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Introduction

William Shakespeare’s Henry VIl stands as one of the playwright’s last dramatic
creations, blending historical narrative, political intrigue, and personal tragedy to
depict the turbulent reign of one of England’s most famous monarchs. Subtitled “The
Famous History of the Life of King Henry the Eighth,” the play covers decisive
moments from the latter part of Henry’s rule, including the rise and fall of powerful
courtiers, the dissolution of his marriage to Katherine of Aragon, and the birth of the
future Queen Elizabeth I.

This book, Notes on Henry VIII: Notes and Commentary for Students on the Play by
Shakespeare, is designed as a comprehensive companion for English Literature
students and enthusiasts seeking to deepen their understanding of the play. Through
detailed commentary, historical context, and thoughtful analysis, this volume aims to
illuminate the complexities of Shakespeare’s text and to connect its dramatic
moments with the broader sweep of English history.

Central to the play are the themes of ambition, justice, political maneuvering, and the
precariousness of power—motifs that resonate both within the context of Tudor
England and the world of Jacobean theatre in which the play was written and
performed. Shakespeare presents a cast of vivid historical figures, from the
commanding yet troubled King Henry to the tragic dignity of Queen Katherine, the
relentless ambition of Cardinal Wolsey, and the visionary role of Thomas Cranmer. His
dramatization humanizes these figures while also situating them within the grand
machinations of court and state.

While the title claims to tell the “truth,” Henry VIl freely adapts history for dramatic
effect. Shakespeare and his likely collaborator, John Fletcher, condense decades of
political and religious change into a swift procession of events, rearrange chronology,
and shade character motivations in ways that serve both theatre and Tudor
propaganda. For modern readers and students, this interplay between history and
invention is crucial for understanding not only the play itself but also the age in which
it was written and the audiences for whom it was performed.

Despite questions of authorship and shifting critical attitudes over time, Henry Vil
remains significant for its rich pageantry, its engaging characters, and its reflection on
the costs of greatness. The play captures a moment of national
transformation—Henry’s quest for a male heir leading to seismic religious and political
shifts—yet ends not with the King’s triumph, but with the christening of Elizabeth,
hinting at the future Elizabethan golden age.
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In these notes and commentaries, readers will find chapter-by-chapter guidance
through the play’s episodes, analysis of key characters and scenes, and discussions of
the major themes and controversies that have occupied critics for centuries. Whether
new to Shakespeare or seeking to enrich one’s appreciation of this multifaceted work,
this companion invites students to engage with Henry VIl as both a window into Tudor
and Jacobean worlds and as enduring drama on the English stage.
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CHAPTER ONE: The King and His Kingdom

To understand Shakespeare's Henry VIII, one must first step back into the early
sixteenth century and grasp the world young Henry Tudor inherited. This was a realm
poised between the medieval past and the stirrings of a new age, a land with a freshly
minted dynasty acutely aware of its own fragility and eager to assert its place on the
European stage. When Henry VIl ascended the throne in 1509 at the tender age of
seventeen, England was still finding its feet after the bruising dynastic conflicts known
as the Wars of the Roses. His father, Henry VII, a shrewd and parsimonious ruler, had
ended the fighting but had done so with a rather slender claim to the crown, based
more on conquest than clear hereditary right. This left the Tudor dynasty with an
underlying insecurity, a quiet hum of anxiety beneath the veneer of royal authority.

Henry VIII, by contrast to his cautious father, burst onto the scene as the epitome of a
Renaissance prince. He was young, athletic, charming, and well-educated, fluent in
several languages and skilled in music and jousting. The image he cultivated was one
of vigour and potential, a stark contrast to the more reserved and calculating Henry
VII. He quickly captivated his court and his people, promising a reign of glory and
action after his father's more austere rule.

England itself was not a major European power in the same league as France or the
sprawling Habsburg territories ruled by the Holy Roman Emperor Charles V. Its
population was relatively small, and its wealth, while growing, did not match that of its
continental rivals. Foreign policy was a delicate dance, requiring careful navigation
between the dominant forces of France and the Holy Roman Empire. England often
found itself caught in the middle, trying to leverage its position to its own advantage,
a task that required considerable diplomatic skill and, at times, military posturing.

