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Gunpowder Plot Confidential – Factsheet 3 

 

 

 

The religious background to the Gunpowder Plot 
 

The seeds for the Gunpowder Plot can be found in the climate of religious and political unrest which 

had existed in England since Henry VIII’s decision to divorce his Catholic wife, Catherine of Aragon 

and marry Anne Boleyn in the hopes of getting a male heir to the throne. Divorce was not permitted 

under the Roman Catholic religion. When the Pope, the head of the Catholic Church, refused to 

agree to Henry’s request and threatened him with excommunication, Henry took matters into his 

own hands. With the support and encouragement of certain of his ministers, the King declared 

himself Supreme Head of the Church in England instead.  

The so-called Act of Supremacy, enacted by the English parliament, recognised the King’s authority 

over the church and required churchmen and anyone in public office to swear an oath recognising 

Henry, not the Pope in Rome, as the new spiritual head of the Church. Anyone who refused to swear 

the Oath of Supremacy was treated as a traitor and faced execution for treason. 

Shortly after, the King ordered all the Roman Catholic monasteries, abbeys and convents to be 

closed down and confiscated their lands and wealth (the Dissolution of the Monasteries).  

During Henry’s reign, the country remained Catholic, but under his son, Edward VI, who had been 

brought up in the new Protestant religion, there was a move to make it a Protestant one. Church 

services were conducted in English instead of Latin, a new English prayer book was introduced and 

churches were stripped of their Catholic ornaments and paintings. A number of Catholic bishops 

were also imprisoned.    

Things changed back again for a while when Henry’s daughter, the Catholic Mary Tudor became 

queen. She tried to restore the country to the Catholic faith. She reversed the Act of Supremacy 

making the Pope Head of the church in England again. Protestants, who refused to worship in the 

Catholic faith, were treated as heretics and were executed, earning her the nickname of ‘Bloody 

Mary’.  

When Henry’s younger daughter, the Protestant Elizabeth (whom he had had with Anne Boleyn) 

became queen, she was keen at first not to alienate either Protestants or Catholics and tried to find 

a middle way. But eventually over time, as she began to fear invasion attempts from Catholic Spain, 
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and as a succession of plots against her were discovered (including one to replace her with her 

cousin, the Catholic Mary Queen of Scots) she and her ministers caused increasingly harsher laws to 

be enacted against Catholics. England was to all intents and purposes a Protestant country by the 

time of her death and Catholics were in the minority.  

When James I (who was Mary Queen of Scots’ Protestant son) was invited to become King of 

England on Elizabeth’s death, at first he showed an inclination to be tolerant of Catholics as long as 

they didn’t cause trouble and did not threaten his position. However, after two plots against him in 

the first two years of his reign - one organised by Catholic priests - he was persuaded to re-enact the 

harsh laws of his cousin, Queen Elizabeth. 

These included: 

 fines for refusing to attend Protestant (Anglican) church services or imprisonment if the fines 

were not paid 

 fines and imprisonment if discovered hearing the Catholic Mass 

 priests seeking to turn people back to Catholicism and particularly Jesuit priests, were 

declared traitors and if caught, would be arrested and executed.  

Most of those still loyal to the Catholic faith did what they could to endure the difficulties these laws 

brought and to keep out of trouble, even if this meant attending Anglican church services and 

worshipping in their own faith in secret. However, a band of desperate young men – many of them 

converts to Catholicism - disappointed in their hope for greater toleration from King James, decided 

to take matters into their own hands.  

So the Gunpowder Plot was born... 
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