Study questions for A MAN FOR ALL SEASONS by Robert Bolt  (New York, 1990)
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Questions which relate to the larger issues that are mentioned in the play:

 

1. What, when, and where was the Renaissance period of history? 

 

2. What, when, and where was the Reformation period of history? 

 

3. Who were the Tudors and why are they relevant for this play? 

 

4. What were some of the reasons given by Henry VIII as to why he needed a divorce form his wife? 

 

5. How wealthy was the Roman Catholic Church in England prior to 1534—the year in which Henry broke with Rome? 

 

6. How important were scholars like Thomas More in the Renaissance?  Do scholars have the same relevance in our society as in that of Tudor England?  Explain your answer in detail. 

 

7. Since Gutenberg had just invented the printing press with moveable type in the mid-15th century, the production of books was easier and cheaper.  How did scholars like More benefit from this great information-technology explosion?  Society as a whole?  

 

8. In your mind, what is the difference between ethics and morality? 

 

9. Do you think that More could have been more virtuous had he done what was necessary to live and perhaps write books even better than UTOPIA? 

 

10. What similarities, if any, do you see in the lives of Jesus, Socrates, More, Galileo,  Gandhi, and Dr. Martin Luther King?  Which are the ideal role models and why?  List them from top to bottom, and explain your answer.  Which other great thinkers would you add to this list, and why?  

 

11. Who was Machiavelli, and why is his greatest book THE PRINCE so vital in the ethics debate? 

 

 

Questions that are specific to A MAN FOR ALL SEASONS

 

 

1. Of all of the characters in the play listed in xxiii-xxv, whom do you identify the most with and why?  The least? 

 

2. What irony is there on p.5 when Rich speaks of suffering? 

 

3. Why did More suggest that Rich read Machiavelli? 

 

4. Why does More suggest that Rich be a teacher? 

 

5. Why is the focus on employment for Rich so central to the play? 

 

6. What is the significance of the cup and the bribe on page 8 for Rich, and for us all? 

 

7. Why does Bolt mention both Machiavelli and Aristotle on page 12 in relation  to Rich? 

 

8. What does More mean when he tells Rich that if you knew Cromwell, you don’t need my help (p.14)? 

 

9. What is the significance of the act of prayer and of the prayer itself for the entire play? 

 

10. Why does Wolsey (p. 19) wish that More could just see facts flat on? 

 

11. What is the significance for the play and for More of Wolsey’s statement: “The King wants a son; what are you going to do about it? P. 20 

 

12. What is More’s answer to Wolsey’s question on p. 21, “Have I your support or have I not?”  Does his answer indicate what his line of reasoning will be in not openly supporting Henry VIII’s move for a new wife? 

 

13. On page 22, why does Wolsey ask More if he remembers the Yorkist Wars? 

 

14. Is this More statement on page 22 ethically loaded, and if so how? “When statesmen forsake their own private conscience for the sake of their public duties… they lead their country by a short route to chaos…And we shall have my prayer to fall back on.” 

 

15. On p. 22, when Wolsey says “there is much in the Church that needs reformation, Thomas” what did Wolsey mean? 

 

 

16. Is More ambitious on p. 23 when he tells Wolsey “me rather than Cromwell”? 

 

17. What meaning do you get from the exchange between Wolsey and More on pages 23-24 when Wolsey suggests that More should have been a cleric, and More replies, like you, your grace? 

 

18. What is the meaning of the ambassador of Spain (Chapuys) telling More that King Charles would feel “himself insulted by any insult offered to his mother’s sister!” (i.e. Queen Catherine)  Does More have the destiny of England in his hands? 

 

19. On page 28, More has a conversation with his boatman.  How is the nature of that exchange a good lesson in ethics?  Does More treat the high and the low the same?  Does he treat others the way that he wants to be treated? 

 

20. When More returns home on page 30 to find his daughter Meg being courted by Roper, and when More says that Roper can’t marry Meg so long as Roper is a heretic, is More’s response on page 31 ethical and compassionate? (“We must just pray that when your head’s finished turning, your face is to the front again.”) 

 

21. Was Alice correct in telling Thomas that he should beat his daughter for suggesting treason on page 33? 

 

22. When Alice notes that Great men get colds in the head just the same as commoners on page 34, what is meant by More’s reply “That’s dangerous, leveling talk, Alice.  Beware of the Tower.” 

