A Man For All Seasons: Act 2
   
A Man For All Seasons: Act 2, Scene 1
The Common Man enters with a book and wearing spectacles. He explains the play’s action started in 1530 (Act One), and it is now two years later, 1532. He reads from a history book about the establishment of the Church of England, that wonderful institution of moderation, which was established by an act of Parliament rather than bloodshed. Not many people opposed King Henry’s new Church, the Common Man explains, because he could throw people into prison without trial and torture was a common practice.

 

Act Two, Scene One: Commentary
 In order to get a divorce, Henry VIII severed the Church of England from Rome and made himself the supreme head of the church as well as the state. Although this was motivated by his personal situation, creating a national church was in line with the Protestant Reformation started by Martin Luther when he began reform of the Roman Church and then became the founder of a separate church. The sixteenth century saw the establishment of other Protestant factions. Although the Renaissance promoted a common educational language throughout Europe in the humanism espoused by Sir Thomas More and all other educated men at the time that allowed them to exchange ideas across cultures, there was also a strong national drive among European countries. Henry demanded sovereignty over his own government and church. There was some insurrection in the north of England, stirred up by the Spanish ambassador, Chapuys, but it was quickly put down, and Henry’s new law stood. This puts Thomas More and any staunch Catholics who consider themselves as still loyal to the Pope as the supreme head of the Christian Church, in a difficult position. More has been juggling as far as he can to satisfy both the King and his conscience. He is a reasonable man who just wants to be able to live in peace. Circumstances keep pushing him into a corner. Will he be able to live with Henry’s new church?

A Man For All Seasons: Act 2, Scene Two

   
More is seated but Roper, dressed in black, and wearing a cross, is standing. More asks why he has to wear those clothes. Roper says he must, because he has to declare his allegiance to the Church. More says he is conspicuous and looks like a Spanish Catholic. Roper taunts him that his chain of office as Lord Chancellor is more of a disgrace than his clothes. More says he will take off his chain of office if the bishops agree to the Act of Supremacy—if they agree that Henry has complete charge of the Church. There is still some question because of the wording of the law, which adds, “so far as the law of God allows” (83). More is thankful that little loophole exists because he it means he can still be Chancellor in good conscience. Roper tries to get him to discuss how far he thinks the law of God allows Henry’s Act of Supremacy to go, but More says he is keeping his opinion to himself. More says he does not want to hear Roper’s opinion either because it is treason. Roper is now married to Margaret and has to think of his family. Margaret enters and encourages her husband to say what he thinks. More thinks they are both naive.

 

Ambassador Chapuys enters and accuses them all of wanting to be saints or martyrs. More does not like this joke. Chapuys pays More an awkward compliment, repeating the epithet, “The English Socrates,” as Erasmus calls More. More says he has no taste for hemlock. Chapuys acts horrified at More’s suggestion that he would be asked to die for the state as Socrates did. More asks Roper and Margaret to withdraw. Chapuys asks More if he will allow himself to be associated with Henry now, for after all, the Chancellor bears responsibility for what happens too. More is clearly upset by this and defends himself, saying that things might have been worse but for him. Chapuys says there “comes a point”(86) when a decision might have to be made and asks More if he will resign if the bishops submit to the King. More asks him what he would think of that and Chapuys says he would applaud, for it would be an important signal to the rest of the world. He says he has just returned from north England where things are different, and “There they are ready” (87). Chapuys uses the word, “resistance” and More is alarmed. They argue over what it means in the Bible to be militant for God’s sake. More says it is only metaphorical.

 

Just then Norfolk enters and Roper announces excitedly that it’s all over. Norfolk interrupts and says he will give the news. Chapuys seems to leave but waits to hear the news that the bishops gave in, and England is severed from Rome. More asks help to get the Chancellor’s chain off his neck, and Norfolk refuses. Roper, however, is eager to do it. More asks Alice, and she scolds him for abandoning his duty. Margaret helps her father. Norfolk says it looks like cowardice and does not understand.

 

More can no longer contain himself and says that this is war against the Church just because Henry wants him to say that the new Queen is his wife. Norfolk tries to trap More into giving his opinion, but he says he will only tell his opinion to the King. Norfolk warns More he will not only lose respect, but he will have to forfeit his property over a mere theory. More then tests Norfolk. He says if he tells Norfolk what he thinks, will he tell the King? Norfolk says no. More says, what if the King commands you to tell him. Norfolk says that he still will not tell. More asks what has become of Norfolk’s vow of obedience to the King then?  Norfolk accepts More’s resignation on the King’s behalf, and tells him not to fear reprisals.

