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Chronology of Elizabethan England 1558-1603 
 
1558 Nov Accession of Elizabeth I 

1559 May Acts of Supremacy & Uniformity passed 

1560  Publication of Geneva Bible 

  Scottish Parliament adopts Calvinism 

1561 Aug Mary, Queen of Scots return to Scotland 

1561  Publication of John Jewel’s Apology of the Church of England 

 Oct Elizabeth almost dies from Smallpox 

1563  39 Articles of Religion approved 

  Outbreak of plague in Britain 

1564 Apr (??) Birth of William Shakespeare 

1565 Jul Marriage of Mary, Queen of Scots 

1566 Mar Birth of James VI 

1567 Jul Abdication of Mary, Queen of Scots & Ascension of James VI 

1568  Publication of Bishops Bible 

 May Mary, Queen of Scots, flees to Carlisle 

1570 Feb Papal Bull Regnans in Excelsis excommunicates Elizabeth 

  Marriage negotiations between Elizabeth and Anjou 

1571  Subscriptions Act gives statutory basis to 39 Articles 

1577-1580 Francis Blake’s circumnavigation of the world 

1580 Sum Arrival of the first Jesuit in England (Edmund Campion, Robert Parsons & Ralph Emerson) 

1583 Sep John Whitgift confirmed as Archbishop of Canterbury 

1587 Aug Mary, Queen of Scots executed 

1603 Mar Death of Elizabeth I and Ascension of James I 

 

Before you begin… 
Over the last decade or so, Elizabeth I has been portrayed several times in Hollywood Movies 
or Made for TV Series – think of… 
 
a)    b)                                      c)  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

a) Patsy Byrne as ‘My Lady’ (Elizabeth I) in Black Adder (1983) 
b) Cate Blanchett in Elizabeth (1995) 
c) Helen Mirren in Elizabeth I (HBO 2005) 

 
 
Has she been portrayed positively or negatively? Comment? 
 

  © National Portrait Gallery, London. 

              "The Ditchley Portrait", c.1592. 
              Marcus Gheeraerts, the Younger. 
              Reproduced with permission. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
As the PTC notes have pointed out the English reformation is best viewed across three stages – 
broadly speaking: Official or Legislative (primarily under Henry VIII), the Theological (primarily 
under Edward VI) and then the Popular (which as we will see is attributed under Elizabeth I). 
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Elizabeth (1533-1603), the woman 

• Born September 1533 

• Second child of Henry VIII to second wife Anne Boleyn 

• 3 years old when mother executed for adultery and she was pronounced ‘illegitimate’ 

• Well & liberally educated – humanist 

• A part of the procession at the coronation of half-sister Mary – but soon fell out with Mary. 

• Put in the tower after the Wyatt rebellion1 in Kent (an attempt on the life of Mary), but 
nothing was proven and so she was eventually set free. 

• Enthroned as Queen of England in November 1558 
 
Elizabeth, the queen 

• Confounded all by never marrying – seemed she loved courting, had numerous potential 
suitors!) and never really had any intention of marrying.2 

o This of course had significant consequences: 
� Created a degree of uncertainty with significant questions as to an heir.  
� It avoided significant political problems (associated with marrying an 

outsider/foreigner OR an insider/War of the Roses) 
� She wrote to parliament at one stage to tell them politely to back off 
� She never so much as named an heir (alternative) 

 

• Elizabeth’s Religion 
o Elizabeth was known for her piety (but it took a while for her to establish her 

Protestantism. 
o She declared England Protestant, making enemies out of the Pope & France & 

Spain + inciting opposition & threat of danger from Catholic League who wanted 
her dethroned for her sister Mary. 

o Her own private beliefs were the source of some controversy (as per her father) 
� Definitely protestant 
� But moderate with a mix of religious practices (e.g., in her own chapel she 

had crucifixes & burned candles & she loved RC music) 
� Publicly – she enforced vestments, preferred celibacy and alienated the 

Puritans 
 
The Elizabethan Settlement 

• Background 
The landscape in which Elizabeth took the throne was divided. On the one hand she was seen 
as a threat to Catholicism so much so that the Pope declared her illegitimate and offered her 
throne to a Catholic heir. But on the other hand vocal Protestant demonstration ensured that 
Elizabeth stayed on the throne and therefore leaned toward Protestantism. The division may 

