A Man For All Seasons: Act 1
The play is in two acts but without scene divisions. This analysis divides the acts into scenes, according to the stage directions.
 

Act One, Scene One: Summary
 

The Common Man is both narrator and character, carting with him a basket full of costumes that he puts on to become different people in the play. The Common Man presents a short prologue but does not feel qualified to be speaking of kings and royalty. With the spotlight on him, he complains as he takes out the costume of Matthew, the Steward of Sir Thomas More, and as he puts on the coat, the lights come up and he begins setting the table with goblets. Matthew sets the table and explains to the audience that the sixteenth century is the century of the Common Man, as are all the other centuries. He sneaks some of the wine, then introduces Sir Thomas More.

 

Sir Thomas asks if the wine was good, and the steward pretends innocence. Richard Rich enters arguing, “every man has his price” (4). More disagrees with him. Rich says that people can be bought with money, pleasure, or suffering. More is intrigued by the last item until Rich explains that he means, you torture someone and then offer an escape. More accuses him of reading Machiavelli, and Rich tells him that Master Cromwell suggested he read Machiavelli to become successful. Rich thinks Cromwell will help him find a place.

 

More encourages Rich to go back to Cambridge and become a teacher so he will not be tempted into politics and court life. Rich complains that he has been waiting on wealthy men for seven months trying to find a place. More tells him he should take the post from the Dean of St. Paul’s as a teacher because in public life one is tempted with bribes. He shows Rich a silver cup that a woman sent him to sway his decision on a court case. He gives it to Rich to sell to buy some new clothes. More explains to Rich that the only reason he is in public office is that it was forced on him.

 

The Duke of Norfolk, the Earl Marshall of England, is announced by the Steward. Norfolk calls for Alice, and the Steward explains to the audience that she is Sir Thomas’s wife. Alice and Norfolk argue as Alice comes down the stairs, about whether a falcon could swoop down on its prey from a cloud. Lady Margaret, More’s daughter, also enters. Alice turns to her husband to ask if it is possible for a hawk to stoop from a cloud. More says it doesn’t seem likely. Norfolk continues talking to Margaret (Meg) about this hunting story, explaining the hawk tried to kill a heron. Norfolk tries to get Alice to ride to show her what a hawk can do, and Alice bets him thirty shillings it can’t stoop from a cloud. More puts his foot down and says she has lost her money but can’t ride out with huntsmen. Richard quotes Aristotle on clouds, and More teases that he is really more interested in Machiavelli. Margaret admits she has read him. Norfolk tells her she will not be able to find a husband if she is educated. More and Meg glance at each other.

Norfolk informs them that Cromwell is now the Cardinal’s secretary, and they discuss how Cromwell is from the lower class, but so is the Cardinal. Rich had not heard this before, and More says now he can get help from Cromwell instead of from him. The Steward enters with a summons for More from Cromwell who wants to see him now on the King’s business. Alice guesses it is about the Queen’s business. More sends Margaret and Alice to bed after they pray together, and then he sends Rich with Norfolk, hinting to Norfolk that Rich needs a job. Rich runs back to get the goblet.

 

The Steward speaks to the audience, predicting that Rich will amount to nothing and that his master, Sir Thomas More, is too generous, because someday someone will ask him for something he won’t want to give away.

 

Act One, Scene one: Commentary
The Common Man is a narrator and character, a common denominator against which to measure the other characters. He is practical and motivated for his own welfare. In the play he will assume many guises while the high drama of the main characters is played against his continuous canvas, for the Common Man goes on, the mainstay of every century. The Common Man is a steward, a boatman, an innkeeper, a jailor, an executioner. He gets his employment as he can and does what he must to keep it. He is shrewd and makes accurate assessments of people but only from a practical point of view. He is the opposite of someone like Sir Thomas More, who has high ideals, as is shown in his advice to Richard Rich to stay out of politics. More implies that he would like a more quiet and private life himself, but he had been pressed into service for his country to become a judge in the Court of Requests, a court for the poor. He is not ambitious for public life and recognition the way Richard Rich is.