 

More stops Norfolk and tells him of Chapuys’s threat of rebellion in the north. He warns that they need to keep an eye there. Norfolk is glad to see he still has some patriotism.

 

When he leaves Alice says, “So there’s an end of you” (93). More says no, he will write and read and play with his grandchildren. Roper is proud of his “gesture” (94). More objects that it is not a gesture; he could not continue. It was a practical act. Roper disagrees, calling it a “moral” act (94). Alice says they are not going to leave him in peace in his house; she wants to know why he is doing this. More says he has done no wrong as long as he keeps his mouth shut, and that is why he will not tell them what he thinks, to protect them: “in silence is my safety under the law” (95).

 

Act Two, Scene Two: Commentary
 

The political tension has escalated since Henry has pursued his own course for England unopposed by Parliament, the Church, or any foreign power. The bishops are the last check to Henry’s taking over the Church. More has been juggling between Henry’s demands and his conscience for years, but as Chapuys says, there comes a point when one has to decide, and this is the scene in which that point of no return is reached, when More will have to cave in with the bishops or stand with his conscience. Roper tries to get More to discuss where the line is for him, but More will never disclose his principles or what his conscience tells him. He does this to protect his family. He has said he will only disclose that to King Henry, but in Bolt’s version of the story, there is no further discussion with the King. His resignation says it all. Norfolk promises More that Henry will not harm him because he has given good service. They were once friends. More thinks he will retire to write. Alice, however, is the realist. She knows they will not leave More alone because he is too influential all over Europe and could be a worse threat with his writings than as Chancellor.

 

Chapuys as usual visits More to see if he can pick up information about what More will do. The very fact of the presence of the Spanish ambassador when Norfolk delivers the news casts suspicion on Thomas More, as if he is conspiring with the enemy. This is even more obvious because Chapuys hints at rebellion in the north of England over the Act of Supremacy and in fact was an instigator in that unrest. Chapuys would like to see More on his side as a true Catholic, and he calls More a “brother in Christ” (85), hinting that they have the same religious principles. More, however, says that is a title they share with all of humanity, thus indicating he has a broader definition of religion than Chapuys does. Furthermore, he shows his loyalty to England by telling Norfolk about the rebellion. Norfolk says Cromwell already knows about it, but it does help to clear More’s name that he brings it up. In every scene, More falls outside the range of other people’s understanding, even his family’s.

 

When Norfolk challenges More that he will give up his reputation and property for a mere theory, More replies that “what matters to me is not whether it’s true or not but that I believe it to be true” (91). He is not claiming omniscience on the topic, but that it is a deep commitment in his life to which he must be true to be true to himself.

 

When Roper claims approvingly that More has made “a noble gesture” (94), More says it was no gesture. He would not put his family through that, for a gesture. He simply could not continue. He ridicules Roper’s idea of morality as a mere gesture, or something learned from books, as Alice accuses her husband of doing. If anyone goes by the book, it is Roper. His religion has to do with what doctrine he currently accepts. Alice accuses More of not trusting them because he won’t explain himself more clearly, but he insists he has to protect them in case they are questioned by authorities. This scene is the turning point of More’s fate, when he decides he must go against Henry and the state. He is still naïve, however, in believing that silence will save him
A Man For All Seasons: Act 2, Scene Three

   
The Common Man as Matthew, More’s steward, says the servants are assembled in the kitchen and want to know what has happened. More tells his wife the servants will have to go, but they will find them all places.  Alice is in shock how quickly things are happening. Alice, Margaret, and Roper go to the kitchen to speak to the servants. More speaks to Matthew, asking if he can stay for a smaller wage. Matthew says no, and More says he will miss Matthew. Matthew responds that More has always seen right through him. More leaves, repeating he will miss Matthew.

 

Matthew soliloquizes to the audience, wondering “What’s in me for him to miss?” (97). Then he catches himself and says, he almost fell for it. His employer asks him to take lower wages in bad times and compliments him. He takes off his steward’s coat and exits.

 

Act Two, Scene Three: Commentary
 
The miscommunication between More and other people will continue to get worse, as he is going down a road few mortals would dare to travel. His genuine affection for his steward, even with his faults, is real, and Matthew knows it but wonders why his master would feel for him when he can see through him. He reverts to cynicism about the exchange no doubt because that is the only way he can feel comfortable about their relationship. He has not been a loyal servant in good times, and not now, in bad times. He uses the excuse of practicality, the same excuse Norfolk used. One has to go with the times, take care of oneself.

