
Queen, Government and Religion 1558 - 69

Elizabeth's problems;

- Legitimacy - Committed Catholics did not 
accepted Henry VIII’s divorce as the Pope did not 
agree to it. They therefore did not accept 
Elizabeth as an heir to the throne, as according to 
them she was born out of wedlock.

- Gender and Marriage - Christianity taught that 
women should be under the rule of men, so a queen 
ruling in her own right (as Queen Regnant) was 
unusual. 

Elizabeth turned down a number of potential 
husbands including Philip II of Spain (Her brother 
in law), King Eric of Sweden and the French heir 
to the throne, the Duke of Alencon.

- Money - When Elizabeth took the throne in 1558 
the Crown was £300,000 in debt. Elizabeth knew 
that taxes would be unpopular with the people. 
She also knew that parliament would have to agree 
to taxes and might make demands on her in return.

- Foreign relations - France and Scotland were 
enemies of England. However they were friends with 
each other, known as the Auld Alliance. This 
friendship made them an even bigger threat to 
Elizabeth.

As Spain and France were both Catholic (and 
England under Elizabeth was officially Protestant) 
Elizabeth was worried they would unite against her.

Elizabethan Government

Court The monarchs key 
servants, advisors 
and friends.

Privy 
Council

A council of around
19 leading cortiers, 
advisors and 
government officials
that met at least 
three times a week.

Parliament Made up of the 
House of Lords and 
the House of 
Commons. Could only 
be called and 
dismissed by the 
monarch.

Secretary of State 

The most important member of 
the Privy Council was the 

Secretary of State. They were 
Elizabeth's closest advisor. 

Elizabeth's most notable 
secretary of state was Sir 

William Cecil, who held the 
position until 1573.

Elizabeth took the throne, aged 
25, in 1558. She ruled by the 
divine right (the belief that a 
monarch's right to rule came 

from God)

Monarch A King or Queen.

Extraordinary 
Taxation

Occasional, additional 
taxation to pay for 
unexpected expenses, 
especially war.

Crown Crown with a capital ‘C’ refers 
to the monarch and their 
government.

Divine Right Belief that the monarchs 
right to rule came from God.

Succession The issue of who was going to 
be passed the throne after 
the existing monarch.

Catholic (or 
Roman 
Catholic)

The form on Christianity 
followed through Western 
Europe until the 16th C. The 
pope was the head of the 
Catholic Church. 

Protestant Believed there should be no 
pope.

Puritan An extreme type of 
Protestant.

Ecclesiastical Things to do with the Church.

Clergy Religious leaders 
(Bishops/Priests)

Key Terms:



Religious divisions in 1558 -

Elizabeth's Religious settlement 1559 -

Act of Supremacy - Made Elizabeth 
supreme governor of the Church of 
England. Introduced an Ecclesiastical High 
Commission to enforce the settlement.

Act of Uniformity - Introduced the book 
of common prayer. People could now be 
fined one shilling for not attending church 
on Sundays or Holy days.

Royal Injunctions - A set of instructions 
issued by Sir William Cecil on how people 
should worship God. Pilgrimages and 
monuments to ‘fake’ miracles were 
banned and all Clergy were to teach that 
Elizabeth was head of the Church

Impact -
Religious settlement largely successful. 
8,000 priests and less important clergy 
took an oath of supremacy (saying 
Elizabeth was head of the Church).
BUT only one Bishop agreed to take the 
oath. Elizabeth then appointed 27 new 
Bishops.

Most ordinary people accepted the 
settlement, however some areas (such as 
Lancashire) were slow to change services.

Visitations - took place to enforce the 
religious settlement. These resulted in 
400 Clergy being dismissed in 1559,

The Puritan Challenge:

The Crucifix Controversy - Elizabeth demanded that a 
crucifix be placed in each church. The Puritans opposed this 
and when some Puritan Bishops threatened to resign 
Elizabeth backed down as she could not replace them.

