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HENRY VIII
BY WILLIAM SHAKESPEARE
DIRECTED BY MARTHA HENRY

GRADE RECOMMENDATION
Suitable for Grade 7 and up.

CONTENT ADVISORY FOR STUDENTS
Contains mature themes.

STUDENT MATINÉE DATES
May 8, 15, 27, 31; June 7, 11, 25; September 5, 13, 20, 24; October 1, 8, 11.

ABOUT THE PLAY
The play was probably written in early 1613. Henry VIII ruled from 1509
to 1547. The action of the play takes place during the middle years of
his reign and culminates with the birth of Henry’s daughter, Elizabeth,
in 1533.

SYNOPSIS
The malign influence of Cardinal Wolsey in the court of King Henry
VIII is causing resentment among the English nobility. When the Duke
of Buckingham voices his suspicion that Wolsey has deliberately
sabotaged a treaty with France for his own ends, Wolsey has him
arrested, and Henry – despite the intervention of Queen Katherine
– orders his execution. At a banquet at Wolsey’s residence, Henry’s
eye is caught by Anne Bullen (also spelled Boleyn), one of Katherine’s
ladies-in-waiting, and when Wolsey – for reasons of his own – urges
him to divorce his queen, Henry is only too eager to comply. The legal
proceedings are temporarily adjourned when Katherine seeks support
from the Pope, but eventually she yields to pressure from Wolsey and
accepts the inevitability of a divorce. Henry marries Anne in secret,
only to discover, when incriminating documents fall into his hands,
that Wolsey has been secretly working against him. He immediately
appoints Wolsey’s enemy Thomas Cranmer to the position of
Archbishop of Canterbury, confronts Wolsey with the evidence of
his duplicity and orders the confiscation of his possessions. Anne
is crowned queen and subsequently gives birth to the Princess
Elizabeth, inspiring Cranmer – who has survived an attempt by the
now deceased Wolsey’s supporters to discredit him – to prophesy a
golden age under her future reign.

CURRICULUM CONNECTIONS
GLOBAL COMPETENCIES:
• Creativity
• Learning to Learn/Self-Awareness
• Communication
• Collaboration
• Critical Thinking

GRADES 7–12:
• Language/English (listening to understand, speaking to
communicate, reading for meaning)
• Drama, Music, Visual Art

GRADES 7–12:
• Health and PE (interpersonal skills, conflict resolution, harassment,
bullying, leadership)

GRADE 11:
• Introduction to Anthropology, Psychology and Sociology
(explaining human behaviour and culture)
• Gender Studies (power relations, sex and gender)
• Equity, Diversity and Social Justice (the social construction of
identity, power and relations)

GRADE 12:

BOOKING INFORMATION

• Equity and Social Justice: From Theory to Practice (power
relations, historical and contemporary issues, leadership)

Online: www.stratfordfestival.ca/schools

• World History Since the Fifteenth Century (social, economic and
political context)

Phone: 1.800.567.1600 or 519.273.1600

• Adventures in World History (politics and conflict)
• World Cultures (power relations)

THEMES
• Status and Power
• Responsibility, Manipulation and Corruption
• Truth, Compassion and Forgiveness
• Women, Femininity and the Female Voice
• Fate, Free Will, Providence and Spirituality

Email: groups@stratfordfestival.ca
Mail:
Stratford Festival
Attn: Groups and Schools
P.O. Box 520
Stratford, ON N5A 6V2

CONNECT WITH US THROUGH SOCIAL MEDIA:
facebook.com/StratfordFestival
twitter.com/Stratfest
youtube.com/StratfordFestival

• Pageantry, England and the Sun

CLASSROOM WARM-UP
In Act 2, scene 4, Katherine comes to the court and petitions her
husband, King Henry, to reconsider divorcing her.
Divide the class into six groups with each group analyzing a section of
her speech:
1. “Sir, I desire you do me right and justice.…”
2. “What cause hath my behaviour given to your displeasure….”
3. “When was the hour I ever contradicted your desire….”
4. “Sir, call to mind that I have been your wife….”
5. “Please you, sir, the King your father….”
6. “It is not to be questioned that they had gathered a wise
counsel….”
Have the groups read their sections aloud and work together to
determine what arguments and strategies she is using.
Next, have each group stage their section (using all members of the
group), determining who says what line separately or in unison and
incorporating movement and levels.
After the students have had time to rehearse, have them each present
their section to the rest of the class.
Afterwards, debrief and discuss what discoveries they made about
Katherine and how she tries to persuade Henry and the court to alter
their decision. Why did she choose these tactics? Do you think she will
be successful? Why or why not?

ENRICHMENT
Workshops and post-show chats may be arranged by calling the
Education Department at 519.271.4040, ext. 2354.
Festival Theatre and Costume Warehouse tours may be arranged by
calling the Box Office at 1.800.567.1600.
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