A Man For All Seasons: Act 2, Scene Four

   
Norfolk is defending Sir Thomas to Cromwell, explaining that he is not talking about his opposition. Cromwell explains that as a famous man of letters More’s silence is “bellowing” what he thinks all over Europe (98). Cromwell does note that More was hostile to Spain which proves his loyalty to England. Norfolk eagerly agrees. Cromwell says that all they need is a statement from him to that effect. Norfolk says to let it alone. Cromwell says the King doesn’t agree. He has evidence against More of accepting a bribe. Norfolk says that is nonsense. He is the only judge who does not accept bribes, and as Chancellor he has only been left with a hundred pounds. Cromwell calls in a woman and Richard Rich. Norfolk and Rich are sarcastic to one another since Rich was Norfolk’s librarian. The woman accuses More of accepting a silver goblet for her case, though he didn’t find for her side. Cromwell says an ex-steward of Sir Thomas’s will corroborate the story. Norfolk realizes it was the cup he saw Rich with when he was at More’s house and that More gave it away when he knew it was a bribe. Cromwell admits the evidence is flimsy, but they will find something better. The King wants Norfolk to participate in bringing More down because they are friends. Norfolk leaves and Cromwell turns on Rich for blundering the attempt. Cromwell calls More a “slippery fish” (103). He decides they must get More by the law. They might have to make one.

 

Just then the Steward appears, but Rich says they don’t need him after all. Then Rich says that he will be needing a Steward himself, but he remembers Matthew did not treat him with respect. The Steward explains that in those days he still had his fortune to make and imagines disrespect. But when he reaches the right level, he doesn’t notice that anymore. Rich does not know if the Steward is being impudent but agrees to take him on.

 

Act Two, Scene Four: Commentary
 
It is now a chess game to see how Cromwell can devise a trap to do away with More. More trusts in the law, so that is how he will be defeated. The law is in the hands of corrupt men, so they can make whatever laws they wish.

 

In this scene, there are only practical realists who have chosen to go along with the ways of the world. We expect as much of Cromwell, Rich, and the Steward, but Norfolk is a more tragic case. He knows his friend is innocent. He is a friend of the family, and Cromwell takes delight in torturing Norfolk’s conscience. He not only has to give in to the King himself, he must drag down a man he respects in order to stay alive himself. Norfolk’s excuse is that it doesn’t matter what the King says or Parliament says. Compromise may be the way of the world, but in private one can do as one wishes. Circumstance, however, has a way of polarizing the situation. One must stand up for oneself, or let others dictate one’s choices.

 

A Man For All Seasons: Act 2, Scene Five

   
The Common Man in his Steward guise remains on stage to explain that Sir Thomas More has come down a bit. We are at the More house in Chelsea, but it is cold and dark.

 

Chapuys and his attendant enter in cloaks, with Alice above, wearing an apron over her dress. She says her husband is coming down and wishes Chapuys would leave before he does. Chapuys says he has a Royal Commission to perform. Chapuys remembers when the rooms were warm. The attendant says this is the result of angering a King. Chapuys agrees but says Sir Thomas is a good man. Chapuys makes pleasantries with More and then gives him a letter from the King of Spain. More says he has taken no stand, and he will not accept the letter. More says his views are guessed at but not known. It would be his duty to take the letter to the King of England. Chapuys is shocked.

 

Margaret enters with an armload of bracken for fuel to warm the house. More shows Margaret and Alice that he has not opened the letter from the King of Spain and asks the visitors to leave. Chapuys says to his man that Sir Thomas is unreliable.

 

More explains to his family that he can’t take the money from the bishops. Alice is exhausted and says apparently they are not worthy to know why a man in poverty cannot take four thousand pounds. He tries to tell her this is not poverty, but she reminds him they don’t know what they will eat tonight. He says, they will eat parsnips and mutton, but they will be together. Margaret says he should take the money, but he says if the Church pays him, it buys his consent.

 

Roper enters and says that Cromwell is summoning him now to answer some charges. More says it was to be expected and makes light of it. Margaret wants to come with him, but he says he’ll be back for dinner because his case is watertight. Alice says Cromwell is a skilful lawyer. More dismisses Cromwell, calling him a mere “pragmatist” (113).

 

Act Two, Scene Five: Commentary
 
Both Cromwell and Chapuys believe they can read More’s politics from his silence. Cromwell says if he hasn’t said anything against the King then he must be for him. Chapuys gives the same argument. If More is keeping quiet about the King, it must mean he is for Spain. More’s silence confuses both his enemies and his family, but gives him protection for a while. With this summons to Cromwell, one imagines the game is up because he will have found some law with which to trap More into playing his hand.

