the other historical persons who appear 

as characters in this play, the disagreements between them are more a matter of 

degree than of substance. For example, while some historians sympathetic to 

Wolsey grant him some genuine, personal religious conviction, even they do 

not go so far as to make him a saint of the church. Assessments of Cromwell, 

on the other hand, vary so much that one wonders if the historians are writing 

about the same person. Was he the petty bureaucrat on a grand scale, a small

minded conspirator, who destroyed anyone to advance his own towering 

ambition, used matters of religion cynically in achieving his ends, and 

manipulated the King like a Svengali? Was he the sincere Protestant who 

masterminded the creation of the Church of England as we know it, a brilliant 

administrator with long range plans for turning England into a model 

parliamentary monarchy? 

Choosing between the two views may be simplified by separating actions 

from motives. Those who approve of the outcome of the actions are more 

generous in attributing positive motives and genuine ability to Cromwell. They 
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concentrate on the concrete achievement; those who find the result of 

Cromwell's actions undesirable are more likely to focus on his motives. To 

what extent Cromwell himself was responsible for particular trends and actions 

and to what extent he only carried out the orders of others is not always clear 

from the historical record. Neither are his motives, although, using modern 

psychological theories, we may infer some of them from what we know of his 

background. In A Man For All Seasons· Bolt focuses entirely on Cromwell's 

baser motives by drawing a character ruled by ambition and expediency, with a 

relish for conspiracy. The playwright has chosen his villain. 

To fully appreciate the extent to which Bolt has stripped Cromwell of 

any redeeming qualities, it is useful to look at his background and some of his 

achievements. Cromwell's background testifies to his status as a self-made 

man. His father was something more than the "farrier" he is called in the play. 

He was also a fuller and a brewer which suggests that he was a small 

businessman rather than simply a blacksmith. Cromwell had no formal 

schooling, yet he was a voracious reader, schooled himself in Latin and even a 

little Greek, and could read Italian and French with some skill. He obtained a 

legal education as a member of Gray's Inn when he was nearly forty, just 

shortly before he enters Bolt's play. By 1525 he had become Wolsey's chief 

man of affairs. This alone speaks of his considerable abilities since Wolsey 

recognized administrative gifts when he saw them. The two men worked well 

together because each had a seemingly endless capacity for work. 1 Unlike 

1Neville Williams, The Cardinal and the Secretary: Thomas 
Wolsey and Thomas Cromwell (New York: Macmillan, 197 5), 148. 
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Wolsey, who worried obsessively about his health, Cromwell was physically 

robust and not given to such fretting. While he liked hawking, hunting, 

reading, and card games as occasional changes of pace, his work was his whole 

life. 2 He was a sixteenth century version of today's "workaholic." 

Cromwell entered Henry's service after Wolsey's fall, but before his 

death, in the course of consulting with Henry over the grants of Wolsey's 

property with which the King was awarding loyal courtiers-J ...By October 1530 

Cromwell was a member of the council. His rise, according to Guy, was swift 

because he had practical solutions to implement the new Crown policies in the 

divorce. These policies asserted that historically the Pope had no more power 

over the English King than the King was willing to give him, and that the 

clergy were answerable to the King before the Pope. The succession of acts 

engineered through Parliament by Cromwell made the divorce possible. The 

ecclesiastical result of these acts was the separation from Rome. Without 

substantial anti-clericalism and Henry's growing conviction of his supremacy in 

his uwn country, Cromwell could not have been so successful; without 

Cromwell the solid parliamentary basis for the Religious Settlement would not 

21bid.' 172. 

3Ibid., 157. Ives, not a Cromwell fan, put it more crassly. "A 
business agent and solicitor for Thomas Wolsey, he had saved himself 
from the wreck of the Cardinal's enterprises by neat manoeuvering 
which had left him in charge of salvage operations on behalf of the 
King." E.W.Ives, Anne Boleyn (Oxford: Basil Blackwell,1986), 86. 
Ives also credits him with being "a first-rate politician." 187. 
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have occurred. 4 Though Scarisbrick maintains that Henry was far from being 

the ineffective, passive figure which some historians would like to make him in 

order to fully credit Cromwell, even he calls Cromwell "the executant of the 

King's designs. "5 Cromwell, he admits, unquestionably left his imprint on the 

King's initiatives by converting them into precise statutes. He says further, 

that 

far from being the ruthless Machiavellian of legend, Cromwell 
was a man possessed of a high concept of the 'state' and national 
sovereignty, and a deep concern for Parliament and the 
law .... That the 1530s were a decisive decade in English history 
was due largely to his energy and vision. 6 

Cromwell's fall in 1540 was swifter than his rise. Although his role in 

the Anne of Cleves marriage is sometimes blamed, the main factor seems to 

have been a conspiracy by Norfolk and other nobles to bring him down. All of 

that lies well beyond the scope of A Man For All Seasons which ends in 1535 

with Cromwell still firmly in a seat of power. His accomplishments as listed 

by a strong supporter, G.R. Elton, are many. The common thread through all 

of them is a genius for organization, and a respect for the uses of legislation, 

something even his enemies would grant him. Under Wolsey the King's 

private household and that portion of it which functioned as government were 

separated; it was left to Cromwell to work out the details of the interactions 

between government departments. · He used the office of Secretary "as the 

4Guy, 131-138. 

5Scarisbrick, 304. 

6lbid. , 303. 
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principal executive office through which he enforced and extended his control 

of government, central and local. "7 Cromwell's legacy, according to 

Williams, was the establishment of the King in Parliament as the chief 

legislative authority and the King in Council as chief executive authority. 8 

None of this extensive work in the process of government is mentioned 

by Bolt. What we hear of Cromwell before he appears in the play sets the tone 

for Bolt's portrayal. His name comes up early in the very first scene as the 

person who suggested to Rich that he read Machiavelli. To the audience the 

name Machiavelli brings the connotations of the adjective taken from his name, 

"machiavellian," which is synonymous with "unscrupulous," "cunning," and 

"deceitful. " We see Cromwell for the first time as More leaves Wolsey's 

office in the middle of the night. He steps "from behind an arch. "9 Although 

he claims to be on his way to the Cardinal, his sudden appearance makes him 

appear to have been lying in wait for More. Cromwell, the legalist, catches 

the boatman in the act of suggesting that More pay him more than the fixed 

rate for the trip back to Chelsea. His rebuke of the boatman is ironic and 

hypocritical in the light of Cromwell's later abetting of perjury. 

The darkness of Cromwell's intentions are suggested in the interchange 

with More. 

7Anthony Goodman, The New Monarchy: England 1471-1534 
(London: Basil Blackwell, 1988), 16. 

8Williams, 160. 

9Bolt, Man, 25. 
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More: Good morning, Master Cromwell. You work very late. 
Cromwell: I'm on my way to the Cardinal. 
More:(Recollecting) Ah yes, you are to be felicitated. Good morning, 

Master Secretary. 
Cromwell: (Smiling) Yes. 
More: If it is felicity to be busy in the night. 
Cromwell: It is. 10 

This is a man whose business is best done by night. 

Bolt underscores Cromwell as More's adversary by the juxtaposition of 

scenes. No sooner does the Common Man finish telling us of More's elevation 

to the Lord Chancellorship then the lights go up on Cromwell sitting on the 

stairs as Rich enters and encounters him. Now that More has reached his high 

position, Cromwell needs to think about enlisting a tool to bring him down, and 

who better than Rich who knows him. At this point, historically speaking, 

Cromwell had no reason to undermine More. Indeed, Cromwell was just 

barely embarking on his career in the King's service. That he did collect 

information on many people, sometimes in the hope that it would later be 

useful is highly likely. 11 One comment Bolt puts in Cromwell's mouth is very 

apt in summing up Cromwell's effectiveness. He tells Chapuys, "I stock my 

101bid.' 25. 

11 Elton says there is no reason to question the traditional belief that 
Cromwell was responsible for collecting information to help insure the 
security of the government against traitors in a time when there was no 
regular police force. When investigating a suspected traitor Cromwell, 
in his usual thoroughness, looked for connections to other traitors. 
Elton, Policy, 342. 
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mind. "12 What skews this observation, historically accurate though it may be, 

is that we only see Cromwell collecting information on More. While this is all 

the play can deal with, it does create the effect of a conspiracy primarily 

against More. 

The long scene between More and Henry is followed immediately by a 

scene between Cromwell and Rich. It is an ironic contrast. At the point when 

More regretfully declines to go along with the King and chooses to follow his 

own conscience, Rich chooses, albeit with some regret, to throw in his lot 

with Cromwell and discard his conscience. The scene begins as a continuation 

of the conspiracy theme in a light vein, but by the end of the scene Cromwell 

is shown to be more than a player in conspiratorial farce. 

For this scene the stage has become an inn, ironically called "The Loyal 

Subject," and the publican is the Common Man. Cromwell's first words are 

"Is this a good place for a conspiracy, innkeeper?" 13
• Offering Rich an 

administrative post as incentive, Cromwell pumps him for information on the 

cup which More gave him, hoping to find something to use to pressure More. 

He makes it plain that those men who want to stand between the King and his 

divorce, who do not have the sense to get out of the way of the situation are 

"only fit for Heaven." For all his weaknesses, Rich knows More far better 

than Cromwell does. He tells Cromwell, "You've mistaken your man this 

time! He doesn't know how to be frightened!" Cromwell responds with cold-

12Bolt, Man, 38. 

13Ibid., 69. 
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blooded cruelty. Grabbing Rich's hand and thrusting it into a candle flame, he 

replies, "Doesn't know how to be frightened? Why, then he never put his hand 

in a candle ... Did he?" 14 Cromwell's cruelty and its implications for More 

bring the first act to a close. His villainy is laying the trap for More. 

The second act opens with the scene at Chelsea in which More decides 

he will resign the Chancellorship and tries to explain to his family why they are 

safer if they do not know his reasons. Bolt follows this scene with Cromwell 

again. When he explains to Norfolk why More's silence is not enough, the 

audience sees that More will not be safe, even as a private citizen. Cromwell 

proceeds to show Norfolk the evidence he is building to pressure More into 

giving "a brief declaration of his loyalty to the present administration. " 15 

When Norfolk remembers that More gave the cup away as soon as he knew it 

was a bribe, thus ruining Cromwell's plot, the Secretary is not daunted. He 

says, "We'll find something better. "16 He tells Rich that More is a slippery 

fish who will need a finer net. If one cannot be found they will have to weave 

one. Even though it is the King's will that Cromwell is trying to satisfy, the 

plot against More in a dramatic sense is Cromwell's because the audience never 

sees Henry giving the orders or even making his wishes known to his 

Secretary. Again Cromwell is shown to be the one who seeks to bring More 

down by fair means or foul. 

14Ibid.' 77. 

15lbid., 99. 

16Ibid.' 102. 
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In the scenes following More's refusal to take the oath Bolt makes 

Cromwell More's chief interrogator although many others were actually 

involved. When Cromwell questions More before he has been arrested, Bolt 

shows Cromwell's eagerness to make More conform to the King's wishes or to 

destroy him less in his words than in the fluctuations of his reactions. 

Cromwell takes on both the "good cop" and the "bad cop" roles. At the start, 

when he thinks he can threaten More into compliance he is expansive. He 

"laughs appreciatively" at a comment of More's. He tells More he has, "no 

more sincere admirer than myself. "17 He takes on a rueful tone as he 

expresses amazement that More should be standing against the "whole 

movement of the times. "18 He tells More sadly that the King is not pleased 

with him. When More does not soften with these gentle words, Cromwell's 

voice turns cold as he brings up his first weapon, More's supposed support of 

Elizabeth Barton, the Nun of Kent, who claimed that God had told her in a 

vision that Henry would die if he continued seeking the divorce. Cromwell 

realizes fairly quickly that More has covered himself with a witnessed letter to 

the woman in which he chided her for her political involvement. He moves on 

to his next accusation, that More instigated Henry's writing of A Defence of 

the Seven Sacraments, a book which is, now, a matter of some embarrassment 

to the King. In this face to face confrontation Bolt has used several of More's 

actual letters to Cromwell in which he explained his involvement with that 

17Ibid., 113. 

