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Abstract

During Henry VIII’s reign from 1509 to 1547, the concept of kingship underwent
radical changes which reflected the wider reinterpretation of monarchical power in sixteenth-
century Europe. Henry VIII’s kingship in particular changed from a personal monarchy which
relied on the subjects’ consent to an absolutist kingship which gained control over the English
Church through the Act of Royal Supremacy. Henrician literature offers insight into how
intellectuals around Henry VIII’s court perceived the king’s changing authority in this
transitional period. In particular, the speculum principis or mirror for princes genre, employed
for political instruction by scholars, poets, and playwrights, demonstrates how intellectuals tried
to influence Henry’s actions by engaging in cultural propaganda directed at the governing elite
and the king himself. Writers relied on the established conventions of courtly counsel according
to which good kings were supposed to listen to the advice of their subjects and to allow debate
about their kingships. For instance, John Skelton’s (1463-1529)’s Speculum Principis
(1501),Desiderius Erasmus’s (1466-1536) The Education of a Christian Prince (1517), Thomas
Elyot’s (1490-1546) The Boke Named a Governour (1531) and Thomas Starkey’s (1498-1538) 4
Dialogue Between Pole and Lupset (1529—1532) and A Preface to the Kynges Hyghnes (1536),
act as examples how writers “co-opted the authoritative voices and traditions of previous
generations in order to speak truth to the increasingly irresponsible and unheeding power of
Henry’s ‘imperial’ sovereignty” (Walker, Writing under Tyranny 25). The concerns expressed in
political theoretical works were echoed in a number of plays composed by playwrights
associated with the Tudor court between 1519 and 1539. Tamara Atkin asserts that Renaissance
dramatists had “extended the medieval practice of using drama to influence and shape public

opinion,” especially in regards to Henry VIII’s kingship (9). In line with these developments,



Skelton’s Magnificence (1519), John Heywood’s (1497—1580) The Play of the Weather (1533),
and John Bale’s (1495-1563) King Johan (1538/9) demonstrate how playwrights dramatize the
speculum principis genre to explore in detail different aspects of royal authority, the role of

counsellors, the threat of tyranny, and the emergent concept of an English empire.

While scholars have extensively examined Henrician political interludes, no study has
hitherto explored systematically the relationship between these early Tudor political interludes
and the contemporary mirror for princes treatises associated with the Henrician court. Moreover,
very few studies to date (Salter, Carlson) have analyzed Skelton’s Speculum Principis or
examined the influence of Erasmus’s, Elyot’s, and Starkey’s political theories on Henrician
drama and its definitions of ideal kingship (Dodds, Conrad, Mayer). Likewise, Skelton’s,
Heywood’s, and Bale’s plays have not been compared to each other in order to delineate the
evolution of the concept of royal authority throughout the Henrician period. In this thesis, I will
provide a comparative analysis of Skelton’s, Heywood’s, and Bale’s plays in conjunction with
contemporary mirror for princes treatises by Skelton, Erasmus, Elyot, and Starkey to explore
how humanists, scholars, and playwrights associated with the Tudor court defined royal authority
in relation to Henry VIII. I will argue that Skelton (Magnificence), Heywood (The Play of the
Weather), and Bale (King Johan) each demonstrates how courtly scholars during Henry VIII’s
reign use the speculum principis genre and morality play structure to advise this English king on
how to properly develop his kingship in their respective opinions, either defining, implicitly

subverting, or confirming his royal authority over the commonwealth.
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Introduction

During Henry VIII’s reign from 1509 to 1547, the concept of kingship underwent radical
changes which reflected the wider reinterpretation of monarchical power in sixteenth-century
Europe. In the Middle Ages, kingship was based on the complex relationship between lords and
their vassals, in which, in theory, the “common good depend[ed] on princes and knights
cultivating the true nobility of virtue rather than relying on their wealth or birth for pre-
eminence” (Pollnitz 44). In The Early Tudor Theory of Kingship, Franklin L. Baumer argues that
the “most conspicuous and revolutionary act in the creation of the strong monarchy during the
Renaissance and Reformation was the absorption of powers by the secular ruler hitherto wielded
by the sacerdotium” (22) or the clergy. Renaissance kings, as such, styled themselves as the
ultimate secular and religious authority with the legal power to determine their realm’s laws or
dogma. Instead of relying on feudal obligations, Renaissance rulers emphasized their status as
the source of all patronage and, on account of the supposed divine origin of their power,

considered themselves as God’s chosen arbiters in the mortal world.

Monarchs in the sixteenth century developed their kingships from understandings of
feudal obligations to absolutist positions in response to the crisis of leadership experienced by
their fifteenth-century predecessors that threatened to end their respective dynasties (Burns 5).
As a result, monarchs such as Henry VIII confirmed their right to redefine the political
understanding of justice, established in secular law and religious dogma, to ensure that their

individual authority and family’s influence continued to exist. J.H. Burns argues how:

[t]o be the source, the one supreme source of all other forms of jurisdictional authority-
was what mattered above all in the developing theory of monarchy, from which the
modern theory of sovereignty was emerging in this period. That divine law, natural law,



and fundamental constitutional law all imposed limits more rigorous than were
acceptable in the fully developed juridical theory of sovereignty ... (162)

Burns defines sovereignty according to how much control monarchies or other sources of
authority, for example churches, had over the ideals of justice and its practicalities, specifically
how the rule of law impacted the general populaces. In line with this theoretical definition, an
absolute monarchy was “independent of any other power, save only that of God, “by whom
kings reign” (160). For Burns, the absolutist theory of kingship was an important development in
the political landscape of sixteenth-century Europe where rulers began to conceive of their own
reigns as above all other earthly authorities, only being beholden to God’s judgement, which

gave them the right to determine what was lawful and fair within their realms.

Modern Tudor scholarship is centrally concerned with the notions of sovereignty, namely
with monarchs’ right to take political action on their own without the consent of their subjects.
Henry VIID’s initial acts as king, especially his military attack against France, established how he
connected medieval and Renaissance understandings of rule to further empower his royal
sovereignty. In 1512, Henry VIII declared war on France with what Michael A. R. Graves
defines as the “twin objectives of regaining his ‘inheritance’ and asserting his legitimate claim to
the French crown” (172). As such, Henry VIII used the ideals of medieval kingship to gain glory
through military success and to show that the Tudor dynasty was a continuation of the previous
Plantagenet dynasty. In 1515, Henry VIII again showed his desire for greater sovereignty when
he responded to a political conflict between Parliament and the clergy, with the former accusing
the latter of murdering Richard Hunne, a Lollard merchant, during an inquisition. To solve the
matter, the English king organized a “formal disputation between canon lawyers for the two
sides over which he presided” (Graves 108). The matter was eventually resolved when judicial

judges declared that the clergy were guilty of claiming the English Church had more authority



than the monarchy, also known as praemunire. This incident prompted Henry VIII to “declare
that he was England’s king by ‘the ordinance and sufferance of God’ and that his royal
predecessors had never had any ‘superior but God alone’.... [i]t was a clear, early statement of

his sovereignty, long before the divorce crisis” (Graves 147).

