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  The Mirror and the Light was commissioned by Playful Productions and was first performed at the Gielgud Theatre, London, on 23 September 2021, presented by Matthew Byam Shaw, Nia Janis and Nick Salmon for Playful Productions, the Royal Shakespeare Company, Tulchin Bartner Productions and Georgia Gatti. The cast and creative team was as follows:
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  The Characters and Their Fates


  Thomas Cromwell in 1536


  King Henry in 1536


  Walter Cromwell, a ghost


  Cardinal Wolsey, a ghost


  Jane Seymour


  Anne of Cleves


  Katherine Howard


  Jane, Lady Rochford


  Bess Seymour


  Gregory Cromwell


  Mary Tudor


  Dorothea Wolsey


  Thomas Howard, Duke of Norfolk


  Stephen Gardiner, Bishop of Winchester


  Eustache Chapuys


  Charles Brandon, Duke of Suffolk


  Rafe Sadler


  Helen Sadler


  Edward Seymour


  Thomas Cranmer, Archbishop of Canterbury


  Sir William Kingston


  Christophe


  Thomas More, a ghost


  Richard Riche


  Thomas Wriothesley


  Hans Holbein


  Dr William Butts and Dr John Chambers


  THOMAS CROMWELL IN 1536


  The action of this play begins shortly after Cromwell’s arrest in June 1540, and then loops back to a point four years earlier, to try to trace the steps by which he was destroyed.


  In the spring of 1536, the poor boy from Putney was riding high, the King’s right-hand man in both Church and State. He had come a long way from his obscure beginnings. The son of Walter Cromwell, a blacksmith and brewer, Thomas ran away from home at around the age of fifteen, and joined the French army. Years of adventuring through Europe saw him working as a banker in Florence and a wool-trade agent in Antwerp. When he returned to England, a linguist with a big contacts book, he set up as a lawyer, and was recruited into the service of the all-powerful Cardinal Wolsey. At Wolsey’s disastrous fall, Cromwell was the only man of any stature who remained loyal to him. He risked his own ruin, but this risk was the beginning of his rise to power. King Henry appreciated loyalty. He diverted Cromwell into his own service, and steadily promoted him.


  Cromwell used his position as Secretary to work across the whole of government. He masterminded the King’s divorce from his first wife, Katherine of Aragon, and set up England’s break with Rome. Cromwell was a demon of energy. There is no record of his formal education, but he was quick to master any field. He was known as an eloquent, persuasive speaker, and as a master of parliamentary tactics. He never shirked confrontation when it was needed, but his instincts were towards conciliation. He had to calm the King, damp down his excesses, and above all try to keep the peace both at home and abroad; England, he told Henry, could not afford conflict. He had to study and accommodate the King’s shifting moods and appetites. At the same time, he tried to find ways to work with courtiers and great families who were individually ambitious and quarrelsome; he needed, to use a contemporary phrase, to ‘keep them in awe’. He was a sociable man known for his hospitality and for personal generosity, but he had a formidable temper when it was unleashed. The scholar Andrew Boorde wrote to him, ‘There is no man living whom I do love and fear as much as you.’


  Cromwell’s relationship with Katherine of Aragon had been ambiguous. Though the King had rejected her, it seems Cromwell protected her where he could, and protected her daughter Mary. But his clash with the Boleyn family showed how ruthless he could be when his survival was challenged. Together with Cranmer, he had made it possible for the King to marry Anne, and they had made an uneasy alliance. But three years on the King had come to resent Anne and wanted to get out of his marriage. When Anne made the mistake of threatening Cromwell, he acted on the King’s expressed or unexpressed desires, and removed her, together with her brother and four members of their circle. These six deaths were enough for regime change. When this play begins, Cromwell is about to climb to greater heights – but his first challenge is to work out what to do about the King’s daughter, Mary, the most dangerous young woman in England.


  Cromwell survived repeated crises and came out on top. He was about fifty-five when his run of luck ended. The forces ranged against him were enormous. Partly he was brought down by the vagaries of international politics, but there was a kind of structural defect in his career that he could not help. He was ‘low-born’ and he was one man, alone; he didn’t have the backing of a noble family or faction. His rise outraged the old aristocracy, and also outraged the common people; they thought it was their right as Englishmen to be governed by lords, not by blacksmiths’ boys. And the King, who owed him so much, became progressively harder to read, harder to serve, more angry and volatile and sad. In the end Henry allowed himself to be persuaded – by the French, and by his own councillors – that Cromwell was aiming to overthrow him and seize the throne himself. It wasn’t a reasonable thing to think, but Henry was far from reason at the time.


  Cromwell changed England. His career is spectacular and unlikely and in many ways still unexplained. He had only been dead a few weeks when Henry wanted him back, and turned on his councillors, asking why they had lied to him, and made him destroy his most faithful servant.


  KING HENRY IN 1536


  This year was a turning point in Henry’s life and reign. It was the year that he charged his second wife and his closest friends with treason. From that date onwards, he was always looking for betrayal in those close to him.