 

Richard Rich has a choice that More lays out for him. He could get a humble post as a teacher and stay out of the dangerous game of politics, or he can throw himself into court life and take his chances. More warns him about bribery, for instance. Rich is trying to get More to employ him but hints that he has been also hanging around Thomas Cromwell, who is known to be a political climber and who suggested that Rich read Machiavelli if he wants to get ahead.

 

The art of statesmanship was much discussed in the sixteenth century, with Sir Thomas More himself being one of the influential writers and philosophical thinkers in Europe; his book Utopia discusses an ideal state. Nicolo Machiavelli, on the other hand, (1469-1527) in The Prince gives a practical approach to politics, with expediency as the guideline for governments rather than morality. In the first scene then, the larger conflict is defined. What should guide someone in life? Ethics or expediency? The Common Man comments on Sir Thomas that he is too generous to be successful, by living his ideals. More shows Rich a silver cup that had been sent to him as a bribe, and because he is honest, he gives it away. Rich says he will use it to buy a richer robe so he can look successful. Attention is called to the goblet at the end of the scene, a foreshadowing that it will become an important detail. More tries to dissociate himself from corruption, but can he?

 

All the male characters are either antagonists or foils for Sir Thomas More. More’s wife and daughter are like he is, sincerely religious, straightforward, and domestic. They represent a tight-knit family unit. Their friend, Norfolk, is one of the stable old aristocrats of England. He is not intellectual like More and Rich, illustrated by his talk of hunting. He is a friend of the family and jokes around familiarly with Alice and Meg. Norfolk is the normal good man whose goodness is not strong enough to stand up to pressure. The play asks the question that Rich brings up in the beginning: does everyone have a price?

A Man For All Seasons: Act 1, Scene Two

   

The Common Man watches Cardinal Wolsey, the Lord Chancellor of England, the King’s chief advisor, writing at his desk and then exits. More enters and Wolsey asks him what took him so long. It’s 1:00 a.m. Wolsey puts a paper under More’s nose to examine. He wants him to look at a dispatch to Rome, since he is opposed to it.

 

More looks at it and compliments the style. Wolsey asks what he thinks of the content. It is addressed to Cardinal Campeggio in Rome. More wonders why it is not sent to the English Ambassador in Rome. Wolsey says the ambassador is a “ninny” (18) that he was purposely appointed so he could write directly to Campeggio. More remarks on the deviousness of Wolsey’s move. Wolsey expresses disappointment in More for his morality. He needs common sense to be a statesman. Scholarship and morality are of no help in politics. Wolsey challenges More that the king wants a son, and he wonders what More is going to do about it. Wolsey paints a picture for More about what will happen to England if there is no male heir. The Tudors will be replaced by another dynasty; there could be upheaval and war. He reminds More of the Yorkist wars. Henry needs a divorce from Catherine of Aragon who has only given the king a daughter.

 

More reminds Wolsey that the Pope has already given a dispensation so King Henry could marry Catherine in the first place. Wolsey says that the Church needs to be reformed, so why not use that fact to get Henry a proper heir? He does not think More should consider his private conscience when it is a national issue at stake. More answers that when statesmen do not use their private conscience, the country is led towards chaos. He will pray for Henry to get an heir.

 

Wolsey asks if More would govern the country through prayer. He wonders who will govern after him as Chancellor. More? Tunstall? Suffolk? More says he prefers Tunstall. Wolsey proposes Cromwell. More says that he would take office rather than let Cromwell. Wolsey tells him if he would do it then he had better come back to earth. He thinks More should have been a cleric. More leaves him with a joke: A cleric? Like Wolsey?

 

Act One, Scene Two: Commentary
 

More’s last joke to Wolsey implies he does not think Cardinal Wolsey is much of a churchman. He is too political. Actually, Wolsey has a foot in both camps, the church and the state. More hints that he juggles his acts as Cardinal and Chancellor, and that the Church loses.

