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T
he reign of Elizabeth I (1558–1603)  
is often described as England’s ‘golden 
age’ – a period in which new worlds 
were discovered, the arts flourished, 
and the religious turmoil that had 

defined the regimes of previous monarchs was 
replaced by comparative stability. 

The last chapter of the Tudor dynasty, 
Elizabeth’s reign would go on to eclipse those 
of her father and half-siblings, and – more 
than four centuries after her death – she is still 
regarded as one of the nation’s greatest rulers.

In this month’s issue of BBC History Revealed, 
we’ll be exploring the life and times of the Virgin 
Queen, looking at how her unconventional 

background – as the daughter of the ill-fated 
Anne Boleyn – would go on to shape the type 
of ruler she became. Guided on our journey by 
historian Dr Nicola Tallis, we’ll meet some of the 
key advisors and political figures that formed 
Elizabeth’s close circle, and examine her defiant 
battle against the Spanish Armada in 1588. 

Crucially, however, we’ll also shine a spotlight 
on the experiences of ordinary Elizabethan men, 
women and children, and the sights and smells 
that would have dominated life during the latter 
half of the 16th century. 

To help you get your bearings, we begin with  
a timeline of the era’s most important milestones 
– simply turn the page to get started...

28    HISTORYEXTRA.COM

A
LA

M
Y

 X
4,

 G
ET

TY
 X

3,
 B

R
ID

G
EM

A
N

 X
1

DR NICOLA TALLIS
is an author and 
historian, with a 

particular interest 
in the 15th and 16th 
centuries. Her books 
include Elizabeth’s 

Rival: The Tumultuous 
Tale of Lettice 

Knollys, Countess of 
Leicester (Michael 

O’Mara, 2017).

Dr Nicola Tallis 

discusses life in 

Elizabethan England 

on the HistoryExtra 

podcast: historyextra.

com/everything-
elizabethans

30 The Elizabethan golden age
Discover the moments that defined the Virgin Queen’s storied reign

32 Everything you wanted to know about the Elizabethans
Dr Nicola Tallis answers our questions about the era – from what ordinary 

people thought of Elizabeth’s regime, to their personal hygiene habits

36 The making of the Virgin Queen
We delve into the queen’s love life – a topic that has both fascinated and divided 

historians for centuries 

38 Elizabeth and her government
What powers did Elizabeth’s government wield, and who were her key advisors?

40 Elizabethan daily life
Take a trip through 16th-century England and its heady mixture of sights, 

sounds and smells

44 Lost Elizabethans: the Africans who lived in England
We uncover the forgotten stories of England’s black Tudors

48 The Spanish Armada
A day-by-day account of how Elizabeth’s greatest military victory unfolded

50 The birth of an empire
Discover how England became a major player on the world stage 

54 Settling the religious divide
How did Elizabeth try and reconcile the vast differences between England’s 

Protestants and Catholics?

ElizabethansThe



Elizabeth I’s rule was marked by religious turmoil and repeated 
threats to her throne, but she is still regarded as one of the most 
powerful figures of the Tudor dynasty. We chart the key events 
during the Virgin Queen’s life and reign...
WORDS: EMMA SLATTERY WILLIAMS
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E Two powerful 
Catholic nobles 

from the north of 
England, Thomas 
Percy and Charles 

Neville, lead a 
major rebellion 

against Elizabeth’s 
rule. Their aim is 

to put Mary on the 
throne, but the so-
called Rising of the 
North is crushed.

F The Globe 
Theatre is built 
in Southwark, 
London, by 

the Lord 
Chamberlain’s 

Men – a theatre 
company 

partly owned 
by William 

Shakespeare.

Parliament orders 
all Catholic and 

Jesuit priests to 
leave England 

on pain of 
death, unless 
they swear an 
oath to obey 

Elizabeth.

H Elizabeth 
is declared a 
heretic and 

excommunicated 
by Pope Pius V.

An outbreak 
of plague hits 

London, forcing 
Elizabeth to 

evacuate the royal 
court to Windsor 

Castle. The disease 
kills at least 

15,000 people.

The Poor Law is 
enacted, remaining 
in effect for more 
than 200 years. 
Almhouses are 

provided for those 
unable to work, 
while the able-

bodied poor are sent 
to workhouses and 
vagrants to houses 

of corrections. 
Apprenticeships are  

also provided for 
poor children.

E Elizabeth, the 
‘Virgin Queen’, 
dies at the age 

of 69, unmarried 
and childless. 

The throne 
passes to her 
nearest royal 
relative, the 

new James VI of 
Scotland and I  

of England  
and Ireland. d

The Act for the 
relief of the Poor 

provides the 
first workhouses 
for unemployed 

people and houses 
of correction 
for vagrants. 

Punishments are 
issued to those 
who refuse to  

pay the poor rate 
for the needy of 

the parish.

H Explorer and privateer Francis Drake 
is knighted after becoming the first 

Englishman to circumnavigate the world.

H Another plot  
to replace the queen 

with her cousin is 
exposed. Named 

for English 
Catholic Francis 
Throckmorton, 
it had planned 

an invasion 
with funding 

by Philip 
II (left) 
and the 

pope.

With the backing 
of Philip II of Spain, 

an Italian banker 
named Roberto 
Ridolfi hatches a 

plan to assassinate 
Elizabeth. The 

plot is uncovered, 
leading the Spanish 

ambassador, 
Guerau de Espés, 

to be expelled. 
Another supporter, 

the Duke of Norfolk, 
is executed in 1572.

G The first English colony in North America 
is established on Roanoke Island. Attacks 

from Native Americans and food shortages 
force the colonists to return within a year.

The Peace of 
Cateau-Cambrésis 

ends the Italian 
War of 1551–59 

and conflict 
between England 
and France, which 
had begun during 
the reign of Mary 

I. As a result, 
England formally 
loses Calais, its 
final territorial 
possession on  
the continent.

G The Treaty 
of Edinburgh 

establishes peace 
between England 

and Scotland. Mary, 
Queen of Scots, 

however, refuses to 
give up her claim to 
the English throne.

A proposed 
meeting between 

Elizabeth and 
her Catholic 
cousin, Mary, 

Queen of Scots, is 
abandoned with 
the outbreak of 

religious violence 
in France, in which 

Mary’s uncle, 
Francis, Duke 

of Guise, orders 
a massacre of 
Protestants  

in Vassy.

F Having been 
forced to abdicate 

in favour of her 
infant son James, 
Mary, Queen of 
Scots escapes 

Lochleven Castle, 
where she has 

been imprisoned 
since June 1567, 

and flees to 
England. There, she 
is kept prisoner in 
various castles for 

19 years.

H Elizabeth I 
is crowned at 
Westminster 
Abbey. That 

date had been 
chosen by royal 

astrologer, 
John Dee, who 

deemed it 
auspicious.

Elizabeth 
delivers a 

rousing speech 
to the English 
land forces at 
Tilbury Docks, 
in preparation 
for an enemy 
invasion. But 

the Spanish are 
already on their 
way home, with 

half of their 
fleet lost.

A second colony 
is founded at 

Roanoke (modern-
day North Carolina) 

by John White. 
Three years later, 
he returns from 
a supply trip to 

discover that the 
colonists have 
disappeared 

without a trace. 
The fate of the ‘lost 
colony’ remains a  

mystery to this day.

The Spanish 
Armada is spotted 

off the coast of 
Cornwall. After 
several clashes 

over the coming 
days, the English 

send eight fireships 
towards the enemy, 

breaking their 
formation. The 

ensuing battle of 
Gravelines ends 
in defeat for the 

Spanish.

The Treaty of 
Nonsuch sees 

Elizabeth support 
the Dutch rebels 
fighting against 

Spanish rule. It is 
seen by Philip II 

as a declaration of 
war; hostilities will 
remain between 

England and Spain 
until 1604.

H As the Spanish 
prepare to invade, 
Sir Francis Drake 
leads a series of 

raids on the port of 
Cádiz. His successes 

– the ‘singeing of 
the king of Spain’s 
beard’ – delays the 
Armada for a year. 

The Treaty 
of Berwick is 

signed between 
Elizabeth and 
James VI of 

Scotland, 
restoring peace 

between the 
nations and 
unofficially 

securing 
James as 

Elizabeth’s 
successor.

H Elizabeth is born to Anne Boleyn and 
Henry VIII at Greenwich Palace.

H Mary, Queen of Scots is beheaded for 
treason at Fotheringay Castle. A highly 

reluctant Elizabeth deliberates signing her 
cousin’s death warrant for four months.

E In the 
wake of the 
Babington 

Plot to murder 
Elizabeth, Mary 
goes on trial. 
Coded letters 

had been 
found from the 

imprisoned 
Queen of Scots 

and English 
Catholic Sir 

Anthony 
Babington.
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THE ELIZABETHAN 
GOLDEN AGE

TIMELINE OF ELIZABETHAN ENGLAND
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THE ELIZABETHANS Q&A

Q: What did ordinary
people think about having
a female ruler?

A: For the most part, Elizabeth was 
extremely well-loved, especially at the 
beginning of her reign; her accession 
was greeted with heartfelt enthusiasm 
by many of her subjects. People liked the 

fact that she was young, like her father 
had been when he became king, and 
Elizabeth definitely had the common 
touch. We can see this during the 
procession that took place prior to her 
coronation, when she took the time to 
engage in the pageants that were staged 
in her honour on the streets of London. 

Elizabeth remained pretty popular 
throughout her time on the throne 

and was considered quite an accessible 
monarch; she went out most years on 
a summer progress that took her to 
various parts of her realm, which gave 
her subjects an opportunity to see and 
admire their queen. And Elizabeth’s 
popularity really soared after the defeat 
of the Spanish Armada in 1588. Of 
course, she wasn’t liked by everyone,  

EVERYTHING YOU  
WANTED TO KNOW ABOUT  
THE ELIZABETHANS

Dr Nicola Tallis answers key questions about everyday life – from 
sport to personal hygiene – during England’s so-called ‘golden age’

and there were plots at various points in  
her reign to unseat her, some involving 
her own subjects. 

It’s also important to note that some of 
the people within her court occasionally 
felt the sharp edge of her tongue. For 
example, Elizabeth was very close to her 
cousin, Katherine Knollys, who became 
one of the most important women in the 
royal bedchamber. However, according 
to the accounts of Katherine’s husband, 
Francis, Elizabeth sometimes made 
Katherine weep to the extent that he and 
his wife were prepared to leave court and 
live quietly in the country, although this 
never happened. 

