
Key Terms

Reformation The action or process of reforming 
an institution or practice.

Catholic A member of the Roman Catholic 
Church.

Protestant A member of any of the Western 
Christian Churches that are 
separate from the Catholic Church.

Heir A person legally entitled to the 
property or rank of another.

Succession The action or process of inheriting 
a title, office, property etc.

Indulgences A monetary payment of penalty 
which, absolved one of past sins 
and/or released one from purgatory 
after death.

95 Theses A list of propositions for an 
academic disputation written in 
1517.

Heretic A person believing or practising the 
‘wrong’ religion.

The church mattered a lot in the Early Modern period. However in the 16th

Century an enormous change took place. Christians in Europe split into two 
groups – Catholics and Protestants. People had been criticising the Church 
throughout the Middle Ages. Martin Luther was worried about the state of the 
Church and didn’t like their selling of indulgences. Luther posted his 95 Theses 
to the Wittenberg Church Door in 1517. This document was spread very quickly 
throughout Europe, and Luther was excommunicated. From the 1520s, Europe 
became divided between Protestant and Catholic countries.

Henry VIII succeeded the throne in 1509 at age 18. He was married to his 
older brother’s widow, Catherine of Aragon and was desperate to produce a 
male heir. When this didn’t happen Henry wanted to divorce Catherin to 
remarry. The Pope said no so Henry broke away from the Catholic church in 
Rome, to become Supreme Leader of the Church of England. He then went on 
to marry 5 more times. He had 3 children; 2 daughters and 1 son. As part of 
this break with Rome, Henry began closing down the monasteries of England 
in 1536, starting with the smaller ones. These communities of monks were 
often both rich and powerful. This was called the Dissolution of the 
Monasteries.

After Henry died in 1547, his youngest child and only son, Edward became King. 
He faced many problems. Edward was only 9 years old when he became king, 
and had to have a ‘Protector’ to rule on his behalf. Edward was deeply 
Protestant, and forced England to become strict Protestants. Choosing a 
successor was another challenge for Edward. He wanted England to remain 
Protestant, but Mary was legally next in line. He decided to name a cousin, 
Lady Jane Grey to be his successor. Sadly, she had a very short reign.

When Edward VI died, aged 16, he named Lady Jane Grey to be his successor 
in order to keep England a strictly Protestant country. However, his sister 
Mary, a strict Catholic executed Jane after only 9 days on the throne. She 
became Queen in 1553 and reigned for 5 years. She was known for burning 
heretics at the stake and was known as Bloody Mary. She never produced a 
heir and died in 1558, likely from uterine cancer.
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