 

More tries to be philosophical with his family, saying they are not in poverty. They have the riches of virtue and each other. Alice resents however, that the family must pay for More’s conscience, especially since he won’t explain his view on things. He is increasingly isolated by his choice.

A Man For All Seasons: Act 2, Scene Six

 

Cromwell enters and draws back a curtain, revealing Richard Rich sitting at a table. Rich will be making a record of their conversation. More compliments him on his fancy gown. Cromwell says that More has no more sincere admirer than himself, then tells Rich he doesn’t have to write that part down. More asks to hear the charges. Cromwell says there are no charges, only questions. More tells Rich to write down, there are no charges. Cromwell is amazed that More is the only one opposing the current of the times. More says he is amazed too. Cromwell tells him the King is not pleased. Cromwell tempts More, saying that if he could agree with the Bishops and Parliament, there is no honour the King would deny him.

 

Cromwell tries to trip up More with some minor incidents that put him in a bad light. The first charge or question has to do with the Maid of Kent, who was executed for her religious prophesy against the King. More had written her a letter telling her to stay out of the affairs of state. Cromwell then accuses More of having written the King’s book, A Defence of the Seven Sacraments, which sites the Pope as the supreme authority of the Church. More denies he wrote the book. He answered the King’s questions on the law. He says the King will not perjure himself by accusing him of that. Cromwell is angry at More’s confidence. Cromwell once again asks More about the King’s marriage to his second wife, Anne Boleyn. More replies he was not to be asked that again and dismisses Cromwell’s threatening tactics as “an empty cupboard” (118). He is not intimidated. Cromwell is not used to being treated in such a superior manner, and plays his last card. He baits More by saying, that in order for a man to be frightened, there must be something in the cupboard. More agrees. Cromwell picks up a paper and reads it. It contains a denouncement from the King, accusing More of treason. More is convinced and says “at last” (118). More is allowed to leave for the present.

 

Act Two, Scene Six: Commentary
 

In this scene we witness More going from his confident stand as a careful, law-abiding citizen to sudden fear. Cromwell builds up the moment, obviously skilled at psychological torture, as we have seen with his treatment of Rich and Norfolk. More compliments Rich’s clothing, a sign that he is rising in rank, but for More it is his badge of shame at losing his soul.

 

Cromwell first presents empty charges that More is able to refute. More believes there is nothing with which they can frighten him. When Cromwell reads out the King’s accusation, More knows the game has changed, and he has become afraid. Henry has put his foot down, and as the supreme law of England, if he says More is a traitor, then he is. More knows the King well, as he points out to Cromwell. He knows Henry is fed up with him. Though he has done nothing wrong, and is not saying his opinion of the divorce, Henry’s displeasure and labelling him as a traitor is a prelude to worse things to come. At each point, More has to decide whether or not to continue this path.

A Man For All Seasons: Act 2, Scene Seven

  
 After More leaves, Cromwell and Rich discuss the situation. Rich wonders if More can be frightened. Cromwell says, “We’ll put something in the cupboard” (119). Cromwell repeats that as “a man of conscience” (119) the King wants Thomas to bless his marriage or be destroyed. Rich says those are odd alternatives, but Cromwell explains that in the King’s logic, if he destroys someone, it is proof the person was bad. Cromwell claims they are keepers of the King’s conscience. “And it’s ravenous” (120).

 

Act Two, Scene Seven: Commentary
 
Cromwell reveals something about the King and about himself at the same time. The King has started down a course where he will stop at nothing to get what he wants. He has Church and Parliament under his control. He is not above the law; he is the law, as far as he is concerned. Cromwell sees that the King calls his ambition his “conscience,” as he did when he told Thomas he felt his first marriage was a sin. Cromwell is a tool of the King, but at the same time, enjoys the cruelty of power and being Henry’s instrument. He likes to see virtuous men fall. He enjoys laying traps. There could be the concern that Henry’s subordinates are arranging all this terrorizing, but More knows it is the King who wrote the denunciation, because he recognizes the language. This is why he is finally afraid and knows he is no longer safe.