18Ibid.' 114. 
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project, which was primarily answering some of Henry's questions on canon 

law and scriptural interpretation. 19 Cromwell's vindictive nature emerges 

when More suggests that particular argument is useless against him because 

Henry knows the truth, "and he will not perjure himself," and further, "if you 

don't know that, you don't yet know him." Cromwell looks at him 

"viciously" . 20 The scene climaxes as a confrontation between adversaries 

when More responds to veiled threats that, despite Henry's promise to leave 

More alone on matters of his conscience, he will be charged with something. 

More says, "They are terrors for children, Master Secretary--an empty 

cupboard! To frighten children in the dark, not me." 21 Bolt shows 

Cromwell on the very edge of losing his temper. He is not accustomed to 

being crossed. He brings out his last weapon, the King's words of 

disappointment with More. These alone have the power to distress More. 

Bolt shows Cromwell's spitefulness after More exits. He tells Rich, "I 

don't like him as well as I did. There's a man who raises a gale but won't 

come out of the harbor. "22 If none of the weapons Cromwell has used against 

19More, Letters, 212-213. 

20Bolt, Man, 117. 

21 lbid., 118. I 

22Ibid., 119. Elton writes that in the meeting with More of June 3, 
1535, More said, in hypothetical terms, that if he declared one way he 
stood to lose his body and if the other he stood to lose his soul. At this 
point Cromwell is reported to have said he liked More "much worse" 
and now thought his refusal to take the oath was "malicious. " Elton, 
Policy, 406-407. 
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More will work, Cromwell concludes he will have to "put something in the 

cupboard." We see the workings of villainy. 

As part of the commission which visits More in prison, Cromwell has a 

smaller part of the scene in the Tower.23 Since he is a commoner he is forced 

to defer to Norfolk. In matters of conscience he defers to Cranmer, the cleric. 

After Norfolk and Cranmer have failed to get the agreement they seek with 

persuasion, Cromwell steps in with threats. The scene closes with Rich and 

Cromwell standing by the rack. Bolt describes Cromwell as "brooding over 

the instrument of torture.·" "He whirls the windlass" and regretfully recognizes 

"the King will not permit it. We have to find some gentler way. "24 

Bolt has changed Cromwell's role in the trial to make the conflict 

between More and Cromwell central. Historically he was one of from thirteen 

to nineteen commissioners (the number varies with the sources) who sat at the 

trial. It was the Attorney-General, not Cromwell, who conducted the 

prosecution. Bolt makes Cromwell the engineer of the scene as it opens with a 

great flurry of music and heraldic display. "Ringingly" he recites a paean to 

the Law which resounds with irony for the audience which knows Cromwell 

has already fixed the trial. He appoints the Common Man Foreman of the 

Jury. The words Bolt gives Cromwell are largely invented, although many of 

More's speeches are taken from his actual words as reported from the trial, 

23None of the various commissions had the precise members which 
Bolt uses in this scene. Lord Chancellor Audley and Attorney General 
Hales, among others, were also present a number of times. 

24Bolt, Man, 137. 
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from his letters, and from some of his writings. Bolt creates speeches for 

Cromwell which will allow a coherent dialogue with More's words. 

Cromwell's long speech on what More's silence means from a legal point of 

view is a much expanded version of what Sir Christopher Hales is reported to 

have said; "This very silence is a sure token and demonstration of a corrupt 

and perverse nature, maligning and repining against the Statute. "25 Bolt 

escalates the sense of personal animosity. The stage directions indicate that 

Cromwell "Thrusts his face into More's. They hate each other and each 

other's standpoint." When More will not admit guilt, Cromwell "backs away. 

His face stiff with malevolence" and plays his trump card, Rich's perjured 

testimony. 26 Yet even though Cromwell has achieved his end and More is 

condemned to death, the verdict frees More to finally speak his mind fully. 

The moral victor who has not stained his conscience with compromise, More 

has the last word in the scene, not Cromwell. 

The character of Richard Rich, Cromwell's secret weapon against More, 

serves a number of functions in the play. Bolt has not so much falsified his 

c~aracter as he has created from what is known of Rich's career probable 

personality traits and motivations needed for the play' s symbolism. Bolt gives 

the play unity by bringing Rich, a key figure in More's trial at the end of the 

play, in at the beginning. Bolt wastes little time in asserting the central issue 

of the play and foreshadowing much of the action when More enters followed 

25E.E. Reynolds, The Trial of St. Thomas More (New York: P .J. 
Kenedy, 1964), 87. 

26Bolt, Man, 153. 
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closely by Richard Rich. With fitting irony, Rich sounds the theme of the 

play in his first words, "But every man has his price! "27 More gives Rich the 

cup which he has been given as an attempted bribe. Rich's admission that he 

will sell it tells us much about his character immediately. He is a man who 

sees everything as being for sale if the price is high enough. As the play 

progresses and he is tempted, he will discover how cheaply he himself can be 

bought. 

The outlines of Rich's career give evidence of another reason Bolt chose 

to bring Rich in at the beginning of the play. More as we first see him is 

about to reach the top of his earthly power and esteem; Rich is at the bottom, 

struggling to make his way in the world. He has no permanent post and, 

according to his standards, doesn't even have one decent gown. By the end of 

the play More is dead and Rich, the Common Man tells us, lives on to hold 

high offices and finally to die in his bed, a bitterly ironic piece of history. 

Richard Rich was born about 1496 and, like More, was trained for the 

law at the Inns of Court. That he was known as a promising scholar is an 

invention of Bolt's. He came to historical notice through working for Wolsey 

and by 1533 he had become Solicitor General and a knight. He achieved the 

highly lucrative post of Chancellor of the Court of Augmentations in 1536. At 

the end of Henry VIII' s reign he became Lord Chancellor although he had to 

resign during a time of purges under Edward VI. 

27Ibid., 4. 
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Richard Rich also suited Bolt's purposes because historical records 

testify to his being More's opposite in matters of personal integrity. He was a 

man who managed to land on his feet through four reigns by changing his 

views and values to suit the times. Lacey Baldwin Smith says he 

became an excellent gospeller under Edward VI, recanted and 
founded a Catholic boys' school under Mary, and returned to the 
new faith on the succession of Elizabeth, personally demolishing 
the popish ornament with which he had endowed his academy. 28 

Byrne, in her commentary on the Lisle Letters, points out that he provided the 

principal evidence against Fisher as well as More, deserted and testified against 

Cromwell, intrigued to get Wriothesley removed as Lord Chancellor and took 

his place, deserted Somerset for Dudley in 1549 and later deserted Dudley as 

well. 29 It was not very difficult for Bolt to fill in those characteristics which 

would have gone into making Rich a man whose only loyalty is to his own 

ambition. 

In terms of historical accuracy, Bolt has taken the most liberties in 

creating a closer relationship between More and Rich than there is any 

historical proof to support. More and Rich certainly knew each other. They 

worked at the same time in some of the same court circles. More is reported 

to have made at least one disparaging remark to Rich. Byrne reports More had 

said to him, "You were always esteemed very light of your tongue, a great 

28Smith, 137. 

29Muriel St. Clare Byrne, ed., The Lisle Letters (Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press, 1981), 4:423. 
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dicer and gamester, and not of any commendable fame. "30 That Rich would 

have sought More's patronage or More would have tried to help find Rich a 

position seems unlikely. Bolt makes More's offer to help Rich find a teaching 

post an ironic plot device. Rich wants no part of the scholar's life but seeks a 

post which will lead to wealth and power. The quiet life of a scholar has much 

appeal for the highly placed More. According to the historical record, several 

incidents were reported involving bribes with valuable cups when More was 

sitting on the bench, but there is nothing to indicate that More gave any such 

cup to Rich. 

The documented connections of the historical Rich with the historical 

More involve Rich's entrapment of More and his testimony in More's trial. 

Elton's interpretation of the sequence of events seems reasonable in light of 

what happened. He says that by early June, 1535 the King knew that More 

was not going to be moved to take the oath to the Act of Succession and hence 

to give his approval of Henry's marriage to Anne Boleyn, and to Henry's right 

to wield power over spiritual as well as secular affairs of the realm. Even with 

More in prison, prevented from writing or speaking publicly against Henry, his 

mere presence spoke eloquently and created a possible source of disaffection 

and revolt. Parliament was not in session so it was not possible to simply 

declare More guilty with a Bill of Attainder passed by Parliament. Treason 

would have to be proven in open court. More, who to this point had saved 

himself from treason charges by refusing to say why he would not take the 

301bid., 4:423. 
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oath, must be made to implicate himself. On June 12 Rich was sent to More's 

cell, undoubtedly at Cromwell's initiative, to break the impasse. The 

ostensible reason for the visit was to collect the books which More had been 

allowed but were now to be removed. While he was there he engaged More in 

conversation in which they exchanged hypothetical situations about just what 

power More would be willing to grant to various persons, a conversation which 

Bolt draws on. Elton says that the fact that Rich recorded his version of their 

conversation immediately afterward is evidence that he had been instructed to 

get More to make an incriminating statement. A very badly preserved 

fragment of Rich's notes still exists. It appears to Elton not so much that the 

jury in More's trial accepted hypothetical statements as legal proof of treason 

as that "More for once took the hypothetical manner of argument just that little 

bit too far, saying something that made it possible to persuade the jury that 

treason had in fact been spoken. "31 

The dramatic quality of a possible entrapment and Rich's testimony in 

court, which More characterized as perjury, was ready made for Bolt. 

Working backward from the historical reality of Rich's role in More's trial, 

Bolt created an earlier series of meetings between Rich and More which would 

give Rich the motivation to act against him. Rich recognizes More's stature 

and wants More to save him from his own base self by helping him find a 

position at court from which he can raise himself in the world without having 

to surrender his own integrity. When More refuses to do so he incurs Rich's 

31Elton, Policy, 416. 
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enmity. The coal of anger kindled in Rich by a man whose moral superiority 

is a reproach to his own weakness is blown into a fire of villainous conspiracy 

by Cromwell. 

The character of Chapuys is almost entirely stereotype. Bolt makes him 

the dark and sneaky Spaniard of the Elizabethan melodrama although he was 

not Spanish, but a Savoyard. He also adds about twenty years to his age which 

is puzzling as an older Chapuys would seem to serve Bolt's purpose no 

differently than a man of about forty. Because Chapuys, as the ambassador of 

Charles V, wants to see the divorce fall through and Queen Catherine 

acknowledged as Queen, he also represents a possible temptation for More. 

More not only must risk his life by refusing to side with the King; he must also 

tum his back on political activism in support of Catherine and the Church in 

Rome. 

Eustace Chapuys was sent to England by Charles Vin 1529 with two 

chief responsibilities. He was to represent the possible aid of Charles V to his 

aunt, Catherine, while attempting to reconcile the King and the Queen, a 

delicate task since Charles wanted to help his aunt, but even more, he did not 

want to offend Henry. Chapuys, with a history of sympathy "with victims of 

injustice and a liking for long chances and desperate causes, "32 became a 

staunch champion of the Queen. 

While serving Catherine's cause, Chapuys also served as the Emperor's 

ears in England. He recruited young men from Flanders and Burgundy as 

32Garrett Mattingly, Catherine of Aragon (New York: Vintage, 
1941), 281. 
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secretaries, had them taught English, and sent them to court because 11 a dozen, 

adroit, agreeable, unobtrusive young men could overhear more than one 

dignified and conspicuous one. 1133 While Chapuys did not speak English, 

unbeknownst to those at court, the personal valet who accompanied him did, 

and overheard much useful information. Chapuys also developed a large spy 

network. It is this aspect of the historic Chapuys which Bolt uses accurately. 