In the early years of his reign, Henry VIII’s actions show a pattern of his developing his
authority in tandem with his public image: the king wanted to ensure that not only did he appear
as a great ruler but that his appearance reflected an unchallengeable authority. The declaration of
war against France demonstrated how Henry VIII attempted to improve his popularity among the
elites of English society who held some measure of political power. The Richard Hunne affair
embodied Henry VIII’s early desires to control secular and ecclesiastical laws as a means to
broker peace between the competing claims of Parliament and the Church. This gradually
evolving interpretation of royal authority was further advanced and significantly complicated by
the political changes prompted by the King’s Great Matter, Henry VIII’s protracted divorce from
his first queen, Katherine of Aragon, which lasted from 1527 to 1533. Henry VIII “always
relished being the devout and loyal supporter of the Papacy,” but when Clement VII defied
Henry VIII's efforts to strengthen his personal monarchy, the relationship between these two
institutions deteriorated (Wooding 138). In 1534, sanctioned by the Reformation Parliament and
the Act of the Submission of the Clergy, the Act of Royal Supremacy gave Henry VIII the
“power to perform ecclesiastical visitations to correct all errors and heresies” (Eppley 6).
Parliament enabled the king to have full control of his divorce case and to fulfill his unrelenting
desire to have a male heir to the throne, in addition to ratifying the Act of Royal Supremacy
which granted Henry VIII the title of Supreme Head over the English Church. Henry’s new

authority allowed English kings to act on Church matters without any oversight from religious or



secular administration. The Act of Royal Supremacy and England’s break with Rome marked a
dramatic change in how Henry VIII defined his own sovereignty as a monarch. By the 1530s,
Henry VIII convinced the nobility to legally acknowledge his sovereignty, essentially
eliminating the need for the support of his subjects in order to maintain his authority. Henry VIII
reconsidered the parameters of his sovereignty in response to the threat of papal interference as
indicated by his shift from a personal kingship to an absolutist rule. Under these circumstances,
Henry VIII again looked to the past to find historical precedent to support his new position as the
Supreme Head of England to ensure the safety of his position on the throne and the continuance

of the Tudor dynasty.

Henry VIII’s increased political power resulted in the reinterpretation of his sovereignty
and the monarchy as an institution fortified by historical argument. As John Guy contends,
Henry VIII “argued, first, that the kings of England from the second century AD had enjoyed
secular imperium and spiritual supremacy over their kingdom and national Church; and second,
that the English Church was an autonomous province of the Catholic Church independent from
Rome and the Papacy” (The Tudor Monarchy 83). Imperium, in this case, refers to Henry VIII’s
claim that his authority not as a king but as an English emperor was autonomous of any other
authorities except for God. In this sense, Henry VIII argued that he was not adding to his existing
authority but reclaiming political powers that had been lost over time or appropriated by the
papacy. Henry VIII’s new absolutist kingship was a reinvention of a theocratic model of rule in
which his “imperium was ordained by God and embraced both ‘temporal’ and ‘spiritual’
government” (83). Henry VIII’s actions and rhetoric pointed to his belief that the power of the
state, both its political and religious institutions, had always been invested in the monarchy and

that the Act of Royal Supremacy granted this king the rightful place as the Supreme Head of the
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English Church. Similar to the Hunne affair, Henry VIII returned to his claims of absolute
supremacy by arguing that Royal Supremacy could be applied across his reign, including before

he adopted the title of Supreme Head of England.

However, despite Henry VIII’s argument of his pre-existing supreme power, the king still
relied on Parliament to provide him with the legal right to obtain this position. D.M. Loades
argues that after “1535 the Tudor state was sovereign in the face of the outside world, but its
internal order depended upon a de facto concordat or understanding between the monarch and
the political nation, the latter referring to Parliament and members of the nobility” (6).
Consequently, Henry VIII had to ask Parliament for permission to codify his status as the
Supreme Head of England into law. Loades explains that there was a de facto understanding
between the monarch and England’s political nation as the two ruling powers agreed to give
Henry VIII more sovereignty or legal authority to complete his monarchical duties. In this case,
Henry VIII and Parliament had come together to combat what they viewed as foreign
interference in an internal political matter by giving the monarchy greater power to determine
justice within the realm. Henry VIII’s break with Rome and his pronouncement as Supreme
Head of the Church of England were received with mixed reactions: it displeased those who
feared the erosion of religious traditions and papal authority but was welcomed by
“evangelicals” who wanted to reform religious rites, restructure the Church, and curtail the

influence of corrupt clergy.

As his political power increased, Henry VIII expressed his royal personage through grand
displays of extravagance and fashioned himself as a magnificent patron who funded intellectual
pursuits. Following Renaissance models, Henry VIII used his court to foster an academic

community of humanist and courtly scholars, who in turn portrayed him as an intellectual ruler
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associated with the arts. Lucy Wooding declares that Henry VIII was a “man shaped by his
physical environment, his relationships, his palaces, books and possessions,” a ruler who based
his authority on his outward appearance (8). Likewise, Henry VIII also shaped the world around
him through his material belongings, often using grand and extravagant building projects to
display his kingly magnificence to his elite subjects. For example, the English king had a new
library constructed in London during the 1520s that contained approximately 329 books to
“maintain his reputation as an enthusiastic patron of scholarship” (Wooding 76). Henry VIII
curated his appearance as a ruler who not only cared about the arts but also facilitated a culture
of learning and education through various construction projects. Henry VIII created a public
image as a “cultivated king ... [whose] generous patronage attracted accomplished musicians
from all over the Continent, but also poets, painters, architects, sculptors, gilders and carvers”
(Graves 38). Using his court and his kingly wealth, Henry VIII was able to foster a network of
artists and writers who were beholden to his personage based on personal patronage. Either
through enacting grand architectural projects or funding artists, the second Tudor king was able
to create the persona of a Renaissance monarch who helped garner support from humanist and

courtly scholars.