 

A Man For All Seasons: Act 2, Scene Eight

   
More goes out to the river to call a boat to go home, but he tells Norfolk who follows him that they won’t bring him a boat. Norfolk convinces him that it is a sign of his status. It’s too dangerous to be around him. More says humbly it is good of Norfolk to be seen with him. Norfolk pleads with him as a friend to change his mind and tells him he is acting like a fool. He is no gentleman. Norfolk explains to More that the King is using him in the plot against More. More tells Norfolk he must cease to know him; he relieves him of the friendship. No one is safe. More says he can’t give in. In one desperate move, More tries to explain how the love of God is more important than friendships. Norfolk says he will break his heart. More tries to shake hands and part as friends, but Norfolk is angry. More tries to insult him to get him to give up. He accuses Norfolk and his class of giving in because their religion means nothing to them. He makes an insult on Norfolk’s pedigree and as Margaret appears, Norfolk leaves.

 

Act Two, Scene Eight: Commentary
 
This is one of the few places where More explains himself. He is not being true to religion, but to God, who is his innermost self. It’s not doctrine that is important, but self-integrity, and he accuses Norfolk and the whole nobility of England of not having any. It’s obvious that Norfolk and More are fond of each other. Norfolk tries to save him, and to convince him he is letting his friends down, but More tries to explain there is something deeper than friendship. He does not mind Norfolk staying away from him because it is now dangerous in England for everyone. More purposely insults Norfolk to send him away.

A Man For All Seasons: Act 2, Scene Nine

  
Margaret and Roper appear with the news that there is a new Act of Parliament. They will administer an oath about the marriage. All who refuse commit treason. More asks the wording. They know nothing about the wording, but More says that an oath is made of words, and he must know. They decide to go home and see the wording of the bill. More tells them a little sermon as they go. God made angels for splendour and animals for innocence and plants for simplicity but man is to serve God “wittily, in the tangle of his mind” (126).  If he cannot escape, well, that is God’s doing, but for his part, he must try to escape.

 

Act Two, Scene Nine: Commentary
 

This is a serious blow, for it is obvious More will not perjure his soul with a false oath. He is hoping the wording is something he can live with. This is a modern view of his predicament. He is a lawyer and knows the implications of words, at least for himself. He knows what lines he can cross and cannot cross and still feel honest. There is something relative instead of absolute in his morality. It is he, Thomas More, who decides whether or not he honours God. It is not an external body or person or doctrine that must be obeyed, but the God spark within himself. Humans are not like angels, animals, or plants. They must use their brains to serve God. More refers here to the Renaissance image of the Great Chain of Being in which every creature had its part to play, its place, and special virtue. Humans come between angels and animals in the divine hierarchy, and through free will, they can rise or fall. The men around King Henry are acting fearful as animals; they do not use their intelligence to serve God and King. More is proud of his learning and virtue as a way to serve God and Man, and be at peace with himself.

A Man For All Seasons: Act 2, Scene Ten

   
The Common Man enters with his basket. He puts on the costume of a jailer. He explains because of the pay scale, they can only get someone like him to take the job. But it’s a job like any other. Cromwell, Rich, Norfolk, and Cranmer, the Archbishop of Canterbury, enter the Tower of London while the Common Man finishes his monologue, explaining that everyone is acting to save his own skin, but Cromwell was found guilty of treason and executed in 1540; Norfolk should have been executed on Jan. 27, 1547, but the King died of syphilis the night before; Cranmer was burned alive in 1556, but Richard Rich became Lord Chancellor and died in his bed. The jailer wakes up More at one o’clock in the morning. More limps across his cell, clearly an aged man, to see the Secretary, Duke, and Archbishop. They show More a document, the Act of Succession, and ask if he will swear to it. He says no. They ask if he recognizes the offspring of Queen Anne as heirs to his majesty. He says of course. Then why, they ask, will he not swear to the Act of Succession? Cromwell answers for him: there is more than that in the Act. They decide to find out what he objects to in the Act. They try to get his reasons for not taking the oath, but he will not take the oath and will not say why. They conclude his reasons are treasonable. He replies they only may be treasonable, and the law requires fact.

 

More’s strategy appears as he explains to them the limit of the law. For refusing to swear, all his goods are forfeit, and he must spend his life in prison. They cannot lawfully harm him further. Norfolk tells him to look at the names on the list. He himself doesn’t know if the marriage was lawful, but can’t Thomas sign out of fellowship with the others? More claims that he only cares when he stands before God, that he followed his conscience. Cranmer asks if the men who signed are damned? More says he doesn’t have a window on someone else’s conscience. For himself, he has no doubt about why he is refusing the oath, which he will tell only to the King.

