Cambridge VCE English Units 3&4

Sample A Man for All Seasons Text Reponse – Reading and Responding – Area of Study One

“Although More is the play’s hero, the Common Man is really the “man for all seasons.”’ Discuss

The Common Man’s ability to change himself to survive under any circumstance, and to adapt himself to suit the situation, defines him as the true man for all seasons in the play. His chameleon-like nature stems from the single-minded philosophy that his own survival and comfort are unquestionably his priority. More, while the hero of the play, is not a “man for all seasons”: he places his beliefs in a position of higher importance than survival, and perishes because of it. Similarly, though perhaps not explicitly so, Wolsey is blinded by his unscrupulous, self-serving preoccupations, and this ultimately fails him – he finds himself facing death, much like More himself. It is the Common Man who has perfected the art of survival, and it is through the Common Man that Bolt identifies the self-serving tendencies that are, regrettably, prevalent in society. 

Thomas More is the hero of the play, but not because he is a man for all seasons. Bolt certainly applauds More’s steadfast adherence to his moral values, to the “little…little area where [he] must rule himself”. Religious imagery used in the play draws parallels between More and Jesus: More is taken to trial on false charges, as Jesus was, and More’s eventual execution strongly recalls Jesus’ crucifixion, with More himself even noting “’My master had easel and gall, not wine, to drink”. It seems that Bolt is suggesting that, through the suffering induced by his noble immovability, More has attained a worthiness similar to that of Christ himself. It is this noble steadfastness, however, that denies More the title of “man for all seasons”. His “temperate”, “honest” nature causes him to put his own interpretation of his moral obligations above anyone else’s: to join the “unhappy few” who “set themselves against the current of their times”. His allegiance to his values is, ultimately, more important to him than his own survival, and this cripples his ability to respond to his situation in a manner that would ensure his own safety. While More can certainly be considered an admirable, noteworthy character whose actions showed great courage, his failure to survive, to weather out the storm, prevents him from being classified as “a man for all seasons”. 

Wolsey is, in a sense, a failed “man for all seasons”. He puts status and riches above survival. A cynical cleric, he puts his official position above any ethical consideration: it is clear that the prestige his position as Cardinal affords him far outweighs the morality of his actions. He is perplexed at how More can “obstruct” the king’s wishes for “the sake of your own, private conscience”. This attitude would indeed seem like a fail safe route to success, with More himself commenting that “If Wolsey fell, the splash would swamp a few small boats like ours”. Wolsey’s ambition, however, fails him: his inability to solve the king’s problems placed him in a very dangerous position. His death, the “effective cause” of which was “the king’s displeasure,” resulted from his poor judgement of the risks his position, while a glamorous one, exposed him to: and in his failure to survive it can be seen that he is not a true “man for all seasons”. 

The Common Man exemplifies what it is to truly be a “man for all seasons”: to be capable of surviving, no matter how threatening the weather is or how quickly it turns.The Common Man appears in a variety of guises throughout the play, but he is instantly identifiable by the consistency with which he puts himself and his own needs first. As the Jailer, he refuses to allow More to spend extra time with his family because he himself will face punishment if he does so. He elucidates that he is “a plain simple man and just want to keep out of trouble” and this is, in essence, the key to his success: the allure of riches, status or a desire to help others will not come between him and his comfortable existence. When promised a large sum of money to report on More’s statements, greed does not overcome his innate wariness of anything that could be dangerous to himself – he very perceptively notes that “If it’s worth that much now, it’s worth my neck presently”. It is in this keen, instinctual avoidance of any risk to himself, and his refusal to allow anything to overcome this, that the Common Man establishes himself as the true “man for all seasons” of the play.

In the manner in which Bolt uses the Common Man to identify with the audience, it can be construed that Bolt is using the Common Man to criticise the self-centred nature of the vast majority of society today. Juxtaposed with More’s selfless, honourable morality, the Common Man’s motives and priorities appear somewhat shady and contemptible, and the connection between the Common Man and the public implies that many characteristics of the general public are similarly shameful. The Common Man introduces the time in which the play is set as “the century of the common man. Like all other centuries,” and Bolt shows through his actions that the time may in fact be different but men are not.  His parting words to the audience “if we should bump into one another, recognise me” imply that the Common Man is everywhere in society: that the traits he embodies are rife among us. In the portrayal of the Common Man as a somewhat selfish rogue, and Thomas More as an altruistic, self-sacrificing saint-like icon, it is clear which philosophy Bolt considers more favourable: perhaps Bolt is suggesting that while to be a “man for all seasons” is the route to a safe and comfortable life, it is not the route that is the most honourable or noteworthy.

Sir Thomas More, the play’s hero, fails to attain the title of “man for all seasons” because he considers his moral values to be more important than his own survival; the Cardinal Wolsey also cannot be identified as a “man for all seasons” because his attachment to prestige and power cause him to neglect to consider the risks to his safety his situation imposes. It is the Common Man’s self-serving nature that establishes him as an authentic “man for all seasons”; and it is through the Common Man that Bolt is able to criticise the tendency of people in society to put their own comfort and well being in a position of higher importance than any ethical or moral consideration.
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