The idea of female rule was still 
relatively new to England at the time  
of Elizabeth’s accession. People only had 
the example of Elizabeth’s half-sister, 
Mary, to draw from, and there weren’t 
many happy memories of that. Life in 
1558, when Elizabeth came to the throne, 
wasn’t easy for many of her subjects. 
So, although as queen people looked to 
Elizabeth to try and improve things, in 
reality, because she was a woman, they 
didn’t hold out much hope that she’d 
actually be successful at doing so. 

Q: How did people remember
Elizabeth’s father, Henry VIII?

A: Henry had made a big impression, 
and he was remembered throughout the 
reigns of all of his children. We know that 
Elizabeth revered him and his memory; 
by the time she came to the throne, 
Henry was known as ‘Great Harry’, who 
had saved England from the folds of the 
Catholic Church in Rome. This was really 
his legacy and his posterity; everything 
else that he’d done, including executing 
two of his wives and a number of his 
subjects, seemed to have been either 
completely forgotten or overlooked. 

Elizabeth, at least in public, always 
identified with her father and was  

keen that she be remembered as Great 
Harry’s daughter. 

Q: What in the way of
propaganda existed in the
Elizabethan era?

A: Propaganda was rife in Elizabethan 
England, and much of it centred around 
the queen herself. I’ve already mentioned 
that Elizabeth went on regular summer 
progresses, which allowed her subjects to 

see their queen. But these occasions also 
provided an opportunity for Elizabeth 
to keep an eye on her nobles. What’s 
also interesting is that she would often 
order accounts of her progresses to be 
published, so that her subjects could 
find out what she’d been up to. These 
were hugely popular, and, as the queen 
controlled printing, it was a way of 
directing what her subjects read. 

Elizabeth’s public image was also very 
carefully controlled. Her portraits always 
showed her as a beautiful, ageless queen, 
and this really added to the Gloriana 
myth that surrounded her. She really was 
the mistress of public relations. And this 
is something that’s clearly conveyed in 
many of her propaganda portraits, which 
often contain messages of purity and 
power. The famous Armada portrait is  
a really good example of this; it contains 
many allusions to Elizabeth’s power and 
her position as a defender of her realm 
and of the might of England.  

Q: How hygienic were 
the Elizabethans?

A: Elizabeth I’s first godson, Sir John 
Harrington, was actually responsible for 
inventing the first flushing water closet, 
or toilet, in 1596. But since there was no 
public sewage system, the wealthy would 
have used a closed stool, which was, 
essentially, a padded box with a hole in it, 
while the poor would have had to make 
do with a chamber pot. Rags were often 
used in lieu of toilet paper and it wasn’t 
uncommon to see men urinating in the 
streets, either. 

In terms of other acts of personal 

“PEOPLE ONLY HAD 
THE REIGN OF MARY TO

DRAW FROM, AND THERE

WEREN’T MANY HAPPY
MEMORIES OF THAT”

LEFT: Elizabeth’s cousin and lady of the bedchamber, 
Katherine Knollys, sometimes found herself at the 
receiving end of the queen’s fiery temper

BELOW: A c1590 painting imagines the late  
Henry VIII alongside his heirs. Decades after  
his death, the king was fondly remembered  
for his fight against Rome

Elizabeth’s Catholic 
half-sister, Mary I 

(r1553–58), had been 
the first queen of 

England to reign in  
her own right

Queen Elizabeth I depicted in procession with her courtiers, 
c1600–03. The monarch regularly went out and visited different parts 
of her realm, giving subjects the chance to see her in person
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THE ELIZABETHANS Q&A

hygiene, people might possibly have 
combed their hair. And we know there 
were some who attempted to clean their 
teeth with wooden toothpicks, or gold 
toothpicks if they could afford it. You might 
have also cleaned your teeth by rubbing 
them with ashes of burnt rosemary – 
Elizabeth herself is known to have owned 
tooth cloths with which she rubbed her 
teeth. And we also know that people 
chewed herbs to sweeten their breath. 

If you were a lower-class Elizabethan, 
bathing regularly really wasn’t an option; 
you might potentially bathe a few times 
a year if you had the opportunity to. But 
generally, clothes were relied upon to 
soak up the smells and sweat of daily life. 

The nobility might bathe once every 
couple of weeks, and we know there was 
a definite interest in cleanliness at this 
time because there are recipes for soap 
in Elizabethan household instruction 
manuals. So people were obviously 
interested in keeping themselves clean. 
Elizabeth herself had baths in all of her 
palaces and famously once quipped that 
she bathed once a month, whether she 
needed to or not. 

Q: What did the Elizabethans
do for entertainment?

A: Leisure was a hugely important part 
of Elizabethan life, for all classes. But 
there were differences between the types 
of entertainment available at different 
levels of society. Some people employed 
jesters or fools, whose job it was to 
entertain them. One in particular is 
mentioned by name in court accounts, 
and that is an Italian named Monarcho. 
He was employed by Elizabeth I and he is 
even mentioned in Shakespeare’s Love’s 
Labour’s Lost. 

Laughing, then, was a very important 
part of Elizabethan entertainment. 
Drinking, of course, was always a popular 
pastime, as was gambling. People might 
place bets on games of chess and cards 
or the outcome of a wrestling match. 
Archery, too, was popular, as was football, 
although the latter was a very different 
game to that of today because you could 
pick up the ball and run with it! 

Bowling, juggling, music, dancing 
and attending fairs were also favourite 
pastimes. Most nobles were expected to 

play a musical instrument, while, among 
the lower classes, instruments such as 
fiddles and bagpipes featured heavily. 
In 1567, there was even an attempt to 
start a lottery scheme. Ticket holders 
were promised a monetary prize and 
also freedom from arrest for all crimes 
other than murder, piracy or treason. 
Unfortunately, it was something that 
never took off – more’s the pity. 

Blood sports were popular with many, 
including the queen, and these included 
cockfighting and animal baiting, which 
often took place on London’s South Bank. 
Dogs against horses (sometimes with 
monkey riders for the dogs) featured 
heavily, and so did bears against the 
famous English mastiffs. Bears would 
sometimes have their teeth broken 
beforehand so that they couldn’t bite the 
dogs. The bears used in these baitings 
were occasionally given nicknames, and 
became akin to local celebrities. 

Q: How important was the
theatre in Elizabethan society?

A: The Elizabethan era was the great 
age of theatre, and the first permanent 
playhouse in England was built by James 
Burbage, in 1576, in Shoreditch, and 
was simply named ‘The Theatre’. Soon, 
playhouses were springing up all over 
London. There was a real growth in 
education during Elizabeth’s reign, which 
meant that educated men who wrote 
plays had the opportunity to showcase 
their work in this medium – men like 
William Shakespeare, Christopher 
Marlowe, Ben Jonson and Thomas 
Middleton, to name just a few. 

The great thing about the theatre was 
that it provided entertainment that could 
be enjoyed by all levels of society, even 
the poor. For them, tickets to attend 
a performance at the theatre would 
have cost a penny to stand and watch. 
Wealthier people, as you would expect, 
paid for a cushioned seat. 

“YOU MIGHT HAVE BATHEDA FEW TIMES A YEAR, BUTCLOTHES WERE RELIED UPONTO SOAK UP THE SMELLS ANDSWEAT OF DAILY LIFE”

DR NICOLA TALLIS is an author and 
historian, with a particular interest in the 
15th and 16th centuries. Her books include 
Elizabeth’s Rival: The Tumultuous Tale 
of Lettice Knollys, Countess of Leicester 
(Michael O’Mara, 2017)

The theatre became a really clever way 
of spreading ideas because it appealed 
to so many people. We see this in 1601, 
when former royal favourite Robert 
Devereux, Earl of Essex, who was 
planning a rebellion against Elizabeth I, 
requested a performance of Richard II at 
The Globe, hoping that the play’s subject 
matter [the king’s deposing by Henry 
IV and his imprisonment and murder] 
would rouse people to rebel. Fortunately 
for Elizabeth, it didn’t work. 

Q: The Elizabethan era is often
referred to as a ‘golden age’.
Was that really the case?

A: The whole idea of the Elizabethan era 
as a ‘golden age’ came about after the 
queen’s death, when people started to 
realise how good they had had it during 

her reign; the cult of Elizabeth I was 
revered and revived continually in the 
centuries that followed. It’s a view that has 
been questioned recently, though, and I 
think there’s no clear-cut answer. 

The Elizabethan age was undoubtedly 
a time of great change, with flourishing 
art, literature and architecture. And by the 
time of Elizabeth’s death in 1603, England 
had become one of the most powerful 
nations in Europe. So, a lot had changed in 
the years that Elizabeth was on the throne. 

But was it all success? No, there were 
failures, too. In short, I think we have to 
be realistic and say that yes, Elizabeth 
provided strong and stable government for 
the most part of her reign, but it wasn’t all 
perfect, and so, in some ways, it doesn’t 
seem right to portray it as such. d
INTERVIEW: RHIANNON DAVIES
WORDS: CHARLOTTE HODGMAN

A decorated toothpick, 
chamber pot and comb: 

all examples of items 
that our 16th-century 
forebears might have 
used when it came to 

personal hygiene

ABOVE: Jesters, dancers and musicians were employed  by the wealthy as a form of private entertainment
ABOVE LEFT: The Earl of Essex, seen apologising to Elizabeth after plotting against her, had hoped that a performance of Richard II would encourage people to rebel against her regime

Vicious blood sports, such as bear 
baiting, attracted huge crowds – 

particularly on London’s South Bank
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THE VIRGIN QUEEN

T
o paraphrase Jane Austen, 
it was a truth universally 
acknowledged by the Tudors 
that a single woman in 
possession of a good kingdom 

must be in want of a husband. Elizabeth 
– the famed ‘Virgin Queen’ – disagreed. 
During her 44-year reign, the corridors 
of Whitehall and Greenwich buzzed with 
intrigue and gossip as the queen swept 
past with her latest favourite, dressed in 
her elaborate strings of pearls, red hair 
held high against gauzy wings. Culturally, 
she was nothing less than iconic, both in 
behaviour and appearance. 

As a woman, even one sitting on the 
throne, Elizabeth was constantly coming 
into conflict with the expectations of 
the men around her; consistent in her 
refusal to marry, yet also exploiting 
gender stereotypes to buy herself time. 
It is partly for those reasons that she 
continues to fascinate and elude us. 
In her 1962 biography, Edith Sitwell 
described Elizabeth and her court as “the 
queen and her hive”, conjuring up images 
of male courtiers buzzing obediently 
around their queen bee. 