In fact, Henrician literature was an indicator of public and private opinions at the royal
court, especially of those intellectuals associated with Henry VIII and his personal counsellors.
Greg Walker claims that Henrician writers, “when confronted with the unprecedented demands
that accompanied Henry’s Reformation, reacted to them initially at least in time-honoured ways”
(Writing under Tyranny 25). Writers relied on the established conventions of courtly counsel
according to which good kings were supposed to listen to the advice of their subjects and to

allow debate about their kingships. Furthermore, they “co-opted the authoritative voices and
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traditions of previous generations in order to speak truth to the increasingly irresponsible and
unheeding power of Henry’s ‘imperial’ sovereignty” (25). Authors referred to and often
employed the voices of classical or biblical authorities on royal authority to bolster their
positions. Consequently, these writers “tried to reassert the collective values of their class, and
exercised the learned traditions of their humanist training in the attempt to bridle and correct a
tyrannical ruler” (Writing under Tyranny 26) who was changing the relationship between the
monarchy and its subjects. Most importantly, Walker highlights “how quickly a sense that Henry
was falling into potentially tyrannical behavior becomes evident in the literature of the period”
(Writing under Tyranny 419). Henrician counsel literature consisted of more than opinion pieces
on Henry VIII’s rule; their authors were “actively involved ... in those issues and sought to
influence their outcome through that involvement” (Plays of Persuasion 2). For Walker, this
involvement meant that early modern drama was defined “as a branch of rhetoric; as essentially a
persuasive rather than a meditative exercise” (Plays of Persuasion 8). Guy furthermore contends
that Henrician courtiers, courtly scholars, and Henry VIII’s subjects in general believed that
“imperium and consilium were symbiotic [which] sustained the role of ‘counsel’ as an
‘inspirational myth’” (“The Rhetoric of Counsel in Early Modern England™ 292). For Henry VIII
and his court, this meant that the king’s sovereignty expressed as his innate power as the head of
the state, also known as his imperium or imperial status, was intrinsically tied to his ability to
receive and accept his subjects’ opinions on his leadership. The term counsel, thus, “covered not
only the assumptions, but also some of the most important practices and political structures of

the Tudor and early-Stuart polity” (292).

The belief that the English nation during the Henrician period was founded on a

relationship in which the monarch received counsel from its subjects originated in the “contract
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theory ... [in which] the process of feudal enfeoffment made the king and his tenants-in-chief
parties to a contract” (Guy, “The Rhetoric of Counsel in Early Modern England” 297). From a
traditional standpoint, the nobility viewed counselling the king as their legal right since both the
leadership and its subjects were bound by their respective oaths to one another to allow political
discourse, as stated in the Magna Carta of 1215 (297-298). However, the newly emerging class
of humanist advisors argued that the “appointment of royal counsellors was a matter for the king
alone” (“The Rhetoric of Counsel in Early Modern England” (298), which went against the
previously established conventions that only nobles should act as advisors to the king. The
differing opinions of the nobility and England’s intellectual elite illustrate the shift from the
contractual relationship of the politics of feudalism towards the centralization of the monarchy as
the main source of governmental power. As such, counselling the king became a matter of
political rhetoric, where courtly scholars and the nobility attempted to compete with Henry
VIII’s own opinions and that of his Privy Council to influence how England as a nation

[1X3

developed. Guy claims that “‘counsel’ was neither a neutral concept nor even one suited
intrinsically to the orderly conduct of politics ... [as it] subsumed competing moral and political
values which stimulated at best intellectual debate, at worst political ideology” (293). The
counselling of the king was therefore a rhetorical act in that diverse parties wanted to partake in
the monarchy’s imperium by influencing how the head of the state governed society. While
Henry VIII’s imperium was never questioned in these instances of counsel, humanists did probe
the king’s ability to follow the right advice. Jacqueline Rose adds a third category of kingly
advice that spanned a number of different genres and existed in either oral or textual forms. She

points to the role of the Church and ecclesiastical authorities whose advice differed from political

treatises: “While ecclesiastical counsel was a distinct political language, it did not reside in a
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specific textual genre ... [since it could] be found in sermons to kings, sermons about kings,
defences of Royal Supremacy, and wider reflections on the nature of the English church and

monarchy” (48).

The different ways Henry VIII’s subjects tried to influence his reign suggest that Royal
Supremacy was not all encompassing in its purview over limiting speech. The nobility and
courtiers viewed kings as “self-limiting, conceding powers to parliaments and common law ...
[but] these privileges were rooted in royal grace, and the combination of this with the core of
absolutism (non-resistance) precluded challenges to royal authority” (Rose 52). Those who
believed in Henry VIII’s absolute rule held the position that his kingship could not be disputed,
but that the monarch could be educated in the proper virtues, such as magnificence, the virtue of
moderation, to prevent him from making irresponsible decisions or listening to the wrong
advisors. Rose argues that “theorists of counsel recognized the inability of kings to rule alone”
(67), as monarchs relied on their ministers and advisors to inform them of the status of the
disparate parts of the realm. Counsel became more important for Henry VIII, since humanists
viewed his reign as the beginning of a new form of Renaissance monarchy. As such, treatises
now focused on the counsellors themselves, advising the advisors on how to properly guide
kings towards virtue and ethical governance of the commonwealth. Whether it was
“ecclesiastical, parliamentary, ... [or] humanist,” counsellors who supported Henry VIII’s

absolutist rule believed that “advice aided, not impugned, sovereignty” (Rose 69).

Significantly, Henrician literature offers insight into how writers who acted as
counsellors at Henry VIII's court perceived the king’s changing authority in this transitional
period. In particular, the speculum principis or mirror for princes genre, employed for political

instruction by scholars, poets, and playwrights, demonstrates how intellectuals tried to influence
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Henry VIII’s actions by engaging in cultural propaganda directed at the governing elite and the
king himself. In Geoffrey Koziol’s definition, speculum principis refers to “treatises written to
advise rulers on the principles of good and bad governances ... presenting a distillation of
scriptural and patristic teachings on virtue and vice and good and bad rulership that might serve
as a ‘mirror’ in which a king could examine himself and the quality of his actions” (183—184).
Originating in late antiquity, the mirror for princes genre was first adapted by Irish writers in the
seventh and by the Carolingian dynasty in the eighth century, and enjoyed popularity throughout
the Middle Ages (Koziol 184—185). By the early sixteenth century, humanists adopted this genre
to advocate an educational program using classical and biblical examples of good governance to
guide monarchs towards the betterment of their commonwealth. In England, humanists’ treatises
were particularly concerned with public discourse centred on Henry VIII’s efforts to further

establish himself as the heart of political and religious authority within England.