Mattingly says he had as many as five or six full-time agents after 1533, people 

in positions as servants who could pass him information. One of Anne 

Boleyn's maids reported to him for more than a year. 34 

In using the incident of Charles V's letter to More which More refused 

to receive, or read, Bolt alludes to another aspect of Chapuys, and at the same 

time reinforces his emphasis on More's integrity. Chapuys was used as a 

center of intrigue by those who wished Catherine restored to her rightful place 

and by those who wished to undermine the King's men who had strong 

Protestant leanings. 35 Catherine herself, much to her credit, flatly refused to 

be part of any rebellion on her behalf. Chapuys, hoping to enlist More as an 

ally urged Charles V to write More a letter of appreciation for his favorable 

attitude toward Catherine. When Chapuys presented the letter to More he 

refused to read it on the grounds that to do so 11 might deprive him of the liberty 

33Garrett Mattingly, Renaissance Diplomacy (Baltimore: Penguin, 
1964), 210. 

34Ibid.' 211. 

35E.W. Ives, Anne Boleyn (Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1986), 73. 
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which he had always used of speaking boldly to King Henry. "36 In other 

words, he would have to report the incident to the King. 

At the actual time of the incident More was still Lord Chancellor, fully 

a year away from his resignation. While his loyalty to his King was admirable, 

it was also politically wise. By having Chapuys present the letter to More after 

he had resigned, Bolt makes the gesture of refusal more noble. Now More has 

no public office and regular income. As Bolt shows them, in Act Two scene 

three, he and his family have been reduced to burning bracken for warmth. 37 

The lighting has been dimmed to make the set look "drab and chilly. " In 

Bolt's version of the letter incident, More's rejection of appreciation and 

perhaps aid from a foreign ruler is all the more noble because he is showing 

loyalty to a King who has had no loyalty to him. 

The historical Chapuys is present in A Man For All Seasons insofar as 

he is reflected in these incidents. But Bolt departs from an accurate picture 

when he creates an unctuous, scheming personality. The only historians who 

have spoken against his reputation as a charming and high-minded man are 

supporters of Anne Boleyn because Chapuys was more than a little hard on 

36R.W. Chambers, The Place of St. Thomas More in English 
Literature and History: Being a revision of a lecture delivered to the 
Thomas More Society, with a Foreword by Lord Russell of Killowen 
(New York: Haskell House, 1964), 70. 

37Marius says More was far from penniless after his resignation. 
He had a pension of 100 pounds a year and owned some lands which 
yielded income until he went to the Tower. Dame Alice had another 
100 pounds a year. Up to the time he was arrested he and his family 
could live comfortably enough in a material sense, although with little 
sense of security. Marius, Thomas More, 420-421. 
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her. The descriptions of how Chapuys' lines are to be spoken illustrate what 

Bolt is making of him. In the play, his manner of speaking is "roguish"; he 

speaks to Cromwell "innocently, " "sweetly," with "mock interest. " He is 

obsequious toward Cromwell in hopes of pumping him for information. He is 

also one of the participants in scene five of Act One, an episode of farcical 

conspiracy. First Cromwell, then Chapuys, and finally Rich question the 

Common Man in his role as More's steward, Matthew. He gives Cromwell 

and Chapuys respectively the information they want to hear and then tells Rich 

what he told the others and why. During the course of the scene the characters 

enter and exit several times, make furtive gestures, and try to hide their spying 

from each other. At one point Chapuys and his attendant hide behind a screen 

beneath which their legs may be clearly seen. Chapuys as the stereotypical 

skulking spy is central to making this conspiratorial theme work. 

While Bolt used many of his villains' characteristics and many incidents 

from history, each has been changed to serve his dramatic function in the play. 

Cromwell, the machiavellian, supplies the malicious intent against which More 

has to battle. Rich, a weak and morally wavering man, provides a direct 

contrast to More's strong and steadfast character. Chapuys enhances the theme 

of conspiracy. Together they represent those qualities against which More 

stands: ambition without conscience, pragmatism without ideals and the raw 

power of the secular state. More, the realist with the power of integrity behind 

him, overcomes them all in the moral victory of his death. 
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Chapter Four 

The Clerics: The Relativity of Holiness 

As the two clergymen in the play, Thomas Wolsey and Thomas 

Cranmer represent the religious establishment of the time. Bolt uses only 

limited aspects of their personalities in the characters he draws, but he uses 

what is known historically and adds nothing beyond the necessary invented 

dialogue. Each man provides a contrast to More, who is far more spiritual and 

ethical than either of the clerics. 

While Bolt leaves it for the audience to fill in whatever they may know 

of Wolsey, much of which is probably based on the villainous Wolsey of 

novels and films, his portrayal does not invent or distort. The encounter 

between More and Wolsey in Act One, scene two is Bolt's invention, but it 

contains a reasonable reconstruction of Wolsey, and some important truths 

about More including his ironic sense of humor, his tact and self-control. The 

major emphasis, however, is on More's moral goodness, his true religiosity, in 

contrast to Wolsey's corruptness and ethic of expediency. 

What is known of the relationship between More and Wolsey indicates it 

was a complicated one, based on some mutual admiratio~, although they were 

never personally close. Marius says that without Wolsey More would not 

have become a royal counselor and More, knowing from whence the power of 

the kingdom flowed, "flattered Wolsey continually. "1 In the early 1520s 

1Marius, Thomas More, 56. 
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More often served as an intermediary between Wolsey and Henry, passing 

along messages and correspondence. According to Marius Wolsey trusted 

More, although Guy sees it more as a matter of his recognizing More's 

usefulness. 2 

It was Wolsey who arranged for More to become the Speaker of the 

House of Commons in the Parliament of 1523.3 He had an ulterior motive in 

that he thought More could convince Parliament to grant Henry the funds he 

wanted for the proposed marriage of his daughter Mary. Furthermore, after 

the Parliament of 1523 it was Wolsey himself who suggested to Henry that 

More be awarded double the usual fee for being the Speaker, even though he 

had not been successful in gaining the grant. On the other hand, it was also 

shortly after the 1523 Parliament that Wolsey sought to have More sent away 

from court to an ambassadorial post, Wolsey's favorite ploy for getting 

potentially influential people away from the King. 

Even if Wolsey's intentions in proposing the Spanish post for More were 

mean-spirited, they could have been no worse than More's treatment of Wolsey 

after his fall from power. As the new Lord Chancellor, More appeared before 

the Parliament to denounce Wolsey, introducing a Bill of Attainder listing 

forty-four offenses, some justified and some patently ridiculous, which he 

2
" The most likely interpretation of More's relationship with Wolsey 

is that the cardinal capitalized wholesale on More's scrupulousness, 
moral responsibility, aversion to intrigue, and ability to harmonize the 
desires of king and minister without doing violence to either. " Guy, 23. 

3Marius, Thomas More, 200. 
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probably had a hand in drawing up. 4 Among other things, he called Wolsey, 

"the great wether which is of late fallen." Marius calls the attack cruel, 

although he also notes that More had many possible motives for leading the 

attack on Wolsey, among which was the need to convince Henry he should not 

change his mind and restore his disgraced minister. Marius also says More 

might have hoped that by attacking the old order he would help establish a 

Catholic reformation. 5 Whatever the motives, More's less than saintly attack 

on Wolsey is an incident for which Bolt does not find a place in his play. 

By 1527, just after A Man For All Seasons begins, Wolsey had reached 

the zenith of his power and was on the edge of decline. The settlement of the 

divorce question was essential for him to retain power. Ridley summarizes, 

By 1527, he was becoming increasingly unpopular and it was 
dangerous for him to let anyone else exercise influence on Henry. 
He determined to convince Henry that only he, Wolsey, had 
enough influence in Rome to obtain the divorce and that it must 
be arranged with the pope's consent. 6 

The structure of Bolt's scene supports this situation. The approval of the letter, 

which Wolsey clearly intends to send whether More approves or not, is merely 

a ruse to gain the support which More has been withholding. Wolsey has 

40ne of the charges was that Wolsey had breathed on the King 
when he knew he had the pox. 

5Marius, Thomas More, 367. Guy observes that the real reasons 
for removing Wolsey could not be stated: that he had failed to get 
Henry his divorce, and that he had amassed huge debts in the French 
wars which many of the nobles still in power had urged on Wolsey. 
Guy, 114. 

6Ridley, 190. 
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brought More out on the river late at night to intimidate him, to show him even 

a valued counselor such as More must answer, without question, the summons 

of Henry's Lord Chancellor. He needs More to give his support to the 

divorce, as Wolsey is trying to engineer it, to further convince Henry that the 

Cardinal's way is the only way. He is willing to use pressure, and when it 

appears that will not work, he finally issues a threat that More has an enemy in 

him. 7 In the dominating figure of the red-robed Cardinal bent on having his 

way, Bolt foreshadows the kind of pressure More will get from Cromwell. 

Bolt uses Wolsey for exposition about the developing situation. When 

he emphasizes Henry's need for an heir and reminds More of the upheaval of 

the dynastic wars which we know as the Wars of the Roses, he also reminds 

the audience. He is trying to win More by argument at this point as well. The 

historic More was very much aware of the horrors of dynastic uncertainty. His 

History of Richard the Third, written between 1514 and 1518, told of what 

happened to the nation that is ruled by an evil and unscrupulous leader. 

Wolsey's argument would be one for More to ponder since his need to see 

order and decency in public affairs was strong. 

The interruption in the conversation which occurs when Henry is heard 

returning from his nightly visit to Anne Boleyn both conveys general 

information, and tells us something about Wolsey. Even though he 

7To compare the strong sense of corruption and brute power of 
Orson Welles' Wolsey in the 1966 film to the crafty, but lean and 
ascetic John Gielgud's Wolsey in the 1988 film is to appreciate how 
important casting can be. Welles is a far more intimidating Wolsey. 
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characterizes Henry as having been to "play in the mud again, "8 the Cardinal 

will not let his repugnance with Henry's actions stop him from helping his 

master achieve his desires because that is Wolsey's job. 

The primary content of the scene between Wolsey and More is the 

King's Great Matter. Bolt shows a Wolsey who has little interest in church 

reform or in England's relations with the Papacy except as it affects the 

divorce. Although there were clergymen who remained loyal to the Catholic 

Church and paid the price with their lives, the majority of the church hierarchy 

submitted to Henry's bullying. Bolt gives us warning that the Church itself is 

too corrupt and powerless to stand behind More. 

It is striking that throughout the scene More seems more the cleric and 

Wolsey the layman executive. When Wolsey asks what More is doing about 

the King's need for a son, More replies, "I pray for it daily. "9 Wolsey is 

shocked to see he means it. It is More who reminds Wolsey that there have 

been miracles of barren women conceiving through the power of prayer. When 

Wolsey suggests that it is sometimes necessary for a public official to choose 

"certain measures" which might be distasteful to his private conscience, More 

replies, "I believe when statesmen forsake their own private consciences for the 

sake of their public duties ... they lead their country by a short route to chaos. 

And we shall have my prayers to fall back on." To Wolsey's observation that 

More would like to govern the country with prayers, More responds simply, 

8Bolt, Man, 20. 

91bid., 21. 
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"Yes, I would. "10 The scene ends with More's ironic response to Wolsey's 

observations that More should have been a cleric, "Like yourself, Your 

Grace?" 11 Bolt's interpretation accords well with historic assessments. 

Neville Williams expresses a common view that Wolsey's chief aim was to 

maintain the internal harmony of the kingdom by preserving the status quo of 

church and state. 12 Integrity in his personal spirituality was not high on 

Wolsey's agenda. 