Robert Dudley, Christopher Hatton, 
Francis Drake, Walter Ralegh and a 
swathe of foreign suitors competed for 
her attention with their extravagant gifts 
and compliments, but Elizabeth was 
determined not to marry from the outset. 
It was an unusual step for a woman 
of her times, when the fairer sex was 
considered to be inconsistent, illogical 
and untrustworthy.

MARRIAGE TROUBLES
Since her early childhood, Elizabeth 
had witnessed first-hand how damaging 
marriage could be. She was barely old 
enough to have remembered the mother 
executed on her husband’s whim, while 
her time living in the household of her 
stepmother, Catherine Parr, exposed 
Elizabeth to the advances of Parr’s 
lecherous husband, Thomas Seymour, 
implicating her in his treasonous plans  
to seize control of Edward VI. 

She endured a series of interrogations 
at the time of his fall, and then a period 

of house arrest in 1554 when English 
rebels rose against the proposed match 
of her sister, Mary I, with Philip II of 
Spain. That proved to be an unhappy 
marriage, with an unresolved power 
struggle between husband and wife 
and resentment over the imposition of 
foreign priorities. By the time Elizabeth 
succeeded to the throne in 1558, she was 
resolved that marriage was dangerous; 
husbands could be untrustworthy; and 
the best person to rely upon was herself.

LOVE AND DUTY
Yet, in spite of her conviction, Elizabeth 
was in love. While her councillors urged 
her to marry for the good of the kingdom, 
her heart already belonged to Robert 
Dudley, the suave, charismatic son and 
grandson of executed traitors, whom she 
had known since childhood. Speculation 
ran rife as they spent so much time in 
each other’s company, although the 
likelihood of them consummating their 
feelings was slim given the lack of privacy 
and vast numbers of prying eyes. 

When Dudley’s wife was found dead 
at the bottom of a staircase, Elizabeth 
realised the need to distance herself. 
She played the game of would-be 
fiancée with aplomb, engaging foreign 
ambassadors and potential suitors 
in a drawn-out courtship, giving her 
council hope until her age ruled out 
child bearing. By that point, her advisors 
even argued against her marriage on the 
grounds that pregnancy and confinement 
were too great a risk. 

As Elizabeth aged, the world changed 
around her. Theatres sprang up in 
London and her privateers brought 
back tobacco and potatoes from across 
the Atlantic, or furs from Russia. The 
queen was frequently the muse of poets, 
playwright and artists, transforming her 
into an iconic, abstract figure: a goddess, 
Gloriana or the Faerie Queene. 

Their depictions reflected Elizabeth’s 
careful management of her public 
image, controlling and censoring 
portraits of her person. She ensured 
that miniaturist Isaac Oliver received no 
more commissions after producing an 

unflattering work. Foreign visitors could 
more safely voice criticism, with the 
French ambassador commenting in 1597 
that her face was “long and thin” and 
appeared to be “very aged”, with many 
missing teeth impairing her speech. 

Elizabeth painted herself thick with 
make-up and donned jewels to maintain 
her image of regality. The façade was 
more difficult to maintain after her young 
favourite, Robert Devereux, entered her 
bedchamber unannounced in 1599 to 
find her in a state of undress and wig-
less. By this point, the popularity that 
kept her buoyant through the previous 
decades was waning. Courtiers now 
mocked the old queen – and looked to 
Scotland for her successor – considering 
her metaphoric for a dead era. 

Elizabeth’s increasing ill-health,  
which became apparent at the beginning 
of 1603, left her incapacitated in reality, 
compared with the times when she had 
feigned illnesses in order to exploit the 
“weak and feeble” female stereotype. For 
much of her reign, Elizabeth was neither. 
She had the heart and stomach of a king 
and skilfully played the cards that she 
had been dealt to the best of her ability. d

THE MAKING OF  
THE VIRGIN QUEEN

Elizabeth considered herself married to England, yet  
many suitors still tried to win her hand, says Amy Licence

AMY LICENCE is a historian of women’s 
lives in the medieval and early modern 
periods. Her most recent book is Living 
Like a Tudor: Woodsmoke and Sage:  
A Sensory Journey Through Tudor 
England (Pegasus Books, 2021)

“THE QUEEN WAS

RESOLVED THAT MARRIAGE

WAS DANGEROUS AND THE

BEST PERSON TO RELY

UPON WAS HERSELF”

ABOVE: Elizabeth controlled her image with propaganda portraits – she was in her sixties when this was painted 
RIGHT: An unusually realistic depiction of the queen from c1595

BELOW: Robert Devereux, for a time Elizabeth’s favourite

Elizabeth is welcomed 
to Kenilworth Castle by 
her great love, Robert 
Dudley – but she would 
never marry him
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ELIZABETH’S GOVERNMENT

E
lizabeth I came to the throne 
at a time when being a 
monarch was still very much a 
man’s role. England’s previous 
female rulers didn’t have a 

particularly good track record: the reign 
of Elizabeth’s half-sister, Mary, had 
been clouded by religious persecution 
and violence, while Lady Jane Grey (the 
named successor of Edward VI) had 
ended up losing her head after just nine 
days. Back in the 12th century, Empress 
Matilda had even waged a civil war to 
stake her claim to the throne, as her 
gender meant many people didn’t think 
she was a suitable candidate. With this 
in mind, the English people can’t have 
been terribly optimistic about Elizabeth’s 
chances of success.

As was common at the time, Elizabeth 
chose members of the nobility to sit as 

part of her government, with her closest 
advisors forming a body known as the 
Privy Council. The role of the Privy 
Council was to advise the monarch on 
both domestic and foreign issues, but the 
queen always had the final say. In fact, 
Elizabeth managed to boost her power by 
cutting the total number of councillors 
down from 50 to just 19, removing many 
members of the clergy in the process. 
This move, as well as her decision to 
accommodate former members of Mary’s 
Catholic government alongside her own 
Protestant advisors, was intended to 
make sure that religious matters did not 
dominate affairs of the state.

THE WILL OF THE MONARCH
Elizabeth’s Parliament had a House of 
Lords and a House of Commons, but 
that’s where similarities with the modern 

system ends. Overall, Parliament exerted 
far less power than it does today, and 
it certainly wasn’t a true reflection of 
the people it was supposed to serve: the 
House of Commons, for instance, was 
almost entirely composed of knights, 
merchants, and members of the gentry. 
Additionally, MPs were voted in by a 
small group of wealthy male landowners 
– most of the English population would 
remain disenfranchised for many 
centuries to come.

During Elizabeth’s 44-year reign, 
Parliament only met 13 times, and the 
queen also had the power to veto any 
acts that they wanted to pass. She also 
ensured that her privy councillors sat 
in on the proceedings, so they could 
keep a watchful eye and maintain 
control. Elizabeth typically only called 

THE QUEEN’S MEN
Elizabeth I surrounded herself with 
capable advisors and royal favouritesELIZABETH AND 

HER GOVERNMENT
The Virgin Queen ruled England with a firm grip,  

and did not hesitate to clash with her political advisors 

“A SOURCE OF CONTENTION WAS
HER REFUSAL TO MARRY, WHICH
INCREASED THE LIKELIHOOD OF

A SUCCESSION DISPUTE”

WILLIAM CECIL, LORD BURGHLEY
Cecil was the most important minister of 

Elizabeth’s reign and held the position of 
secretary of state for 40 years. He was 
highly trusted by the queen and was with 
her at the news of her accession. But the 
duo’s relationship became strained when 
Cecil persuaded the queen to execute 
Mary, Queen of Scots – something 

Elizabeth was reluctant to do, as she was 
both her cousin and a fellow monarch. 

SIR FRANCIS WALSINGHAM
As the ‘royal spymaster’, Walsingham 
oversaw the secret service and ran a 
large network of spies – something of 
a necessity given the sheer number 
of conspiracies levelled at the queen. 
Notably, he uncovered the plot that 
led to the execution of Mary, Queen 
of Scots, using double agents and 
cryptanalysts to decode secret 
messages that had been sent to the 
imprisoned monarch. Walsingham's 
talents were also vital when England 
found itself under threat from the Spanish 
Armada, helping to instigate the reinforcements 

of the nation’s coastal defences.

ROBERT DUDLEY,  
EARL OF LEICESTER
Close friends since childhood, 
Robert Dudley was the great love of 
Elizabeth’s life. He was one of the 
most important figures in Elizabeth’s 
court, and his unexpected death in 
1588 caused the queen to lock herself 

away for several days, completely 
stricken with grief.

WILLIAM HERBERT,  
EARL OF PEMBROKE
William Herbert was 
certainly no stranger to 
Tudor politics, having 
previously served under 
Elizabeth’s father, 
half-brother and 
half-sister. As well 
as being a member 
of the queen’s Privy 
Council, he was also 
steward of the royal 
household between 
1568 and his death 
in 1570.

on Parliament when she wanted to raise 
money through taxes and pass new laws. 
In fact, new taxes – or parliamentary 
subsidies – were requested by the 
queen during all but two parliamentary 
sessions, with the resulting funds used to 
wage wars and crush rebellions.

REVOLT FROM WITHIN
Although Elizabeth had surrounded 
herself with a close-knit group of trusted 
advisors, that didn’t mean she was 
always safe from them. In 1593, Robert 
Devereux, the Earl of Essex, was made  
a privy councillor. The stepson of Robert 
Dudley (see box, right), Essex had been  
a favourite of the monarch for many 
years and their relationship was initially 
a convivial one. 

However, things began to sour in 
1596, when Elizabeth installed the earl’s 
hated rival, Robert Cecil, to the position 
of secretary of state. Essex disagreed 
with the appointment, and the two men 
soon built rival factions. Matters then 
reached boiling point when Essex went 
against the queen’s orders and made an 
unfavourable truce with the rebels in 
Ireland – something that led to him being 
placed under house arrest. 

Rather than accepting his sanction, 
however, Essex gathered his supporters 
and marched on London, demanding 
that Elizabeth remove Cecil from office. 
Fortunately for the monarch, the Privy 
Council had already got wind of the 
rebellion, and it was halted before it had  

a chance of succeeding. Essex was 
executed for treason on 25 February 1601.