Responding to Henry VIII’s ascension to the throne, John Skelton (1463—1529), a poet,
dramatist, and royal tutor to Henry VIII, and the Dutch humanist Desiderius Erasmus (1466—
1536), who had close personal ties to the English court, expressed the hope many English
intellectuals held that this future king would create a new age of virtuous rule for England.
Skelton’s Speculum Principis (located in The Latin Writings of John Skelton, edited by Carlson)
(1501), the first mirror for princes treatise composed during the Tudor period, emphasizes that
“virtue and learning ... are more important to princes than lineage or power or wealth”
(Scattergood 58), and suggested that Henry VIII could become a proficient ruler by studying the
correct examples of governance. It was Skelton who introduced his royal pupil Henry VIII to
Erasmus’s The Education of a Christian Prince (1517), which argued that the “one idea which

should concern a prince in ruling, should likewise concern the people in selecting their prince:
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the public weal, free from all private interests” (140). Erasmus describes the ideal king as

someone invested in bringing peace to the world:

complete in all the virtues; born for the common good ... who has more than a paternal
spirit toward everyone; who holds the life of each individual dearer than his own; who
works and strives night and day for just one end—to be the best he can for everyone; with
whom rewards are ready for all good men and pardon for the wicked, if only they will
reform. (162)

Skelton’s and Erasmus’s works illustrate not only how humanists used their treatises to promote
greater education about good governance but also how their authors advertised their skills to gain

patronage at court.

Similarly, Thomas Elyot (1490-1546), a clerk of the King’s Council appointed by Henry
VIII’s influential royal minister Cardinal Wolsey, and Thomas Starkey (1498—1538), the
humanist scholar and royal clerk patronized by Wolsey’s successor Thomas Cromwell (1485—
1540), also wrote mirror for princes treatises that elaborate on the boundaries of kings’
sovereignty as a response to Henry VIII’s Royal Supremacy. Following Skelton’s and Erasmus’s
examples, Elyot published 7he Boke Named the Governour (alternatively titled The Boke, Named
the Governour Devised by Sir Thomas Elyot) (1531) in an effort to win Henry VIII’s favour
following Wolsey’s imprisonment and fall from power in 1530 (Robert Sullivan and Arthur
Walzer 13). Isabelle Bore points out that Elyot’s Governour teaches royal adherents that, “unlike
the tyrant who favoured his own personal desire, the good king put the common good above his
own personal desires” (114). Elyot regarded the monarchy as a sacrosanct institution that must
be defended at all costs to prevent societal disorder. At the same time, he cautioned that
counsellors must be on guard to prevent their ruler from delving into tyrannical practices.
Likewise Starkey advocates in his political writings 4 Dialogue between Pole and Lupset (1529—

1532) and Kynges Hyghnes, also named An Exhortation to the People Instructing Them to Unity
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and Obedience (1536) that the English monarchy needed to share its power with the nobility to
prevent tyranny. Starkey was first patronized by the influential diplomat and churchman
Reginald Pole and later by Cromwell, Henry VIII’s chief minister between 1535 and 1540. In 4
Dialogue, Starkey stresses that, as head of the kingdom, the ruler is responsible for the health of
the body politic and delineates a “system of interlocking councils designed to check royal (and
papal) power” (Mayer, Thomas Starkey and the Commonweal 2). While Skelton’s, Erasmus’s,
and Elyot’s treatises recommend educational reforms to improve the institution of kingship,
Starkey suggests the radical idea of a constitutional monarchy where the king shares his power

with other jurisdictional arms of the government.

As aresult of Henry VIII’s break with Rome and Royal Supremacy, Walker argues, “the
years between 1509 and 1547 saw the continuation, and in some cases the growth, of a wide
range of dramatic and quasi-dramatic activities ... [in which] drama reached into every corner of
the realm and involved a wide cross-section of the population, whether as patrons, performers or
spectators” (Plays of Persuasion 6-7). Whereas the speculum principis treatises were largely
reserved for the elite of Henrician society, political morality plays reached a more diverse
audience and offered unique opportunities for playwrights to express their opinions on Henry
VIII’s kingship publicly and to counsel the monarch openly. The concerns expressed in political
theoretical works were echoed in a number of plays composed by playwrights associated with
the Tudor court between 1519 and 1539. Tamara Atkin asserts that Renaissance dramatists had
“extended the medieval practice of using drama to influence and shape public opinion,”
especially in regards to Henry VIII’s kingship (9). Henrician plays have a special place in
dramatic history because of their overt discussion of political issues within the framework of the

traditional morality play structure, presented as the temptation, fall, and restitution of the



18

protagonist through a cosmic psychomachia between good and evil previously used primarily for
religious instruction (Happé, “Dramatic Genre and the Court of Henry VIII” 283). Walker points
out that Henry VIII controlled public discourse and limited what people could say about his
authority by threat of imprisonment or death, as illustrated by the tragic fate of his Lord
Chancellors Wolsey, More, and Cromwell (Persuasive Fictions 16). Nevertheless, there were
“cultural conventions which enabled ... artists, poets, playwrights and prose-writers, to express
opinions at certain times and in certain places, on issues intimately concerned with the King’s
policies and personal conduct” (Walker, Persuasive Fictions 21). Dramatists composed
interludes that seemingly praised established power, yet also “engaged with it in complex and
genuine negotiations over the use of that authority” (Walker, The Politics of Performance 51—
52). Playwrights also exploited the patronage system to their advantage by challenging certain
aspects of England’s political system, while also supporting their patrons’ beliefs as a means to
keep their living. Walker, furthermore, contends that plays acted more as a “branch of rhetoric,
essentially a persuasive rather than a meditative exercise” (Plays of Persuasion 8). Playwrights
often applied the allegorical devices inherited from the medieval dramatic tradition to advise the
king on proper governance, trying to persuade, educate, cajole, criticize, and shape him into what
they considered an ideal monarch. Their plays were political by nature not only because of their
subject matter but also because they were constructed with the intent to influence the course of
Henry VIII’s political leadership. Peter Happé asserts that the “presence of King Henry is critical
to the significance and function of the revels ... [as they] were devised for his pleasure”
(“Dramatic Genre and the Court of Henry VIII” 273), meaning that all and any type of courtly
entertainment that occurred was always made with the king’s spectatorship or participation in

mind. Henry VIII took advantage of this notion by having certain plays performed or
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entertainments arranged to fit the persona that he wished to display. For example, Henry VIII
partook in a “solemn joust ... [which was] held in honour of Queen Katherine at Westminster” in
1511 to display his chivalry and promote himself as a military king to gain favour from the
nobility to begin a war against France (Happé “Dramatic Genre and the Court of Henry VIII”
274). Courtly entertainment could be used for more than displays of extravagance; it could also
be used for rhetorical purposes. While Happé argues that Henry VIII was the first to politicize
courtly entertainment (“Dramatic Genre and the Court of Henry VIII” 286), Anne Lancanshire
points out that prior monarchs such as Richard IIl and Henry VII used coronation celebrations
and royal entry pageants to display their power (135-136). Thus, playwrights during Henry
VIII’s reign were building upon theatrical precedents and used dramatic performances to

comment on the politics of the English monarchy. Happé argues that:

[the] individual playwrights [John Skelton, John Heywood, John Rastell and John Bale]
saw in the drama various ways of exploiting its potential for commenting upon and
perhaps influencing royal affairs. If Wolsey and then the King had come to exploit a
political dimension for the revels, it is also likely that others had come to see that much
could be achieved provided that the King was treated with careful respect. (“Dramatic
Genre and the Court of Henry VIII” 286)

Thus, new conventions were established through the dramatic rhetoric of counsel according to
which morality plays could be used for political purposes. As such, in the Henrician period
English drama entered the spheres of public discourse on Henry VIII’s supremacy and nature of

governance.

In line with these developments, Skelton’s Magnificence (1519), John Heywood’s (1497—
1580) The Play of the Weather (1533), and John Bale’s (1495-1563) King Johan (1538/9)
explore in detail different aspects of royal authority, the role of counsellors, the threat of tyranny,

and the emergent concept of an English empire. Skelton took inspiration from his own Speculum
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Principis and Erasmus’s The Education to dramatize in Magnificence the topics of the
appropriate conduct of advisors, the nature of England’s patronage system, and the potential
consequences of kings’ abuse of power. Additionally, as Alysha Pollintz declares, the poet
laureate Skelton used his prose treatises and his single play for self-fashioning and self-
promotion at the Tudor court. In particular, Skelton “craved the approval of the learned
Graecistes” or England’s leading intellectuals at the time (46). Wooding furthermore emphasizes
that when “Henry’s tutor, John Skelton, compared the young king to Alexander the Great, it had
the fortunate corollary of turning Skelton himself into a second Aristotle” (22). Although Skelton
evidently used his literary works to garner attention and to gain potential patronage, some
scholars assert that he wrote Magnificence to slander Wolsey for abusing his position as Henry
VIII’s main counsellor to negatively influence the king. In fact, as in the introduction to her
edition of Magnificence, Paula Neuss argues, “once the audience had seen qualities of Wolsey in
the hero [Magnificence] ... because there were frequent complaints about the cardinal’s
‘magnificence,’ or simply because he was the obvious choice when a proud prince was in
question, then they would see the Vices as representing (on one level) aspects of his personality”
(qtd. in Magnificence, John Skelton 37). This assumption is based on Skelton’s satirical poems,

such as “Why Come Ye Nat to Court?,” which openly criticized Wolsey’s pride and ambition.

In opposition to Neuss’s interpretation, Nicoletta Caputo asserts that the “situation at
Court in 1519 gave the play great relevance: the interlude allegorically portrays the rise and fall
of the so-called king’s ‘minions,” an episode which had a great resonance at Court, in the country
and abroad” (10). In particular, Henry VIII had been disgraced by his favourite courtiers, young
noblemen he considered companions, who went on a public display of debauchery with the

French king in Paris. Following the advice of his senior ministers, Henry VIII reorganized his
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court to include experienced and serious knights to act as his ministers, while also expelling the
minions from their positions. Walker contends that the “government actively promoted [the
expulsion of the Minions] ... as evidence that Henry was, after a brief lapse, once more a King in
command of his vocation” (Plays of Persuasion 70). Relying more on historical records than the
similarities between Skelton’s literary allusions and contemporary political figures, Caputo
explores how Skelton wished to redeem Henry’s image from the shame of his courtiers’ actions
in France. Accordingly, Skelton argued that while Henry VIII was still king during this event, it
was not entirely his fault, as it was the poor advice provided by inexperienced and rash advisors
that had led him astray. At the same time, the dramatist was also publicly chastising the king for
neglecting his self-discipline. The result is, as Walker contends, a “vehicle for praise for the
King, rather than criticism” (Plays of Persuasion 76). The play thus traced the process of how
Henry VIII had matured as a ruler and attained true magnificence. For this thesis, I will argue
that Skelton conceived Magnificence as an attack on courtly behaviour in general, particularly on
the ambitions of courtiers who wished to manipulate Henry VIII’s power. By doing so, both
Neuss’s and Caputo’s approach can be applied to Skelton’s theory of kingship, according to
which Henry VIII needed to adopt a balanced view of the virtue of magnificence, both in a
liberal (Aristotelian) and a religious sense (following Thomas Aquinas’s interpretation) to

safeguard his authority and the commonwealth.

While Skelton’s Magnificence deals with the internal characteristics of rulers, Heywood’s
The Play of the Weather and Bale’s King Johan each examine the effects of the king’s political
decisions on the commonwealth. A royal servant and court entertainer, Heywood was a member
of the grex poetarum (Happé, “Heywood, John” 1), a humanist circle that included his uncle

Thomas More (1478-1535), the prominent English humanist and Lord Chancellor of England
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after Wolsey’s fall in 1530 (House, “More, Sir Thomas” 1). Heywood composed his play at the
height of Henry VIII’s Great Matter, between 1529 and his appointment as the Supreme Head in
1534. In his satire, Heywood evokes the figure of Jupiter, who acquires control of the weather
from the Parliament of the gods, and he interviews his subjects about how best to use his
newfound power. Following a series of comic dialogues, modelled on medieval debate literature,
Jupiter concludes that the weather (a conventional metaphor for governance) should remain as it
is, ensuring that all of the petitioners are given what they demanded. Through a carefully
calibrated satirical representation of Jupiter, Heywood comments on Henry VIII’s Royal
Supremacy, which, in his view, is “neither fully magnificent nor purely pragmatic ... but at the
same time disingenuously self-serving, vainglorious, and not a little preposterous” (Walker,
“Complaining about the Weather” 125). Jupiter’s decision to maintain the status quo corresponds
to that of Henry VIII, in that both the fictional god’s and the real king’s inaction holds the
implicit threat of turning their kingships into tyranny. Walker argues that Heywood and More
both believed that the religious traditions established by Rome needed protection from the
reformist changes proposed by Henry VIII and his advisors during the critical years prior to the

English Reformation (“Complaining about the Weather” 114).