 

Cromwell threatens there are harsher punishments. They retire and when More requests more books, they take away the ones he has. He asks to see his family, which is refused. When More is gone, Cromwell asks the jailer if he ever heard More speak of the King’s Supremacy, and the jailer says no. Before leaving, Cromwell makes the jailer swear an oath that he will report More’s opinions if he utters them. The jailer swears and then Cromwell slips him fifty guineas. They leave. The jailer on stage alone says that fifty guineas is serious money, and if it’s worth that, it will be worth his neck. He wants no part of it.

 

Act Two, Scene Ten: Commentary
 

Again, More insists he is not standing up for what all men should do or believe but what he himself can live with. He battles step by step against the state, using the law and his conscience as his shield. Each time, he thinks there is nothing more they can legally do to him. The jailer’s future vision of the fate of the men persecuting More is proof that there is no safety in a lawless land. Not only is More marching to his end, but also all the ministers who are condemning him. Henry will do whatever he wants. This says something about the nature of the times and politics in general. Political expediency turns out to be a game of chance. Norfolk was condemned in the end, even though he tried to play by the rules as they kept changing. Even Cromwell loses. More tries to get them to see that one cannot live one’s own life by the King’s whim. Can Henry command the earth to be flat? There is a law beyond the King: the law of the land and God’s law, and the law of the conscience.

 

More’s conviction of his own right behaviour has been tested. From his limp, it is apparent he is in poor health, and he mentions that he has been in the cell for a year. He has aged, but he is relaxed while the ministers are tense. They have not killed his spirit. He is still able to make jokes. The mockery of the whole proceeding is illustrated in the oath the jailer has to swear. It is obvious that oath taking has no meaning to him, and in this, he is like the nobles who take whatever oath is required . He cheerfully swears whatever is wanted. When they offer a bribe, however, he is smart enough to know it could be a trap and vows to stay clear. The Common Man, like Richard Rich, is a survivor. He knows nothing of noble thoughts. He does his job, as he says, and remains practical.

A Man For All Seasons: Act 2, Scene Eleven

  
Cromwell, Norfolk, Cranmer, and Rich linger in the Tower, speaking of the situation. Cromwell is worried. He says the King is getting impatient. Norfolk mentions that the King is impatient with Cromwell. Cranmer and Norfolk leave and Rich uses the opportunity to ask Cromwell for the post of Attorney-General of Wales. Cromwell says, not now. He goes over the torture device, the rack, as though considering his options. With More still alive, the King’s conscience is uneasy, but Cromwell realizes that he has to handle it right. If he kills More, then the King might kill him. He has to persuade More to give in, through some gentler means.

 

Act Two, Scene Eleven: Commentary 
 
The scene shows Rich at his creepy best, thinking only of promotion, even while in the Tower among torture devices. Suddenly, however, the arrogant and powerful Cromwell appears humbled. He is in trouble over Sir Thomas More. He worries that if he is too brutal, torturing and killing More, the King might have his head, but he has not been able to find a way to coerce his cooperation. He speculates on his own future ironically while examining the rack. He himself is being stretched thin. He thinks he needs to try gentler methods, and in the next scene, More’s family is permitted to visit. They might be able to persuade him.

A Man For All Seasons: Act 2, Scene Twelve

  
 The jailer wakes More. His family has come to visit. The jailer lets More out of his cell, and he enfolds his daughter in his arms. The family is poorly dressed. Alice enters on Roper’s arm. Roper is in shock at the torture device, and says what a terrible place it is. More remarks that it is like any other place except that it is keeping him from his family. Alice looks More over and announces that his cell drips. He says the cell is near the river. Alice goes to the side. She looks bitter. Margaret takes a basket of food to her father. She doesn’t look at him. Roper begs him to swear to the oath and come out of prison. More realizes that is why they were allowed to come. Roper says Margaret is under oath to persuade him. More asks her if she wants him to swear to the Act of Succession.  She repeats one of his sayings to her about God caring more about what is in the heart than in the words. More says an oath is what we say to God. At such a time, a man holds his own self in his hands. If he lies, he is lost.

 

Margaret says that in a state that was good, More would be raised up high. It’s not his fault the state is bad and that he has been forced to be a hero. More tries to explain that if virtue is rewarded then common sense would be enough to make us good. Because bad exists, we must choose to be human. Margaret is emotional as she begs her father, has he not done all that God could reasonably want? More says it is not a matter of reason; it is a matter of love.

 At this Alice explodes with hostility, asking if he is content to be shut up with rats. More claims he would escape if he could. Margaret tries to tell him how desolate their home is now, without the bare necessities or his comfort. This is the emotional torture that Cromwell was hoping they would put on him. More claims they are cruel, for the King has not tortured him. The jailer interrupts, saying only two more minutes to go. More tells Roper to go out and play dice with the jailer to give them more time. He gives Roper the bottle of wine to take.