Despite the power Elizabeth wielded, 
England’s MPs became more willing 
to criticise her as her reign went on. 
One source of contention was 
her refusal to marry, which 
increased the likelihood 
of a succession dispute. 
However, Elizabeth 
stuck to her guns. Many 
of the eligible foreign 
princes suggested to 
her were Catholic (such 
as her former brother-
in-law, Philip II of Spain, 
who did actually propose 
to Elizabeth after Mary I’s 
death) and marrying them would 
have only exacerbated religious tensions 
in a country that was already divided. 
Without a foreign husband, Elizabeth 
also had a better chance of shielding 
England from outside interference.

But there was also religious dissent 
expressed from within Parliament, 
too. Some MPs were strict Protestants 
– known as Puritans – who wanted 
every last remnant of Catholicism totally 
eradicated, whereas Elizabeth took  
a more pragmatic approach in order to 
keep the peace. One notable Puritan, 
Sir Peter Wentworth, was sent to the 
Tower of London after complaining 
that Parliament was not able to discuss 
matters such as religion freely. d
WORDS: EMMA SLATTERY WILLIAMS

One particularly heated confrontation 
between Elizabeth and Essex saw the earl 
nearly draw his sword on the sovereign

ABOVE: A 16th-century image depicts Elizabeth 
with members of her Privy Council. She could listen 
to their advice, but she didn’t have to follow it 

LEFT: Elizabeth opens Parliament – a duty that the 
reigning queen still performs to this day
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LIFE IN ELIZABETHAN ENGLAND

T
he reign of Elizabeth I is 
remembered as a ‘golden age’ 
for England. It calls to mind 
the genius of Shakespeare, 
the defeat of the Spanish 

Armada, and the inspiring architecture of 
stately homes such as Hardwick Hall in 
Derbyshire (famous for being ‘more glass 
than wall’) – not to mention those more 
modest, but equally charismatic black-
and-white timber-framed town houses 
found almost everywhere. 

Add the exploration of the Americas 
and the discoveries of exotic wonders 
such as tobacco and potatoes, and the 
circumnavigation of the world by English 
mariners, and you can see immediately 
that this was an age full of ambition and 
confidence. You might also picture the 
gentlemen wearing tights and people of 
quality sporting one of those starched 
linen ruffs around their necks. Let’s face 
it: you have to be confident of yourself to 
carry off that look. 

These are all features of the Elizabethan 
age. Yet they are not the images that 
would have dominated people’s minds at 
the time. Few people outside the upper 
classes would have seen a stately home up 
close, and even fewer would have come 
across a potato. The labouring classes, 
accounting for more than four-fifths of 
the population, did not wear a ruff. 

QUALITY OF LIFE
What made these people different from 
their ancestors, in their own minds, 
was how they lived. They were aware 
that almost all of them were Protestants 
whereas their ancestors had been 
Catholics. Beyond that, they were most 
conscious of their quality of life. It was 
noted by the clergyman William Harrison 
in his Description of England (1577) 
that old Essex farmers said that three 
things had changed completely in their 

THE SIGHTS  
AND SMELLS  
OF DAILY LIFE
Dr Ian Mortimer takes us on a sensory 
journey through Elizabethan England: 
from bustling streets to fragrant kitchens

lifetimes. One was the introduction of 
chimneys; the second was the shift from 
rough straw mattresses to featherbeds 
and pillows; and the third change was 
from wooden tableware to pewter 
platters and metal spoons. 

Clearly, if you want to know what it 
was really like living and working in 
Elizabethan England, you need to look 
beyond the great icons of the age and 
experience the sounds and smells. You 
need to feel the past, with all your senses.

BUSY METROPOLIS 
Imagine walking through the streets of 
London on a bright spring day, with the 
streets full of people travelling to and 
from market – some servants in their 
aprons, some women with baskets on 
their heads. Criers are all around calling 
you to buy their wares, such as onions, 
sausages or lavender. Bells ring out on the 
hour from every church tower. Carters 
shout at pedestrians and each other as 
they try to manoeuvre their horse-drawn 
vehicles between the narrow pinch-
points of the streets, with the houses’ 
upper storeys leaning out over the road, 
darkening the way. 

Blacksmiths are particularly loud at 
their work, with the banging of their 
anvils. And passing an alehouse, you 
might well hear the sound of bagpipes,  
as people dance and sing within. 
According to the satirist Stephen Gosson, 
writing in 1580: “London is so full of 
unprofitable pipers and fiddlers that a 
man can no sooner enter a tavern than 
two or three of them hang at his heels to 
give him a dance ere he depart.”

Places where people conglomerate 
always tend to smell, and Elizabethan 
London is no exception. The narrow 
alleys stink with the urine and refuse 
chucked out into the streets. In fact, 
many houses are difficult to approach 

“HOUSES ARE DIFFICULT

TO APPROACH DUE TO

THE DUNGHILL OUTSIDE
THE FRONT DOOR”

due to the dunghill that sits outside 
the front door. Inside, most town 
houses’ latrines empty straight into the 
basement, so the smells waft throughout 
the ground floor – despite the herbs in 
the rushes strewn over the floor, which 

are supposed to sweeten the atmosphere. 
Men are regularly castigated for urinating 
in fireplaces, so there is a good chance 
that more than just the ground floor will 
carry an unwelcome aroma. 

Leatherworkers and tanners carry 
on their stinking businesses alongside 
butchers and fishmongers, combining to 
make an especially pungent atmosphere. 
Every house burns wood for heating and 
cooking, so the smell of woodsmoke is 

ABOVE: Craftsmen 
caused a racket in 
towns, like armourers 
hammering metal

ABOVE LEFT: An 
engraving depicts 
women selling their 
fish at a market

RIGHT: Examples of 
16th-century leather, 
the manufacture of 
which was stinky work

ABOVE: Fiddlers (not just 
wooden ones) and pipers 
were abundant in London

MAIN: A vision of Cheapside  
in Elizabethan times – but 

perhaps cleaner than it 
actually was
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LIFE IN ELIZABETHAN ENGLAND

everywhere. Given all the other smells, 
that is something perhaps for which you 
should be thankful. 

Entering an ordinary house in a village 
will similarly challenge your senses. In 
this case, it won’t be the smells so much 
as the darkness. Before the advent of 
the chimneys mentioned in Harrison’s 
Description of England, most houses are 
single-storey buildings of two or three 
rooms, heated by a central hearth in the 
middle of the living area, or hall. The 
unglazed windows are small to minimise 
drafts that bring in the cold and make the 
smoke swirl around the room. 

In winter, people might only be at 
home during darkness hours, when the 
only illumination is the glow of the fire 
and the small flame of a rushlight: a reed 
soaked in animal fat and suspended on 
a metal frame while it burns. Even after 
chimneys appear and fires are larger 
and set back in a fireplace against a wall, 
ordinary houses are dark. People don’t 
leave lights burning due to the cost and 
the danger of setting fire to the building. 
Hence, they don’t look around their 

home so much as feel their way. 
As you go up the ranks of society, the 

more chambers and glazed windows 
you’ll find in people’s houses, and the 
more candles and servants. Among the 
gentry, you’ll see upstairs bedrooms with 
fireplaces, elaborately carved four-poster 
beds, pillows, valances, curtains, mirrors 
and chamber pots. 

DISPARITY OF WEALTH
Just a glimpse of this contrast in domestic 
arrangements will tell you how much 
hierarchy matters in Elizabethan society. 
Among the poor it is rare you will see 
a book, while the wealthy own dozens 
– as well as paintings, glassware and 
clocks. Brightly coloured clothes and bed 
drapes are similarly an extravagance as 
the necessary dyes are expensive. A rich 
person might own as much as £1,000 of 
silverware at a time when a single spoon 
costs less than 3 shillings. 

Nowhere is the disparity of wealth 
more evident than in food. Spices are 

obviously more commonly found in 
the kitchens of the wealthy, as they are 
imported from the Far East. But meat 
is also expensive, as is fish even if it is 
farmed in a freshwater pond. One large 
pike might cost 10 shillings – more than 
30 times a labourer’s daily wage. 

As a result, the wealthy might sit down 
to a two-course meal comprising a dozen 
dishes in each course, including roast beef, 
lamb, pork and a selection of more than a 
hundred types of fish and almost as many 
birds, washed down with wines imported 
from France and Spain. The poor get by on 
rye bread with a small amount of butter 
and cheese alongside a pottage of peas, 
beans and onions, and a mug of ale. 

That said, you need to remember 
that in a bad year there might be an 
insufficiency of these things. Then the 
poor really suffer. Bread made from 
acorns might not be attractive but it 
might just keep you alive if you and your 
children are starving. From 1594-97, an 
enduring famine kills tens of thousands. 
It is a salutary thought that the last time 
people died from starvation on this scale 
in England was during this golden age. 

ALL YOU HAVE TO FEAR...
As you can see, all your senses would be 
shaken by a visit to Elizabethan England. 
Smells, sounds, sights, feelings and tastes 
are all different, and these are the most 
fundamental ways we experience the 
world. Your sense of decency and care for 
your fellow human beings is likely to be 
rocked, and so, too, any sense of fairness. 

But the most disturbing sense you 
will experience on a time-travelling 
visit will be that of fear. The anxieties 
many of us face in the modern world are 

nothing compared to the reasons 
Elizabethans have to be scared. 
Plague regularly spreads in towns, 
killing in huge numbers. The larger 
the town, the larger the proportion 
of the population that die. A place 
like Coventry or Exeter with 6,000 
to 8,000 inhabitants might see 13 
per cent die in an outbreak, but 
London, with 200,000 people 
by 1603, can see around a fifth 
of its population perish in a few 
weeks. Life expectancy does touch 40 in 
Elizabeth’s reign – the highest it has been 
– but it doesn’t get higher than that and 
won’t until the 19th century.

Another reason to be fearful is the 
draconian property laws. Anyone found 
stealing more than a shilling’s worth 
of goods faces the death penalty. As for 
religious crimes, heretics are still burnt 
at the stake. Crimes against the state are 
just as serious: even ordinary people who 
simply talk about the queen’s right to 
rule can be drawn to the gallows, where 
they are hanged, beheaded and then cut 
into quarters as traitors. 

As for the young people serving in 
the houses of the wealthy, 

they too live in fear. It 
is assumed that boys 

will be beaten for 
their own good 
and that girls 
will be sexually 
assaulted by 
the master of 
the house or his 

sons. If the girls 

fall pregnant they will be dismissed in 
disgrace. Few options are open to them 
after that. If they kill their unwanted 
baby, they will be hanged for the crime. 