Heywood’s religious conservative views and intellectual connections influence his plays,
especially those composed during Henry VIII’s establishment of Royal Supremacy from 1529 to
1534. Pamela M. King argues that “Heywood uses Jupiter as a mouthpiece for more than flattery,
presenting a political philosophy that affirms the mysterious and non-negotiable nature of
kingship ... urging Henry to fulfill the obligations inherent in his vocation as a personal
monarch” (217). Most notably, some scholars concur that Heywood saw Henry VIII as a

potential defender of Catholic beliefs against religious reformers who wanted to overturn Church
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traditions and convert England into a Protestant state. Happé agrees that Heywood is “trying to
prompt ... [Henry VIII] towards asserting his authority in preserving the traditional relationship
between church and state” (““Rejoice Ye In Us With Joy Most Joyfully’”’4). According to this
interpretation, Heywood’s portrayal of Jupiter as keeping the weather the same and ignoring his
subjects’ concerns reveals the playwright’s own desire that Henry should disregard his advisors
who favour reform and maintain the status quo for the English Church. However, this reading
does not consider the strongly satirical tone of Heywood’s play, particularly the implicit critical
characterization of Jupiter and his actions. Candace Lines makes the case that, instead of
supporting Henry’s absolutist tendencies, Heywood is satirizing the king’s attempt to become the
secular and religious head of England. Lines posits that Heywood’s use of debate literature and
literary allusion “is not a coded evasion of censorship, comprehensible only to a few, but a
political rhetoric which fosters in readers an anti-absolutist hermeneutic” (406). This thesis
makes a similar argument, asserting that Heywood’s religious conservatism and More’s
traditionalist perspective in theological matters influences the subtly satirical portrayal of Henry

VIII, and, instead of supporting Henry’s absolutism, offers a covert warning against tyranny.

In contrast to Heywood’s satire of Henry VIII’s Royal Supremacy, Bale’s King Johan
explicitly supports the king’s ascension to an absolutist monarchy. Bale, a former Carmelite
monk who converted to Protestantism, was patronized by Cromwell after the latter became Lord
Chancellor following More’s execution in 1535. Composed during the final stages of the
controversial and at times violent dissolution of the monasteries, Bale’s theatrical company
performed King Johan in the Archbishop of Canterbury, Thomas Cranmer’s palace in 1538/9
(MacCulloch 420). As opposed to Heywood’s dramas composed in defence of religious

traditions, Bale’s plays contain anti-Catholic rhetoric and promote reform within the state and the
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English Church (White, Cavanagh, Gerhardt). Bale earned the nickname “bilious” for his hatred
of the papacy, drawing the attention of Cromwell, who hired him to write propagandistic dramas
against the Roman Church (White 12—13). Just as with Heywood’s plays, critics apply Bale’s
biography to King Johan, drawing parallels between the plot’s political message and the
playwright’s own experiences as a former Carmelite monk. Dermot Cavanagh argues that this
play is a “powerful instance of ideological critique, for it deciphers how the vested interests of
the medieval church obstruct a just estimation of the truth and recovers persecuted voices that
have attempted to promote a fuller vision of human community” (“The Paradox of Sedition in
John Bale’s King Johan 172). Cavanagh furthermore claims that Bale’s drama reveals the

connection between nascent English nationalism and Protestant ideology.

As Paul Whitfield White asserts, “Bale was caught up in the vortex of the public relations
campaign masterminded by Thomas Cromwell during the 1530s and designed to popularize
Royal Supremacy and especially to discredit papal authority” within England by substantially
revising King John’s history (13). Bale believes that papal historians had turned the twelfth-
century King John into a villain because of his attempts to regain England’s religious
independence from the papacy. Carole Levin contends that Cromwell and other Reformation
propagandists saw an opportunity to use King John’s “struggle with his pope ... as a useful
precedent to Henry’s, making it seem less irreverent of tradition, so long as certain
inconveniences were expunged from the record” (24). Bale adapts King John’s history to prove
that Henry VIII’s actions were not tyrannical, but that he was justly acting on behalf of the
commonwealth. Moreover, King Johan not only advocates Henry VIII’s arguments for Royal
Supremacy but also introduces the idea of an English empire (free from the Roman Church’s

corruption) through the allegorical figure of Imperial Majesty, whose appearance concludes the
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play. Imperial Majesty, a representation of Henry VIII, takes up John’s mantle and returns
England to its natural order by introducing a new concept of independent royal authority. Ernst
Gerhardt also considers how Bale accomplishes this task by transforming King John from a
villainous ruler (as represented in the medieval chronical tradition) to a defender of England’s
religious independence. Gerhardt makes the case that the widow Ynglond in the play
“recapitulates the revisionist history that the preceding action of the play has staged” and
“memorializes Johan as a godly king who suffered martyrdom for his resistance to the Roman
Church’s authority” (50). Bale recast King John as a precursor to Henry VIII, where the latter is
invited to take up John’s cause for England’s religious independence. In Happé’s view, “[w]hile
Johan is fallible, a victim of circumstances and the unfortunate result of his own good will,
Imperial Majesty is invincible and divinely inspired” (“A Reassessment of John Bale’s Rhetoric”
262). The extant literature on Bale suggests that he consciously connects his desire for religious
reforms to emerging English nationalism through the allegorization of Henry VIII’s imperial
majesty at the end of the play. Bale hoped that Henry would continue John's fight against the
Roman Church and fulfill his role as a Protestant king/emperor. This thesis will adopt the
interpretation that the representation of royal authority in King Johan was shaped by Bale’s anti-
papal beliefs and his desire for England’s independence from papal interference. In particular,
this playwright wants the English commonwealth to freely practice its own legal and religious
system without any influence from the papacy, not only by adapting reformed doctrinal beliefs

but also by promoting Henry VIII’s and, by extension, England’s imperial status.