The Vestment controversy - Puritans resisted Elizabeth's 
attempts to make them wear special vestments, so in 1566 the 
Archbishop of Canterbury (Thomas Parker) required priests 
to attend and exhibition showing the vestments they should 
wear. This resulted in the resignation of 37 Puritan priests.

BUT Puritans has less influence in the north. The government 
also ignored Puritan demands such as the Admonition to 
Parliament in 1572, suggesting Puritan support was limited.

The Catholic Challenge:

(At Home) - Englands Nobility -
- Up to 1/3 of the nobility and many gentry were recusants 
(people who practices the Catholic religion in secret),
especially in the North of England.
- In 1566, as part of the Counter Reformation, the Pope issues 
an instruction to English Catholics not to attend Church of 
England services.
- Many people joined the Revolt of the Northern Earls (1569 
- 70) due to religious reasons.

(Abroad) - Foreign Powers -
- The Pope excommunicated Elizabeth in 1570, encouraging 
Catholic Powers to turn against her.
- Tensions increased with France when Elizabeth backed 
French Protestants in 1562.
- Tensions increased with Spain after Elizabeth helped shelter 
Dutch rebels who had attacked Spanish ships. This was made 
worse when England seized the Genoese loan in 1568.

Mary Queen of Scots:

Mary Queen of Scots was 
Henry VII’s great 
granddaughter and Elizabeth's 
second cousin. There were no 
issues about her legitimacy and 
she had a strong claim to the 
throne.

1560 - Treaty of Edinburgh.
Protestant rebels, partly 
funded by Elizabeth, defeated 
Mary's’ mother (Mary of Guise) 
who was ruling Scotland on her 
behalf. The treaty said that 
Mary Queen of Scots would 
give up her claim to the throne, 
however  Mary never actually 
approved the treaty herself.

1568 - Mary Queen of Scots’ 
arrival in England.
Protestant Lords rebelled 
against Mary, accusing her of 
murdering her husband (Lord 
Darnley, Henry Stuart). She 
fled to England where she was 
held by Elizabeth.

1569 - Mary was tried for her 
crimes, however the court did 
not reach any conclusions. She 
therefore stayed in England. 
There was a plot to marry Mary 
to the Duke of Norfolk, 
however this was not 
successful.



Knowledge Organiser; Challenges from 
home and abroad 1569 - 88Agents 

provocateurs
Agents who became a 
part of groups 
suspected of 
wrongdoing in order 
to encourage other 
members to break the 
law so that potential 
threats can be 
identified and 
arrested.

Papal Bull A written order 
issued by the Pope

Council of the 
North

A council used to 
implement Elizabeth's 
laws in the North of 
England. 

Circumnavigate Travel all the way 
around the globe.

New World This refers to North 
and South America. 

Spanish Armada A fleet of 130 ships 
that set sail from 
Spain in July 1558 
with the mission of 
overthrowing 
Elizabeth and 
restoring Catholicism 
to England.

Excommunication Officially excluding 
someone from the 
Catholic Church.

Key terms: Revolt of the northern earls 1569 -

Reasons for the revolt:
-The earls wanted Catholicism restored, 
particularly Northumberland and 
Westmorland. Elizabeth had been making the 
north more Protestant, appointing James 
Pilkington as Archbishop of Durham in 1561.
-The earls had lost influence at Court.
- Uncertainty over Elizabeth's heir.
- Support for Mary Queen of Scots.

Key players:
- Thomas Howard (Duke of Norfolk) - He 
disliked the newcomers such as William Cecil 
and Robert Dudley (Elizabeth's favourite) as 
they did not come from noble families. Part of 
the revolt was to marry him to Mary Queen of 
Scots.
- Thomas Percy (Earl of Northumberland)
- Charles Neville (Earl of Westmorland)
- Mary Queen of Scots.