Stop! You might be saying, I don’t 
want to go back to such a time. And well 
might you think that way. Nevertheless, 
it is worth remembering that England’s 
golden age is much more than a land of 
great plays, military heroes and dashing 
seadogs. It is a land beset by fear, disease, 
inequality and starvation. 

But that, I think, only serves to 
underline the greatness of the English 
in the late 16th century. Our ancestors 
did not just survive these adversities, 
they transcended them. They became 
confident and ambitious despite them, 
and accomplished the amazing things 
that we still associate with them today. d

“A LARGE PIKE COSTS

10 SHILLINGS, MORE THAN

30 TIMES A LABOURERʼS
DAILY WAGE”

DR IAN MORTIMER is a historian, 
broadcaster, historical novelist and 
bestselling author. His books include  
The Time Traveller’s Guide to Elizabethan 
England (Viking, 2013)

ABOVE: A woodcut  
shows criminals being 
punished in the stocks 
(plus a winged beast, 
for good measure)

RIGHT: An engraving 
depicts the torture of 
Jesuit priest Edmund 
Campion. He was 
hanged, drawn and 
quartered in 1581 – one 
of dozens of men killed 
for religious treason 
during Elizabeth’s reign

Rye bread was 
commonly eaten by  

the poor, famine 
permitting; while 

potatoes would have 
been a rare sight

ABOVE: A reconstruction of an Elizabethan kitchen at Kentwell  
Hall, Suffolk – but only the type commonly seen in wealthy homes

Away from the castles and 
estates, most Elizabethan 
homes were limited to 
one central, and smoky, 
room with a hearth
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AFRICANS IN ENGLAND

T
he church of St Botolph’s 
Aldgate sits in a busy part 
of the City of London, just 
north of the infamous royal 
fortress, the Tower. There, 

on 3 June 1597, a crowd of local men 
and women gathered, not for the usual 
Sunday service – it was a Friday – but a 
different kind of baptism not regularly 
seen in Elizabethan England. It was 
not for a child, but a 20-year-old black 
woman named Mary Fillis. It is thanks to 
parish clerk Thomas Harridance’s entry 
in his memorandum book that we know 
why Mary’s baptism was deemed special 
enough to draw a crowd. 

Born in Morocco in 1577, she had 
come to live in London and worked in 
the house of the merchant John Barker 
and then the dressmaker Milicent Porter. 
After 13 or 14 years in the English capital 
during her time with Porter, Mary took 
the step of converting to Christianity. 
We cannot know what lay behind her 
decision to leave behind the Islam of 
her youth, but there are a few definites 
we can draw from her story. Morocco 
was not as foreign to the Elizabethans 
as might be believed, since treaties and 
trade existed between the two countries. 
Secondly, we know that Mary was not 
alone in her experiences. 

ABUNDANT ARCHIVES
Mary’s baptism was one of 22 such 
conversions in the Elizabethan period 
and, beyond that, she was one of 
numerous people of African descent who 
made Elizabethan England their home. 
Abundant archival evidence proving 
that some 200 Africans lived under the 
reign of the Virgin Queen has recently 
been unearthed by pioneering scholars, 
most prominently Professor Imtiaz 
Habib, Dr Onyeka Nubia and Dr Miranda 
Kaufmann. More than living in England, 
the testimony of parish registers, 

household accounts, wills, tax returns 
and state papers makes it clear that black 
people were not enslaved, either; they 
were paid wages or payments in kind 
like their white counterparts. Similar 
evidence detailing the lives of black 
Stuarts extends well into the 17th century. 

The fact that some African individuals 
were independent in the early modern 
period speaks volumes to the relative 
freedoms they enjoyed. Kaufmann, in 
her book Black Tudors: The Untold Story 
(Oneworld, 2017), highlights the lives 
of black people living in Elizabethan 
England, among them a silk weaver 
named Reasonable Blackman in the 
Southwark area of London, and Cattelena 
of Almondsbury, near Bristol. 

The case of Cattelena, a single woman 
referred to as a “negra”, is an important 
one. Information about her has been 
uncovered in an inventory that recorded 
what she owned when she died in 1625. 
Cattelena owned a cow, and it was by 
having property and money that allowed 
her to live independently: possessing 
belongings, including pots and pans, 
spoons, a pewter candlestick, bedding 
and clothing; being able to rent a room, 
and making a living by selling milk and 
cheese from her prized cow. 

Today, people learning that there were 
Africans living in Tudor England could 
too easily jump to the assumption that 
they would have been ‘owned’ by white 
people. Records such as those relating to 
Cattelena challenge this. Far from being 
property, Cattelena owned property.

OPPORTUNITY IN ENGLAND
Another African in England during 
Elizabeth’s reign was Henri Jetto. In the 
records, he is described as a “blackamor”, 
who was baptised as an adult, married 
and started a family. Before his death in 
1627, Jetto wrote his own will, which 
is one of the oldest-known written by 
an African in England. Only after his 
wife’s death do we find out another 
important fact about Jetto’s life: he was 
a yeoman, someone who could vote in 
local elections and affect the day-to-day 
running of his parish. His experience 
shows that Africans weren’t excluded 

LOST ELIZABETHANS: 
THE AFRICANS WHO 
LIVED IN ENGLAND
Kerry Apps and Sophie Merrix delve into the archives to find 
the black men and women who lived under Elizabeth’s rule

“SOME 200 AFRICANS
LIVED UNDER THE

REIGN OF THE
VIRGIN QUEEN”

St Botolph’s Aldgate 
in London, where a 
crowd gathered in 

1597 to see Mary 
Fillis baptised

Mary Fillis, a “black 
more” from Morocco, 
was one of several 
Africans baptised in 
Elizabethan England
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AFRICANS IN ENGLAND

from such positions – even in cases 
where it was likely that they had not 
been born in England. 

It is important to place this in the 
context of the rest of the world at the 
time; to understand what life was like 
for black people outside of England. 
Shortly after the reign of Elizabeth, while 
Africans were still paid wages in England 
to serve white masters, black slavery was 
introduced in the first English colonies 
in North America, such as Virginia and 
Barbados. Harsh laws to stop them from 
marrying, owning property and living 
independently, and allowing a wide range 
of cruel physical punishments, were soon 
put in place. 

These laws, ‘slave codes’, were made in 
order to subordinate increasing numbers 
of Africans that the white minority 
depended on for their labour. For having 
differently coloured skin, Africans were 
condemned to hereditary enslavement in 

the American colonies (later, the United 
States), while such laws were not passed 
in England. Other European countries 
like Portugal, France and Spain did have 
legal frameworks for enslaving Africans, 
some dating back to the 15th century. 

RELIGION OVER RACE
Looking back at England, historians 
Onyeka Nubia and Miranda Kaufmann 
agree that class and religion mattered 
more than skin colour. Nubia mentions 
two Africans – a “Negro with a cut on 
his face” (taken from an account of 
1586) and Francis Rumbolo (1595) – 
who stood out in English reports due 

to their religion rather than their skin 
colour. Religion was so important to the 
Tudors that it formed a central part of 
early modern English identity. Elizabeth 
was a Protestant and because these two 
Africans both had Catholic connections, 
they were a threat to religious peace. 

Of the archival records available, 
baptisms and burial accounts are most 
linked to religion. These list no fewer 
than 22 baptisms and 50 burials of black 
people during the years of Elizabeth’s 
reign. Records are not only important 
for historians looking to count the 
number of Africans in England, but to 
let us look at various stages of the life 
of a black Tudor person. Africans were 
integrated into religious practices and 
on multiple occasions there is evidence 
of them demonstrating a voluntary 

FIVE FORGOTTEN  
BLACK ELIZABETHANS 
FROM THE RECORDS

DIEGO THE CIRCUMNAVIGATOR
F Diego entered the service of Sir Francis Drake 
after fleeing enslavement by the Spanish in Panama 
in 1572. He was a skilful crew member, acting as 
an interpreter and broker for an alliance with the 
Cimarrons (escaped enslaved people). Diego joined 
Drake’s circumnavigation of the world, for which 
Elizabeth I presented Drake with a jewel (pictured 
left) featuring the profile of an African man.

EDWARD SWARTHYE  
THE TRUSTED SERVANT
Edward Swarthye, porter of Sir Edward Wynter, 
entered the records when he testified in a trial 
between his employer and a rival family. During 
proceedings, it was revealed that Swarthye had 
been tasked by Wynter with whipping John Guye, 
the future colonial governor of Newfoundland.

REASONABLE BLACKMAN 
THE PROSPEROUS WEAVER
Reasonable Blackman was a silk weaver based south of 
the Thames in Southwark. He was possibly a member of 
the refugee community that had fled from Antwerp in the 
Netherlands to London. His skills in silk weaving were new 
to England and would have been the height of fashion, 
putting his work in high demand. 

CATTELENA OF ALMONDSBURY 
THE INDEPENDENT WOMAN
Cattelena of Almondsbury was a “single woman”. An 
independent, unmarried woman in the small Gloucestershire 
village of Almondsbury, her most valued possession at 
death was a cow and it is possible she used its produce to 
support herself. Cattelena is one of a number of Africans 
who have been found living in rural villages in counties such 
as Cornwall, Kent, Suffolk and Wiltshire.

HENRI JETTO 
THE YEOMAN
Henri Jetto was baptised in Holt, Worcestershire, as an 
adult, aged 26. He wrote his own will, which is one of the 
oldest written by an African in England. This, however, is 
not the most significant fact about his life. Jetto had been 
married and in his wife’s will it was revealed that he held the 
rank of “yeoman”. An African, therefore, potentially voted 
in an English election more than a hundred years before 
historians first presumed. 

KERRY APPS is researching for an MPhil in Early Modern 
History, with a focus on Global and Atlantic World history, at  
the University of Cambridge 

SOPHIE MERRIX is a PhD student and associate lecturer at 
Lancaster University, researching ‘Space, Status and Society: 
the Lives of Black Stuarts, 1603–1714’. She is also a contributor 
to the free online FutureLearn Black Tudors course, created by 
Dr Miranda Kaufmann: futurelearn.com/courses/black-tudors

desire to engage, such as Mary Fillis, who 
“was desirous to become a Christian”. 
Her conversion was voluntary and 
demonstrates her independence as a 
free woman serving a white mistress. 
Her baptism at St Botolph’s Aldgate on 
that crowded June day in 1597 would 
have strengthened her friendships and 
relationships with neighbours in the 
parish and beyond. 

