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The Historical Background to the Play

One must bear in mind two important differences between life today and the England of 1520 a.d.

when the play begins.

All important is the fact that England was -~ like the rest of Europe - a Roman Catholic country

with the Pope at the head of the Church.

Thomas More was a devout catholic who as a young

m an seriously considered becoming a monk, only to reject the idea because he could not pledge

himself to a life of chastity.

Instead he followed his father'!s wish that he take up the Law.

And secondly, England's government and everyday life was controlled by the Monarch in person.
The reign of Henry VIIlI saw the end of the concept of christendom in Europe with the establish-

ment of the Church in England;
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Sir Thomas More and Mottisfont :

It is a fact that after the Dissolution of 1536 the Augustinian Priory of Mottisfont and its land came into

the possession of Lord Sandys, Lord Chamberlain to Henry VIIlI, and that he initiated its conversion from

a monastic to a domestic house. Equally factual is the transfer of his ownership af the Manor of Chelsea to
the King in exchange for the Mottisfont estate. What is uncertain is the reason for this transaction. It
was certainly a generous grant. The Mottisfont incorme was £164 a year against the £35 a year received
from the Chelsea properties, and no one then could have forecast the later popularity of Cheyne Walk. On
the other hand Sandys was over 60, dying in 1540, and already owned an estate in Hampshire, namely The
Vyne near Basingstoke, now also an NT property. Why would he wish to own Mottisfont? Almost certainly
he did not. The initiative probably came from Henry VIIl. The usual explanation is that the King wanted
the Manor House, which lay just to the east of More'!s property, in order to be near his friend Sir Thomas,
whom he so ofter\ visited. For example, here is an excerpt, written by Laurence Binyon, from Episode 4,
set in 1527, of the Chelsea Pagaent of 1908 (Enter Dame More with Lord and Lady Sandys. Lord Shr‘ewsbur‘y

FISHER My Lord Sandys and his lady greet us. follows)
MORE (to Sandys) Welcome: Welcome, Lady. And you my Lord Shrewsbury, welcome,
(to Sandys) Well, neighbour , have you thought on that matter 1 spoke of with you? Will you

exchange your manor of Chelsea for the King!'s manor of Mot tisfont ?

SANDYS It is a generous exchange

MORZ= Which the King would not offer, did he not love you.

SANDYS Well, | must be persuaded. | am loth to part from our Chelsea; but the King's favour
is a great thing.

MORE He loves you; and he loves Chelsea

The Manor House at Chelsea did in fact become a royal residence, and was the Dower House for Henry Vlllils
last wife Katherine Parr. One might wonder how Mottisfont could be described as the King!'s manor nine years
before the Dissolution. There is justification for this. Both in 1494 and in 1500, the Pope had issued a Bill
for the suppression of Mottisfont Priory and the transfer of its revenues to the King. TheBill was never acted
upon and Mottisfont was finally dissolved a year after More'!s execution, just like the other monastic houses,
but presumably Henry VIII could have taken Mottisfont over at any time. Although he unaccountably failed to do
this in More's lifetime, Henry obtained Chelsea in the end, but again the reasons for the crown'!s accumulation
of land in London at that date are not very clear. We can, however, say that but for Sit Thomas More, it

is likely that Chelsea and Mottisfont would not have been linked in the King's mind, the fate of Mottisfont would
have been very different, and it could well have been destroyed, like so many other monasteries, rather than
given fresh life for our present pleasure.