Significance:
- First and most serious rebellious act by 
English Catholics against Elizabeth. 
- Highlights Mary Queen of Scots as a 
continued threat - BUT Elizabeth would not 
execute her.
- Some members of Elizabeth's own court
involved.
- 450 rebels executed in towns around 
England.
- 1571 Acts making the treason laws 
harsher and widening the definition of 
treason.
- Northumberland was executed in 1572.
- 1570 Pope Pius V issued a papal bull that 
excommunicated the queen and called all 
Catholics to turn against her.

Ridolfi Plot - 1571
Ridolfi platted to murder Elizabeth, start a Spanish 
invasion and put Mary Queen of Scots on the throne. 
Philip II instructed the Duke of Alba to send 10,000 
troops to support this revolt, but William Cecil 
discovered the plot.
Significance:
It reinforced the threat posed by Mary and the Catholics 
(both at home and abroad).The government now began to 
monitor Catholics more closely and treat them more 
severely. Two laws passed in 1581 meant that families 
could be fined for sheltering priests and charged with 
treason if they converted people to Catholicism.

Throckmorton plot - 1583
The French Duke of Guise wanted to overthrow Elizabeth 
and free Mary Queen of Scots. Supported by Philip II 
and the Pope. Plot discovered by Walsingham's spies. 
Throckmorton arrested, tortured and executed in 1584.
Significance:
Throckmortons papers included a list of people who 
supported the Catholics. This led to the government 
treating Catholics with greater suspicion. Up to 11,000 
were imprisoned and after 1585 an Act of Parliament 
made helping or sheltering Catholic priests punishable 
by death. 

Babington Plot - 1586 
The French Duke of Guise wanted to overthrow Elizabeth 
and put  Mary Queen of Scots on the throne. Supported 
by Philip II and the Pope.
Significance: 
Elizabeth's government became determined to crush the 
Catholic threat, increasing the persecution of Catholics. 
31 priests across the country were executed in 1586. The 
plot led to the execution of Mary Queen of Scots (1587).



Relations with spain

Tensions increased with Spain due to many reasons:

- Commercial Rivalry.
English merchants began to explore new markets and trade partners, particularly in the 
New World. However Spain controlled the Netherlands (England's main route into Europe) 
and also much of the New World. They had claimed areas such as the Caribbean, Mexico, 
Chile and Peru and were making profits on crops such as tobacco, sugarcane and silver. 
Despite needing a license from Spain to trade in these areas many English merchants 
ignored Spanish rule and traded illegally, some even attacking Spanish ships. Francis 
DRake was particularly significant in this; stealing around £400,000 of Spanish Treasure 
by 1580. Him being knighted by Elizabeth and a French representative sent a strong 
message to Philip II and increased tensions further.

- Political and Religious Rivalry.

The Spanish Fury and the Pacification of Ghent (1576) - The Spanish fury was when 
Spanish troops in the Netherlands rioted as they were not being paid (Spain was low on 
cash!). Dutch Protestants joined in and together they drew up the Pacification of Ghent,
which demanded the Spanish troops should be expelled from the Netherlands. Elizabeth 
sent a loan of £100,000 to the Dutch rebels, but did not send troops despite being 
urged to by the Earl of Leicester. The Dutch then asked the French for help, which was 
provided by the Duke of Alencon.

The Duke on Alencon came to England in October 1581. Whilst she did not agree to marry 
him, Elizabeth gave him £70,000 to support him in the Netherlands. However Philip was 
getting stronger (he gained Portugal in 1580) and his main opponents (The Duke of 
Alencon and the leader of the Protestant rebels, William of Orange) both died in 1584.

1584 - Treaty of Joinville - French Catholic league signed with Philip II. This united 
two Catholic countries against Protestantism.

