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Politics and the Role of the Counselor in King Henry VIII

Keitaro ISHIBASHI

Critics tend to compare the process that King James I used to establish his absolute sovereignty in
England to the process that Heﬁry VIII used to seize power in Shakespeare's play. During King James’ reign,
parliament opposed his attempt to extend his power. The play, however, makes no mention of these political
struggles. Despite the critic's comparisons, the play’s omission of the political struggles makes it difficult
to assume that the monarchy of James and that of Henry VIII are comparable.

Paying attention to the politics in 1613, when the play was performed for the first time, will make it
clear that the choice of counselor was an important political problem in those days. Admittedly, things
were getting serious, when the earl of Salisbury, who successfully conducted the policies of James, lost his
position in 1610.

The King erred in his choice of counselor to succeed the earl. He appointed Henry Howard and his family,
who were ambitious and had no regard for politics, to the counsel post. As a result of this, England faced
a serious crisis. This crisis led directly to the confrontations between parliament and King James. Then a
humanist insisted that the King should choose a good counselor who could give adequate advice to him.

In the play, although queen Catharine gave adequate advice to Henry VIII, the king believes the flattery
of Wolsey, as James fell for that of the Howard family. That caused the country to be confused. The people
suffered from heavy taxes, which Wolsey imposed on them. Finally, Henry VIII appointed Cranmer as counsel-
or. Cranmer was known for his honesty. His counsel led to the recovery of England.

The present paper examines the role of the counselor, focusing on the political movement from 1610 to
1613 when the Howard family began to assume the reigns of government. It may be given as a conclusion
that the play shows that Henry VIII realized that he should choose a man of honesty as his counselor in

order to stabilize his kingdom.
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Things done well
And with a care exempt themselves from fear;
Things done without example, in their issue
Are to be fear’'d. Have you a precedent
Of this commission? [ believe, not any.
We.must not rend our subjects from our laws
And stick them in our will.

(I. 1. 88-94)°
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The devil fiddle’em, I am glad they are going,
For sure there’s no converting of’em : now
An honest country lord as I am, beaten
A long time out of play, may bring his plain-song,
And have an hour of hearing, and by'r lady
Held current music too.

(1. iii. 42-47)
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Cromwell, T charge thee, fling away ambition,
By that sin fell the angels; how can man then,

The image of his maker, hope to win by 1t?
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Love thyself last, cherish those hearts that hate thee;
Corruption wins not more than honesty.
Still in thy right hand carry gentle peace
To silence envious tongues. Be just, and fear not;
Let all the ends thou aim’st at be thy country’s,
Thy God’s and truth’s:

(III. ii. 440-48)
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. .and not ever
The justice and the truth o’th’question carries
The due o’th’verdict with 1t : at what ease
Might corrupt minds procure knaves as corrupt
To swear against you? such things have been done.
(V. 1. 129-33)
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Look, the good man weeps:
He's honest on mine honour. God’s blest mother,
I swear he 1s true-hearted, and a soul
None better in my kingdom.

(V. i. 152-55)
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