  Anne Boleyn is executed in May. Through the summer, Henry tries to repair his ego, brooding on Anne as an unfaithful wife. He marks himself as ‘victim’ and, having sorted the issue out in his mind, is able to think of Anne as little as possible, and concentrate on his new wife Jane. But there is a great void where his close friends used to be. If they can betray him, where else might treason be lurking?


  Henry in this play is not the grotesque figure in the late portraits. This is middle-period Henry, aged forty-five onward. A cultured and highly intelligent man, he had been a renowned sportsman and athlete. But in January 1536 he injured his leg in a tiltyard accident. This led to a painful and disabling long-term infection. At the point where our play begins, in the summer of 1536, it is beginning to limit his activities. There are weeks when he seems well, and weeks when he can hardly ride. He can’t any longer exercise in the tiltyard, or put in long days in the hunting field. With his splendid body underused, he quickly begins to gain weight. He becomes demoralised and bored, and he is often in pain. He never knows what tomorrow will bring, and uncertainty makes him capricious and tense.


  Then (as we know historically) something else went wrong – something more mysterious – that intermittently affected his balance and ability to stand, and again made him curtail his activities. He is ashamed of his deterioration and tries to conceal it from public knowledge – the English must not lose faith in their king, in his potency and splendour. The concealment itself is an additional strain. His doctors have no answers. It seems his own body is betraying him, and he is apprehensive about the future. What will happen to England if he dies suddenly?


  Henry is a highly complex man. He needs different people beside him, depending on which role he’s assuming. When he wants to be a child, he has Wolsey – till he comes to hate his own dependence, and destroys him. When he wants to be hearty and masculine, or nostalgic for his boyhood, he has Charles Brandon, Duke of Suffolk. His role as poet, musician and lover turned him towards the Boleyns and cultured men like Thomas Wyatt. When he wants to indulge his fascination with theology, he has Gardiner and Cranmer and a whole collection of bishops and scholars. When he wants to be rich and smart and tricksy, he has Cromwell.


  Women (except for Jane Seymour, his third wife) constantly frustrate him, defy him, deny him what he wants. His self-awareness is coupled with helplessness. By the standards of the age, and other monarchs, Henry had few liaisons outside marriage, and seems to have been a quaking mass of guilt about sex in general. The Roman Church prohibited everything except missionary-position sex between fertile married couples, and even that was forbidden on holy days and for weeks at a time in Lent. Any sexual variety had to be confessed and atoned for. Most people didn’t take this seriously, or if they did, they didn’t let it influence their daily lives. But Henry wanted to be in love with his wives and to be faithful to them so he could have pleasure without guilt. If he ceased to be in love, the wife must go. In the case of his fourth wife, Anne of Cleves, he simply couldn’t feel anything for her. This attitude would have seemed ridiculous to most men of the time (including Cromwell). They were used to the idea of arranged marriages and thought that rulers should simply get on with their bedroom life in the national interest.


  Though Henry is horribly conflicted in most areas of life, he is sincere in his wish to be a good king and he understands that the welfare of his people is in his hands – and this includes their spiritual welfare. He has a tender conscience and, though he knows he is a sinner, he is genuine in his religious feelings, believing God’s eye is on him. He has set up a new Church, but his core beliefs have not moved far. That’s to say, he is not an evangelical, unlike Cromwell and Cranmer; Henry wants changes in how the Church is run, but mostly, he believes what he always believed. He is willing to permit the Scriptures in English, but not to change core doctrine. He is fierce about defending his status as Head of the Church – Thomas More died because he wouldn’t accept it. Subjects who will not take the Oath of Supremacy are cast as supporters of Rome and traitors. But at the same time, those drawn to evangelical beliefs risk persecution as heretics.


  This means Cromwell and Cranmer have to walk a fine line. Cromwell tries to set up an alliance with the German princes, with the Cleves marriage at its centre. But Henry becomes suspicious that Lutheran religious beliefs are getting a foothold – and this suspicion is something Cromwell’s enemies use to bring him down.


  Henry can tolerate a lot of ambivalence. For instance – though this is not mentioned in the play – it seems likely he knew that Thomas Cranmer, his Archbishop of Canterbury, was married – and to a German lady. But he pretended not to know, because he liked Cranmer more than he hated married priests. His habit of knowing and not knowing, simultaneously, could make his advisers very jittery.


  Possibly with regard to Cromwell he became afraid of his own creation. At the time of the Pilgrimage of Grace, the rebellion of late 1536, there was pressure at home and from abroad to get rid of Cromwell; the rebels insisted their quarrel was with him, not the King. Henry had to deflect criticism that he was allowing England to be ruled by ‘low’ men, and he pointed out how many aristocrats were on his council. Yet he had no option but to defend Cromwell and stick by him – otherwise he would have lost face. He probably hated having to defend him, because he saw himself as popular and beloved, and Cromwell would always be a folk-devil.


