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MARY IN HENRY VIII'S REIGN 

 

Mary Tudor (later to be known as ‘Bloody Mary’) was the only child born to Henry VIII and 

Catherine of Aragon to survive childhood. Mary had a good childhood as a young princess, and 

was the centre of court attention. Catherine brought up Mary to be an orthodox (meaning ‘strong 

believer’) follower of the Catholic Church. But, as the years progressed and no little brothers 

followed, Mary's father Henry began to look into alternatives. Eventually, Henry sought an 

annulment (divorce) from Catherine, and married his second Queen: Anne Boleyn. Anne became 

Mary’s stepmother. Mary was declared illegitimate (because Henry’s marriage to Catherine had 

been called ‘unlawful’) and was to no longer be called "princess", but rather "The Lady Mary".  

 

Anne Boleyn had a daughter with Henry VIII, who was called Elizabeth 

after Henry VIII’s grandmother, Elizabeth of York. Elizabeth was 

therefore Mary’s half-sister. After Anne Boleyn was beheaded, Henry 

VIII married Jane Seymour, who gave birth to Edward. He was Mary’s 

half-brother and with his birth Henry finally had the boy and heir he 

wanted. In 1543, when Henry VIII’s health began to fail, an Act of 

Parliament (a law) stated that Edward would be his heir but that Mary 

was to follow him if the young Prince were to die childless. Elizabeth 

(the daughter of Anne Boleyn) was also included, and she would take 

the throne if Mary were to die without an heir. As we know in 

hindsight, this is exactly what was to happen. 

 

 



MARY IN EDWARD VI'S REIGN 

Henry VIII died on 28th January 1547, leaving his 9 year-old son as King. The young Edward was a 

supporter of the Protestant faith. He continued the Reformation of the English Church that Henry 

had begun, removing decoration from parish (village) churches and introducing prayers in English. 

He said that no miracle occurred during Mass, and that it should be called ‘The Lord’s Supper’. He 

replaced stone altars with wooden tables to show that this was the new way of worship. Edward 

hoped that Mary would become Protestant, but Mary openly celebrated Mass, going against 

Edward’s rules. However, in 1552, Edward began to show signs of an illness called tuberculosis. 

 

Fearing that Mary would return the country to the Catholic faith, powerful noblemen, such as John 

Dudley, Duke of Northumberland, began to make 

plans. Northumberland married his son Guildford to 

Jane Grey, who was part of the royal family (see the 

family tree, right). By placing Jane on the throne after 

Edward’s death, they thought they would have a 

Protestant puppet queen they could control. 

Northumberland convinced Edward to leave his 

crown to Jane. Edward wrote in his will that Jane – 

not Mary – should rule as queen after he died.  

 

Edward died on July 6, 1553. Northumberland told Jane that she was now Queen of England. Mary, 

meanwhile, was in the county of Suffolk in East Anglia. From her base at Framlingham castle, she 

created an army of supporters. By this time, the Privy Council (the late King Edward’s advisors) 

switched their support from Jane to Mary. They declared Mary the true Queen of England. Mary 

left for London on 24th July 1553. On 1st October 1553, Mary was the first woman in history to be 

crowned Queen of England. Jane and her husband Guildford were placed in the Tower of London.  

 

MARY, QUEEN OF ENGLAND 

 

MPs from Parliament met four days after the coronation. 

Mary began to introduce the legislation (laws) necessary to 

bring England back to Rome and back to the Catholic faith. 

Her Counter-Reformation had begun.  She repealed 

(cancelled) all the religious laws passed in the reign of 

Edward VI. Later, she re-introduced Mass and asked that 

parishes restored items such as stone altars, images of the 

Pope and of the saints, stained-glass windows, rosary beads, and richly decorated vestments 

(priests’ clothing). She could not restore the old monasteries because she would then lose the 

support of powerful nobles and she relied on their support to rule. These nobles did not want to 

give their land back to the church.  



The next step for Mary was to choose a husband. She chose Philip, King of 

Spain. This was not a popular decision because people were worried that 

Philip would start ruling the country instead of Mary, and that England 

would become swallowed up by the Spanish empire. One person who was 

very worried about this, and who was xenophobic (meaning he hated 

foreigners), was Protestant nobleman Thomas Wyatt (right).  

 

Wyatt planned to depose (overthrow) Mary and place Elizabeth on the throne instead. Wyatt set 

out from Kent with a band of supporters in January 1554. His army reached London, but the 

rebellion was put down at the city gates. Mary made a speech at the Guildhall asking Londoners to 

support her. Wyatt was arrested and executed alongside 100 other rebels. The Queen pardoned 

400 others. Lady Jane Grey and Guildford were also put to death, as they may be the possible focal 

point for another rebellion.  

 

The heresy laws were restored by Parliament in the winter of 1554, which meant that heretics 

could be burned. In January 1555, the arrests began. The 

burnings of Protestant bishops Latimer and Ridley in October 

1555 were particularly infamous (right). The burnings often 

increased Protestants’ hatred of the Queen because it made her 

seem cruel. The people who died became martyrs. About 274 

people died and the Queen gained the nickname ‘Bloody Mary’. 

 

In September 1554, one of the Queen's doctors announced that 

she was pregnant. Mary felt sick and had a growing belly. In late Spring 1555, Mary stayed at home 

to await the birth of her child. She waited for the labour pains to begin, but her due date came and 

went without the birth of a child. It is thought that Mary suffered what is called a 'phantom 

pregnancy', caused by her wish to have a child. Wanting to have a child very badly can create 

hormones in the body that show symptoms of pregnancy, although there is no baby growing in the 

womb. 

 

It soon became clear that the Queen was not going to give birth. Philip left England and did not 

return until March 1557. He then convinced Mary that England should declare war on France. 

Philip led English and Spanish forces into France but France struck back and took the town of 

Calais, the last foothold of England on the Continent. The French town of Calais had been in 

English hands since 1347 and the loss of Calais was a huge blow to Mary’s reputation.  

 

Mary thought she was pregnant again in early 1558, but this turned out to be another phantom 

pregnancy. She may have had ovarian cancer, which probably killed her. The Queen agreed to pass 

the crown to her half-sister Elizabeth, adding that she hoped Elizabeth would maintain the Catholic 

faith in England. Mary died on 17th November after hearing Mass that morning.  