 

More tells Alice and Margaret they must leave the country. Margaret says, they couldn’t go without him. He says, he will not be allowed to see them again. They must all go on the same day but on different boats. Margaret says, after the trial they will go. More says there will be no trial. Margaret says they will do as he asks. Alice turns her back on her husband. He tries to compliment her on the food, but she bursts out at him in anger.

 

More says he can bear everything if she only will say she understands why he is doing this, but she says she does not believe it had to happen. More is afraid of Alice and says he does not know how he can face his death. She tells him she is afraid she will hate him when he goes. More is breaking down, and then Alice goes to him and they embrace. She says the only thing she understands is that he is the best man she ever knew, and if anyone wants her opinion of the King, she will tell it! More looks relieved and calls her a lion. The three of them comfort one another.

 

The jailer breaks up the family and says they will have to go. Margaret embraces her father and dashes up the stairs, followed by Roper. More begs the jailer to give him a moment to say goodbye to his wife, but the jailer insists she must leave. More calls goodbye to Alice as she exits.

 

Act Two, Scene Twelve: Commentary
 
This final scene with More’s family is the emotional climax of the play, as they finally stand by him at the end in a show of solidarity. One can see the kind of humanist education More gave Margaret in their exchanges, as she tries to reason with him first, using ideas he has taught her. After that fails, she turns to emotional appeal about the family’s suffering. More is afraid the power that his family might have over his conscience, especially when Alice threatens to hate him for what he has done. He does not know how he can face death without her understanding him. This gives More a very human touch and makes the drama more believable. The only real temptation was, as Cromwell guessed, a softer one. He is not entirely negligent of his family’s welfare, warning them how best to escape England. More denies in this scene, however, that he is a hero or a saint, saying simply that one has to actively choose good to be human. He also repeats what he said earlier to Norfolk about losing oneself by swearing a false oath. Though More uses religious language, about his relationship with God, his arguments are chiefly humanist. That is, one must choose to exercise the human gift of reason in one’s actions, to keep one’s integrity and full human status. When the jailer says to More about his cruelty in making the family leave when they were saying goodbye, “I’m a plain, simple man and just want to keep out of trouble” (147), More replies, “These plain, simple men!”  (147) More has few equals, too few of his fellow men want to be human. They are motivated by animal passions such as fear and greed. Like the jailer, they all declare that they are just following orders and doing their duty without examining what that means. However it is put, More believes in a higher order and truth than those around him, and he is willing to die for it. It is no wonder Erasmus calls More the English Socrates who practices what he preaches.

A Man For All Seasons: Act 2, Scene Thirteen

The Common Man takes off his jailer’s hat and puts on a juryman’s hat. He is now John Dauncy, the Foreman of the Jury. They are in Westminster with banners, heraldry, and trumpet fanfares. Norfolk addresses More as being tried for High Treason. More says he prays God will keep him in his honest mind to the last hour and asks to sit from weakness. Cromwell reads the charge of conspiracy to deprive the King of his title, Head of the Church in England. More says he has never denied that title. Silence is not denial. He is being punished for silence, not for any act he committed. More begins to sense the trial is rigged, and says philosophically that death comes for us all, even for Kings, and he graphically portrays God’s power over the King’s power by imagining the King’s death.
 

 Cromwell goes into a crafty argument about kinds of silence. Some silence is complicity. He asks if there is a man in England who does not know More’s opinion of the King’s title. More is impatient with a bad argument, and says the law is that “silence gives consent” not denial. More says the Court is bound to go by the law, no matter what other people think. He asserts that a subject must be loyal to his own conscience, to have respect for his own soul. Cromwell asks what about his place in the state. More says it is no help to the King for him to say good to the state’s sickness. Cromwell is more and more angry. He calls Richard Rich as a witness. Cranmer administers the oath. Rich lies, saying that More admitted to him in the Tower that the King’s title was not legal. More says he is sorry for his perjury. He denies what Rich says and he, More, believes in oaths and would not perjure himself as everyone knows.

 

Cromwell asks More if he has anything further to add. More says no, for he is already a dead man. He is being hunted down not for his actions, but for the thoughts of his heart, and “God help the people whose Statesmen walk your road” (157). More asks Rich a question about the chain of office he is wearing. What is the red dragon? Cromwell explains he is Attorney-General for Wales. More indicates Wales is hardly a good exchange for Rich’s soul.