 

The argument of whether to be guided by ideals or practicality is now extended to the kingdom of England itself. The discussion of what is at stake between Wolsey, the outgoing Chancellor and More, the future Chancellor, is understood even though they do not speak directly about what is contained in the letter to Rome. Wolsey is asking the Pope for a divorce for King Henry. Wolsey reminds More of the difficult political situation they are in. Henry VIII was pressured into marrying Catherine, the Spanish princess after his brother, then heir to the English throne, died. Though scripture prohibits a brother from marrying his brother’s widow, the Pope gave a special dispensation for the sake of the alliance of Spain and England. Henry and Catherine were married and had a daughter, Mary. Henry now finds himself in trouble as Catherine cannot produce a male heir. Henry decides to marry his mistress, Anne Boleyn, and to divorce Catherine. He needs the Pope’s consent.

 

More has objected to the divorce on moral grounds. Wolsey reminds him what happens when the royal succession is in doubt. The Yorkist Wars between the houses of Lancaster and York for the throne of England (The War of the Roses, 1455-1487) spilled a lot of blood and eventually ended with the Tudor Dynasty to whom Henry VIII is heir. That dynasty will end unless Henry has a strong male heir; there could be more wars.

 

Wolsey also hints at the reform of the English Church, which is the way that Henry VIII will eventually get his divorce. When the Pope refuses the divorce, Henry will sever ties with the Roman Church and proclaim himself head of the English Church. This is blatantly immoral to Sir Thomas More, a devout Catholic. Wolsey makes it clear that he and More are enemies, and that he, Wolsey, is trying to please the king and keep his own head. They discuss possible successors to Wolsey (who will be arrested when he does not get Henry the divorce from Rome), and Wolsey threatens that it could be Cromwell, whom we have already heard is completely unscrupulous. More says in that case he would prefer to be Chancellor himself. More’s motivation is strictly patriotic. He frequently points out he would prefer a private life so he could write.

A Man For All Seasons: Act 1, Scene Three

  
The Common Man enters and puts on the costume of a boatman. More is by the river and calls out for a boatman. The boatman answers, and More asks him to take him home. They begin to bargain for the fare, when suddenly, Thomas Cromwell shows up and explains to the boatman that the boat fares are fixed. Cromwell acts surprised to see Sir Thomas More. More greets him and remarks that Cromwell works late. Cromwell says he is on the way to the Cardinal. More congratulates him on being Secretary to the Cardinal. They bow. Cromwell claims he is one of More’s admirers and tells the boatman the fare should be a penny ha’penny to Chelsea where More lives. The boatman comments on Cromwell when he leaves that Cromwell is an up and coming man. Before More can leave, the Spanish Ambassador, Signor Chapuys, enters with his attendant. Chapuys mentions that More has just left the Cardinal and hints he would like to know what More and the Cardinal spoke about, but More does not say anything.

 

Chapuys then pulls More aside and tells him Charles, the King of Spain, is concerned for his aunt, Queen Catherine. Chapuys keeps trying to pry out of More whether he agrees with Cardinal Wolsey about the Queen. More says nothing, but Chapuys says that he understands More to be a good man. Meanwhile, the boatman has been waiting. More says he will pay him what he always pays him. The boatman complains that the fare is the same to and from Chelsea, but it is harder to row upstream, and whoever makes the regulations does not have to row a boat.

 

Act One, Scene Three: Commentary
 

The Spanish Ambassador is keeping an eye on the Queen’s situation because she is the aunt of his master, King Charles of Spain. He knows More’s reputation for being against divorce, and that is why he calls him a good man. He tries to find out whether More gave in to Cardinal Wolsey in terms of supporting the divorce and seems satisfied that More did not, though More has said nothing. Already, it is  apparent that More, for all his idealism, is no fool. He does not talk to anyone about what he is doing, because it is dangerous. He knows Chapuys and Cromwell are ambitious lackeys, interested only in their own careers. As the play goes on, More gets more and more drawn in to the situation, trying to stay true to himself while dodging the traps of unscrupulous men.

