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SHORT SHELDRAKE ON SHAKESPEARE 

Costume Matters 
 

Hullo and welcome to this week’s Short Sheldrake on Shakespeare: Costume 

Matters. I’ve been reading Henry VIII in preparation for next Friday and there are a 

couple of moments in that play to which costume is absolutely central. One of the 

many things I aspire to do with this series of podcasts is to give you a sense of what is 

was like to witness a performance of a Shakespeare play. That has many facets; what 

did it smell like, how many prostitutes might there have been at a given performance, 

would I have been able to hear anything said by the actors over the chatting of the 

people around me? But a big part of it, of course, is what did it look like? There is a 

lot of emphasis on the idea of Shakespeare’s bare stage, but to my mind it therefore 

follows that moments where there was a “visual effect”, as it would be called in the 

film industry today, had so much more meaning and impact than in our visually 

saturated culture. I should say that Henry VIII was a collaboration between 

Shakespeare and John Fletcher, so attributing responsibility for these grand moments 

is a slippery business. Fortunately, it does not affect what I want to talk about today. 

There are two moments in Henry VIII to which I want to draw your attention. 

They are the coronation of Anne Boleyn at the beginning of Act IV and the 

christening of Princess Elizabeth, who would go on to become Elizabeth I, in the last 

scene of the play. At the beginning of Act IV, two gentlemen are awaiting the entry of 

the coronation procession The stage directions tell the story: 

First, enter trumpeters, who play a lively flourish. 

Then, enter two judges. 

Then, enter the Lord Chancellor, with both the purse containing the great seal 

and the mace before him. 

Then, enter choristers singing, with them musicians playing. 

Then, enter the Lord Mayor of London bearing the mace, followed by Garter 

King-of-Arms wearing his coat of arms and a gilt copper crown. 

Then, enter Marquis Dorset bearing a sceptre of gold, and wearing, on his 

head a demi-coronal of gold and, about his neck, a collar of esses, meaning a chain of 
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office. With him enter the Earl of Surrey bearing the rod of silver with the dove, 

crowned with an earl’s coronet and also wearing a collar of esses. 

Next, enter the Duke of Suffolk as High Steward, in his robe of estate, with his 

coronet on his head, and bearing a long white wand. With him, enter the Duke of 

Norfolk with the rod of marshalship and a coronet on his head. Each wears a collar 

of esses. 

Then, under a canopy borne by four barons of the Cinque Ports, enter Anne, 

the new Queen, in her robe. Her hair, which hangs loose, is richly adorned with 

pearl. She wears a crown. Accompanying her on either side are the Bishops of 

London and Winchester. 

Next, enter the old Duchess of Norfolk, in a coronal of gold wrought with 

flowers, bearing the Queen’s train. 

The two gentlemen comment on the procession as it passes over the stage. 

And comment they might. The idea I wish to plant in your mind is that this 

feast of rich fabrics and impressive noise, of blazing colours and shimmering 

adornments, of glittering jewels and polished metal with the sunlight dancing off 

them, may well not have looked far off the real thing.  

Where did playing companies get their costumes from? Well, they got a lot of 

their high-end costumes from the noblemen who were the patrons of their company. 

The costumes were one of a playing company’s most valued possessions. More 

valued, in some ways, than the scripts of the plays themselves. Actors were fined for 

various misdemeanours, not turning up for rehearsal, not knowing your lines and so 

forth, but one of the highest fines was for leaving the playhouse still wearing an 

article of costume. 

I saw a production of this play at the Globe a few years ago and when this 

procession entered, I was so seduced by the glamour of Renaissance monarchy that 

from my standing position in the pit, I almost kneeled on the concrete floor. Call me 

deferential if you will, but I am not so sure that similar instincts were not evoked at 

this play’s first performance. 

I won’t read you the stage direction from the final scene because it is very 

similar, apart form the addition of a baby girl, Princess Elizabeth, carried by the 

Duchess of Norfolk, and the absence of the recovering Queen Anne. What I do want 

to talk about here is the effect that costume might have on literary criticism. 
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The final scene of the play largely consists of Archbishop Cranmer 

prophesying that Elizabeth’s and James’ reigns will form a golden age. It’s a 

magnificent theatrical moment because it’s a prophecy that’s actually a history lesson. 

I’ve heard it argued that this is totally cynical, that the writers’ tongues are 

firmly in their cheeks and that there is no sincerity whatsoever to anything uttered in 

the final scene of the play. Given what I have outlined above, I cannot believe that to 

be true. For some of the people in that audience, these on-stage processions would 

have constituted the densest concentration of wealth they would ever have seen in 

their lives. And I believe that the emotional impact of all those glorious costumes 

must have an impact on our reading of the language. To ignore it would be to strip the 

language of its covering and expect it to behave naked how it would behave clothed. 

Once again, going to the theatre is compulsory. 

 

Join me next time when I’ll have to think of something else to say about 

Henry VIII. Until then, farewell. 