 

23. What is the purpose on the dialogue between Cromwell and Rich on pages 36-37? 

 

24. Why is Cromwell asking More’s steward what More’s opinions and habits are? 

 

25. How much intrigue is evident in the dialogue on pages 41-43 between Rich, Matthew, and Chapuys? 

 

26. When the King calls on Thomas and his family, what is a good summary statement of the outcome of that visit? Pp 47-58 (especially when Henry says that he will have no opposition, that “Your conscience is your own affair; but you are my Chancellor! There, you have my word—I’ll leave you out of it…..Am I to burn in Hell because the Bishop of Rome, with the King of Spain’s knife to his throat, mouths me Deuteronomy?” 

 

27. “What stands between them is a sacrament of the Church.  I’m less important than you think, Alice.”  What do you make of this quote from page 59? 

 

28. In the section of dialogue between More and the almost Catholic Roper on page 61 and after, what ethical view emerges for More between man, the law, and God? 

 

29. Is Rich an immoral man or an amoral man according to More’s statement on page 65, top, “Richard, you couldn’t answer for yourself even so far as tonight?” 

 

30. When family members accuse Rich of being a spy and evil, More’s response is indicative of his view of right and wrong: “The law, Roper, the law. I know what’s legal not what’s right.  And I’ll stick to what’s legal.” (Roper) Then you set man’s law above God’s!” (More) No, far below; but let me draw your attention to a fact—I’m not God..  The currents and eddies of right and wrong…I can’t navigate….But in the thickets of the law, oh there I’m a forester…” And even the Devil should get the benefit of law. 

 

31. On the relationship between ethics and religion and the law, how do you interpret the remarks by More on the top of page 67? “Oh, Roper, you’re a fool, God’s my god…But I find him rather too subtle…I don’t know where he is nor what he wants.”….”And whoever hunts for me, Roper, God or Devil, will find me hiding in the thickets of the law!  And I’ll hide my daughter with me! Not hoist her up the mainmast of your seagoing principles!”  Could it be that More indeed does have principles, a conscience, a Roman Catholic Christian conscience, which is his true compass on the stormy seas of life while the law is his rudder? 

 

32. On page 72 when Cromwell baits Rich with the promise of a good job in exchange for his services as a spy or perjury maker against More, is it clear that Rich has no scruples, or is it the case that most if not all humans have their price? 

 

33. When Cromwell says to Rich on the top of page 74 that “our job as administrators is to make it as convenient as we can (for the King to get a divorce), can one extrapolate from this (raison d’etat) that those everywhere who have positions of power in a bureaucracy should let the means justify the end?  Are we all simply objects to be managed?  If so, what happened to the golden rule?  Are people in positions of authority under some circumstances exempt from the categorical imperative? 

 

34. When Cromwell finally pulls out of Rich the Court of Requests bribe possibility to frame More with on page 76,  he notes “that’s all there is.  And you’ll find it easier next time.”  Is dishonesty progressive? 

 

35. When Cromwell on page 76 says that “The situation rolls forward in any case” he brings up the Renaissance concept of “necessity” or what we today would call “in the national interest” or the means justifies the end.  Was there no other way for Henry to have an heir? 

 

36. Is it the case that Cromwell enjoyed not only subverting Rich to be a “rat” but also physically inflicting pain on him? (77) 

 

37. Is the “legal quibble” mentioned by Roper on p. 83 a cop out for More?  “How far the law of God does allow it remains a matter of optimism, since the Act doesn’t state it.”  Or, is the “legal quibble” a genuine lawful way of keeping his opinion about the King’s divorce to himself? 

 

38. On page 85, the Spanish Ambassador tries to get More to be very openly pro-Catholic.  Does Chapuys succeed here or on subsequent pages thru 89? 

 

39. After the connection with Rome has been severed, why does More turn in his chain of office? (89) 

 

40. When More explains the “issue” to his friend Norfolk (90-91), is Mores’s conscience expressed, and if so how so?  “But what matters to me is not whether it’s true or not but that I believe it to be true, or rather, not that I believe it, but that I believe it.”  Or is More also presenting his ethical theory?  Which is? 

 

41. On page 92, why does More try to pick a fight with Norfolk?  And again on pages 121-123? 

 

42. When Roper (94) says that More left office because it was the moral thing to do, how does More respond?  Is morality practical, then? 