The second of the clerics, Thomas Cranmer, appears only briefly in A 

Man For All Seasons, in three scenes in the second act. Bolt uses him, as he 

did Wolsey, as a less than holy clergyman. In the process it is not necessary to 

distort Cranmer's character as it probably was in the 1530s, when he was more 

politician than churchman. The sincerity of the historical Cranmer's growing 

Protestant convictions are testified to by his death at the stake in Mary's reign, 

but that lies far in the future. Dickens characterizes Cranmer at the time he 

was working with Cromwell as displaying "academic hesitancy ... constantly

developing convictions ... [a] curious blend of pliability and courage. "13 Bolt, 

perhaps somewhat harshly, describes Cranmer in his Preface as "sharp-minded, 

101bid.' 22. 

111bid.' 24. 

12Williams, 79. 

13A.G.Dickens, Thomas Cromwell and the English Reformation 
(London, English Universities Press Ltd., 1959), 43. 
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sharpfaced. He treats the Church as a job of administration, and theology as a 

set of devices, for he lacks personal religiosity." 14 

Cranmer had become Archbishop of Canterbury in January of 1533, 

following the death of William Warham. Cranmer was Henry's choice15 and 

was granted the bulls for his appointment by Pope Clement VII who was either 

not aware of the direction England was taking or was more interested in 

placating Henry than he was in the long-term consequences. Warham had been 

difficult and unyielding in giving up any power from Convocation to the throne 

until he grew too old and worn down to fight. His death provided the 

opportunity to appoint an Archbishop of Canterbury who would do the King's 

bidding. That Cranmer was Henry's man is demonstrated by the fact that 

before he swore the conventional oath of obedience to the pope "he had in 

private issued a witnessed protestation that no oath could bind him to act 

against the law of God or his obedience to the King and the laws of 

England. "16 Not surprisingly, it was Cranmer, not the Pope, who finally 

declared Henry's marriage to Catherine null and void on May 23, 1533. 

In Cranmer's lengthiest appearance in the play he is part of a 

commission which is visiting More in jail to try to get him to take the oath. 

14Bolt, Man, xxiv. 

15Ives says that he was actually the choice of the Boleyns who knew 
he was pliable and inclined to Lutheranism and that their ability to 
convince Henry was "a remarkable demonstration of influence, since 
it was usual to leave the bishopric vacant for a year in order to milk the 
income for the crown." Ives, 195. 

16Elton, Reform, 175. 
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Cranmer tries to get More to reveal the grounds of his objection to the oath. 

Norfolk has tried by asking simple questions. Cranmer, the bureaucrat, 

carefully restates the words of the preamble to the act, suspecting it may be the 

disallowing of the Pope's authority to which More objects. When More refuses 

to make any answer to Cranmer's direct questions, he pulls out his clerical 

words, "I cannot judge your legal standing in the case; but until I know the 

ground of your objections, I can only guess your spiritual standing too." More 

is momentarily offended by Cranmer's presumption that he could pass 

judgement on More's spiritual state if he knew More's reasons, but Bolt tells us 

"humor overtakes him. "17 He is a bigger man than Cranmer; he knows God 

alone can judge him. 

Cranmer is disturbed by More's response to Norfolk's plea that More 

join those who have taken the oath for the sake of fellowship. "And when we 

stand before God, and you are sent to Paradise for doing according to your 

conscience, and I am damned for not doing according to mine, will you come 

with me for fellowship?" 18 The Archbishop is affronted by what he sees as 

the implication that those who have signed are damned. He is thinking in the 

narrow categories of acts rather than conscience. He is relieved when More 

comments that he condemns no one because, as Cranmer sees it, "the matter is 

capable of question." Cranmer's next comment is an accurate representation of 

what his position was at this time. "But that you owe obedience to your King 

17Bolt, Man, 131. 

18Ibid., 132. 
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is not capable of question. So weigh a doubt against a certainty and sign. "19 

This accords well with Bindoffs assessment of Cranmer's disposition. 

He subscribed to the ruling orthodoxy and imposed it upon others, [for] 
it was one of his profoundest convictions ... that in his public capacity he 
must conform to the doctrine prescribed by the Supreme Head of his 
church.20 

In the play Cranmer's loyalty to the King is so unquestioned that he has 

no compunctions about administering an oath to the jailer to assure he will be 

an informant for the Crown. 

Cranmer appears in the trial scene to give Richard Rich the oath before 

he testifies. Presumably Cranmer knows he is dealing with a perjurer, but we 

cannot know that for certain. He does make sure that the oath is completely 

binding. Rich leaves off "so help me God," hoping perhaps not to be held 

responsible to God. Cranmer, the churchman, "discreetly" prompts him to add 

those words. 

In the final scene, Cranmer follows More to the scaffold, carrying a 

Bible. More rejects his conventional religious gesture, although he does so 

"quite kindly." When More comforts the Headsman by telling him "Friend, be 

not afraid of your office. You send me to God," Cranmer remarks, "You're 

very sure of that, Sir Thomas." But Bolt's directions for the way this line is 

spoken indicates the contrast intended between these two sorts of sons of the 

19Ibid.' 132, 133. 

20S. T. Bindoff, Tudor England, The Pelican History of England, 
vol. 5 (Baltimore: Penguin, 1950), 152: 
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Church, for Cranmer recognizes More's superior spiritual power. His tone is 

"envious rather than waspish. "21 

Cranmer's later life, and especially his work on the theological system 

which was to become the basis of the Church of England, is evidence of a man 

both more principled and more astute than the Cranmer of 1535 who provided 

Bolt with a contrast to More. Neither Cardinal Wolsey nor Archbishop 

Cranmer have large parts in the play, but Bolt has used them effectively as 

contrast to More. In the presence of each of them More stands out as both 

more principled and more spiritual. 

21 Bolt, Man, 162. 
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Chapter Five 

Thomas Howard: The Duke as Loyal Friend 

Of all the characters in the play, the one whom Bolt has most 

misrepresented in terms of historic accuracy is Thomas Howard, the Third 

Duke of Norfolk. Bolt's description of his character traits in the introductory 

material is broadly accurate, but the character in the course of the play does 

not entirely match Bolt's description. Where reality serves Bolt's purpose, he 

maintains it, but Norfolk's primary role in the play is that of More's loyal 

friend, a role which the historical Norfolk would not fill very well. 

Furthermore, to create a warmer friendship than existed historically, Bolt has 

transformed Norfolk into a lovable country-squire type, none too bright but as 

loyal as an old hound. The playwright enhances the drama of the man of 

principles standing alone against society by creating a strong friendship which 

must be broken off, leaving More isolated from the support of a friend when he 

needs one most. Bolt could have invented a nobleman friend for More without 

misrepresenting historical fact. In this case it appears that his eagerness to use 

historical persons to give credibility to his play led him to compromise on 

accuracy. 

Bolt tells us Norfolk is in his late forties. In 1526 when the play opens 

Norfolk would have been 53 but did have the stamina of a younger man. He is 

described as: 
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heavy, active, a sportsman and soldier held together by rigid 
adherence to the minimal code of conventional 

· duty .... untouchably convinced that his acts and ideas are 
important because they are his. 1 

It is possible that Bolt's physical description of Norfolk as "heavy" 

caused some of the casting choices which reinforce the conception of the 

character. Albert Dekker and Nigel Davenport are two of the actors who have 

played the role and neither fits the physical type of the sharp-faced, lean man 

of contemporary description and the frequently reproduced portrait. Byrne says 

he was described as a small man, spare, with dark hair, and of great vitality. 

In August of 1533, in a hurry to return to England from France, Norfolk rode 

more than sixty miles a day for eight days. He was sixty years old at the time. 

He lived to be eighty-one despite periods of imprisonment at the end of 

Henry's reign and during the reign of Edward VI when he was elderly. 

Norfolk was the oldest son of a prominent noble family which had been 

on the "wrong" side in the Wars of the Roses. It wasn't until 1514 that his 

father was restored to the Dukedom, which the son inherited only about two 

years before the opening of the play. Norfolk had learned well the lessons of 

being out of favor, and spent his life protecting and consolidating his position 

as one of the leading peers of the realm. Norfolk, as Bolt has indicated in his 

description and shows to a minor extent in the play, had complete confidence in 

his own natural superiority. The only Royal Duke during the years 

surrounding the time of the play was Henry's illegitimate son, the Duke of 

Richmond. During the late 1520s Richmond was a child and he died before he 

1 Bolt, Man, xxiii 
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reached manhood. That made Norfolk the first Duke of the land. His royal 

marriages only reinforced his position. His first wife had been a daughter of 

Edward the IV and his second wife was the daughter of the Duke of 

Buckingham who was beheaded when he tried to couple his royal blood with 

his royal aspirations. Norfolk held many important posts. He and his father 

had a virtual monopoly on the post of Lord Treasurer, although they never had 

the security of holding it for life since the grant was not permanent, but was 

renewed from time to time. 2 He was appointed High Steward for a number 

of treason trials of peers, and was sent on many diplomatic missions by the 

King. Norfolk was Earl Marshall, and served with some distinction as Lord 

Admiral and as the leader of a number of military expeditions. Henry used 

him as his chief agent in suppressing the Pilgrimage of Grace, a job which he 

discharged to Henry's satisfaction but one which revealed some of Norfolk's 

least attractive qualities, duplicity and ruthlessness. When Norfolk forwarded a 

letter of one of the leaders to Henry he included a cover letter in which he 

asked the king "to take in good part whatsoever promises I shall make unto the 

rebels ... for surely I shall observe no part thereof. "3 Although his success in 

the Pilgrimage of Grace did not open the way for Norfolk to supplant 

Cromwell in power, as he was always striving to do, "Norfolk had re

established himself as a military leader by his ruthless self-promotion." 4 

2Helen Miller, Henry VIII and the English Nobility (Oxford: Basil 
Blackwell, 1986), 107-171. 

3Byrne, 3:510. 

4Ibid.' 3: 153. 
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There is no question that Norfolk was neither a scholar nor even mildly 

interested in academic or intellectual matters. He had sufficient brains, 

however, to be an effective military leader and public servant. He may have 

been deficient in creative imagination and have failed to take advantage of 

chances to raise himself by overestimation of what he was owed by his rank, 

but he was not dull-witted. Those letters of Norfolk's collected in the Lisle 

Letters are effective pieces of communication in the standard style of the day. 

Furthermore, Byrne says those letters do not give any "idea of his quality as a 

writer. 11 Other letters she read in preparing The Lisle Letters show him to 

have 11 a direct, forceful drive to his sentences, and considerable powers of vivid 

description and dramatic expression, with a certain colloquial vigour that gives 

more than a suggestion of his probable manner of speech. "5 

It is difficult to assess what kind of ongoing, day-to-day relationship 

existed between More and Norfolk, but what we do know does not support the 

kind of close, "best pal 11 sort of relationship which Bolt draws. Of course, the 

two men's paths crossed frequently in the line of their work. 6 Norfolk 

arranged for members of More's circle to be elected to Parliament according to 

Guy. 7 Lehmberg is even more specific. He thinks it likely that Norfolk 

helped More's sons-in-law, Dauncey and Heron, to be elected to the 1529 

Parliament from the borough of Thetford in Norfolk. Thetford returned no 

5lbid.' 1 :660. 

6More worked as Under-Treasurer under Thomas Howard's father, 
the Second Duke of Norfolk. 

7Guy, 117. 
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--

other members to Parliament in Henry's reign, and it is possible that Norfolk 

arranged for it to be temporarily enfranchised so that More could provide his 

sons-in-law with experience. According to Lehmberg, Norfolk almost certainly 

"was responsible for the election at Bramber, Sussex, of William Roper, "8 an 

event announced by Roper in the play. Guy says that More was part of a 

group working behind the scenes to restrain the Duke of Suffolk's power and 

that a bond between More and Norfolk resulted. 9 Norfolk was also pleased 

when More was made Lord Chancellor, since Suffolk had also wanted the 

position, and when he didn't get it Norfolk gained an upper hand. Norfolk also 

"favoured More whom he thought loyal to Henry, sound on heresy, capable as 

an equity judge and diplomat, and (most important) no rival to himself in 

politics. " 10 

Norfolk was one of those who urged the King to drop More from the 

Bill of Attainder in the matter of the Nun of Kent, Elizabeth Barton. More had 

spoken with her and written to her, and the Bill claimed he was one of those 

supporting her treasonous words. Norfolk might have acted on More's behalf 

from friendship, but it was also just good sense to remove More from the Bill. 