Yet, while scholars have extensively examined Henrician political interludes, no study
has hitherto explored systematically the relationship between these early Tudor political

interludes and the contemporary mirror for princes treatises associated with the Henrician court.
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Moreover, very few studies to date (Salter, Carlson) have analyzed Skelton’s Speculum Principis
or examined the influence of Erasmus’s, Elyot’s, and Starkey’s political theories on Henrician
drama and its definitions of ideal kingship (Dodds, Conrad, Mayer). Likewise, Skelton’s,
Heywood’s, and Bale’s plays have not been compared to each other in order to delineate the
evolution of the concept of royal authority throughout the Henrician period. In this thesis,
Skelton’s, Heywood’s, and Bale’s political plays will therefore be discussed within the broader
context of the mirror for princes literary tradition. The present study on Henrician political drama
and its relation to the evolving concepts of kingship is placed theoretically within the
frameworks of Renaissance literary, historical, and cultural studies. I will adopt Kevin Sharpe’s
representational approach to the study of Henrician interludes and the related mirror for princes
treatises and his definition of power, authority, legitimation, and cultural memory. Sharpe warns
that “we should not commit the idealizing (or Foucauldian) error of assuming authority’s control
of meaning, in other words ideological hegemony, nor should we conceive of opposition as
necessarily destructive of, or even free of, official scripts and emblems” (26). Sharpe posits that
power, the “effective means by which a ruler could enforce his will,” and authority, a “cultural
construction: a set of codes and norms” that provided rulers the legal right to use their power,
cannot be characterized simply as kings having ultimate power over their subjects (8—9). Instead,
power and authority, as enacted by the Tudor dynasty, can be defined as a series of complex
negotiations between monarchs and their subjects (Sharpe 9). These negotiations were not
always one-sided, nor were they always equal, but existed on a circumstantial basis.
Furthermore, Sharpe notes that this power dynamic between ruler and ruled is manifested in the
way monarchs attempted to control their public and personal image, in which the “representation

of the royal body was essential to rule” (10). He also points out, however, that “the mechanisms
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and practicalities of representing authority at least complicate the notion of totalizing control or
indeed of an unmediated relation between royal representations and subjects and citizens”
(Sharpe 20). Monarchs required a certain image of themselves and of their dynasty to make their
rule legitimate, that is, to conform to “the laws or the rulers and traditions of the polity” (Sharpe
11). As such, monarchs used the representation of their image as a negotiating tactic to justify
their ideology of kingship to their subjects. Likewise, the subjects used their respective
interpretations of their rulers and their own representations of these leaders to influence the

political system.

I will also consider the propagandistic elements particularly in Heywood’s and Bale’s
plays by applying Levin’s more nuanced use of the word propaganda in her survey of the
representation of King John during the Reformation and by sharing Sharpe’s view that “acts of
representation were mediated and multiple, rather than the work of a sovereign author—or
authority” (21). Similarly, I will explore the doubleness of representation, which David Kastan
associates with theatrical representation, as it “offers an inherent challenge to the fundamental
categories of a culture that would organise itself hierarchically and present that organization as
inevitable” (464). I will examine to what extent these Henrician playwrights engage in political
subversion and employ persuasive rhetoric in the guise of flattery and political conformity in

order to counsel or criticize their ruler.

My argument will be further informed by the studies of Baumer and Burns, who focus on
Renaissance political theories to trace the evolving ideology of kingship and empire in England
in the first half of the sixteenth century. Both Baumer and Burns look to medieval practices to
help contextualize Tudor theories of kingship. Baumer argues that Henrician writers “employed

medieval phraseology to elucidate the new point of view ... [and] their attitude towards other
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problems of kingship was, for the most part, entirely in the medieval tradition” (viii). Burns
suggests that there is a “common language and methodology for the discussion of critical issues
in regard to monarchy” and medieval and Renaissance writers were of the opinion that rulers
were morally obliged and held responsible to act in the interest of the commonwealth, despite
their unlimited power and legal rights to exert their own will (7). Baumer and Burns assert that
intellectuals constituted a political presence that could question emergent absolutist monarchs by
offering moral lessons to their audiences. Yet, these courtly scholars remained true to the
traditions of prior writers from whom they took inspiration to meet new political, religious and

societal challenges.

I will also follow Stewart Mottram’s and Cathy Shrank’s analysis of Tudor politics, who
both state that Henrician literature, including drama, reveals a shared sense of nationhood.
Mottram applies Benedict Anderson’s theory of imagined communities (“the notion that people
within the same political boundaries were aware of their shared identities through connected
media”) to his discussion of a common patriotic identity (2). Mottram defines patriotism as an
“unthinking allegiance to the reigning monarch, arguing that the movement between patriotism
and nationalism charts a redistribution of power, from its embodiment in the person of the king
to its existence in the consciousness of the people” (3). For Mottram, Tudor theories of kingship
(particularly after the break with Rome) advanced an imperial identity, in which the English
nation was superior and separate from other states. This thesis follows Mottram’s discussion of
the growth of imperial thought in England and its ramifications on the emerging idea of

sovereignty within the period.

In this thesis, I will provide a comparative analysis of Skelton’s, Heywood’s, and Bale’s

plays in conjunction with contemporary mirror for princes treatises by Skelton, Erasmus, Elyot,
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and Starkey to explore how humanists, scholars, and playwrights associated with the Tudor court
defined royal authority in relation to Henry VIII. How were the complex negotiations that
legitimized or questioned the king’s changing authority represented in these politically charged
plays? To what extent were Skelton’s, Heywood’s, and Bale’s plays influenced by or deviate
from contemporary political treatises and how did they serve as a mirror for princes directed at
the Tudor court elites and their own patrons? By discussing these Henrician political interludes
in relation to contemporary theoretical works, I will explore the rhetorical strategies these
playwrights employ to convey their ideas of kingship and survey the changing interpretation of
power and royal authority within the context of the complex intellectual and personals networks
and multifaceted negotiations at the court of Henry VIII. I will argue that Skelton
(Magnificence), Heywood (The Play of the Weather), and Bale (King Johan) each demonstrates
how courtly scholars during Henry VIII’s reign use the speculum principis genre and morality
play structure to advise this English king on how to properly develop his kingship in their
respective opinions, either defining, implicitly subverting, or confirming his royal authority over

the commonwealth.
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Chapter 1: The Virtue of Magnificence:

John Skelton’s Counselling of Henry VIII

Both Skelton, in the Speculum Principis and the drama Magnificence, and Erasmus, in
The Education of a Christian Prince, demonstrate how humanists during the early reign of Henry
VIII from 1509 to 1520 were concerned with the moral health of the king. In this chapter, I will
explore how Skelton and Erasmus, as examples of early Henrician humanists, are indicative of
courtly scholars’ opinions on the importance of education in creating virtuous rulers who
dedicate themselves to the economic and spiritual betterment of their subjects. The Speculum
Principis and The Education of a Christian Prince show how these two writers consider
magnificence, as an Aristotelian term and a Christian ideal of moderation, a significant virtue for
rulers so that they can maintain their moral health. Skelton would later dramatize the lessons
inherent in these mirror for princes treatises to further establish how the health of the
commonwealth is inextricably tied to the well-being of the monarch. Following the medieval
morality play structure, Skelton uses Magnificence’s court to represent the virtues and vices that
are tied to leading the realm. In particular, this playwright focuses on the conflict between
reason, the ability to act rationally, and will, the desire to act on one’s emotional desires. The
result is a dramatic representation of Liberty’s dual nature as a virtue of personal freedom to act
for the betterment of oneself and others or the vice of waywardness that often leads people to
choose a life full of sin, as shown by the corruptions that visit Magnificence’s court. The finale
of Speculum Principis illustrates how the virtue of magnificence can be achieved only by relying

on God’s guidance, while also strengthening one’s resolve through pagan ideas on virtue, such as
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Aristotle’s arguments. Skelton and Erasmus equally argue that magnificence can only be
achieved by kings when they overcome their sinful desires by relying on reason and God,
allowing rulers to remain dedicated to seeking the best outcomes for their commonwealths

despite their personal wants.