A Man For All Seasons: Act 1, Scene Four

   

The boatman changes into Sir Thomas More’s steward as they arrive home. He helps More put on his slippers. Margaret is still up because Master Roper is visiting her. More is surprised. Margaret announces that Will Roper wants to marry her. More objects. Roper defends his family line, but More does not care about his social standing. He objects that Will is a “heretic” (30). Roper argues that it is the Catholic Church that is the heretic, as proved by Martin Luther. More says that Luther has been excommunicated by the Church. Roper accuses the Church of being in business with the sale of indulgences and divorce. Roper says that the whole country is gossiping about whether the Pope will give Henry a divorce. He calls the Pope an Antichrist. Margaret reprimands him for speaking like that to her father, a devout Catholic. More accuses Roper of changing religions too easily. Two years ago he was a good Catholic. More sends Roper home on Alice’s horse. Margaret tells him he may come again. When he leaves, Margaret confronts her father about Will’s proposal. More says he is against the marriage so long as Will is a heretic, though he is a nice boy.

 

Margaret asks her father if he talked to Wolsey about the divorce. He changes the subject to Will again. Margaret asks him again, and again he changes the subject to the Ropers. He comments that old Roper was just as stubborn as Will. They like to go in the opposite direction. Margaret sticks to the divorce, speculating that the Pope will give in. More tells her to stop talking treason and gossip. Alice enters and says she just saw Roper leave on her horse. More says that he will bring it back; Roper was visiting Margaret. Alice is outraged and wants to know why the father does not beat the daughter for such behaviour. More says he can’t beat Margaret because she is educated.

 

Alice sends Margaret to get hot water for her father and then tries to get More to talk about what Wolsey wanted. He says Wolsey wanted him to read a dispatch, but then refuses to talk more about it. Alice mentions that Norfolk was talking of Thomas More as the next Chancellor. He comments that Wolsey is Chancellor, and another is not needed. Margaret brings her father some hot water, and More refuses to drink it. Alice jokes that great men get colds, just like commoners. More jokes back that she is speaking like a Leveler, and should beware of the Tower.

 

The three of them continue talking about the possibility of More becoming Chancellor, but he says as long as Wolsey lives, there won’t be any other Chancellor. If Wolsey falls, it will swamp the people around him, like More. They go to bed.

 

Act One, Scene Four: Commentary
 

The danger of More’s position is felt just as much by what is left unsaid as said. The fact that he will not discuss the King’s divorce with his family means he is protecting both them and himself by not gossiping. More is a lawyer, and he conveys his competence by his careful and cautious handling of events. It is obvious he understands all the nuances of every political move, as when he mentions what would happen if Wolsey falls. Although Wolsey is an enemy, he understands that if Wolsey cannot satisfy the King, it will go ill for all of them.

 

It is significant that Bolt has structured the play with King Henry, the mover of events, in only one scene in the whole play, yet he is the constant threat in the background. Sir Thomas More was a friend of Henry’s in earlier days. One senses the split between them through all this indirection. Henry’s will is carried out through his officials. His absolute power is demonstrated through his never having to do anything to More directly. If Wolsey falls, a man who is trying to do what the King wants, how much worse will it be for More, a man of conscience?

 

The interchange between Roper and More is a dialogue about the state of religion in sixteenth-century Europe. It was the time of the Reformation, after Martin Luther had posted his objections to the Catholic Church on the door of Wittenburg Castle Church in 1517. Luther wanted reform of the superficial and corrupt, outward show of religion in order to put the emphasis on the private relationship of the worshipper to God. Roper puts the King’s divorce in the same category as the indulgences or pardons for sin the Church offered in exchange for a donation to the Church, implying that the Catholic Church is corrupt and can be bought off. These religious matters had political implications as Protestantism spread its influence through Europe, and Rome lost its absolute power over monarchs. Wolsey too was hinting at reform of the Church, though Henry’s reform turns out to be for his own convenience, to secure the divorce he wants. Sir Thomas More is loyal to the Catholic Church and will eventually die for refusing to recognize the English Church and the King as its head (The Act of Supremacy, 1534). It was a time when people were passionate about their religion, as More mentions. Will, however, was passionate for the Catholic Church one minute and then for Luther the next. In order to marry Margaret More, Roper will have to change back to Catholic again. He is thus a foil to More who is constant in his religion and ethics.