More had written proof of his loyalty in the form of witnessed letters in which 

he had urged the woman not to meddle in politics. If he had remained on the 

Bill it was likely the whole case against everyone named would collapse. 

8Stanford E. Lehmberg, The Reformation Parliament 1529-1536, 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1970), 29. 

9Guy, 116. 

101bid., 116-117. 
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Roper calls Norfolk More's "singular [intimate] dear friend, "11 and 

reports several of Norfolk's comments to More which Bolt uses in the play . . 

None of them is, however, more than what a person well-disposed toward 

another would say by way of advice. Roper does not report Norfolk as a 

frequent guest in the home, nor is he mentioned more than very casually in 

More's letters. 

More was well known for his love of social gatherings, his geniality as 

a host, and his love of good conversation. Norfolk's travels and breadth of 

experience might, indeed, have made him an amusing guest. But at least one 

thing argues against an intimate friendship. They had almost nothing in 

common. Norfolk had little interest in the world of the mind and the scholarly 

topics which were dear to More, the Humanist's, heart. Norfolk excelled as a 

military leader and More had a repugnance for war. While More may not have 

been as uninterested in politics and power as he liked to imply, it was not the 

central focus of his life as it was of Norfolk's. 

Bolt builds his concept of the friendship between Norfolk and More 

early in the play. Norfolk appears shortly after the play begins. He is in an 

earnest argument with Dame Alice about the remarkable feat of a falcon he 

owns. We see immediately that he is a comfortable dinner guest at the More's. 

Bolt shows him telling Meg "a sportsman's story. "12 Norfolk might well have 

been interested in hunting and hawking, yet these pursuits are not important to 

11Roper, 225. 

12Bolt, Man, 10. 
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the unfolding of the story. To use a hawking story to introduce Norfolk creates 

an impression of him as a bluff, country squire. 13 His response to the 

mention of Machiavelli is, "Oh, the Italian. Nasty book from what I hear. "14 

This shows us Norfolk is no scholar. His parting line in this scene, a bit of 

coarse humor, again reinforces the country squire image. He arranges to prove 

his falcon story to Dame Alice at Hounslow. When More reminds Alice that 

the ground is hard at Hounslow if she falls off her horse, Norfolk responds, 

"Eh? (Delighted roar) That's where the Cardinal crushed his bum! "15 

Bolt also reinforces Norfolk's country squire image by disparaging his 

intellect. This contributes to More's stature, in that his friendship for this man 

who is obviously not his mental equal shows More is no egghead elitist. It is 

an interesting touch that Bolt uses Cromwell to needle Norfolk for his dull 

wits. While the historical Norfolk recognized Cromwell's efficiency and 

capacity for hard work, and made use of his talent frequently on government 

business, he saw the commoner Cromwell as an upstart. 16 He deeply resented 

13There is a symbolic possibility in the falcon story. The heron 
which the falcon stooped from the clouds to seize escaped, and the 
stoop is referred to as a "royal stoop. " The falcon might be seen as 
Henry and the heron as More. But the story also reflects on Norfolk's 
character as a sportsman. 

14lbid.' 12. 

151bid., 16. 

16Although More too was a commoner, both in the play and in 
history, he represented no threat to Norfolk. In the play Norfolk 
admires More and has something of the puzzled but affectionate 
condescension of the man of action for the scholar. In history Norfolk 
saw that More was no real threat because he had little power or 
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Cromwell's assumption of influence and power which Norfolk saw as owed to 

himself. Bolt; however, shows us less a Norfolk hiding rancor under his 

apparent civility, than a Norfolk who is an inept bumbler, embarrassed by a 

clever social inferior. When Norfolk urges Cromwell to leave More alone as 

long as he makes no public comment on the divorce, Cromwell explains 

"patiently" why More must approve publicly, conveying impatience with 

Norfolk's stupidity. For every reason he gives, Norfolk gives a simple defense 

which illustrates he cannot follow the subtleties of Cromwell's mind. When the 

commission visits More in jail, it is Norfolk who cannot follow More's reasons 

for keeping silent. When More finally does make Norfolk understand, 

Cromwell replies sarcastically, "Oh, well done, Sir Thomas. I've been trying 

to make that clear to His Grace for some time. "17 

The most moving scene between More and Norfolk is the one in which 

More pushes Norfolk away from him so he will not be harmed by More's 

coming ordeal. Norfolk's resistance is proof of his loyalty. Given the historic 

Norfolk~ s instincts for self-preservation and his lifelong efforts to gain power, 

it seems unlikely that he would risk meeting More at this time, or that More 

would have to insult him to get him to break off their friendship. One speech 

in particular is very difficult to imagine coming from the lips of the real 

Thomas Howard. When More advises him to relieve himself of More's 

influence. When More succeeded Wolsey as Lord Chancellor, Norfolk 
took over the foreign relations portion of that post. "Norfolk, not 
More would soon emerge as Wolsey's heir in the political beargarden. " 
Guy, 97. 

17Bolt, Man, 132. 
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friendship, he says, "You might as well advise a man to change the color of his 

hair! I'm fond of you, and there it is! You're fond of me, and there it is!" 

He even tells More if he continues to resist the oath, "You'll break my 

heart." 1s 

In this scene, Bolt uses Norfolk to tell the audience that all of the 

nobility have taken the oath, which leaves More standing alone. More is given 

the opportunity to point out that religion is no more than a conventional and 

perfunctory practice for most of the important men of the realm. 19 The 

central effect of the scene, however, hinges on the friendship which has been 

pictured. We have the dramatic situation of the tragic hero becoming more and 

more isolated, and the irony that he himself has to do the noble thing and force 

his friend away just when he most needs a friend. 

Irony also is the playwright's aim when he alters history to have Norfolk 

preside over More's trial. 20 Lord Chancellor Audley was actually the 

presiding officer. That his "best" friend should be the one to bring More down 

adds poignancy to the scene, especially when the Duke pronounces More's 

guilt and his sentence. Once again Norfolk is the bumbling but well-meaning 

country squire as he flubs legal matters by starting to pass sentence before 

18Ibid.' 122. 

19Norfolk did remain Catholic even though he took the oath, but 
there is no evidence he had more than a very conventional, 
conservative piety. 

20 Bolt, in addition, was being economical with characters; by 
using Norfolk he did not have to introduce a new character late in the 
play. 
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More is given the customary right to make a statement. The incident did 

happen according to accounts of the trial, but it was Audley who erred. 

After the trial scene is transformed into the execution scene, Norfolk 

speaks one last time as More's friend, to offer him a goblet of wine and say, "I 

can come no further, Thomas. Here, drink this. "21 In the role of the Roman 

soldier who offered Christ drugged wine to ease his suffering as He hung on 

the cross, Norfolk, though part of the very government system that is bringing 

More down, offers a final act of compassion. It makes a touching close to 

their friendship. It did not, however, happen as Bolt writes it. More's ward, 

Margaret Giggs Clement, was present as he went to his death, and reported to 

Stapleton the incident which appears in his biography of More. An anonymous 

woman in the crowd offered More the cup of wine. The gesture would 

perhaps have suited the Norfolk whom Bolt created, but not the real Thomas 

Howard, Duke of Norfolk. 

21Bolt, Man, 161. 
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Chapter Six 

The More Family: Bolt's Condensed Version 

Before Bolt shows us More interacting with the great, the powerful, and 

the treacherous, he shows us Thomas More in his home. He is not only 

portraying More's sociability and family feelings, but is also announcing that 

this is to be a play about private values rather than public issues. This opening 

scene lays the groundwork for our understanding that More will seek all means 

possible to avoid rather than embrace martyrdom. His family members are 

hostages to his fortunes. More's family in the play is comprised of his wife, 

Alice, his daughter Margaret, generally called Meg, and his son-in-law William 

Roper. Bolt maintains a high degree of historical accuracy in his portrayal of 

the personalities of Margaret, Roper, and Dame Alice. He has taken more 

liberty with the sequence of events and in filling in the tone of the 

relationships, and in each case the changes emphasize More's best qualities. 

The family Bolt assembles around More, like the sequence of events, 

has been much compressed and many elements have been omitted. To have 

included other family members would have required a larger cast and more 

explication, which would have slowed the beginning of the play. It would also 

have diluted the focus on More. The largest number of actors on the stage at 

any point is six; More is the principal figure in all but three scenes. The 

family characters Bolt chooses serve a number of functions, both dramatic and 

expository. More's conversations with William Roper, his son-in-law, provide 

necessary information in a natural and convincing way. Roper's earnestness is 
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a foil for More's sense of humor. He also fills the role of the too-avid, rash, 

unseasoned young man to provide a dramatic contrast to More's mature 

wisdom. The interaction between Margaret and More shows More in his 

fatherly role, alludes to More as scholar, and also reflects the favorable side of 

More's attitude toward women. The character of Dame Alice contributes 

comic relief in the early scenes and the opportunity for Bolt to show More's 

vulnerability late in the play. 

More had four children, all born between 1505 and 1509: Margaret, 

Elizabeth, Cecily, and John. They were the children of More's first wife, 

Jane, who died in 1511. Within a month of her death More married Alice 

Middleton, a widow some years his senior, who brought into the household her 

daughter from her first marriage. There is no hint in Bolt's play that Alice is 

not Margaret's mother although there are signs that Alice is jealous of 

Margaret's position in her father's heart. That kind of situation is hardly 

unique to stepmother-stepdaughter relationships, however, so it probably makes 

little difference that Bolt does not reveal they are not related by blood. 

To see how much Bolt has pared down the family we need only list 

which family members were most likely in residence at Chelsea shortly before 

the time the play opens. In addition to More, Alice, Margaret and Will Roper, 

More's father John and his third wife lived at Chelsea. More's daughter 

Elizabeth and her husband William Dauncey, and More's youngest daughter 

Cecily and her husband Giles Heron were also in residence, as were his 

adopted daughter Margaret Giggs, and his son John. In 1529 John married, 

and his wife Anne joined the group, while Margaret Giggs had married John 
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Clement and had moved out. There were eventually eleven grandchildren, 

most of whom were already born by the time of More's death. In the play 

The Common Man takes on the role of the household steward, Matthew, the 

only servant we see, but there were also a number of other live-in servants, 

male and female, and More's fool, Henry Patenson. 

Bolt conveys something of the feeling of the household in a brief 

incident showing the family in evening prayer, although that does not seem to 

be his only purpose. He, also uses the incident to convey More's unswerving 

loyalty to the King. With echoes of Bob Crachit insisting his family drink 

Scrooge's health, More insists Alice and Meg bless the King. 1 In the historic 

More family, regular family prayer was part of a very orderly household. 

Good conversation and activities which contributed to the children's learning 

were fostered. Frivolous game playing with gambling was discouraged and 

strict segregation of household servants by sex assured that no below-the-stairs 

hanky-panky went on. 2 More was able, within his own family, to play the 

part of chaplain and find some satisfaction for that part of himself which 

yearned toward life as a cleric. 

Holbein's original sketches of the More family, done for a portrait 

which he never finished, shows an exceptionally attractive family. 

Contemporary letters, including More's own, testify to a genuinely rich and 

warm family life. Andrew Ammonio, an Italian who became Henry's Latin 

1Bolt, Man, 15. 

2Ridley, 127. 
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secretary was often at the More's home. His letters to Erasmus are a source of 

information about the social side of More. 3 More's letters to his children 

while he was away show not only the taskmaster, making sure they were 

attending to their studies while he was gone, but also the fond father. 

Although Bolt could not have included all of this, by showing a small family of 

adults only some of the historic More's warmth is lost. 