MORE THAN “FOOTNOTES”
Records also show that white English 
people wanted to educate Africans about 
religion prior to their baptism. In 1616, 
13 years after Elizabeth’s death, a London 
merchant named Paul Bayning gave his 
parish priest £10 to continue teaching 
“my Negro”, Anthony, the Protestant faith. 
Growing work on black Tudor history 

proves that, as Nubia writes, Africans 
aren’t and shouldn’t be viewed as simply 
“footnotes in our history”, as “they are as 
much a part of England’s story as their 
employers”. Africans lived and worked in 
England: they were employed in a similar 
fashion to white English men and women 
of the time and had similar opportunities 
to others in Tudor England. 

Placing African lives in their social 
context, paired with dedication to 
source searching, can produce rich 
histories of the previously marginalised 
or omitted. The archival records provide 
evidence for the lives and experiences 
of Africans in ways that challenge the 
popular narratives. Unlike what many 
may assume, Elizabethan England was 
a diverse country and the Africans who 
lived there were not enslaved. d

“WHILE AFRICANS WERE
PAID WAGES IN ENGLAND,

SLAVERY WAS INTRODUCED
IN THE COLONIES”

LEFT: While Africans 
had relative freedoms 
in England, they were 
enslaved by other 
European powers and 
in the Americas

RIGHT: A section of  
the 1511 Westminster 
Tournament Roll shows 
a black trumpeter, 
John Blanke, in the 
employ of Tudor kings

ABOVE: Another name 
from the records of the 
church of St Botolph’s 
Aldgate is Cassango, a 
merchant’s servant

LEFT: Black men and 
women lived across 
Europe during the 
Tudor period: these 
paintings depict 
Africans living in Italy 
(far left) and the 
Netherlands (left)
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19 JULY  
The Spanish fleet is sighted 
off the Lizard peninsula 
in Cornwall. The news is 
conveyed to London by a 
fast ship and beacons are 
lit along the south coast to 
spread the warning.

21 JULY
Despite finding themselves 
outnumbered, the English 
navy engages the Spanish 
fleet from a safe distance 
using long-range guns.

28–29 JULY
Having been pursued up 
the Channel, the Spanish 
anchor off Calais, waiting 
for their army to arrive from 
Flanders. At midnight on 28 
July, eight English ships are 
set alight and sent towards 
the Armada, causing the 
fleet to break and scatter.

29 JULY 
At dawn, the English 
fleet engages the 
Armada off Gravelines, 
battering the Spanish 
ships and causing 
substantial damage.

30 JULY 1588
A shift in the wind 
direction and the 
English fleet 
prevents the Armada 
from joining with the 
land forces of the 
Duke of Parma in the 
Netherlands. It sets a 
course for Spain 
around the northern 
tip of Scotland.

AUGUST
The returning Armada 
is battered by storms 
around Scotland and 
Ireland. Some ships 
founder in the open 
sea, while others are 
driven onto the west 
coast of Ireland  
and wrecked.

SEPTEMBER 
1588
Battered and 
broken, only  
65 ships reach 
Spain, many too 
badly damaged 
for repair, and 
with the loss of 
as many as 
15,000 lives.

12 JULY  
The Spanish Armada 
sets sail from Spain, 
headed for the 
English Channel.

SPAIN

FRANCE

ENGLAND

La Coruña

SCOTLAND

IRELAND

London

Plymouth

Bay  
of Biscay

North 
Sea

Calais

The Galeón Andalucía – a modern 
replica of an old Spanish galleon, like 

those that sailed as part of the Armada

A
longside the battle of 
Hastings, the Gunpowder 
Plot and the victory at 
Waterloo, the defeat of the 
Spanish Armada has earned 

its place as one of the most famous 
events in English – and British – history. 
From Elizabeth’s rousing speech to her 
troops at Tilbury – “I know I have the 
body but of a weak and feeble woman; 
but I have the heart and stomach of a 
king, and of a king of England too...” 
– to the naval victory at Gravelines, the 
events of 1588 marked a turning point 
in the queen’s reign. As the remains of 
Philip II’s fleet limped back to Spain, 
its mission to return England to the 
Catholic fold thwarted, the victory was 
interpreted as a symbol of God’s 
favour, inspiring a new wave of 
nationalism and helping to secure 
Protestant rule. 

Here, we look at some of the 
key facts about the Spanish 
Armada and how the action on 
the high seas played out...

SPANISH 
SEA POWER
The defeat of Philip II’s ‘invincible’ 
Armada was arguably the crowning 
point of Elizabeth’s reign
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One of Spain’s richest men, the Duke 
of Medina Sidonia was appointed 

commander of the Armada in February 
1588, following the death of the 

Marquess of Santa Cruz. Inexperienced 
and lacking in seamanship, with a 

tendency to suffer from seasickness, 
his appointment was something of a 

surprise, including for the duke himself, 
who tried to turn the position down. 
Administratively talented, the duke 

reorganised the fleet and 
ensured it was well-

stocked with food 
and munitions but 

proved an indecisive 
leader in battle. 
Nevertheless, he 
made it back to  
Spain alive.

A cousin of Elizabeth I, Lord 
Howard of Effingham was made lord 
admiral of England in 1585 and was 
therefore in command of the Royal 

Navy when the Spanish attacked three 
years later. Despite little experience 
at sea, Effingham proved a shrewd 
leader, deferring to his second in 

command, the experienced seaman 
Sir Francis Drake, and his third in 

command, pioneering naval reformer 
John Hawkins, 
when necessary. 

Effingham was 
later part of 

the successful 
assault on 

the Spanish  
port of Cádiz 

in 1596.

DUKE OF  
MEDINA SIDONIA

LORD HOWARD  
OF EFFINGHAM

BIG NUMBERS
130

The estimated 
number of ships in 

the Spanish fleet, 
including about 

40 warships

100
The estimated 

number of 
vessels in the 
English fleet

 30,000
The approximate 

number of soldiers  and sailors on board 
Spanish ships

1  
MILLION

The amount, in gold ducats, 
promised by Pope Sixtus V  
in support of Philip II and  

his Armada

2,000
The number of large 
cannons deployed by 

the Spanish fleet

15,000
The estimated number  of Spanish losses by the time Philip II’s fleet made it back to Spain

2.5
The average speed,  

in knots, at which the 

Armada could sail with 

favourable winds

A painting depicts the 
Spanish Armada being 
attacked by fireships off the 
south coast of England
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ELIZABETH’S FOREIGN POLICY

D
uring Elizabeth I’s time 
on the throne, England 
took its first tentative 
steps to becoming a global 
power. Over the previous 

centuries, the nation’s foreign policy 
had very much been focused on its 
own little corner of western Europe 
and its interactions with its Scottish, 
Scandinavian and French neighbours. 
By the second half of the 16th 
century, however, an intrepid band 
of settlers, explorers and merchants 
were peering over the horizon and 
setting their sights on more distant 
climes, such as southeast Asia and 
North America. 

Europe remained front and centre 
of Elizabethan foreign policy, but the 
country’s future status as an imperial 
power would ultimately spring from 
the English men and women who were 
prepared to voyage to the outer limits of 
the known world...

THE BIRTH 
OF AN EMPIRE

Diplomacy, exploration – and a desire to beat the Spanish –
enabled England to become a major player on the world stage

Stormy weather and plucky resistance 
forced a huge armada into an 
ignominious retreat back across the 

English Channel, with thousands of men 
lost in the operation along with many of 
the ships. However, the estimated 15,000 
men who perished weren’t Spaniards, but 
Englishmen. The year was 1589, and the 
monarch left to count the cost of this epic 
maritime fiasco wasn’t Philip II of Spain, but 
Elizabeth I of England.

For 434 years, the English triumph 
over the Spanish Armada has dominated 
histories of Elizabeth’s relationship with 
Spain. But as proven by the calamity that 
befell England’s so-called ‘Counter-Armada’ 
just a year later – when the English looked 
to capitalise on their victory by attempting 
to destroy the Spanish fleet on the 
country’s northern coast – the Tudor queen 
didn’t have things her own way.

The Counter-Armada was one in a long 
line of dust-ups between England and 

Spain during 
Elizabeth’s reign, 
but relations 
could have been 
so different. In 
1559, shortly 
after she acceded 
the throne, Philip II proposed to the 
Protestant Elizabeth with a view to ensuring 
that her nation remained in the Catholic 
fold. Elizabeth demurred, so Philip looked to 
France for a wife and, from then on, Anglo-
Spanish relations took a nosedive.

By the 1580s, those relations had hit 
rock bottom. This was thanks, in no small 
measure, to English privateer Sir Francis 
Drake, who plundered Spanish galleons for 
their treasure on both sides of the Atlantic. 
It was partly due to Drake’s exploits that 
Philip launched his armada against England 
in 1588. The invasion attempt failed, of 
course, but a year later the Spanish would 
have their revenge.

Elizabeth received a letter in 
the spring of 1579 hailing 
her as a “noble prince” and 

“most wise governor of the causes 
and affairs of the people”. That 
the queen of England should be 
showered in praise by a gushing 
admirer isn’t particularly surprising. 
What is surprising is the identity 
of the man behind the rapturous 
missive: Murad III, sultan of the 
Ottoman empire.

Christian Europe and the Islamic 
states of the east had been at 
loggerheads throughout much of 
the Middle Ages as they wrestled 
for control of the Holy Land during 
the Crusades. In the 16th century, 
the prevailing view in Christendom 
was that Muslims were heretics.

Elizabeth saw things differently. 
She cast her eyes to the Ottoman 
and Persian empires in the east 
and the Saadi Sultanate in West 
Africa, and saw opportunities. 
The first was a diplomatic one: 
to build a powerful Protestant-
Islamic bulwark against a common 

Catholic enemy. The second was 
financial – to tap into one of the 
world’s most lucrative trading 
networks.

By 1570, English merchants were 
importing goods worth £28,000 
a year from Islamic nations. 
Soon, English diplomats were 
heading east in the merchants’ 
footsteps, among them 
William Harborne, who 
helped establish a 
string of English 
trading posts across 
the Mediterranean. 
Exotic pearls, 
diamonds, sapphires, 
silks, rugs, carpets, 
embroideries and 
pottery were 
soon adorning 
the homes 
of wealthy 
Elizabethans, 
thanks to one 
of 16th-century 
Europe’s most 
unlikely alliances.

Why is English the dominant language 
of the United States, and not Spanish? 
The answer lies with a group of 

Elizabethan colonists who sailed across the 
Atlantic throughout the second half of 

the 16th century. Their attempts to 
establish a colony in the New World 

often met with disease and death, 
but, ultimately, they laid the 
foundations for the English 
dominance of North America.