A Man For All Seasons: Act 1, Scene Five

  
 A spotlight on the floor is the only thing visible as a bright red robe and cardinal’s hat are thrown into the light. The Common Man enters and puts the robe and hat in his basket. Then he puts on his glasses and reads from a history book about the death of Cardinal Wolsey. He died of a broken heart or pneumonia, but the real cause was the displeasure of the King over his handling of the divorce. He was arrested and died on the way to the Tower in 1530. Afterwards, Sir Thomas More became the Lord Chancellor of England. More had the reputation of being a saint, which one would gather from his writings. In life that is harder to verify, the Common Man says, but since he seemed indifferent to reality, perhaps he was.

 

Act One, Scene Five: Commentary
 

The swift shift of scenes to highlight only certain moments in More’s story makes history feel more arbitrary, less logical and sequential. Wolsey is there, threatening, one moment, and the next, he is gone, a footnote in a history book, with only his robe and hat remaining. The Common Man’s commentary provides an ironic link between scenes. History is all about the important people like Wolsey and More, but as Alice More points out, great people can get colds as well as commoners. Wolsey’s pneumonia, his death, his fall, demonstrate the vulnerability of every person. The Common Man points out not the high drama, but the human condition. The Common Man is not very impressed by Sir Thomas More’s saintliness.

 A Man For All Seasons: Act 1, Scene Six

   
The lights come up on Hampton Court with Cromwell sitting on the stairs and Richard Rich entering. Rich explains he came with the Duke of Norfolk. Cromwell asks if he is the Duke’s secretary, and Rich, embarrassed, says that he does secretarial work, looking after the Duke’s library. Cromwell points out their ironic and differing fortunes. Rich is stuck in a backwater, though the new Chancellor is his friend, while Cromwell is now in the King’s service, though his old master was the disgraced Wolsey. Rich says that More is not his friend, though he did set him up with the Duke of Norfolk. Cromwell tempts Rich with the possibility of a position. Rich asks what he does for the King, and just then, Ambassador Chapuys enters and repeats the question. Cromwell introduces Chapuys and Rich, and when Chapuys wants to know Cromwell’s title, he says he is “The King’s Ear” (38). He does whatever the King tells him to do. Chapuys teases him about why the King should bother with Justices, Chancellors, and Admirals. Cromwell answers, “Oh they are the constitution” (38). Cromwell brags to Chapuys that he just helped launch the Great Harry, a warship with sixty-six guns. The King himself will be the pilot guiding her down the river. Chapuys corrects him and says the ship has fifty-six guns. He knows the King is going to Chelsea. Cromwell seems surprised he knows this, but admits Henry is going to Chelsea to talk to More about the divorce. Chapuys says that More is a good son of the Church.

 

More’s steward, Matthew, arrives. Chapuys leaves, and Cromwell beckons to Matthew. Matthew tells Cromwell that More won’t speak of the divorce to his family but that he goes white if anyone mentions it; More is worried about it. Cromwell pays him for the information. Cromwell leaves and then Chapuys pays Matthew for other information. Matthew tells Chapuys about More’s devout religious habits, for which the Ambassador pays him. Then Rich enters and asks Matthew what he told Chapuys and gives him a coin. Matthew tells him and when they have all gone, Matthew turns to the audience and explains that the information he gave was common knowledge, but since these men paid for it, they will make it into some dangerous secret.

 

Act One, Scene Six: Commentary
 

Although the news of More’s promotion to Chancellor would seem to be fortunate, in terms of honour paid to him and the country’s welfare, this scene brings tension as we sense what he is up against. Even Wolsey fell trying to please the King, and More is not out to please the King but rather, his own conscience. Rich has an axe to grind with More in that he didn’t get a high position from him. Cromwell and Chapuys are already haggling over More and what direction he might go on the divorce. They bribe Matthew to find out if More is going to cave in to the King’s desire. Cromwell and Chapuys represent the demands of the King of England and the King of Spain, in between whom is sandwiched Sir Thomas More, who insists he must represent the law, the Church, and his conscience. The odds against More are piling up, especially when we learn the dreaded Henry is sailing a battle ship down the river to Chelsea to confront More in person. More has been good at dodging things so far, but sooner or later, it seems that he is going to have to take a stand.

