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SHELDRAKE ON SHAKESPEARE 

Henry VIII – Master and Apprentice 

 

Henry VIII is a very well-known king but a very poorly-known play. It is 

nobody’s best work and I am not going to pretend that it is worthy of our relentless 

admiration. However, it has its moments and I hope that this podcast might persuade 

you to give it the benefit of the doubt next time it comes onto your radar. 

It is in the very last handful of plays that Shakespeare wrote. The last play that 

he wrote on his own was The Tempest in 1611. For the last couple of years of his 

career after that, he collaborated with John Fletcher, an up and coming playwright, on 

three dramas. Henry VIII, Cardenio and The Two Noble Kinsmen. 

The question this begs is what was the nature of their collaboration and why 

did Shakespeare, who collaborated relatively little during the main part of his career, 

do so much collaborating with one person now? 

Let us put ourselves in the shoes of the King’s Men, the company for which 

Shakespeare had written for the majority of his working life. It’s the early 1610s. 

Shakespeare has been in the theatre game for about twenty-five years or thereabouts. 

He’s knocking on the door of fifty and he’s started mentioning retirement. This is a 

crisis. The King’s Men is about to lose by far its best asset and risks becoming like 

any other theatre troupe in London. So what should we do? 

I think the answer they came up with was to train a replacement. John Fletcher 

had demonstrated ability across genres and could clearly keep himself supplied with 

fresh ideas. What Shakespeare could train him in was the craft of playwriting. I 
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believe that in order to learn advanced knowledge of his trade, John Fletcher was 

apprenticed to William Shakespeare. 

So how in Henry VIII did this apprenticeship manifest itself? Put simply, 

Shakespeare made Fletcher learn on the job. He gave him the bulk of the play to write 

and gave him many of the difficult scenes. Henry VIII allowed Fletcher to learn about 

three kinds of writing in particular that I identify as important skills. These three 

categories are trial scenes, set-pieces and tragic character. In this play, you can see 

Shakespeare make Fletcher write all of them. 

So, let us start with trial scenes. Shakespeare is littered with scenes set in a 

court of law and they are usually a turning point of some kind. The Merchant of 

Venice, Measure for Measure, The Winter’s Tale, King Lear all have ‘trial scenes’ of 

one kind or another and legal proceedings are underway in many more plays. 

It seems to me that a trial, both in real life and in fiction, has features that 

make it a strangely perfect kind of drama. A trial is a formal conflict between two or 

more parties and it can consist both of long speeches, either emotional or explanatory, 

and fast-paced dialogue as the parties engage in back-and-forth over the matter at 

stake. The stakes are very high in a trial; guilt and innocence, punishment and 

freedom, life and death are in the balance. A trial is a concentration of drama and, to 

my mind, a trial scene provides an excellent training ground for going on to write any 

scene of dramatic conflict. And in Henry VIII, there are three trial scenes. 

Shakespeare writes the first two, the trial in absentia of the Duke of Buckingham and 

then Queen Katherine’s divorce hearing. Fletcher is left the third; the trial of 

Archbishop Cranmer. Let’s focus on Fletcher’s to see what he might be learning. 

It is an extremely complex arrangement. A dozen characters come and go 

during the scene, they all have speeches of varying lengths and they all have a 
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different perspective on the situation. I won’t track through the scene line by line, but 

whilst at the beginning of the scene the odds are stacked against Cranmer, by the end 

of the scene he has been acquitted of any and all misdemeanours thanks to the King’s 

intervention. So, it has all the ingredients of a standard trial scene; a lot of people to 

get on stage, many voices arguing about important things and a lot of plot to get 

through. But it also has a final twist when Cranmer produces the ring the King gave 

him to ensure his safety. So, Fletcher is having his skill-set stretched by having to 

write an especially taxing trial scene. Shakespeare is throwing him in at the deep end. 

The second category of writing that Fletcher learns is the employment of 

grand set-pieces. Renaissance power depended to a large degree on performance. 

There are three set-pieces in this play and Fletcher writes all of them. Let’s imagine 

once again that we are the King’s Men. We have built up an astonishing collection of 

costumes and other stage materials, we own the theatre we play in and we have 

regular responsibilities to play on behalf of the King. If John Fletcher is going to be 

our in-house writer he needs to be taught how to use our unique resources to their full 

dramatic effect. 

I spoke about the blockbuster impact of the coronation procession and the 

christening procession in last week’s Short Sheldrake on Shakespeare, so I’m not 

going to re-hash the old ground of those set-pieces. The remaining set-piece written 

by Fletcher is the dance hosted by Cardinal Wolsey at the end of Act I. 

What is the most important single moment in the history of the English 

Protestant Reformation? One answer is the moment that Henry VIII first laid eyes on 

Anne Boleyn, or Anne Bullen as she is called in this play. Once that had happened, 

Henry had an alternative partner to his first wife Katherine of Aragon who had failed 

to provide him with a son. He had someone for whom it would be worth breaking 
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with Rome to get a divorce. Sure enough, their first meeting is left to John Fletcher. 

Here, we see in Fletcher’s writing a shade of the way Shakespeare used to write 

history in the good old days. Shakespeare’s vision of history is one in which its course 

is defined by the personalities of the people making it. One of his best tricks was to 

take a very small event and show us the way that that could snowball into cosmic 

repercussions. Fletcher does a similar thing here. Who better to learn from that the 

master? 

In the fourth scene of Act I, Wolsey is hosting a dance when a messenger 

informs him that there is a troop of strangers waiting outside who crave entry to the 

dance. They are masked and disguised as shepherds. They enter and dance with the 

women. One of the masked men is King Henry and he selects Anne as his dancing 

partner. 