War with Spain
August 1585 - The Treaty of Nonsuch - Signed between Elizabeth and the Dutch 
Protestants. Elizabeth agreed to intervene directly in the Netherlands on the side of the 
rebels, effectively putting England at war with Spain. Elizabeth financed an army of 7,400 
troops under the Earl of Leicester (Robert Dudley). However in 1586 he accepted the title 
of Governor general of the Netherlands, implying he (on Elizabeth's behalf) was king of the 
Netherlands rather than Philip.

1586 - The treaty of Berwick - Signed between England and Scotland. Elizabeth and 
James VI agree to both maintain Protestantism as their religion and help each other if 
they were invaded. 

1586 - Francis Drake destroys over 30 ships and Spanish provisions in the ‘singening of 
the King of Spain's beard’, delaying the Armada by around a year.

The Armada
Why did Philip II launch the Spanish Armada?
Religion - Papacy wanted Elizabeth overthrown after excommunicating her in 1570. The 
Pope therefore promised to forgive the sins of those Catholics involved in the Armada and 
offered Philip II a reward if the invasion was successful.
Politics - Treaty of Joinville (1584)/ Treaty of Nonsuch (1585). Philip felt slighted by 
Elizabeths support for the Protestants. He also wanted England in his Empire.
Provocation - Drakes actions in the new world/ Elizabeth's support for the Dutch rebels. 
Philip also felt stronger as he acquired Portugal in 1580 and the Duke of Parma was 
successful in the Netherlands in since 1579.

How did England defeat the Armada?
English ship design - Galleons built from the 1570s as instructed by John Hawkins (long 
term planning. They were faster, easier to maneuver and had cannons that were easy to 
reload. BUT England only had 24 of these new ships by 1588.
Spanish supplies - Spanish barrels storing food and supplied were destroyed in Drake's 
raid on Cadiz and replaced quickly. Poor quality led to food rotting. Armada were also low on 
cannonball supplies and many were of poor quality.
Planning and communication issues - Philip II had planned for support from the Duke of 
Medina-Sidonia however this never arrived as the message took so long to arrive, and his 
small ships so long to pack, so he set off 48 hours too late. 
English tactics - The English got close enough to the Spanish to fire on them, but 
remained further enough away not to get fired upon themselves. This was a problem for 
Spain as the Spanish plan was get get close enough to board the English ships. Drake also 
used Fireships just before the Battle of Gravelines (8th August 1588) which gave the 
English an advantage. 1,000 Spanish sailors were killed compared to 50 British.
Weather - Over 40 Spanish ships wrecked off the coast of Scotland and Ireland due to 
storms. Storms also blew the fire ships towards the Spanish and pushed them north as 
they pulled up their anchors.

Mary Queen of Scots

1585 - The Act for the preservation of the Queens safety. This stated 
that if Elizabeth was assassinated Mary Queen of Scots would be barred from 
the succession and her involvement in the plot investigated.

By 1586 Walsingham had enough evidence to convict Mary under this act, and 
Elizabeth signed her death warrant in 1587. 

Significance of the execution:
- Removed an important threat to Elizabeth.
- Mary left her claim to the English throne to Philip II upon her death. 
Increased tensions between England a Spain further,making Spain more likely to 
invade.



ELizabeth society in the age of Exploration (1558 - 88) - Knowledge 
Organiser

Vagabonds/ 

Vagrants

Homeless people without jobs who 

roamed the countryside begging for 

money. They often stole or committed 

crimes in order to survive.

Deserving/

impotent 

poor

Those unable to work due to age or 

illness.

Able bodied/ 

idle poor

Those who were fit to work, but didn’t.

Poverty Being extremely poor, often living with 

little money or possessions.

Economic 

Recession

When a fall in demand leads to a fall in 

prices. Business therefore lose money. 

This can lead to businesses failing and 

unemployment going up.

Colonies Lands under the control or influence of 

another country, occupied by people of 

that country.

Secular Non - religious.

Enclosure Replacing large open fields that were 

farmed by many villagers with individual 

fields belonging to one person.

Cartographer Someone who makes maps

Astrolabe A circular  instrument used by sailors to 

help with navigation at sea.