 

43. In which maxim of the law did More think that he had sanctuary in? 

 

44. Is it significant in the overall play that More tries to find places for his housekeepers?  If so, why significant? 

 

45. How, if at all, is More’s treatment of his steward Matthew on page 97, ethical? 

 

46. In the dialogues between Cromwell and Norfolk from 99-103, why is Cromwell so set on finding More took a bribe from Catherine Anger in April of 1526? 

 

47. When Cromwell tells Rich (104) that “It’s just a matter of finding the right law. Or making one,” what does Cromwell mean? 

 

48. What does Chapuys hope to do to More by persuading More to read a letter he has brought from the Spanish King? (108) 

 

49. When Alice and Meg urge More to take 4,000 lbs, and he doesn’t, isn’t he being unethical by causing his family to go hungry? (110-111) 

 

50. When More told Roper that Cromwell was a lawyer, not the Devil, wasn’t More being unrealistic about the possibility of Cromwell framing him?  Shouldn’t More, a lawyer, have realized that often people lie in court? 

 

51. When More tells Richard “that is a nice gown you have” (113), shouldn’t More have known something was up? 

 

52. As Cromwell probes More’s life for possible charges of treason (114-118), how does More exonerate himself? 

 

53. What does Cromwell mean when he tells Rich (119) “We’ll put something in the cupboard? 

 

54. When Cromwell tells Rich that “you’re not a man of conscience” and then goes on to assert that Henry’s destruction of an individual is proof the king destroyed a bad man, is Cromwell suggesting that might makes right? 

 

55. How would you evaluate these lines in terms of thesis or main ideas of this play? (121-122) More:  “I can’t give in, Howard.”  Norfolk: “Oh, that’s immutable, is it? The one fixed point in a world of changing friendships is that Thomas More will not give in!” More: “To me it has to be, for that’s myself!  Affection goes as deep in me as you think, but only God is love right through, Howard; and that’s my self.” 

 

56. On page 125 when More wants to know the wording of the oath required by Henry, how is this indicative of More’s practice of law, ethics, and morality? 

 

57. For More, what is the purpose of man on earth (126)?  Do you agree or disagree with this? Why, why not? 

 

58. From the Common Man’s remarks on 126-127 regarding how all of the characters wound up their lives, is the statement true that virtue is its own reward?  Explain 

 

59. When the authorities visit More in jail (128-136) and question More as to why he will not sign the oath required by Henry (that the offspring of Queen Anne are legitimate heirs to the throne), what reason does More give why he will not sign? 

 

60. On page 132, when Norfolk begs Thomas to sign as have so many others, “for fellowship”, how is More’s answer indicative of his ethical theory? More: “And when we stand before God, and you are sent to Paradise for doing according to your conscience, and I am damned for not doing according to mine, will you come with me, for fellowship?” 

 

61. What tactics do the authorities use to make More sign, and on what pages? 

 

62. How do you evaluate this dialogue between More and Cromwell? “Cromwell: How should I threaten? More: Like a Minister of State, with justice! Cromwell: Oh, justice is what you’re threatened with.  More: Then I’m not threatened.” 

 

63. What can the reader deduce from Rich’s inquiry of Cromwell: “The Attorney-General for Wales.  His post is vacant.  You said I might approach you.” 

 

64. When Meg tries to out argue her father on page 140-141 as to why he should sign the oath, how does Thomas see the act of oath taking, and in the end win the argument with his daughter?  How is this exchange indicative of the central idea of the saintliness of Thomas More? 

 

65. Why does Thomas urge his family to leave England? (142) 

 

66. Why does More seek and finally get Alice’s understanding of why he is refusing to sign to the Act and take the oath? (145) 

 

67. When the charge of treason is read against More in his trial (150-), and when Cromwell states that the world really knows how Thomas feels about the King’s divorce and marriage to Queen Anne (152), what does More’s statement mean: “the world must construe according to its wits.  This Court must construe according to the law.” 

 

68. On page 153, what is the importance of More’s statement that “a man’s soul is his self!” 

 

69. When Rich is called and perjures himself to finally frame Thomas More, what is More’s humorous question to Rich about the chain of office that Rich is wearing? (158) and More’s response?  

 

70. What does More really think about the King’s divorce, and why? (159) 

 

71. Is Thomas More a good role model for you and for me?  For our Honor Code? 