Elizabethan sailors initially 
saw the Americas not as a 
destination in itself, but as an 
obstruction blocking their 

passage to China. By the 1580s, Elizabeth could 
see the virtue of laying claim to a continent 
rapidly being gobbled up by the Spanish and 
Portuguese, and so in 1584 she granted 600 
miles of American coastline to Walter Ralegh, 
which he named Virginia in honour of the 
‘Virgin Queen’.

The first attempt at colonisation had to be 
abandoned within a year, and the early English 
settlers’ fortunes went from bad to worse. 
In 1587, some 150 men, women and children 
established a settlement on Roanoke Island (in 
modern-day North Carolina), before vanishing. 
The settlers’ leader, John White, had been 
forced to sail back to England for supplies soon 
after arriving in America. When he returned, he 
found the settlement deserted and could find 
no trace of what happened to the people. 

The fate of this ‘Lost Colony’, which remains 
a mystery to this day, dealt English aspirations 
of colonising North America a near fatal blow. 
But not quite. The English finally established 
a permanent colony in Virginia with the 
settlement of Jamestown in 1607. Elizabeth 
may have been dead by now, but her dream 
of establishing an outpost in North America 
was just about alive.

SPAIN

BEYOND THE PALE
During the Middle Ages, England 

gained control over an area of 

eastern Ireland known as the Pale. 

The Tudors sought to expand  

this territory further, but faced 

numerous rebellions from the 

Gaelic Irish, supported by 

fellow Catholic powers 

in Europe.

ISLAMIC STATES

“ELIZABETH WANTED TO BUILD A BULWARKAGAINST A COMMONCATHOLIC ENEMY”

Elizabeth had this 
majestic portrait 

done to honour her 
1588 victory

Philip II was down, 
but he would 
restore Spanish 
naval power

The defeat of the Spanish 

Armada was a high point in 

Elizabethan foreign policy 

The Ottoman emperor 
Murad III was an unlikely 

(and flattering) ally of 
Elizabeth I

ABOVE: A statue of 
Walter Ralegh, in the 

North Carolina city 
named after him

BELOW: The baptism 
of the first child born 

to English parents 
 in America – one of  

the ‘Lost Colony’ 

NORTH AMERICA
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ELIZABETH’S FOREIGN POLICY

England and France should have 
been at one another’s throats 
throughout Elizabeth’s reign. France 

was one of Europe’s most powerful 
Catholic nations, while England had 
suddenly and dramatically returned to 
the Protestant fold. And with England 
still smarting at the recent loss of Calais 
to the French, the two nations appeared 
the most natural of enemies. 

There were tensions between the two 
– especially since the French supported 
the claim of Mary, Queen of Scots to 

the English throne – but it turned out 
that their relationship was often defined 
by cooperation. A reason for that: the 
growing power of Spain. Elizabeth wasn’t 
the only monarch disconcerted by the 
belligerence of Philip II, as France’s rulers 
were also eager to neuter the power of 
their great neighbour and rival to the 
south. So much so that, in the late 1570s, 
Elizabeth persuaded the duke of Anjou to 
send French troops to the Netherlands in 
order to assist the Dutch rebellion against 
the Spanish. 

If that was an unlikely diplomatic coup, 
even more surprising was the queen’s 
friendship with French king Henry III, a 
devout Catholic who had once labelled 
Elizabeth a “public whore”. Despite this 
unpromising beginning, Henry came to 
rely on Elizabeth’s advice in negotiating 
the challenges presented by his domestic 
enemies. By the end of his reign, Henry 
was writing that he found “more kindness 
in his good sister the queen of England 
than in all the princes, his friends and 
allies besides”.

Elizabeth spent much of her reign 
pursuing any chance she could to leave her 
Spanish enemy, Philip II, with a bloody nose. 

And one of the first times that such an opportunity 
presented itself centred on the collection of 
provinces sitting on England’s southeastern 
doorstep, the Low Countries. 

By the mid-16th century, a significant proportion 
of the Dutch population had converted to 
Protestantism. So far so good, as far as Elizabeth 
was concerned. But there was a problem: since 
1556, the Netherlands had fallen under the sway of 
the fiercely Catholic Spanish king.

That spelled trouble. In 1568, Dutch resentment 
at Spanish rule exploded into a huge revolt – 
and Elizabeth, eager to support her Protestant 
brethren, couldn’t help but get involved. She 
employed a mercenary army, topped up by around 
6,000 England and Scottish volunteers, to support 
the Dutch rebels. This was the first time that 
English and Spanish troops had come to blows 
during the queen’s reign.

Following the death of the Dutch rebel leader, 
William the Silent, Prince of Orange, in 1584, 
Elizabeth was approached to become ‘Lady and 
Countess of Holland and Zeeland’. She declined, 
but the fighting went on. She didn’t live to see 
the northern provinces eventually win their 
independence in 1648. d
WORDS: SPENCER MIZEN

Francis Drake and Walter 
Ralegh are among the most 
celebrated explorers in the 

long span of English history. And 
Sir James Lancaster? Well, he 
hardly gets a look-in. This 16th-
century merchant and adventurer 
may not be a mainstay of the 
Elizabethan history books, but he 
had commanded a ship against 
the Spanish Armada and his later 
journeys to the East Indies would 
lay the foundations for one of 
the most extraordinary feats of 
empire-building in human history.

Lancaster was at the vanguard 
of attempts during the Elizabethan 
era to break the Spanish 
monopoly of the spice trade that 
flourished with the islands and 
coastlines of the Indian Ocean. 
In April 1591, he voyaged east 
aboard the Edward Bonaventure, 
reaching the island of Penang, 
west of the Malay peninsula, in 
June 1592 and plundering every 
ship he encountered. Yet it was 
Lancaster’s next voyage – leaving 
Torbay in April 1601 on the Red 

Dragon – that did most to change 
the course of history. 

Elizabeth had appointed him 
commander of the East India 
Company’s first-ever fleet and 
charged him with establishing  
a series of trading posts along 
the coastlines of southeast 
Asia. Lancaster fulfilled 
his brief, journeying 
to places such 
as Sumatra, 
the Moluccas 
and Java, 
and looting a 
Portuguese 
galleon for 
good measure.

During 
1603, Lancaster 
returned to 
England and was 
knighted by Elizabeth’s 
successor, King James VI 
and I. He would remain a director 
of the East India Company, which 
would grow into a powerhouse 
of the British empire over the 
following centuries.

THE EAST INDIES

COMPANY POLITY 
The East India Company, which 
was granted its royal charter  
by Elizabeth I in 1600, would 

become so powerful that by the 
mid-18th century it was involved 

in around half of the world’s 
trade, held dominion over 

swathes of India and had its own army.

THE LOW COUNTRIES

“IT TURNED OUT THAT

ENGLAND AND FRANCEʼS

RELATIONSHIP WAS OFTEN

DEFINED BY COOPERATION”

FRANCE

ABOVE: A 16th-century cotton tapestry 
shows a British trader bartering with 

an Indian merchant 

RIGHT: James Lancaster – a forgotten 
name in Elizabethan exploration?

RIGHT: Elizabeth I depicted 
receiving Dutch ambassadors

BELOW: The English-backed 
Dutch revolt against the Spanish 

set off the Eighty Years’ War

The Dutch Provinces, represented by a cow being 
ridden by Philip II of Spain, against whom they were 

revolting, are aided by Elizabeth (with French help in 
the form of the Duke of Anjou, who holds the cow’s tail) 
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THE RELIGIOUS SETTLEMENT

W
hen Elizabeth Tudor 
became queen on  
17 November 1558, she 
was hailed as the ‘new 
Deborah’ (referring to 

the biblical prophet and judge of Israel), 
who would heal a religiously wounded 
and divided England. Since Henry VIII 
resolved to annul his marriage to his first 
wife, Catherine of Aragon, in order that 
he could marry Elizabeth’s mother, Anne 
Boleyn, religious conflict was rife. People 

born in 1520 would have changed their 
religion no fewer than four times by 1559, 
since all subjects adopted the monarch’s 
religion by law. 

Elizabeth’s half-brother Edward VI 
(r1547-53) enforced uniform worship with 
the first Book of Common Prayer, then 
her Catholic half-sister Mary I (r1553-58) 
decreed that just under 300 Protestant 
‘heretic’ commoners should be burned 
at the stake. Religion was both a political 
issue and a matter of life and death.

WALKING A TIGHTROPE 
Christianity had been splintering into 
various Protestant forms of worship: 
Presbyterianism, imported to England 
by John Knox’s Scots; Calvinism from 
Switzerland; Lutheranism from Germany; 
Puritanism from the Netherlands; and 
Huguenot Protestantism from France — all 
through ‘protesting’ refugees who looked 

to Elizabeth’s England 
for safety. Jewish 
people, outlawed 
since the reign of 
Edward I in 1290, 
had been trickling 
back into the realm 
since the Spanish 

SETTLING THE 
RELIGIOUS DIVIDE

The religion of England had see-sawed under the Tudors, says 
Susan Ronald, so Elizabeth wished finally to reach a settlement 

“ELIZABETHʼS RELIGIOUS
SETTLEMENT WAS A DREAM

OF UTOPIA – AND HARDLY THE
MIDDLE WAY IN PRACTICE”

Inquisition, too. They remained separate 
and silent from the upheaval, with the 
largest population located in Bristol. A 
small community of Muslims (then known 
as ‘Mohammedans’ or ‘blackamoors’) were 
also remote from the religious conflicts, 
living mostly in London. 

Elizabeth’s first act was to ensure a 
religious settlement that would tame the 
Protestant ‘hot gospellers’ or Puritans 
in parliament. Simultaneously, Catholic 
members were outraged at the Crown’s 
retaking of the monasteries and chantries 
revived under Mary I. Then, too, there 
were objections to Elizabeth, a woman, 
being head of the Church of England. 
But shortly after Easter 1559, following 
much debate and ill feeling, England had 
a combined Act of Supremacy and Act of 
Uniformity, and a legitimate queen.

Elizabeth’s vision for the Anglican faith 
was softer than Edward’s Lutheranism 
and equally far removed from Mary’s 
Catholicism. Elizabeth believed that if she 
wavered in her resolve to find a middle 
way, a bloody civil war would erupt just 
as it had in France and the Netherlands. 
Equally, with England benefitting 
from the influx of skilled Protestant 
immigrants from the continent, she 
hoped to create a more heterogenous 
society. Even so, Elizabeth knew she had 
to tread a tightrope of reforming Puritans 
and Presbyterians on one hand, and her 
devout Catholic population clinging to 
the old ways on the other. 