A Man For All Seasons: Act 1, Scene Seven

   

With a fanfare of trumpets, we are at Chelsea and Sir Thomas More’s home. Alice, Margaret, and Norfolk are looking for More. The fanfare was announcing the approach of the King. Everyone is in distress that More will not be present to receive the King. Alice warns Norfolk that Thomas has his own way of doing things. When More enters, he explains he has been at vespers as usual. They fuss with him until he changes his clothes to be presentable. He is scolded and laughed at for not wearing his best clothes.

 

Henry appears with a fanfare, blowing on his pilot’s whistle. Everyone kneels. Henry boasts about piloting the boat down the river. More introduces Margaret to the King. He has heard she was a scholar. She modestly says she passes for one among women. They converse in Latin until the King realizes she is more proficient than he is. He asks if she can dance; he himself is a superb dancer and shows his leg. Then he indicates Norfolk and claims he can beat him at wrestling and threatens to throw Norfolk. Alice says she has prepared a simple supper for the King, and he is hungry from his trip. He turns to Margaret and says that he is also a scholar. Margaret says she knows of his book about the seven sacraments of the Church. Henry says that More helped him, but More denies it. Henry offers to let Margaret blow on his whistle, and then bids his musicians to play. Everyone exits but More and Henry.

 

Henry begins by saying he is glad he has a friend for a Chancellor. He picks up Thomas’s chain of office and puts it over his head. Henry tells him that Wolsey named him Chancellor, and More is surprised. Henry says that Wolsey was too proud; he wanted to be Pope. He is glad they have no Cardinals in England now. Then he says offhand to More, he wonders if he has thought over the divorce. More says he has but cannot take the King’s position in the matter. He says that Henry promised when he became Chancellor that he would not be pushed on the question. Henry says he wants the divorce because his soul is at peril; it is immoral to marry the widow of a brother. He does not want to remain in sin. God has punished him with no sons. More says that the King does not need his approval. He should do as he wishes. The King says he needs More’s support because everyone knows he is honest. He explains he will have no opposition. He leaves More to his conscience, and he gives his word he will leave More out of the matter. He must not write against the divorce. More says he would not do such a thing.

 

Henry claims he has to catch the tide and cannot stay for dinner. He leaves suddenly. Alice accuses her husband of making the King angry. He apologizes but explains to her that though he cannot rule the King, he must rule himself. Alice argues with him, saying he does not know how to flatter. More assures her he will not be a martyr.

 

Will Roper and Margaret enter. Roper tells More he has been offered a seat in Parliament. He claims his views on the Church have changed; he does not want to attack it, just the people who are corrupting it. More tells him to be quiet; he may not hear his accusations as the Chancellor. Roper accuses More of being corrupted himself. Alice is angry at Roper’s impudence. Rich then enters but feels suddenly suspicious when Roper says he has heard of him. Rich thinks the Mores don’t want him. Rich tells More that Cromwell is asking questions about him, and he points to Matthew as a spy. More says of course, Matthew is his servant, as though that is to be expected. Rich tries to tell him about Ambassador Chapuys, but More is unperturbed. Rich is upset, and asks More for help by employing him. More refuses. When Rich rushes out, Roper tells More to arrest Rich because he is dangerous, but More says he has done nothing wrong. Even Margaret begs her father to do it because Rich is a bad man who is obviously stirring things up to benefit himself. More says he will stick to the law. Rich has not broken the law.