Robert Bolt departs from historical fact in the dating of the marriage of 

Margaret to William Roper. To use More's and Roper's conversation for 

exposition early in the play, Bolt had to move the marriage from 1521 to 1526. 

Had they already been married at the beginning of the play, More's 

explanations of his positions on heresy and the law would have had little 

motivation. More's attempts to clarify both his views and what he understands 

to be his future son-in-law's views seem reasonable under the circumstances. 

More is being the conscientious father of a marriageable daughter. More's 

general position in relation to the Church and to heresy is made clear when he 

refuses to let his daughter marry Roper as long as he has Lutheran leanings. 4 

In explaining the reasons for those leanings, Roper reminds the audience of the 

31t is also his comment that he would have stayed longer at More's 
but left because of Dame Alice's shrewishness which seems to be the 
basis of most descriptions of her character. She was certainly entitled 
to some testiness since More often invited guests, including Erasmus, 
for lengthy stays and held lively disputations with them in Latin while 
Dame Alice was expected to see to their daily needs. 

4Bolt was careful, however, not to let More express vehement anti
heretical views which would sound small-minded and intolerant to a 
twentieth century audience. 

98 



basis for Luther's condemnation of the Church. He says to More, "Church? 

It's a shop--Forgiveness by the florin! Job lots now in Germany!" When he 

adds to this, " ... Mmmm, and divorces, "5 he reminds us of More's 

conversation with Wolsey and foreshadows the impact that Henry's desire for a 

divorce is about to have on them all. 

It is unclear exactly when William Roper was drawn to Luther's views. 

Chambers dates it only vaguely as about the time of his marriage to Margaret. 

Marius agrees, and adds that Roper seems to have kept quiet about his views 

until More was absent from the household for several months in the summer 

and fall of 1521, that is, until after he and Meg were married. 

Historically, when More discovered Roper's heretical views, he 

attempted to change them by discussion and by his prayers. 6 Sometime after 

Margaret married William Roper he was arrested, with a group of German 

Lutherans from the Steelyard, for studying the Bible, probably Luther's 

translation of the New Testament. They were examined for heresy before 

Wolsey, but More used his influence with Wolsey to get Roper off with no 

more than a warning to abstain from such-activities in the future. 7 In keeping 

5Bolt, Man, 31. 

6Harpsfield, a near contemporary biographer whose account the 
family generally approved, reports a conversation More had with his 
daughter in which he says that having argued with Roper to no avail, 
he has decided to give the matter over to God by praying for Roper. 
A faint echo of this may be heard on page 31 of the play. 

7Ridley, 137. 
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with the theme of integrity, Bolt makes no mention of More's bending of the 

legal system to get his son-in-law out of trouble. 

It is not known exactly when Roper became a Catholic again. When he 

did, he seems to have been as zealous for that cause as he had been for his 

earlier one. The historical Roper remained a Catholic throughout the reign of 

Edward VI and Elizabeth and aided Catholics in trouble. Whatever 

disagreements he had with his father-in-law melted away with More's 

martyrdom or before. In his memoir of More's life we get a sense of More as 

a human being. However, it must be noted that by his choice of quotations, 

and possibly even by inventing some quotations from More, Roper contributed 

to the making of the myth of the saint, an influence more marked because most 

of the later biographies used Roper's Life as their starting point. 8 

As well as using Roper for exposition, Bolt frequently uses him as a 

straight man for More's humor. His humorlessness contrasts with More's keen 

sense of the ironic. At the beginning of the second act Roper is dressed in 

black and is wearing a conspicuous cross, his idea of what a true son of the 

Church should wear to show his allegiance. More suggests he looks like a 

Spaniard, which seems to Roper a compliment, but More has an ironic laugh 

on Roper's account when he points out that Roper " wouldn't last six months in 

Spain." He "would have been burned alive in Spain, during [his] heretic 

8Elton has some trouble believing all Roper wrote, observing that 
some of More's words as reported by Roper sound "like the words of 
a 'future' saint." Elton, Policy , 413. 
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period. "9 When Chapuys suggests that the stand More and his family are 

taking should qualify them for sainthood, More "grins maliciously" and 

responds, "That's it of course--saints! Roper--tum your head a bit--yes, I think 

I do detect a faint radiance" 10 

In an ongoing joke about Roper's teetotaling, Bolt further reveals a 

rigidity of outlook which fits the reputation of Roper which has come down to 

us. This joke also serves to illustrate, by contrast, that More knew how to 

enjoy the wholesome pleasures of life, including good wine. More offers 

Roper an "excellent Burgundy" if his principles allow it. When Roper says 

they don't, More suggests he have it watered down and Roper says he will 

have just the water, to which More replies "My poor boy. "11 When Roper, 

Alice and Meg, visit More in prison they bring him a bottle of wine. More 

asks Roper playfully whether it is good. Roper has no sense of humor and 

merely replies, "I don't know, sir. "12 More doesn't leave it there, however. 

He tries, in the midst of a desperate situation, to bring a note of humor. When 

he sends Roper to distract the jailer by engaging him in a game of dice, he 

adds, "And take this [the bottle of wine]--and mind you share it. "13 

9Bolt, Man, 81-82. 

10Ibid. ' 84. 

11 Ibid.' 68. 

12Ibid., 139. In the 1988 film Roper's rueful smile at More's joke 
shows he is loosening up. Bolt does not give stage directions for this 
in either the Random House or French editions of the play. 

13Ibid.' 142. 
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Finally, in a play filled with mutable men who serve primarily their 

own ends, Roper stands as yet another person, albeit one with the highest of 

motives, who changes with the wind. His intense ardor and youthful 

intolerance for anything but his truth of the moment provide a contrast to Bolt's 

More, a reasonable man with a sense of decorum and proportion. Roper's 

shifts in religious belief provide a contrast to More's steadfastness. Bolt 

dramatizes these shifts with a series of nautical metaphors. More speaks of 

Roper's "seagoing principles" which "put about too nimbly. "14 He chides 

Roper's changeability. "We speak of being anchored to our -principles. But if 

the weather turns nasty you up with an anchor, and let it down where there's 

less wind and the fishing's better. "15 More proves to be slow to put down his 

anchor, but steadfast when he finally does. 

Margaret serves a similar role in the play to that she served in More's 

life. Bolt takes the tone of the relationship directly from More's letters to her. 

She was often his sounding board, and he was exceptionally proud of her 

accomplishments in learning. She was the person in the household with the 

k~enest intellect and application to her studies and was the closest to an equal 

More had in his own home. Bolt suggests the closeness of their relationship in 

the scene in which More resigns as Lord Chancellor. Neither Norfolk nor 

Dame Alice will help him remove his chain of office, not wanting to be part of 

his resignation. More refuses Roper's offer of help and turns to ask Margaret 

14Ibid.' 66,67. 

15Ibid.' 69. 
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to help him. She is willing to do it even though she understands his action no 

better than the others. She does it because it is what he wishes. 16 

More's willingness to educate his daughters, and Margaret in particular, 

has sometimes caused him to be seen as a sixteenth century feminist. His 

attitude toward women, however, was similar to other Humanists of his time. 

His approval of education for women did not extend to equality in every aspect 

of life. In a letter to Margaret not long after her marriage, More wrote, "I am 

ever wont to persuade you to yield in everything to your husband; now, on the 

contrary, I give you full leave to strive to surpass him in the knowledge of the 

celestial system. "17 Later he conceded, "It would not be possible to find a 

man who would not need your help in composing letters rather than be able to 

give any assistance to you. "18 Her scholarship reflected well on him as her 

scholarly father. More's general attitude toward women was, in other respects, 

typical of the time in which he lived. His views are reflected clearly in a letter 

he wrote Margaret when she was pregnant. He prays she may have a baby 

"like to his mother in everything but sex. Yet let it by all means be a girl, if 

only she will make up for the inferiority of her sex by her zeal to imitate her 

mother's virtue and learning. "19 His works are full of references to women 

as foolish creatures. His praise of women is often in contrast to ignorant and 

16Ibid., 89,90. 

17More, Letters, 149. 

18Ibid.' 154. 

19Ibid.' 155. 
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evil men, as if to say that even a mere woman is better than this. 20 Bolt's 

More shows little of this less enlightened attitude beyond a tendency to a 

condescending tone in his playful teasing. 

Bolt presents the close relationship between father and daughter with 

subtlety, with small gestures showing their strong emotional ties. He gets 

somewhat more overt when he beefs up the emotional impact of More's 

execution by placing Margaret at the scene. Historically his adopted daughter 

Margaret Giggs is believed to have been the only family member present. 

With the King's permission, other members of the family and friends were 

present when his· headless body was interred. 21 In the play Meg leaves with 

Norfolk before the axe falls, but not before More comforts her with his 

reflection, "Even at our birth, death doth but stand aside a little." As he 

disengages himself from her clinging arms, his parting words are, "You have 

long known the secrets of my heart, " but he says it "dispassionately. " 22 He 

has broken even this dearest tie to the earth as he turns his face toward heaven. 

For his portrayal of Dame Alice Robert Bolt has used the clues which 

history provides to create a character very like the historical person. He has, 

however, changed the probable emotional tone of the relationship. Less than a 

month after the death of his first wife, Jane, More got a special dispensation to 

marry Alice Middleton, a widow of little sexual attractiveness and six years 

20Marius, Thomas More, 9. 

21Ibid., 513. 

22Bolt, Man, 161. 

104 



older than he. Erasmus remarked, "More was wont to say that Dame Alice 

was neither a pearl nor a girl. " It is difficult to determine from More's 

comments how he felt about her because the kinds of comments he made can 

be disparaging or playful, according to the tone of voice. In a letter to 

Erasmus in 1516 More wrote, 

My wife sends you a thousand greetings, and also thanks you for 
the very thoughtful wish that she may enjoy a long life; she 
craves that all the more, as she says so as to have a longer time 
to pester me. 23 

Ridley sees this as mean-spirited, but in any household such comments may be 

made with affection. Ridley cites other proof that he could be brutally frank to 

her about her shortcomings and her ugliness. 24 

More trusted Dame Alice with running the household in his absence as 

was customary for a woman of her social class whose husband's business kept 

him from home. In September of 1529 a fire destroyed More's grain and he 

advises her in a letter to do as she thinks best to get new supplies. He also 

suggests in the same letter that if they have more farm hands than they 

currently need she should go about finding them new masters so they should 

23More, Letters, 87-88. 

24Ridley' s interpretation of the Mores' family life must be 
approached with caution. He sees suppressed hatred for his family 
revealed in his work The Four Last Things. He also says of a familiar 
portrait of More, "the fanatical eyes and mouth of the heretic-baiter 
peer out from under the mask of the benign father in the portrait of the 
happy family group." 238. Most of us would read More's expression 
as serious but certainly not sinister. 
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not be discharged without prospects for employment, an incident Bolt translates 

into More's concern over dismissing his servants after his resignation. 25 

More's attempts to "improve" both his wives, indicates a less than 

loving acceptance of them as individuals. Writing of More's first wife, 

Erasmus says that More married a young country girl with little experience so 

he could make of her what he would. 26 Years later More was still telling the 

story of how he preferred Jane's younger sister, but thought it kinder to marry 

Jane that the oldest daughter would not be shamed as an old maid. If it were 

better to marry than to burn, he would marry; the bride could be molded into 

the kind of woman he wished. He tried to educate Jane as he later tried to 

educate Alice. Neither of the women was of an intellectual turn of mind. 

Alice responded to More's attempts to change her with stubbornness. A 

number of anecdotes mention her tendency to argue with anything he said. 

It may be risky to analyze motives from outward actions, particularly 

the actions of a man about to die who has good reason to be distracted. It 

seems significant, however, that More's last known letter, written to Margaret 

on the day before his execution, makes no mention of Alice although he had 

referred to her with some affection in earlier letters. 27 He commends himself 

to the entire Roper family, to his daughter Cecily, her children and husband, 

his daughter Elizabeth, to Dorothy Colly, to Joan Allen, a maid who had been 

25More, Letters, 171. 