Galleons A ship that was much larger, fasster, 

more manoeuvrable and  more stable 

than the traditional trading ships.

Exploration
Why was there so much overseas exploration in 

Elizabeth's reign?

- Conflict with Spain - Did not want them to gain more 

power and leave England behind.

- Desire to spread Protestantism - By ensuring Catholic 

countries did not spread their control to the Americas.

- Duty to civilise other cultures - Particularly the Native 

Americans.

- A sense of adventure. Accounts of explorations were 

often published (even though they were inaccurate!) which 

persuaded others to go themselves in search of treasures. 

Many sailors wanted to find the ‘Northwest passage’.

- New technology in ships and sailing and the increased 

experience of sailors. Galleons had bigger sails, were faster 

and more maneuverable as well as having more firepower. 

Navigation was also becoming more precise with the use of 

Quadrants and Astrolabes alongside Thomas Harriot 

discovering more precise calculations for sailing in 1584. 

Maps also improved, with the Mercator map being 

developed in 1569.

- Expansion of trade (more opportunities to make money!). 

Conflict with Spain and in the Netherlands had hit the cloth 

and wool trade hard, so England needed new trade 

opportunities. America had different crops, animal skins and 

precious metals. Spain was already making money from the 

silver mines in peru and exporting sugar cane and tobacco.

Significance of Drake’s circumnavigation:

- England was seen as a great seafaring nation

- It encouraged further explorations (new lands and sea 

routes were discovered).

- New trading opportunities were established.

- It encouraged the idea that Europeans could settle, and 

perhaps even rule, in the Americas (colonisation).

- It damaged Anglo-Spanish relations.

- Bought home riches

Why did England want to Colonise Virginia?

- Trade - The colony could produce crops, sugar cane 

and tobacco that could be brought back to England and 

other good from the Americas could be traded there. 

Therefore England would be less dependent on Spain, 

France and Italy for imported goods.

- Undermining Spain - Colonising Virginia would provide 

a base to attack the Spanish from. It may also 

demonstrate to the Native American indians that the 

English were a better alternative than the Spanish as 

rulers.

- Would provide a base for further exploration and 

colonisation/settlement. Start of the British empire.

Why did attempts to colonise Virginia fail?

- Lack of food. First colonists left england too late to 

reach Virginia in time to plant crops. The first expedition 

abandoned the colony in 1586 as they could not feed 

themselves. One of their five ships had also let in 

seawater, ruining the food it was carrying.

- Poor Leadership. The leader of the first expedition, 

Richard Grenville, was hot headed and did not get on with 

Ralph Lane (the governor of the Colony). The leader of 

the second expedition, John White, abandoned the colony 

in 1587. Both expeditions had little direction or purpose.

- Lack of skills/experience. Merchants and landlords 

lacked the capacity for manual work and a lack of 

stonemasons meant that a stone fort was never built to 

protect against Indian attack. Lack of farming ability.

Native American Attack - Algonquian Chief Winginia led 

an attack on the colonists, angered by the diseases they 

had brought. This caused the colonists to abandon 

Roanoke. Other tribes also attacked between 1585 and 

1586, possibly wiping out the second expedition or 

leading them to become slaves or part of the Indian tribes



Education

Leisure

Poverty

Attitudes to education changed for three 

reasons; the spread of humanism, the growth 

of business and trade and the Protestant 

introduction of English bibles.

Nobility - Learnt a variety of subjects including 

foreign languages (Latin and Greek), History, 

Philosophy, Government and Theology. Boys 

and girls would be educated separately from 

seven years old and they would often be sent 

to other noble households to finish their 

education.

Grammar schools - 42 founded in the 1560’s, 

and 30 more in the 1570s. These were set up 

only for boys from well off ‘middling’ families 

(gentry, professionals, business owners). Fees 

for the schools depended on how much the 

family earnt and some places were given to 

poor children, funded by money left to the 

school in wills. Schools days started at 6 or 7 

am with prayers and were often 10 hours long 

Corporal punishment was often used.. 

