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Howard Staunton (1810-1874) ‘On the 29th June, 1613, the Globe Theatre on Bankside was 

totally destroyed, owing to the thatch of the roof being fired by the wadding  of some 

“chambers,” or small cannon, discharged during a performance. According to Howes, the 

continuator of Stow’s Chronicle, this catastrophe occurred at the representation of “Henry the 

Eighth.” 

 

David Akenhead (1946 - ) 

 

What has John Goodwin of the RSC to say about this sad business, very little it seems, except to 

mention ‘During the 1600s, Shakespeare’s Globe became London’s principal theatre. Over the 

decade many of Shakespeare’s greatest plays were written and performed here, often in front of 

Queen Elizabeth I and James I.  

  

  ‘The Globe was destroyed by fire during a performance of Henry VIII in 1613. The 

theatre was replaced by a second, smaller playhouse, Blackfriars, which had been leased by the 

company (now called the King’s Men) four years earlier. Unlike the Globe, Blackfriars was an 

indoor theatre and had technical facilities for scenic effects.’  

  

One thing that is certain about this play however is that the Duke of Sully –sur Loire now in his 

forties had his title conferred on him in 1606 and was reputed as describing James I as “the 

wisest fool in Christendom”. The thought that not only was this description of him greeted with 

some jocularity amid his own King’s Men, his ridicule was more than he could abide and one is 

reminded of Henry II’s own words of Thomas Becket “Who will rid me of this troublesome 

priest?”, and if not at his own instigation, arson at the Globe Theatre on the opening night of 

Henry VIII which only endured the opening Act has to at least be considered as a possibility! 

Shakespeare knew he was walking a tight rope with this play, which concludes with the birth of 

Elizabeth, and squaring that with Katharine of Aragon, still going strong in the play at least, a 

tendency to portray Henry VIII as anything lighter than a rat, became an impossible task for even 

the Bard of Stratford-upon-Avon as well as this humble submission to His Majesty at the 

conclusion of his earlier play, The Tempest, as Prospero, exile Duke of Milan and magician. 

  

  Gentle breath of yours my sails  

  Must fill, or else my project fails,  

  Which was to please: now I want  

  Spirits to enforce, art to enchant;  

And my ending is despair,                  

Unless I be relieved by prayer.  



Which pierces so, that it assaults    

 Mercy itself, and frees all faults,    

 As you from crimes would pardon’d be 

 Let your indulgence set me free.  

  

The King was unmoved, but worse, saw it as supreme arrogance, and greeted  

Shakespeare’s grovel with contempt. There was only one face-saving option left for our broken-

hearted clown, to go down fighting enacted by him alone as Prologue in his new play Henry 

VIII. I think he excelled himself and redeemed himself as the supreme stage manager of all time!  

  

  

I come no more to make you laugh; things now  

That bear a weighty and serious brow,  

Sad, high and working, full of state and woe, Such 

noble scenes as draw the eye to flow.  

We now present. Those that can pity, here  

May, if they think it well, let fall a tear;  

The subject will deserve it.  

Such as give their money out of hope they may believe,  

May here find truth too.  

Those that come to see only a show or two, and so agree  

The play may pass, if they be still and willing,  

I’ll undertake may see away their shilling  

Richly in two short hours.  

Only they that come to hear a merry bawdy play,  

A noise of targets, or to see a fellow  

In a long motley coat guarded with yellow,  

Will be deceiv’d; for, gentle hearers, know,  

To rank our chosen truth with such a show  

As fool and fight is, beside forfeiting  

Our own brains, and the opinion that we bring . . .   

  

Now follows a curtailed version of John Goodwin, RSC’s synopsis:  

  

Henry VIII tells its story in a series of somewhat disconnected but vividly theatrical episodes. It 

is set before and during the King’s passion for Anne Boleyn. He is in his early forties, lusty, 

impulsive, worshipped by his people, a hunter, wrestler, poet, musician – the complete man, and 

at the peak of his strength. The play shows Wolsey’s arrogance and fall; Cranmer’s Protestant 

convictions and their use by the King for his own ends; Queen Katharine’s nobility when 

divorced and abandoned; and, briefly, the first meeting between the King and the young Anne 

Boleyn who, at the play’s conclusion, gives birth to the daughter destined to become the greatest 

Tudor of all, Elizabeth.  

  



  To some extent, the story is dominated by the theme of the fall from greatness – 

Katharine and Wolsey both lose their high authority, Buckingham his head. But the play is 

mainly liked for its scenes of celebration: the coronation of Anne Boleyn, and the Royal 

christening at which Cranmer, holding the infant Elizabeth in his arms, foretells the glorious 

future of England under her rule, bringing ‘Peace, Plenty, Love, Truth’.  

 

A fitting finale before you attempt my crossword puzzle comes from the maestro himself: 

 

Howard Staunton (1810-1874) this complimentary address to Queen 

Elizabeth’s successor, James I. Sadly, James I was not moved to attend 

at that time. It does however confirm that she was still alive when 

Shakespeare penned this tribute to the memory of Queen Elizabeth’s 

father, by way of introduction to the play itself. 

  

“Nor shall this peace sleep with her; but as when  

The bird of wonder dies, the maiden phoenix, 

Her ashes new create another heir, 

As great in admiration as herself; 

So shall she leave her blessedness to one 

(When heaven shall call her from this cloud or darkness) 

Who from the sacred ashes of her honour 

Shall star-like rise, as great in fame as she was, 

And so stand fix’d”   

 

In short, a challenge to James I to step up to the plate! Unsurprisingly, it 

went down like a lead balloon! (David Akenhead)                                                               

 

 

 
 

 

 

 
 

  