At the heart of English society and governance lay the concept of the monarchy, seen
as divinely ordained and absolute. The king was God's representative on Earth, and his
authority was, in theory, unquestionable. However, the reality of governance involved
a complex interplay between the monarch, his council, the nobility, and the Church.
The great noble families, though their power had been checked by Henry VI, still
wielded significant influence and harboured ancient rivalries and ambitions. The
Church, meanwhile, was a vast and powerful institution, deeply integrated into the
fabric of daily life and holding immense wealth and privilege, answerable ultimately to
the Pope in Rome.

Speaking of the Church, early sixteenth-century England was unequivocally Catholic.

The Pope was the spiritual head of Christendom, and religious life revolved around the
Mass, saints' days, pilgrimages, and the rituals of the Church. While there were
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currents of dissent and calls for reform bubbling beneath the surface, particularly
influenced by the burgeoning Protestant movement on the continent led by figures like
Martin Luther, these were largely marginal at the beginning of Henry's reign. Henry
VIII himself was initially a devout Catholic, even earning the title "Defender of the
Faith" from the Pope for his written refutation of Luther's ideas.

Into this world stepped Thomas Wolsey, a man of humble origins who would rise to
become arguably the most powerful figure in England after the King himself. Wolsey
was a brilliant administrator, a skilled diplomat, and possessed an almost insatiable
ambition. He caught the young King's eye early on and quickly made himself
indispensable, taking on more and more responsibility as Henry preferred to indulge in
the pleasures of courtly life. By 1515, Wolsey held the positions of Archbishop of York,
Cardinal, and Lord Chancellor, effectively controlling both the English Church and the
machinery of government. His power was unprecedented for someone not of royal
blood, and he wielded it with a lavishness and arrogance that earned him both
admiration and deep-seated resentment, particularly among the old nobility who felt
sidelined by this upstart from Ipswich.

Wolsey's foreign policy was ambitious and complex, aiming to place England at the
centre of European affairs by acting as a mediator between France and the Holy
Roman Empire. One of the most spectacular manifestations of this policy was the Field
of the Cloth of Gold in 1520, a lavish meeting between Henry VIII and King Francis | of
France near Calais. This was less a serious negotiation and more a dazzling display of
wealth, power, and chivalry, designed to impress both each other and the rest of
Europe. The English contingent, orchestrated by Wolsey, spared no expense, erecting
temporary palaces and hosting elaborate feasts and tournaments. It was a moment of
magnificent theatre on the international stage, showcasing the aspirations of the
young King and his ambitious minister.

Yet, beneath the glittering surface of the Field of the Cloth of Gold and the apparent
stability of Henry's early reign, a critical issue loomed: the lack of a male heir. Henry's
marriage to Catherine of Aragon, the daughter of the powerful Spanish monarchs
Ferdinand and Isabella and the widow of his older brother Arthur, had been a
cornerstone of England's alliance with Spain. A special papal dispensation had been
required for the marriage to take place, as marrying one's brother's widow was
generally forbidden by canon law. Catherine was a popular queen, intelligent and well-
regarded, but her pregnancies had tragically resulted in stillbirths, miscarriages, and
only one surviving child, a daughter, Mary.

In a dynastic age, the absence of a male heir was a profound vulnerability. The Tudor
dynasty was young, and a female succession was fraught with potential dangers,
including challenges to the throne from other claimants or the prospect of a foreign
prince marrying the queen and bringing England under foreign influence. As the years
passed and Catherine entered her forties, it became increasingly clear she would not
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bear Henry the son he desperately desired. This growing anxiety about the succession,
coupled with Henry's increasing affection for Anne Boleyn, a lady of the court, would
set in motion a chain of events that would shake England to its foundations, leading to
the King's momentous break with Rome and fundamentally altering the course of
English history. The seeds of the drama depicted in Shakespeare's play were sown in
this fertile ground of political ambition, religious authority, and the deeply personal
quest for a male heir.
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