26Marius, Thomas More, 40. 

27For examples, see More's Letters, 225, 239. 
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educated in his home, to his stepdaughter, Margaret Giggs, and to his son 

John, his wife Anne and their two boys whom he mentions by name. 28 It is a 

sizable list but does not include his wife of twenty-four years, Dame Alice. As 

Marius reflects, "perhaps her hostility to his stand and her anguish over her 

poverty had worn away their love at last. "29 

Bolt's Alice is precisely the plain, practical, outspoken, even 

contentious, woman we find reported in history. It is the relationship with 

which Bolt takes liberties. Bolt shows that relationship as one between two 

people who have shared life's ups and downs and have become comfortable 

with each other, which is certainly likely. However, the way they interact with 

each other in the play subtly tilts our sympathy toward More. With all his 

other problems, he has to deal with making his actions understood by a wife 

inferior to him in intellect and sensibilities. What Bolt gives us is a patient, 

long-suffering man putting up with a stereotypical nagging wife of whom he is 

very fond. His responses to her are described by Bolt in the acting edition of 

the play as "apologetic," "quiet," "pleasant," "mild," "pleading," "innocent," 

and "flinching." On only a handful of occasions is he even pushed to 

"sternly," "reproachfully," and "firmly." Her speeches on the other hand are 

described only a few times as "quiet," or "gentle." The adjectives and adverbs 

with which Bolt prescribes how she is to be played are most often such words 

281bid., 258. 

29Marius, Thomas More, 511. 
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as "angrily," "harshly," "irritably," "bitterly," "stiffly," "exasperated," 

"indignant," and "hostile." 

In the Tower scene especially, Bolt steps beyond what history provides 

in depicting More's relationship with Alice. It is the one scene in the play in 

which we see a truly human vulnerability in More; that moment of 

vulnerabjlity comes in his confession to Alice that he must have her 

understanding if he is going to be able to follow his conscience. He is 

genuinely fond of her if not passionately in love with her. When she tells him 

that not only does she think he has had other choices of action all along, but 

that her greatest fear is that when he is dead she will hate him for choosing his 

conscience over his family, he "turns away from her, his face working. "30 

The anguished dialogue between them is resolved in her spirited declaration, "I 

understand you're the best man that I ever met or am likely to." 31 Her 

fighting spirit restores him to himself. He breaks from her embrace, "his face 

shining" as he exultingly declares, "Why, it's a lion I married! A lion! A 

lion! "32 This creates a strongly emotional moment in the play. The dramatic 

effect is to create a small scale climax which prepares us for the large scale 

climax of More's confession of belief at his trial. It seems unlikely that their 

relationship was mended in this kind of final, dramatic moment of acceptance 

and mutual appreciation. 

30Bolt, Man, 145. 

311bid., 145. 

32lbid., 145. 

108 



Bolt has stayed within the general limits of what history reports of 

More's second wife, his eldest daughter and his son-in-law. His omissions of 

the larger family make good sense dramatically, although the presence of a 

large family including grandchildren might have given us a warmer Thomas 

More. The family members he does use suit his purposes with relatively small 

alterations. The changes Bolt makes are for dramatic convenience and to 

enhance More's character. He avoids those aspects of More's relationship with 

these characters which would reflect poorly on him. He uses those aspects 

which help to highlight More's personal virtues; his wisdom, humor, and 

steadfastness; his scholarship and support of women; his patience and capacity 

for affection. 
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Chapter Seven 

Bolt's Thomas More: The Shaping of a Hero 

Robert Bolt was not alone in holding up Sir Thomas More as a model of 

integrity for the twentieth-century. In the year of the four hundredth 

anniversary of More's death he was canonized by the Roman Catholic Church 

and became Saint Thomas More. With the rise of Hitler in Germany, 

Mussolini in Italy, and Stalin in Russia, it certainly occurred to Pope Pius XI 

that drawing attention to More's martyrdom in 1535 gave the world a symbol 

of the kind of incorruptible human conscience needed so urgently in 1935. In 

our present era of historic revisionism, many of yesterday's heroes have been 

stripped of their glory. Recent historians and More scholars have revealed the 

man behind the myth, yet More, despite his human failings, continues to stand 

as a worthy model because, when it came to a final stand, he refused to 

compromise his belief by submitting to the power of the state, even to save his 

life. 

A Man For All Seasons is structured and its characters shaped to present 

More as a heroic figure. He is neither the traditional tragic hero of dramatic 

convention, brought down by a fatal flaw within himself, nor the pathetic anti

hero of much contemporary drama. He is more like the hero of legend. 1 He 

1 Bentley observes that there are many great figures in history but 
only a few have found their way into drama. He suggests that "only 
when a figure has become legendary is he or she a good subject for a 
history play. Eric Bentley, The Brecht Commentaries. 1943-1980 
(New York: Grove, 1981), 185. 
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is, however, a variation on the legendary hero. He is armed with arrows of 

powerful intellect and ringing rhetoric, with the sword of integrity; his chief 

virtue is not physical bravery but moral courage; his field of battle is the court 

of Henry VIII. 

As the dramatic hero, Thomas More dominates the stage in A Man For 

All Seasons. As has been noted above, More is on stage in all but three of the 

play' s sixteen scenes. Even though those three scenes are physically dominated 

by Cromwell, their chief focus is on ways to bring More to conformity or to 

silence him; More's presence is felt even when he is not physically present. 

The scenes in which More is off stage come relatively early in the play; two of 

them, scenes five and seven, are in Act One and the third is scene two of Act 

Two. More is on stage for the last seven scenes of the play which serves to 

intensify the focus on More as the play moves to its conclusion 

Bolt creates a sense of accelerating inevitability leading to More's death 

by blurring the historical chronology in Act Two. This sense of inevitability 

enhances More's role as a tragic hero although the flaws which bring him down 

are those of Cromwell and Henry, not his own. At the beginning of the act the 

Common Man tells us that it is now 1532. The only dates he supplies after 

that are those he gives to tell the audience when Cromwell, Norfolk, Henry, 

and Cranmer died. 2 Rather than helping fix chronology, these further 

accelerate the audience's sense of events because, ranging from 1540 to 1556, 

they point well beyond More's death. While it was more than three years 

2Bolt, Man, 127. 
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between More's resignation and his execution, the absence of any secure dating 

gives the impression of events moving one upon the other in rapid succession: 

resignation, followed by a loss of material comforts, followed by his arrest, 

imprisonment, trial and death. Even the execution, which actually came five 

days after he was found guilty, occurs immediately after the trial in the play. 

Not only does the manipulation of time contribute to a sense of More as 

hero, Bolt's More is heroic in the grandeur of his speeches as well. The 

playwright had much of More's own writing from which to draw, but the 

invented speeches are rich with metaphor and wisdom as well. 3 The chief 

metaphors of bodies of water and the contrastingly safe forested land with 

which Bolt works poetically on the audience's emotions are uttered by More. 

When challenged by Roper's dogmatism, More replies, "The currents and 

eddies of right and wrong, which you find such plain sailing, I can't navigate. 

I'm no voyager. But in the thickets of the law, oh, there I'm a forester. "4 He 

says to Meg, when she begs him to swear to the oath with an inner reservation, 

"When a man takes an oath, Meg, he's holding his own self in his own hands. 

Like water. And if he opens his fingers then--he needn't hope to find himself 

3Without a careful reading of all of More's works it is not possible 
to determine when Bolt was taking phrases directly from the writings, 
when he was borrowing a word or two and fleshing them out to a 
speech, and when he was inventing outright. Generally speaking, the 
trial and execution scenes contain more speeches attributed to More by 
his biographers and more phrases from his letters and devotional works 
than do earlier scenes. 

4Bolt, Man, 66. 
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again. "5 Bolt admits to having created one of More's most striking speeches 

in the play, but he has captured More's rhetorical style so well that More could 

not have said it better himself. In explaining to Margaret his strategy to avoid 

a charge of treason by keeping his silence, More says, "God made the angels to 

show him splendor--as he made animals for innocence and plants for their 

simplicity. But Man he made to serve him wittily, in the tangle of his mind! "6 

Some eloquent phrases are taken from the Dialogue of Comfort and slightly 

reframed into More's speech on the democracy of death at his trial. 

Death ... comes for us all, my lords. Yes, even for Kings he comes, to 
whom amidst their Royalty and brute strength he will neither kneel nor 
make them any reverence nor pleasantly desire them to come forth, but 
roughly grasp them by the very breast and rattle them until they be stark 
dead! 7 

No other character in the play has such an abundance of memorable lines. 

Cromwell's speech at the beginning of Scene eight in Act Two with which the 

trial begins is overblown rhetoric, full of irony in its use of the ocean 

metaphor, referring to "the Law's Great Ship". 8 Bolt shows us yet again the 

contrast between the villain Cromwell and the hero More in the way they use 

language. 

5Ibid.' 140. 

6lbid.' 126. 

7Ibid., 150. The phrase is taken from page 1244 of the 1557 
collected works of More. 

81bid., 148. 
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Bolt's departures from historical accuracy in characterization can be 

traced to the need to accentuate More's heroic side. In each case which we 

have examined, the playwright has brought out More's nobility in his 

interaction with his family, friends, and enemies. He has more concern for the 

integrity of the government than his King has, is more spiritual than the priests 

Wolsey and Cranmer. In contrast to Rich's opportunism, More is shown as 

motivated by the highest of moral values. He cannot win in a political battle 

with Cromwell because the honorable More plays by the rules as he sees them, 

God's rules, while Cromwell's only rules are what work to gain what he wants. 

More is patient with a petulant wife and a rigid son-in-law. At the end, More 

the hero, eschews the solace of friendship to save his friend, Norfolk. Each 

character is changed from the historic person he or she represents to the extent 

that such a change is necessary to elevate More. 

In light of the more recent biographies of Sir Thomas More, based on 

broader and more objective records than the earlier ones, a playwright using 

him for a hero in 1992 might well make him a different kind of hero 

a~together. The focus of such a play would be less openly heroic; the strength 

of such a play would possibly lie in showing a man overcoming inner struggle. 

Yet Bolt did have access to some information which, had he used it, would 

have made More appear less heroic, less perfect, less saintly to a modem 

audience. Historical record in the 1950s did include knowledge of More's hair 

shirt, of the shrillness and vindictiveness of More's attack on heresy, of his 

role in attacking Wolsey and of speaking for the King before Parliament. Bolt 
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chose to include none of these aspects of More; to do so might have 

compromised his characterization of the man as larger than life. 

Marius points out that Thomas More's conflicts, contradictions and the 

basic mystery of his inner life "make him a disappointing hero. "9 In A Man 

For All Seasons we get an occasional brief glimpse of this complex man. In 

scene six of Act One, just after More's conversation with Henry, he is aware 

of the possible consequences for himself and his family of refusing to support 

the King. He says to Roper's comment that he is serving the law as if it were 

his god, "Oh, Roper, you're a fool, God's my god ... (Rather bitterly) But I find 

him rather too CVery bitterly) subtle .. .! don't know where he is nor what he 

wants. "10 The scene with his family in the Tower also reveals a touchingly 

weary and uncertain man. But for Bolt this is a temporary situation which 

serves to make More's stature in the trial scene which follows it all the more 

. . 
impressive. 

The closest More probably ever came to being the kind of hero Robert 

Bolt makes of him is in his dying. More's death was heroic in history and is in 

the play. He bears it stoically, graciously comforting others including the 

executioner. He is secure in what awaits him on the other side of his 

momentary agony; he knows God will not refuse "one who is so blithe to go to 

him. "11 There is no triumph here for Cromwell for "as the audience comes to 

9Marius, Thomas More, 578. 

10Bolt, Man, 67. 