 

Roper asks More if he thinks man’s law is above God’s law. More defends English law as a refuge for people on earth. God is too lofty to understand, but the law is a safeguard. When Margaret asks her father to be direct with them, he says that he has not disobeyed Henry, and no man in England is safer than he is. Alice asks why then is Cromwell collecting information on him. He says it is just because he is prominent. He is harsh with Roper for being able to change his principles so fast, then apologizes for being critical. He drinks a toast with his family as they go in to dinner, saying it’s best to be anchored in one’s principles.

 Act One, Scene Seven: Commentary
 

This is the only scene where Henry appears, and though he is careful not to argue with More, whom it is obvious he respects, he makes it clear that he will not have opposition to his plans. He seems to let More off the hook, promising if he keeps quiet, all will be well. He had wanted More to come out in favour of the divorce, because he is a great thinker that all of Europe will listen to. More declines his help but says he will be quiet about his thoughts. Henry’s abrupt departure does not bode well, as Alice remarks.

 

The confrontation with Roper allows More to develop his philosophical position. It is not just a simple matter of being a devout Churchman and seeing things in black and white, one side good and the other evil. More merely wants to live by his own conscience and believes English law protects one so this can be done. Although Roper is a good man, his principles are announced as absolute, and yet they go up and down with his passions. In fact, no one else is steadfast in himself or in his principles except More. Even the good men, Roper and Norfolk, bend with the wind and let circumstance guide them. More knows who he is and what he stands for. He even seems willing to let King Henry go his own way and do as he wants; he does not want to proclaim the King wrong and become a martyr. He wishes to do his own legal duty as Chancellor and be let alone about his conscience. Roper accuses him of backing down and not sticking to his religious belief if he does not oppose the King, but Robert Bolt shows More as a practical man. He is not setting out to be a hero or martyr. He is a lawyer and sees the law as a way to live peacefully in the world. He thinks he has found the proper compromise with Henry here. If he is silent on the matter, he has not crossed Henry nor himself. At the moment, he believes this deal will hold. 

 

Rich’s entry serves two purposes. First, it lets More and his family know that Cromwell is actively watching More. Danger is increasing. Secondly, Rich’s lack of integrity is apparent and contrasts with More’s complete integrity. Rich is desperate for a prestigious position and will go to the highest bidder. More does not want to employ someone like that. His dismissal of Rich is also a bad omen, though More does not know this, because Cromwell is waiting for Rich with a counter offer.  

 

The scene between Margaret and King Henry is interesting for several reasons. Alice represents the traditional woman of the medieval or Renaissance period who did not go to school or read. Learning was for men. With the new humanist ideal of education that Sir Thomas More represents, some noble women were beginning to get educated at this time. It is significant that Sir Thomas educates his daughter, although he still tries to rule her choice of husband. He has a fair and affectionate relationship with the women in his life. Margaret is ironically a foreshadowing of King Henry’s own daughter that he will have by Anne Boleyn, Elizabeth, the future great queen of England. Elizabeth, like Margaret, was educated with the new humanist learning. Elizabeth like Margaret could speak and write in Latin and converse intelligently on topics with her courtiers. It had been firmly believed until this time that women were incapable of learning or reasoning, and so it is amusing that Margaret’s Latin is better than Henry’s. Margaret is close to her father and as an educated woman understands his ideals as her mother does not.

 

A Man For All Seasons: Act 1, Scene Eight

   
The Common Man shows us a pub called “The Loyal Subject” and he puts on the costume of an innkeeper or publican. As he places chairs and a table, he comments on Sir Thomas More that it takes a lot of education to get a man as deep as he is. Someone common cannot be expected to understand him. Cromwell enters with a bottle, and the publican says this is a private room. Cromwell looks around to see the dark corners. Rich enters. Cromwell says he is drunk with success; Sir Thomas Paget is retiring, and now Cromwell will be Secretary of the Council. Cromwell questions Rich on whether he would never repeat or report things told to him in confidence. Rich says he does believe he would never do that. Then he admits it would depend on what he was offered. Cromwell approves and offers him the post of Collector of Revenues for York Diocese. Rich wonders what he has to do for it. Cromwell tells him there are no rules; it’s “a matter of convenience” (73). They must make things convenient for Henry. Rich looks depressed and explains, “I’ve lost my innocence” (74). Cromwell tells him he lost it long ago, but he is just noticing. Rich takes some wine, and they discuss how Sir Thomas More really is an innocent man.