 

The jury precipitously pronounces More guilty of High Treason. More interrupts and says that the tradition is to let the prisoner have a last say. More says that he tried every possible way to avoid having to say what he thought. But since he is going to die, he’ll tell his opinion that Parliament cannot bestow the Supremacy of the Church because it is a spiritual supremacy. The Church is protected in Magna Carta and in the King’s Coronation Oath. It is not because of this they want to kill him but because he would not yield to the marriage.

 

Act Two, Scene Thirteen: Commentary
 

The conclusion is at last played out in this scene with The Common Man now the jurist rendering the verdict on cue. Sir Thomas demonstrates his superior reasoning, legal knowledge, and morality in this scene against the backdrop of the treachery and pettiness of his opponents, many of whom were former friends. Cromwell is angry when even in defeat More shines as a brilliant mind who can see through his false legal arguments. “Sir Richard” Rich demonstrates what More says, that the poor young man who wanted a career in the beginning of the play has given his soul for a title. The reference to Wales indicates Henry’s achievement of legally uniting Wales and England.

 

There is a direct proportion between Rich’s rise and More’s fall that indicates the state’s sickness, as More calls it. More is able to hold on to his self and conscience, while it takes very little to lure Rich away from honesty. Henry and his government are going in the direction of the Cromwells and Richs and not in the direction of the Mores, though Henry was a friend and admirer of More and felt his presence in his government gave it respectability. More’s imagining the death of a King at his trial foretells Henry’s death at the relatively young age of 55.  This illustrates the limit of the King’s power.

 

If More is the English Socrates, it is because he is always teaching moral lessons. Even with his last breath he wishes to point out that the principles upon which Henry and Cromwell are building a state for their people are dangerous ones. Henry has become a tyrant, not the enlightened and wise ruler his humanist education prepared him to be. He was a Renaissance Man and gathered to his court scholars and artists trained in the new humanist learning from Italy. As comes out in the play, he was an accomplished musician, author, poet, and songwriter He was an avid huntsman like Norfolk, and a sportsman. He was one of the founders of the English Navy as illustrated in the scene of his sailing to Chelsea in his ship. In the beginning, More and Henry saw greatness in each other.

A Man For All Seasons: Act 2, Scene Fourteen

   

Cromwell and the Common Man change the props for the next scene. The foreman takes off his cap and puts it in the basket. Cromwell pulls a black mask from the basket and puts it on the Common Man, turning him into the executioner. He sets up the block and takes his position with his axe on the platform outside the Tower of London. Norfolk and Cranmer are with More at the bottom of the stairs. Norfolk offers him a goblet of wine, but he refuses, saying Christ had only gall, not wine. Margaret then runs to her father and rushes into his arms. He tells her not to trouble herself; death comes for us all. He tells her, “You have long known the secrets of my heart” (161). A woman stops him and says that he gave a false judgment against her and may he remember it now. He assures her he would not change his opinion in her case. When More sees Cranmer coming with his Bible, More kindly asks him to go back.

 

More tells the executioner, “Friend, be not afraid of your office. You send me to God” (162). Cranmer mutters something in an envious tone about More’s certainty. The kettledrums begin, then blackout, as we hear the trapdoor bang. 

The lights come up and the Common Man removes his mask. He remarks that it isn’t difficult to stay alive if you don’t make trouble. He asks that if you bump into him, you will recognize him.

 

Act Two, Scene Fourteen: Commentary
 

The way Bolt portrays the Common Man, he is “common,” nothing special. He can be found everywhere. He isn’t important in the world’s terms, but because he lets himself be a tool of others, he often does the dirty work he doesn’t want to think about. Does this mean he is evil? The Common Man was there at every turn helping to promote the downfall of More, though More is always good to him, especially in the person of his Steward, to whom he gives the moral choice to help him. Bolt and More would probably say that the Common Man was not consciously evil like Cromwell, but he is a bit “sub-human.” He acts as though he has no soul or responsibility to it. The hope that More stood for was that proper training and education could make people more human, more aware, more reasonable. It is an ability to think for oneself that he stands for.

 

More takes leave of his daughter as a philosopher, saying that one should not grieve for the inevitable. He has already left her the secrets of his heart, the greatest legacy he can give her. More does not want Cranmer, the hypocrite, to read him the last rites, but he does not insult him directly. It was traditional to forgive the executioner for doing his job, so that it would not be considered a sin, and yet it is the commonness of the Common Man (executioner here) that is a major part of the problem that More faces in the world. The fact that the Common Man always turns to the audience to make his remarks to them implies their complicity.
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