Merchants and craftsmen - Most of their 

education was through apprenticeships. Some 

of these boys did go to grammar school, but 

only if their family could manage without them 

helping in the business/home.

Girls - Very few girls went to schools. Those 

that did attended Dame schools which were 

run by local, educated women. Education was 

focused on the home (baking/sewing).

Poor - Most Elizabethan children were poor so 

did not receive any education. They learnt 

what they needed from their families and were 

needed to help earn money  as early as 

possible.

Impact -

1530 20% men and 10%  women literate.

1603 - 30% men and 10%  women literate.

Universities - Oxford and Cambridge. In 1571 

Elizabeth founded Jesus College in Oxford.

Sport

Nobility and Gentry -

Hunting (on horseback with 

hounds), hawking, fishing, 

fencing, real tennis, private 

wrestling, gambling, 

swimming.

Craftsmen/ labourers -

Public wrestling, gambling, 

swimming, football.

Spectator sports

Bear baiting )all classes 

enjoyed this - including the 

queen!), Bull baiting and 

Cock fighting.

Literature - Lots of new literature. Medieval literature also 

remained popular (Eg Chaucer's Canterbury tales). Well 

educated people often wrote poetry (including the Queen!)

Theatre - Catholic ‘mystery’ plays were replaced with non 

religious (secular) plays. Shown in purpose built theatres (Red 

Lion/ the Rose). Theatre companies performing comedies also 

often funded by the nobility (Elizabeth funded ‘The Queens men 

in 1583’ and the Earl of Leicester funded ‘Leicester's men’). All 

classes went to theatre, however sat in different places. The 

most expensive place to sit was directly above the stage.

Music and dancing - Many people played instruments such as 

lutes, spinets and harpsichords. Performances were popular 

and often took place at events, in churches and taverns. 

Reasons for Poverty:

- Population growth (from 3 million in 1551 to 4.5 million in 1601)

- Enclosure - Land divided up. This denied people use of ‘common land’ 

(land that could be used by everyone) meaning people who did not own large 

amounts of land were unable to provide for their families..

- Increased demand for land - drove up rent 

- Bad Harvests - (in 1562, 1565, 1567 and 1586). 

- Economic recession caused by trade embargos

Poverty and vagabondage increased in Elizabethan England, but attitudes to 

the poor also started to change. 

The poor were those who;

- Had to spend more than 80% of their income on food to survive.

- Were unemployed or ill, so could not provide for themselves or their family.

- Were unable to afford the rising cost of food.

- Needed financial help (poor relief) or charity (alms)

Policies towards the poor:

1563 Statute of Artificers - Aim: to ensure poor relief was collected

Features: Anyone who refused to pay poor rates could be imprisoned and 

officials failing to organise poor relief could be fined $20.

1572 Vagabonds act - Aim: to deter Vagrancy.

Features: Vagrants had to be whipped have have a hole drilled through each 

ear. They could also be imprisoned if arrested a second time for vagrancy, 

and given the death penalty for the third. In addition it established a national 

poor rate for the first time (helping the impotent poor) and made it the 

responsibility of towns and cities to find work for those who were able 

bodied.

1576 Poor Relief act - Aim: to distinguish between the able bodied and 

impotent poor and help the able bodied find work. Justices of the Peace 

provided the able bodied with wool and raw materials so they could make 

things to sell, and those who refused to work were sent to special prisons 

called houses of correction.

Impact: 

Poverty still a problem. Not all punishments carried out (in some towns less 

than 10% of vagrants were whipped). However employment was now 

recognised as a genuine problem and support provided that helped the 

unemployed keep their independence and dignity. There were also local 

differences in how the poor was treated. Ipswitch established a poor hospital 

and a  school for poor children in 1569. 


