
Why did Elizabeth chop off Mary’s head? 

 

 

 

 

Who was Mary, Queen of Scots?  

• She became Queen of Scotland at 6 days old! (In 1542) 

• She was a strict Catholic 

•  She was next in line to throne after Elizabeth 

•  The Pope told Catholics in England to support Mary as 
queen and not Elizabeth 

• Her first husband was Francis II,  king of France 

• Her second husband was Lord Darnley – a Scot, and an 
alcoholic, who was involved in the murder of one of Mary’s 
favourite advisors – David Rizzio. It was rumoured that 
Mary was having an affair with Rizzio. 

• Lord Darnley was then mysteriously killed himself… 

• Mary upset the Protestant lords in Scotland by marrying the man who had killed her 
second husband! His name was the Earl of Bothwell, and he became her third husband.  

• Mary was forced to abdicate in 1567. She fled to England for her cousin Elizabeth’s help, 
although she was arrested by Elizabeth and imprisoned “for her own safety”. 

• Then, Mary’s name was mentioned in Catholic plots to overthrow Elizabeth. Mary was a 
Catholic figurehead for recusants, papists & Jesuits. 

 

 

 

 

Today I will practise…  

 Explanation skills: identifying relevant causes of why Elizabeth executed Mary 

  Making a persuasive argument that Mary should be executed. 



 

  
1 - Mary was 

a queen – 

chosen by 

God 

2 – Mary was Scottish 

so couldn’t be tried 

by an English court 
3 – Mary was a 

Catholic queen who 

threatened the 

(Protestant) English 

church 

4 – MPs in 

Parliament, many of 

whom were Puritan, 

wanted Mary to be 

put to death 

5 – In 1586, 

Elizabeth’s spies 

found evidence that 

Mary had been 

involved in plots 

6 – Elizabeth didn’t really 

believe the 1586 evidence – it 

may have been forged or Mary 

may have been tricked  

7 – Mary had written letters to 

powerful people abroad, such 

as Philip of Spain. She had 

asked for their help to escape. 

8 – There was great concern 

about the reaction of powerful 

Catholic countries such as 

Spain if Mary was executed 

9 – As long as Mary was 

alive, plots against 

Elizabeth’s life would 

continue. 

10 – Mary said she knew 

nothing against the plots 

against Elizabeth. She was 

locked up and could not act. 



Event Aims of the Plot People involved Government reaction Seriousness* 
Northern 
Rebellion, 
1569 
 
 

(Probably triggered by the arrival of 
Mary in England) 

 Marry the Duke of Norfolk to 
Mary and have her proclaimed 
heir to English throne 

 Overthrow Elizabeth and restore 
Catholicism 

Mary, 
The Duke of 
Norfolk, the Earl of 
Leicester & 
Throckmorton (all 
important 
members of 
Parliament).  

The rebellion was defeated by government 
forces (Spanish help for the Catholic nobles 
didn’t arrive). The Privy Council (Elizabeth’s 
government) unanimously (together) 
demanded Norfolk’s execution.  
Elizabeth was horrified by the idea of people 
rebelling against their rightful ruler. 

4 
Catholic supporters 
were on the march and 
had to be defeated – 
but they were quickly 
disposed of. 400 were 
executed. 

Ridolfi Plot, 
1571 
 
 
 

(Followed Elizabeth’s 
excommunication  - where she was 
thrown out of the church by the 
Pope) 

 Replace Elizabeth with Mary 
(again married to the Duke of 
Norfolk) 

Mary, 
Phillip II, 
The Pope, 
The Duke of 
Norfolk, 
Other noblemen. 

The plan was discovered by Elizabeth’s advisor, 
Cecil, who took the lead in demanding Norfolk’s 
execution.  
A bill was brought to parliament, demanding 
Mary’s execution. Elizabeth stepped in and 
would not sign Mary’s death warrant, but 
agreed to execute Norfolk.  

2 
The Pope and Spain 
were involved, along 
with many Catholic 
nobles BUT the plot 
was discovered quickly. 

Throckm-
orton Plot, 
1583 
 

 French Catholic forces to invade 
England, free Mary from prison, 
and start a Catholic uprising 

Mary, 
French Catholics 
Spain, 
Papal money, 
Throckmorton, 
Jesuits, 
Seminary Priests 

Throckmorton tortured and then executed. 
Execution of others who plotted to assassinate 
Elizabeth. 
De Mendoza (a Spanish diplomat) expelled from 
England.  
A law was passed where it said that it was now 
treason to become a Catholic priest).  

3 
Pope, Spain and France 
involved. 
Catholic extremists 
involved. 
Yet it was quickly 
discovered. 

Babington 
Plot, 1586 
 
 
 

 Murder Elizabeth Letter  allegedly 
dictated by Mary, 
asking 
Babington to 
murder Elizabeth 

Mary’s letter was intercepted by Walsingham 
(Elizabeth’s ‘spymaster’). Elizabeth’s advisors 
persuaded her that Mary must be brought to 
trial. Elizabeth’s continued delay in signing the 
death warrant angered her advisors. Babington 
was hung, drawn and quartered and eventually 
Mary was execute 

4 
This was an attack on 
Elizabeth’s life! Yet,  
only Mary & Babington 
seemed to be 
involved… 

 