11Ibid.' 162. 
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admire the hero's fortitude and spiritual power, it also comes to recognize the 

public realm as spiritually despicable or meaningless. "12 

Bolt wanted to make Sir Thomas More a contemporary hero in order 

that the Twentieth Century audience might recognize and emulate his integrity. 

Even those historians who point out More's many flaws would agree that at the 

end of his life the integrity of his stand against the divorce and the way he met 

his death are admirable. The Common Man says of More's saintliness, "From 

his willful indifference to realities which were obvious to quite ordinary 

contemporaries, it seems all too probable that he had it. "13 The same may be 

said of his integrity. Marius, whose study of More is both critical and 

compassionate, sees him as our contemporary in a different sense than Robert 

Bolt. 

He lived out his life in an inconclusive struggle to bring his outer world 
into some kind of harmony with his inner being, discovering with the 
years that his victories were not quite triumphs but that his defeats were 
never devastations. A man can lose his head and come to no harm, he 
said at the last, and perhaps that wry resignation before the inevitable 
appeals to us most, for he finally found a way to stand before death and 
the dark with his dignity undefiled.: .. perhaps for us the habitual waging 
of such a hard inner warfare in Thomas More is lesson enough for our 
season. 14 

12Lindenberger, 121. 

13Bolt, Man, 36. 

14Marius, Thomas More, 519-520. 
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A Man For All Seasons shows us Thomas More the hero and gives us 

' 
the challenge to become heroic. A closer look at More's biography shows us 

Thomas More the man and tells us our conflicts, our uncertainties, our self-

serving pride, are not insurmountable obstacles to living as persons of integrity. 
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Appendix A 

SYNOPSIS OF THE PLAY 

The play covers the years from spring of 1526 to July 6, 1535. As the play 

begins Cardinal Wolsey is Lord Chancellor and is seeking ways to convince the 

Pope to release Henry from his marriage to Catherine of Aragon so that he 

may marry Anne Boleyn and produce a male heir to the throne. Thomas More 

is an advisor to the King. In the opening scene he has been entertaining his 

friend, the Duke of Norfolk, at dinner. Richard Rich is also present and is 

trying to convince More to use his influence to find Rich a post at court. 

Mor~, aware that Rich is morally unstable, tries to persuade him to become a 

teacher, a post in which he is less likely to be tempted to unworthy actions. 

More is called to Wolsey's apartments late at night where Wolsey seeks 

his approval for efforts to get a divorce for Henry. When More refuses to 

agree with Wolsey, the Cardinal lets him know he is putting himself in a 

dangerous position. Upon his return to Chelsea, More finds William Roper 

has come to ask Margaret's hand in marriage. More refuses because Roper is 

sympathetic to Lutheranism. 

The play moves ahead to the time following Wolsey's fall and More's 

appointment as Lord Chancellor. Cromwell and Chapuys are both trying to get 

information about More through his steward, the former because he knows 

More opposes the King's divorce and the latter because he hopes to find him 

sympathetic to Queen Catherine's cause. More is visited by the King who tries 
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to persuade him to support the divorce, but More regretfully declines to go 

against his conscience even though he is deeply loyal to the King. 

Act One ends with a meeting between Cromwell and Rich in which plans are 

made to attempt to blackmail More into conforming with the King's wishes or 

to discredit him. Rich's ambition overcomes his loyalty to More as he is 

drawn into Cromwell's schemes. 

Act Two begins two years later. Roper has become a good Catholic 

again and is now More's son-in-law. The two of them await the action of the 

bishops in Convocation. If they agree to submit to Henry's claim that he is 

Supreme Head of the Church in England, so far as the law of God allows, 

More will resign as Chancellor. Chapuys comes to Chelsea to sound More out 

on his support for Queen Catherine should her adherents rebel. More's 

speculations on what outright rebellion against the King would mean are 

interrupted by Norfolk with the news that the bishops have submitted to the 

king. More gives up his chain of office. Hoping to protect his family and 

Norfolk from having to make possibly treasonous statements, he will tell them 

nothing of his opinion as to whether the marriage between Catherine and Henry 

is valid. He is convinced that if he makes no statements, public or private, the 

law cannot be used against him. 

Cromwell meets with Norfolk and tells him of plans to force More to 

declare for the divorce. Norfolk tries to defend his friend, but is told that the 

King wants him to be active in pressuring More. Cromwell brings forth a 

woman who tried to bribe More on a court case by giving him a valuable cup, 

but Norfolk convinces Cromwell that that information will not help because 
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More gave the cup to Rich when he knew it was meant for a bribe. Cromwell 

vows to invent a case against More if necessary. 

Chapuys delivers a letter of appreciation to More from Charles V which 

More refuses to read since, as a loyal subject, he would have to report it to the 

King. Chapuys finds the family living in very reduced circumstances. 

Cromwell questions More who begins to understand that he may be in danger 

despite his discretion. When More discovers he will be required to swear to 

the act of Parliament which states that the King is Supreme Head of the Church 

in England, he fully understands the extent of that danger. He warns Norfolk 

that he has become too dangerous for Norfolk to know, and picks a quarrel to 

send his friend away for his own safety. 

More refuses to swear the oath by which he would recognize Henry as 

the spiritual as well as the secular ruler of England and is imprisoned in the 

Tower. He is questioned by Norfolk, Cranmer, and Cromwell, but will not 

reveal what his objection to the oath is, still hoping by his silence to save his 

life. He is allowed a visit from his family. They urge him to swear to the 

m~1th and return to them. He tries to make them understand why he cannot, and 

tells them to flee the country for their own safety. 

More comes to a final conflict with Cromwell in his trial and is found 

guilty because of the testimony of Richard Rich; he heard More say that 

Parliament did not have the power to make Henry Head of the Church. More, 

with nothing further to be gained by silence, makes known his objection to 

Henry's marriage to Anne Boleyn and is sentenced to be executed. In the final 
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scene More mounts the scaffold with grace and the power of his integrity, one 

who in losing his life truly finds it. 
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SYNOPSIS OF SCENES 

ACT ONE 

Scene 1 Sir Thomas More's house at Chelsea 

Scene 2 Wolsey's apartment at Richmond 

Scene 3 The riverside at Richmond 

Scene 4 Sir Thomas More's house 

Scene 5 Hampton Court Palace 

Scene 6 The garden of Sir Thomas More's house 

Scene 7 An Inn 

ACT TWO 

Scene 1 Sir Thomas More's house 

Scene 2 Cromwell's apartment at Hampton Court 

Scene 3 Sir Thomas More's house 

Scene 4 Cromwell's apartment at Hampton Court 

Scene 5 The riverside at Hampton Court 

Scene 6 The Tower of London 

Scene 7 The same 

Scene 8 The Hall of Westminster 

Scene 9 Tower Hill 
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Appendix B 

BOLT'S DESCRIPTION OF THE CAST 

The Common Man: Late middle age. He wears from head to foot black tights 
which delineate his pot-bellied figure. His face is crafty, loosely benevolent, 
its best expression that of base humor. 

Sir Thomas More: Late forties. Pale, middle-sized, not robust. But the life of 
the mind in him is so abundant and debonair that it illuminates the body. His 
movements are open and swift but never wild, having a natural moderation. 
The face is intellectual and quickly delighted, the norm to which it returns 
serious and compassionate. Only in moments of high crisis does it become 
ascetic--though then freezingly. 

Richard Rich: Early thirties. A good body unexercised. A studious unhappy 
face lit by the fire of banked-down appetite. He is an academic hounded by 
self-doubt to be in the world of affairs and longing to be rescued from himself. 

Duke of Norfolk: Late forties. Heavy, active, a sportsman and soldier held 
together by rigid adherence to the minimal code of conventional duty. 
Attractively aware of his moral and intellectual significance, but also a great 
nobleman, untouchably convinced that his acts and ideas are important because 
they are his. 

Alice More: Late forties. Born into the merchant class, now a great lady; she 
is absurd at a distance, impressive close to. Overdressed, coarsely fashioned, 
she worships society; brave, hot-hearted, she worships her husband. In 
consequence, troubled by and defiant toward both. 

Margaret More: Middle twenties. A beautiful girl of moral fineness; she both 
suffers and shelters behind a reserved stillness which it is her father's care to 
mitigate. 

Cardinal Wolsey: Old. A big, decayed body in scarlet. An almost 
megalomaniac ambition unhappily matched by an excelling intellect, he now 
inhabits a lonely den of self-indulgence and contempt. 
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Thomas Cromwell: Late thirties. Subtle and serious, the face expressing not 
inner tension but the tremendous outgoing will of the renaissance. A self
conceit that can cradle gross crimes in the name of effective action. In short, 
an intellectual bully. 

Eustace Chapuys: Sixties. A professional diplomat and lay ecclesiastic dressed 
in black. Much on his dignity as a man of the world, he in fact trots happily 
along a mental footpath as narrow as a peasant's. 

William Roper: Early thirties; a stiff body and an immobile face. Little 
imagination, moderate brain, but an all-consuming rectitude which is his cross, 
his solace, and his hobby. 

The King: Not the Holbein Henry, but a much younger man, clean-shaven, 
bright-eyed, graceful and athletic. The Golden Hope of the New Learning 
throughout Europe. Only the levity with which he handles his absolute power 
foreshadows his future corruption. 

Thomas Cranmer: Late forties. Sharp-minded, sharp-faced. He treats the 
Church as a job of administration, and theology as a set of devices, for he 
lacks personal religiosity. 

Quoted directly from the Random House edition of the play, xxiii, xxiv. 
Minor characters not discussed in the paper have been omitted. 
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Appendix C 

EARLY BIOGRAPHIES OF THOMAS MORE 

Roper's The Life of Sir Thomas More is the only biography by an 

eyewitness. Although written twenty years after More's death, its general 

reliability has never been questioned. 1 Roper's work is a memoir rather than a 

biography because it makes no attempt to deal with More's whole life. It is, 

rather, a sketch of More's personality using "carefully chosen anecdotes and 

incidents." While the incidents are chosen to cast a favorable light on More, 

they do give the sense of a real man operating in a real world. 

Nicholas Harpsfield (1519-1575) used Roper's work and added detail to 

Roper's stories through his use of More's writings, letters from Erasmus to 

More, and accounts of More's trial. Harpsfield emphasized the religious and 

political issues and More's scholarship. He identified More more specifically 

with the Catholic cause. In Harpsfield we find, "the man is gradually being 

replaced by the martyr." 

Thomas Stapleton (1535-1598), born in the year More died, used 

More's works extensively in addition to other written sources. He had access 

1Michael A. Anderegg, "The Tradition of Early More Biography," 
in Essential Articles for the Study of Thomas More, ed. with an 
introduction and bibliography by R. S.Sylvester and G. P. 
Marc'hadour, The Essential Articles Series, (Hamden,CT: 
Archon, 1977), 3-25. All general information and quotations in 
Appendix C are from the Anderegg article. 
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to exiled members of More's circle including Dorothy Colly who had been 

Meg's maid and was the widow of John Harris, secretary to More at the end of 

his life. She provided Stapleton with many of More's letters and papers. 

Stapleton was writing in the year of the Great Armada when times were 

especially difficult for Catholics. His purpose in writing about More was clear 

in that his life of More was only part of a book which also included the lives of 

the Apostle Thomas and Thomas Becket. Anderegg comments, "Stapleton 

canonized him [More] by association. " He went even further than 

implication, calling More a "saint and glorious martyr. " Anderegg concludes 

that Stapleton's care in collecting material cannot be belittled and that he has 

written a work of historical scholarship. His account must, however, be 

recognized for its strongly Catholic bias. 

The last of the early More biographies of which we must take note is 

that of his descendent, Cresacre More, published in 1626. It was a largely 

der.ivative work, combining Roper and Harpsfield. It was the primary life of 

More until the end of the Nineteenth Century. It was the work on More which 

was most "thoroughly combed for anecdotes, jest, and character sketches that 

could be employed to fill out the bare historical record and to help create what 

would ultimately become the Thomas More 'mythos'". 
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