                                                 
1  The Wyatt Rebellion of 1554 aimed at preventing the marriage of Queen Mary and Felipe of Spain. The official announcement of the marriage was 

published on 15 Jan 1553/4, but news of the Queen’s intention to marry Felipe of Spain leaked out well before it, and there were general manifestations of 

displeasure all over the country. Many people Catholics and Protestants, feared England would be dominated by Spain, as had already happened in the Low 

Countries, to Milanese, the Neapolitans, the Sicilians and the people of the Indies. 

 
2  Although this view is debated by Susan Doran (‘Elizabeth I’ in The Historian #54 Summer 1997, 10) 
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Protestant Exiles (divided at the start of Elizabeth’s reign) 
 

Group Activity 
In Small Groups: 
 
Read through the attachment – ‘The Supremacy Act, 1559’ (H. Bettenson (ed.) Documents of the Christian Church. 

Oxford Uni Press, 1992, 234-5). 

 
1) What is the intent of the Act? 
 
2) What limits does this place on the Monarch (in this case Elizabeth I as ‘Supreme Governor’)? 
 
3) What limits does this place on officers of the Church of England (e.g. Archbishops, Bishops, and other 
ecclesiastical persons etc.)? 
 
 
A good or bad act? Explain? 

have been one of the reasons why Elizabeth was fairly cautious to show her religious colours at 
first. 
 
Further, there was a split amongst the Protestants in exile – the exiles (the larger group) who 
supported the Edwardian 1552 Prayer book and supported a centralised and hierarchal forms of 
Church government, and then the Calvinist exiles (the smaller group) who repudiated the Prayer 
Book and favoured less structured and democratic forms of church government. 
 
The Elizabethan Settlement (Acts of Supremacy + Uniformity) was the product of the interaction 
of both political and religious forces. Elizabeth saw the role of the Monarch to be both political 
and religious and saw it best for England that she ruled both. 
 
It is logical then that Elizabeth supported the larger group of Exiles. They were first home from 
exile and they were more likely to preserve Elizabeth’s ideal of centralised government. 
Combining with the underground prayer book Protestants that were also coming out from hiding 
they pushed through the Acts of Supremacy and Uniformity in both houses of Parliament. 
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• Act of Supremacy (May 1559)3 
- Called as such because it was the law stating Elizabeth was the supreme ruler over all 

affairs concerning England – both political and religious. 
- Gave Elizabeth the same power as her Father but with the revised title ‘Supreme 

Governor of the Church on Earth’ 
 

• Act of Uniformity (May 1559)4 
- Called as such because it was the law that regulated the practices of churches across 

England. 
- This Act restored the 1552 Prayer Book (from Edward VI) – The 1559 Prayer Book came 

with a few modifications (i.e. omit the anti-papal statements). With this Prayer book came 
increased penalties – including fines for missing church!! 

 

• The Settlement & Enforcement 
 

o Bishops 

• Oath of Supremacy 

• the role of bishops to enact the will of the Queen 

• Archbishop of Canterbury – Matthew Parker 
 

o Keys Writings 

• The First (Thomas Cranmer – authorised in the time of Edward VI) and 
Second (1571) Books of Homilies  

• John Foxe – The Book of Martyrs 

• John Jewel – Apology for the Church of England – what it meant to be 
English and reformed 

• The Genevan Bible (1560) 
 

o Two Challenges 

• Roman Catholics 

• The Puritans 
 

o Heinrich Bullinger 
 

o Failures 

• The nature of the Church 

• The inaccessible message – Bible before magical ceremony 

• The unattractive media – long compulsory sermons with no accounts of 
lifestyle or ability. 

Conclusion 
 
The Elizabethan settlement continued to strengthen the first two stages of the reformation – the 
official and the theological and it made great headway into the third, the popular. 

                                                 
3  http://members.shaw.ca/reformation/1559supremacy.htm 
4  http://members.shaw.ca/reformation/1559uniformity.htm 
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