Notwithstanding Elizabeth’s personal 
beliefs, religious tolerance was an alien 
notion to everyone and would remain so 
until the early 19th century. This made 
her religious settlement a dream of utopia 
rather than fact. Although she wanted to 
make England a more tolerant country 
where she would, as she allegedly 
declared in 1586, “not make windows 
into men’s souls”, Elizabeth’s instinctive 
solution proved imperfect in practice as 
much as it was valiant in its inspiration.  

VISION OF ENGLISHNESS
Even Elizabeth’s steadfast objection to 
marriage was rooted, in part, in her 
religious settlement. Suitors of equal 
rank were either Catholic or foreign, 
and unable to fathom her vision of 
Englishness. Mary, Queen of Scots – by 
blood, Elizabeth’s nearest relative and 
devoutly Catholic – should have inherited 
the throne by right if Elizabeth died 
without having a child. But Mary would 
become Elizabeth’s scourge during her 
reign, initially as the wife of the heir 
to the French throne, and later, on her 
return to Scotland, as the figurehead 
for plots that the Catholics hoped could 
forcibly dethrone Elizabeth.

The so-called Elizabethan Settlement 
of 1559 was hardly the religious middle 
way Elizabeth had hoped to achieve. 

Royal visitations 
were carried 
out, ostensibly 
to strip Catholic 
altars, demolish 
rood screens, 
and overpaint 
the saintly images 
with lavish coats 
of whitewash. 
Liturgical vestments and 
ornaments were burned 
or smashed by Elizabeth’s 
men. The rampant destruction of 
ornaments, vessels, images and books 
of Catholic worship were to “deface the 
realm of all papistry”. In cities and the 
countryside, many became disconsolate.

However, the old ways of Catholicism 
prevailed without the benefit of their 
former trappings. An element of  
pagan magic had crept 
into English Catholicism, 
where God’s grace could 
be manipulated for earthly 
causes. Thomas Cooper, an 
Elizabethan bishop said: 
“Chance or fortune are gods 
devised by man and made 

LEFT: A stained-glass 
window of the biblical 
figure Deborah, to whom 
Elizabeth I was compared

BELOW: The martyrdom of 
Hugh Latimer and Nicholas 
Ridley during Mary I’s reign

ABOVE: Edward VI, 
Elizabeth’s half-brother, 
was a devout Protestant 

RIGHT: Under Edward, 
the Book of Common 
Prayer was published

A woodcut from John Foxe’s pro-Protestant Actes and Monuments, better known as the Book of Martyrs depicts the removal of 
Catholic idolatry from English churches (top scene)

Elizabeth I at prayer, from 
the frontispiece of the 
1569 Christian Prayers 
and Meditations
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THE RELIGIOUS SETTLEMENT

by our ignorance of the true, almighty 
and everlasting God.”

Catholic magic and supernatural 
miracles were intermingled in the belief 
systems of the average English person, 
creating an uneasy alliance between 
superstition, witchcraft, philosophy, and 
the ‘new’ science of medicine. Members 
of the Anglican clergy would lament how 
“our common ignorants are besotted” 
with the opinions of “charmers, fortune-
tellers, wizards and cunning men”. Any 
parish worth its salt had its own miracle 
worker, wise woman, white witch or 
astrologer to replace the old Catholic 
mass with its healing power of the saints 
and their relics. 

In response, Elizabeth stated that 
her population should all learn to read 
so they could study the new Book of 

Common Prayer. For those who were 
unable or refused to do so then it was 
read aloud, as was Actes and Monuments, 
a work by John Foxe that told the tales 
of Protestant martyrs. An unintended 
consequence was that reading would 
open other, broader worlds to her people. 
And so, again, Elizabeth tightened 
restrictions by making it illegal for 
Catholics to attend the universities of 
Oxford or Cambridge.

But the genie was out of the bottle. 
As Elizabeth’s reign progressed, so too 
did the common peddler or ‘chapman’, 
who could be seen trudging along the 
highways and byways selling ballads and 
pamphlets known as chapbooks. The 
ballads were sung to familiar tunes about 
social ills, reforms or godly works. Later, 
newer ballads and chapbooks became 

resources for revolt at times when the 
papacy, Spain, France, and Scotland 
variously joined forces to defeat the 
‘heretic’ queen, Elizabeth. 

“GOD’S OBVIOUS DESIGN”
By 1570, Elizabeth publicly scorned the 
more extreme followers of the Protestant 
faith: the homegrown Puritans, often 
called ‘precisians’, ‘gospellers’, ‘scripture 
men’ or ‘godly people’. Yet both Catholics 
and Puritans viewed themselves as 
‘Christ’s soldiers’ and were determined to 
relieve Elizabeth of her crown. 

Supporters of Mary, Queen of Scots 
had raised her standard unsuccessfully 
against Elizabeth that year, but several 
noble and common English Catholics still 
remained loyal to her. The papacy funded 
a dozen assassination attempts and 
declared Elizabeth a heretic. Meanwhile, 
Philip II of Spain began to plot an 
invasion of England. With each attack 
on internal English affairs, Elizabeth 
tightened her grip on her religious and 
political enemies.

During her 44-year-reign, Elizabeth’s 
ability to keep the peace between the 
religious factions slipped away. By 1580, 
both the papacy and Philip II funded 
the return to England of Jesuit priests to 
battle against punishment of their fellow 

Catholics who had become 
recusants, or those who 
refused to attend Anglican 
church services as required by 
law. Punishments for recusants 
varied from hefty fines of 
20 pounds, to confiscation 
of their recusant lands, 
depending on the severity of 
their crimes. The returning 
English Jesuit priests, such as 
Edmund Campion, were not 
merely preaching the Catholic 
faith, but also inspired their 
brethren to rebel against the 
increasing injustices. Many of 
these men, including Campion 
himself, were captured and 
subsequently martyred.

Mary, Elizabeth’s prisoner 
for 19 years, was convicted 
of treason in late 1586 for 
continuing to plot her cousin’s 
overthrow. Her execution 
on 8 February 1587 finally 
unleashed Philip II’s ‘great 
enterprise’, the Spanish 
Armada. With its defeat the 
following year, Elizabeth 
proclaimed: “Let tyrants fear. I 
have always so behaved myself 
that, under God, I have placed 
my chiefest strength and 

safeguard in the loyal hearts 
and good will of my subjects.”

For Elizabeth, victory over 
the Armada signalled “God’s 
obvious design” that she 
should be England’s queen, 
and her people should follow 
the Anglican faith. Yet the 
remaining years of her reign, 
until March 1603, ended much 
as it had begun, with political 
and religious plots that kept 
England in turmoil. 

Interestingly, Elizabeth 
was seemingly unaware 
that Mary’s son, James VI of 
Scotland, had been conspiring 
with her main advisor Robert 
Cecil since 1601 to be named 
king of England on her death. 
When James’s name was called 
out by Cecil as Elizabeth lay 
dying, she touched her hand 
to her head, signifying James 
should be her successor. d

“WITH EACH ATTACK ON
INTERNAL ENGLISH AFFAIRS,
ELIZABETH TIGHTENED HER

GRIP ON HER ENEMIES”

ABOVE LEFT: Elizabeth 
is told of the Babington 
Plot, a Catholic attempt 
to assassinate her

ABOVE RIGHT: Jesuit 
priest Robert Southwell 
was tortured and 
executed in 1595 after 
being found guilty of 
high treason

ABOVE: A figurehead 
for Catholics looking to 
oust Elizabeth, Mary, 
Queen of Scots, is 
executed in 1587

LEFT: It took several 
months for Elizabeth 
to sign her cousin’s 
death warrant

LOSING ONE’S HEAD
While her father, Henry VIII,  

had taken the title of Supreme 

Head of the Church of England, 

Elizabeth chose to be called the 

Supreme Governor. This change 

intended to appease critics, 

who claimed the original 
title was a challengeto Christ.

SUSAN RONALD is a 
historian, biographer and 
screenwriter. Her works on 
Elizabeth I include Heretic 
Queen (St Martin’s Press, 
2012) and The Pirate Queen 
(HarperCollins, 2007)
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WATCH

Elizabeth’s Rival: 
The Tumultuous Tale 

of Lettice Knollys, 
Countess of Leicester

By Dr Nicola Tallis  
(Michael O’Mara, 2017)

Cousin to Elizabeth I,  
Lettice Knollys found herself 
entangled in a love triangle 
with Robert Dudley and the 

Virgin Queen herself. The 
prominent Elizabethan found 
herself banished from court, 

plagued by scandal and 
embroiled in treason.

Elizabeth: The Golden Age (2007) 

(now streaming on Amazon Prime, Apple 
TV, Google Play and others) 

 
Elizabeth I (Cate Blanchett) takes on  
the might of Philip II of Spain, who is 

raising a huge armada, intent on restoring 
Catholicism to England.

Armada: 12 Days to Save England

(available on DVD)

Historian Dan Snow takes to the sea to  
tell the story of how England came within 

a whisker of disaster in the summer of 1588 
in this three-part BBC documentary series, 

originally broadcast in 2015.

The Time Traveller’s 
Guide to Elizabethan 

England

By Dr Ian Mortimer 
 (Viking, 2013)

Experience a country of 
contradictions, where life 
expectancy is in the early 

thirties and people still starve 
to death; an era that produces 

some of the finest writing 
in the English language, 

magnificent architecture and 
sees the circumnavigation of 

the globe.

Black Tudors: The 
Untold Story

By Dr Miranda Kaufmann 
(Oneworld, 2017)

Shortlisted for the 2018 
Wolfson History Prize, 

Kaufmann’s book explores the 
remarkable stories of Africans 

who lived free in Tudor 
England – from the Moroccan 
woman baptised in a London 

church to the Mauritanian 
diver who salvaged items 

from the Mary Rose.

E For podcasts, features, quizzes, interviews and 
more on Elizabethan England, visit our website: 
historyextra.com/period/elizabethan

E Elizabethan Subjects (BBC Sounds): The late Professor Justin 
Champion examines the life and times of some of Elizabeth I’s more 
unusual subjects, from alchemist John Dee to Elizabethan serial 
killers. Listen at bbc.co.uk/sounds/brand/p00q3pzl