The fact that the men are masked means that we already have a complex 

metaphorical scene on our hands; there is theatrical play. But in an intriguing turn, 

Wolsey guesses that it is King Henry under that mask. So, it would seem that in this 

literal circumstance, Henry is unable to hide his true self. The irony begins to build as, 

on a grander scale, this inability to disguise or repress himself will change history. 

Whilst Henry was certainly hoping to meet some pretty girls at this party, this 

meeting with Anne in particular is a total accident, and yet it will have profound 

implications for the history of religion in Europe and the world. This is a historical 

accident; a chance event has hidden depths. This double meaning is echoed in words 

towards the end of the scene when Wolsey says to Henry ‘Your grace, I fear, with 

dancing is much heated.’ Henry replies, ‘I fear too much’. In the double meaning of 

this phrase, both the simple expression that he has danced over-energetically and the 

ominous meaning that he is emotionally and sexually fired by Anne, there is the 
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double layer of history. This is subtlety, this is history rattling over the points and this 

is Fletcher writing history Shakespeare-style, perfectly integrating power and 

performance. 

For a particularly striking example of how much this is like Shakespeare, 

consider the Temple Garden scene in Henry VI, Part 1. Two men are arguing over a 

political matter, and they require the men around them to indicate their allegiance by 

choosing from the rose bushes either a white rose or a red. This squabble will turn, 

over time, into the Wars of the Roses and Shakespeare here gives fuel to the adage 

that from little acorns great oaks do grow. We can see Fletcher learning how to use a 

very similar device in the dance in Henry VIII. 

The final type of writing Fletcher seems to be learning under Shakespeare’s 

guidance is also the subtlest. It is the portrayal of tragic character and he exercises 

himself chiefly on Cardinal Wolsey and Queen Katherine. 

First, Wolsey. He is a brilliant minister, but surrounded by political 

machinations, he cannot last for ever. In III.ii, he falls from the King’s favour and 

knows his career, his life even, is over. This appears to be the only scene on which 

Shakespeare and Fletcher shared the writing. Shakespeare wrote the first half, setting 

up Wolsey’s fall, brining in the Lords sent to tell him he has lost the King’s approval. 

And then Fletcher writes the tragically lyrical second half, which contains easily the 

best speech of the play. Wolsey reflects on his fall from the King’s grace: 

Farewell! a long farewell, to all my greatness! 

This is the state of man: to-day he puts forth 

The tender leaves of hopes; to-morrow blossoms, 

And bears his blushing honours thick upon him; 

The third day comes a frost, a killing frost, 
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And, when he thinks, good easy man, full surely 

His greatness is a-ripening, nips his root, 

And then he falls, as I do. I have ventured, 

Like little wanton boys that swim on bladders, 

This many summers in a sea of glory, 

But far beyond my depth… 

And so it goes on. It sounds like Shakespeare, doesn’t it? It’s not quite ‘Tomorrow 

and tomorrow and tomorrow’, but it is animated by the same spirit. In any other 

circumstance this would be imitation of Shakespeare. Here, it is education by 

Shakespeare. Wolsey then passes from sorrow to grief to rage at Anne Bullen, before 

finally recommending to Cromwell, his companion and protégé, that he serve the 

King faithfully. Lastly, Wolsey offers himself to heaven; 

Had I but served my God with half the zeal 

I served my king, he would not in mine age 

Have left me naked to mine enemies. 

Wolsey does not reappear and dies soon afterwards. As a condensed exercise then, 

Fletcher has had the opportunity to lead a character through various stages of tragic 

reflection in a single scene, all under the guiding hand of the undisputed master of the 

tragic arc, Shakespeare. Now that’s training. 

With Queen Katherine, he can learn not only how to write tragic character, but 

also how to write women. There were no female actors and no female dramatists that I 

know of in Shakespeare’s time. Shakespeare had won fame partly because he gave the 

English stage the liveliest female characters it had ever seen. I was astounded when I 

re-read this play what a fantastic character Queen Katherine is. She’s not quite 

Cleopatra but she’s not far off. Whereas Wolsey had a neat decline, Katherine’s is far 
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messier and here Fletcher draws attention, as Shakespeare had done in so many 

history plays, to the human wreckage of history. Think of the Queen in Richard II, 

think of Queen Elizabeth, Queen Margaret and the Duchess of York in Richard III. In 

her final scene, though she is sick and dying, Katherine still summons a final dignity; 

When I am dead, good wench, 

Let me be used with honour: strew me over 

With maiden flowers, that all the world may know 

I was a chaste wife to my grave: embalm me, 

Then lay me forth: although unqueened, yet like 

A queen, and daughter to a king, inter me. 

I can no more. 

Given that earlier in the play she had taken Cardinal Wolsey to task in formidable 

fashion, Fletcher has portrayed a character with significant emotional range and 

intellectual ability. 

In these three areas then, trials, set-pieces and tragic character, some nuts and 

bolts of serious Renaissance drama, Fletcher has had a unique opportunity to try his 

hand under expert guidance. He would go on to write exclusively for the King’s Men 

for many years and to rival Shakespeare for his fame. Like Wolsey passing on the 

baton to Cromwell, when the Master retires, his Apprentice is already streets ahead of 

everybody else. 

Thank you for listening. This play is mired in shadow, but hopefully I’ve 

managed to illuminate some of its darker corners and show that maybe it’s not so 

boring after all. For the next Sheldrake on Shakespeare, I’ll be talking about The 

Merry Wives of Windsor. Until then, farewell. 