  Cromwell was inventive, ad hoc in his methods, and sometimes cavalier – when he had to act quickly, he didn’t necessarily consult everyone who thought they ought to be consulted. This was a style his opponents could use against him. By the spring of 1540, Henry was beginning to suspect that Cromwell ran a second government behind his back – which to some degree is true, though it is hard to see that Cromwell ever acted against the King’s interests.


  Henry was notoriously susceptible to taking the advice of the last person who’d been with him. He was easily moved by personal pleas. So anyone who was in trouble wanted to appeal to him face to face, or send their friends to him.


  After his arrest, Cromwell thinks that if he can get to Henry, he can probably escape death. Such a meeting is really his only chance. If you argue with Henry, he will entrench himself. He will allow his courtiers a good stand-up row, but not allow his authority to be challenged. You can’t reason with him. You can only sway his emotions. Cromwell’s enemies made sure that no meeting was allowed. But even so, they acted in fear, knowing that at any moment Henry might change his mind and reinstate his minister.


  Henry lived for seven years after Cromwell; he was ill and dangerous, increasingly irascible and unpredictable, but never losing his grip on affairs; he had to manage for himself, as he didn’t choose a chief minister to replace Cromwell. He did all the things Cromwell had worked to prevent – he entered a costly and futile war with France, and when the country was broke he devalued the currency. He did learn something, though – when some of his advisers, including Wriothesley and Riche, plotted to bring down his sixth wife, he saw them off. He also stuck by Thomas Cranmer. When he died in 1547 he was holding his archbishop’s hand.


  WALTER CROMWELL, A GHOST


  Attracted by disaster, fresh from Hell, Walter appears at his son’s side when he is imprisoned in the Tower, to reminisce about old times in Putney. In the universe of these books and plays, ghosts don’t change their character. They just go on doing what they did when they were alive. So Walter remains as he was – unreliable, hostile, prone to violence. In real life, Walter was not a poor man. He had two businesses and a share in more, so he cut a figure in his local community; in later life he reformed himself and became a churchwarden. But Thomas sees him as he always was – a drinker and a neighbourhood bully, an antagonist, a bad father.


  CARDINAL WOLSEY, A GHOST


  The Cardinal is Cromwell’s good father. The son of a prosperous Ipswich butcher, Thomas Wolsey took the route of most ambitious commoners and joined the Church. He was a brilliant, hard-driving man, who rose rapidly to become Archbishop of York and England’s cardinal. Attaining that rank, he was able to talk to princes, and he was known through Europe as a cunning statesman and glittering patron of the arts. Henry made him Lord Chancellor, and Wolsey was considered the de facto ruler of England. But Henry broke him when he could not obtain a divorce from his first wife, and the Cardinal was exiled to the north. Summoned by Henry to what would have been, almost certainly, his trial and execution, he took ill and died on the road. During his months of exile, Cromwell had comforted him and worked for his restoration. Their bond was strong and personal, and in this play the Cardinal acts as Cromwell’s inner voice, prompting him to listen to his instincts and to recognise fresh possibilities.
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  BEN MILES


  Ben Miles’ career as an actor has spanned over thirty years on stage and screen. His recent theatre credits include The Lehman Trilogy at the National Theatre, London, the Piccadilly Theatre, London, and the Park Avenue Armory, New York. He first began work on the role of Thomas Cromwell in Wolf Hall and Bring Up the Bodies in October 2013, performing at the Swan Theatre, Stratford-upon-Avon, the Aldwych Theatre, London, and the Winter Garden Theatre, New York, where he received a Tony Award nomination for Best Actor in 2015. In 2020, he recorded all three books in the Wolf Hall trilogy unabridged as audiobooks. His collaboration with Hilary Mantel on the stage version of The Mirror and the Light is his writing debut.
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  Amateur Performing Rights Applications for performance, including readings and excerpts, by amateurs in the English language throughout the world (excluding the USA and Canada) should be made before rehearsals begin to the Performing Rights Department, Nick Hern Books, The Glasshouse, 49a Goldhawk Road, London W12 8QP, tel +44 (0)20 8749 4953, email rights@nickhernbooks.co.uk, except as follows:


  Australia: ORiGiN Theatrical, Level 1, 213 Clarence Street, Sydney NSW 2000, tel +61 (2) 8514 5201, email enquiries@originmusic.com.au, web www.origintheatrical.com.au


  New Zealand: Play Bureau, PO Box 9013, St Clair, Dunedin 9047, tel (3) 455 9959, email info@playbureau.com


  United States and Canada: The Agency (London) Ltd, see details below


  Professional Performing Rights Applications for translation and for performance by professionals in any medium (and by stock and amateur companies in the USA and Canada) should be addressed to The Agency (London) Ltd, 24 Pottery Lane, Holland Park, London W11 4LZ, email info@theagency.co.uk


  No performance of any kind may be given unless a licence has been obtained. Applications should be made before rehearsals begin. Publication of this play does not necessarily indicate its availability for performance.
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