 

Cromwell explains that to an innocent man like Sir Thomas, the Pope is the only one who can give a divorce, even though the Pope is a corrupt man. Then he asks Rich how much he got for the goblet More gave him. He says fifty shillings. Cromwell says it was a bribe and wants Rich to show him the shop so they can get the evidence. Rich agrees but asks Cromwell what he is going to do with this evidence. Cromwell says that upright men have to learn how to get out of the way, and if not, they are only fit for heaven. Rich suddenly defends More, saying he won’t frighten so easily because he really is innocent. Cromwell says perhaps he doesn’t know how to be frightened because he hasn’t put his hand in the candle, and with that he grabs Rich’s hand and burns it in the candle until Rich screams and moves away. Rich accuses him in horror: “You enjoyed that!” (77)

 

Act One, Scene Eight: Commentary
 

The name of the pub, “The Loyal Subject,” is satirical. All could claim to be loyal subjects, but what is a loyal subject, one who does what the king wants and commands, or someone like More, who wants to uphold justice? The comedy in the beginning of the scene in which the publican cannot understand what Cromwell means, shows how humans only understand what they themselves know. They cannot put themselves in the place of another. The publican does not have Cromwell’s political assessment of the privacy of the room. Cromwell doesn’t want “too many little dark corners” (69) meaning he doesn’t want to be spied on. The publican says innocently that the room has only four corners. He says, “I don’t understand you” (70), and Cromwell thinks the publican is being crafty, pretending to be dumb, calling him, “The master statesman of us all” (70). This demonstrates the paranoid thinking of someone like Cromwell who does not believe someone else could be straightforward.

 

This scene indirectly shows the turn in More’s fate, as lesser men bargain for his future. It is frightening because neither Sir Thomas nor Henry, the protagonist and antagonist of the action, are present. It is all decided off stage, so to speak, by underlings, by men who do favours for other men, all down a long chain of command. It is like a spider’s web, and More is getting set up. He has been confident of remaining in the right, and in the light, not just because he is a saint or trusting in God, but because he has trusted in the law and his own ability to outwit the obvious schemes of others. He has thought that innocence and silence were enough. Cromwell wants to show him it is not. From now on More’s downfall will be handled through a bureaucracy, not by Henry himself. We assume he is ultimately giving the orders, or is responsible for them.

 

Cromwell announces “convenience” or expediency as the sole motivation for political action. First, it is according to the King’s convenience, and then, on down the line, according to the convenience of each person, which direction he will take. It is an unpleasant scene in which we watch a weak man, Rich, get corrupted by an evil man who is enjoying not only his own power, but also watching someone give up his conscience. When Rich tries to explain that More is motivated differently, Cromwell puts Rich’s hand in the fire to bring home the principle Rich himself had announced in the first scene, that every man has his price. For some, the price is suffering; that is, torture until the person agrees. The sign that neither Rich nor Cromwell can comprehend a man like More is in More’s earlier response to Rich’s idea that a man could be tempted towards suffering. In other words, Thomas More’s measurement of reality, his temptations, are completely different than other men’s. The question left at the end of the scene is, will Cromwell be able to frighten More into line with Henry’s desire? It is clear he will stop at nothing and seems to be confident enough in knowing Henry’s mind that he can make such threats. Cromwell is more frightening than Wolsey. Wolsey was ambitious but seems to have had some sense of England, of ruling for a purpose. Cromwell only seems motivated by power and cruelty. In all the scenes the Common Man proves Cromwell’s principle of convenience, because he is on the bottom rung of the ladder  of power, and in order to survive, as a servant, publican, boatman, he must also look to convenience rather than conscience. The Common Man observes and says some witty things about the human condition, but he does not comprehend Sir Thomas More either, and he will end up contributing to his downfall by having to pay attention to the principle of “convenience.”
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