Skelton’s political message about kingship in Magnificence is tied to the larger discussion
on the ethics of absolutist monarchy. Baumer argues that early Tudor political writers “insisted
... that the king, by the very nature of his office, is morally responsible to rule for the good of
society as a whole” (192). Henrician political theorists were concerned that if rulers indulged in
vices it might lead to a tyrannical government. It was not enough that rulers maintained their
physical health, but they also needed to ensure that they remained morally obligated to maintain
the good of the state. Similarly in Magnificence, Skelton argues that the moral health of the
monarch is related to the health of the commonwealth, as Magnificence’s court mirrors the inner
struggles of the ruler and of society. The plot of Magnificence takes place within Magnificence’s
court, representing a microcosm of different political entities. In the opening scene, Felicity, a
personification of fortune, and Liberty, a representation of freedom, argue about who is more
virtuous. Magnificence resolves their conflict by declaring that Measure, the epitome of balance
between two extremes, should govern Felicity and Liberty in order to bring out the best aspects
of these virtues. However, the vices, led by Fancy, throw Magnificence and his court into
imbalance by persuading the fictional king to give in to his baser desires of greed and tyrannical
authority, which Magnificence demonstrates by banishing Measure from the court.
Subsequently, Magnificence loses everything—his wealth and political position—and is

tormented by Poverty, Adversity, and Despair. The Christian virtues of Good Hope, Redress, and



32

Circumspection rescue Magnificence, saving him from despair by restoring him to his original

glory and imparting him with knowledge to live virtuously.

As the heads of their respective royal households, Henry VIII and Magnificence were
expected to have firm control over their courts. The king exerted his power through patronage,
using his favour and wealth to economically support his servants who would best serve the
realm. Walker argues that the “royal household was considered in many ways the testing ground
of a regime ... [the king] who could govern his own household suggested that he could govern
the nation” (Plays of Persuasion 84). Monarchs were seen as the patriarchs or matriarchs of the
realm, offering their subjects parental protection and guidance towards a mutual betterment of
the realm. When rulers failed to keep their courts in order, it appeared as if they were unfit to
govern the kingdom. Magnificence dramatizes this theory of kingship, as the play’s ruler learns
about the intricacies of courtly politics. Skelton thus presents Magnificence’s imaginary court as
a dual symbol of the character’s internal journey to understand the virtue of moderation, the
capability to use one’s reason for self-discipline, and his ability to use this virtue to help run the

realm.

The characters in Magnificence are concerned with educating the audience on the
qualities of a moral ruler. Skelton accomplishes this task by adopting the psychomachia or
morality play structure, which is “formed from the Greek words for ‘soul” and for ‘warfare,’ ...
[detailing] the ongoing warfare between the forces of good and evil for the soul of an individual”
(Cook 1). Jay Ruud expands on this definition to point out that “medieval morality plays dealt
with one of three themes: the psychomachia in which Virtues and Vices vie for man’s soul; the
summoning of Death, wherein the Mankind figure is summoned to his judgement ...; and the

debate by the daughters of God, Mercy and Peace, against Justice and Truth—over the salvation
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of the deceased” (1). Medieval plays such as The Castle of Perseverance (1405—-1425), Wisdom
(1460-1470), Mankind (1470) and Everyman (1510) were all religious dramas that used the
conventions proposed by Ruud to educate audiences on how to properly live as a good Christian.
Each of these plays act as good cases of early plays that set the dramatic precedents and
archetypes that later playwrights would follow to publicly discuss their political opinions on
kingship. For example, Mankind follows the journey of the titular protagonist, Mankind, who
falls from God’s grace by following the example of Mischief, New-Guise and Titivillus
(personifications of sin). Mankind is later saved by Mercy, who guides the protagonist back to
God’s favour by teaching him the errors of his ways and how to redeem his soul through

confession (The Broadview Anthology of Tudor Drama 1-24).

Renaissance humanists adapted this medieval dramaturgy to examine a “new sense of the
conditions and limits of human knowledge, as well as a sense of possibilities and problems of
understanding the external world, the human mind, and the nature of God in relation to each
other” (Cartwright 6). Skelton applies each of these themes to the elucidation of magnificent rule
and virtuous governance. Medieval playwrights communicated the intended lessons of their
plays to their audiences by having their titular characters be manipulated by the vice characters,
fall from God’s grace, and find redemption with the help of personified Christian virtues. In a
similar vein, Skelton’s Magnificence is a dramatic representation of the spiritual journey that
every Christian must experience to cleanse their souls of their sins. However, Skelton changes
the conventional morality structure and turns his play into a political drama on governance. Both
the fictional and the real king would delegate much of their political tasks, and consequently
their authority, to courtly advisors who would advise them on how to use their monarchical

power.
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The protagonist Magnificence acts as a stand-in for the wider concept of monarchical
rule. However, as Jane Griffiths points out, “Skelton’s play strikingly exploits the ambiguity in
the meaning of the term [magnificence], using it as the device that sets in motion the plot against
the prince” (68). In fact, Magnificence can be divided into two acts. Reflecting on Aristotle’s
interpretation, the first half deals with the prince suffering the consequences of his excessive
spending, while the second part echoes Aquinas’s definition as the prince overcomes his failures
through Christian enlightenment. Magnificence as a virtue of discipline and moderation holds a
long tradition in humanist thought. Skelton discusses virtues associated with ethically
responsible kingship by drawing from classical sources. The Renaissance concept of
magnificence originated from Aristotle’s Nicomachean Ethics (350 BCE), according to which, in

Matthias Roick’s words:

Magnificence ... is a fitting expenditure involving largeness of scale.... The man who in
small or middling things spends according to the merits of the case is not called
magnificent, but only the man who does so in gr