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\b Religious context

Shakespeare lived in an England full of religious
uncertainty and dispute. From the Protestant Refor-
mation to the translation of the Bible into English,
the Early Modern era is punctuated with events that
have greatly influenced modern religious beliefs.

The Reformation

Until the Protestant Reformation, the only Christ-
ian church in western Europe was the Catholic, or
“universal,” church. Beginning in the early sixteenth
century, religious thinkers such as Martin Luther and
John Calvin, who claimed that the Roman Catholic
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Church had become cor-
rupt and was no longer
following the word of
God, began what has
become known as the
Protestant Reformation.
The Protestants (“protes-
tors”) believed in salvation
by faith rather than
works. They also believed
in the primacy of the
Bible and advocated giv-
ing all people access to
reading the Bible.

Many English people
initially resisted Protestant
ideas. However, the
Reformation in England
began in 1527 during the
reign of Henry VIII, prior
to Shakespeare’s birth. In
that year, Henry VIII
decided to divorce his

wife,  Catherine  of

A pontrait of King Henry VIll, artist unknown, ca. 1542.
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Aragon, for her failure to produce a male heir. (Only
one of their children, Mary, survived past infancy.)
Rome denied Henry's petitions for a divorce, forc-
ing him to divorce Catherine without the Church’s
approval, which he did in 1533.

The Act of Supremacy

The following year, the Pope excommunicated
Henry VIII while Parliament confirmed his divorce
and the legitimacy of his new marriage through the
Act of Succession. Later in 1534, Parliament passed
the Act of Supremacy, naming Henry the “Supreme
Head of the Church in England.” Henry persecuted
both radical Protestant reformers and Catholics who

remained loyal to Rome.

Henry VIII's death in 1547 brought Eded VI,
his 10-year-old son by Jane Seymour (the king’s

third wife), to the throne. Edward’s succession

gave Protestant reformers
the chance to solidify
their break with the
Catholic Church. During
Edward’s reign, Arch-
bishop Thomas Cranmer
established the foundation
for the Anglican Church
through his 42 articles of
religion. He also wrote the
first Book of Common
Prayer, adopted in 1549,
which was the official text
for worship services in
England.

.

Bloody Mary
Catholics continued to
be persecuted until 1553,
when the sickly Edward
VI died and was suc-
ceeded by Mary, his half-
sister and the Catholic
daughter of Catherine of
Aragon. The reign of Mary witnessed the rev?rsal of
religion in England through the restoration of
Catholic authority and obedience to ROII.IC. Protes-
rants were executed in large numbers, which earned
the monarch the nickname Bloody Mary. ‘Many
Protestants fled to Europe ©© escape persecution.

Elizabeth, the daughter of Hc_nry VIII and Anne
Boleyn, outwardly complicd' with the’ m«':_lndated
Catholicism during her half-sister Mary’s reign, but
she restored Protestantism when she took the throne
in 1558 after Mary’s death. Thus, in the space of a
single decade, England’s throne Passed from Protes-
tant to Catholic to Protestant with each change car-
rying serious and deadly consequences.

Though Elizabeth rcigned' ifl relative peace ﬁ:om
1558 to her death in 1603, re!xglon was still a serious
concern for her subjects- I?urmg S'hakeSPearcs life, a
great deal of religious dissent existed in England.
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Many Catholics, who remained loyal to Rome and
their church, were persecuted for their beliefs. At the
other end of the spectrum, the Puritans were perse-
cuted for their belief that the Reformation was not
complete. (The English pejoratively applied the term
Puritan to religious groups that wanted to continue
purifying the English church by such measures as
removing the episcopacy, or the structure of bishops.)

The Great Bible

One thing agreed upon by both the Anglicans and
Puritans was the importance of a Bible written in
English. Translated by William Tyndale in 1525, the
first authorized Bible in English, published in 1539,
was known as the Great Bible. This Bible was later
revised during Elizabeth’s reign into what was known
as the Bishop’s Bible. As Stephen Greenblatt points
out in his introduction to the Norton Shakespeare,
Shakespeare would probably have been familiar with
both the Bishop’s Bible, heard aloud in Mass, and
the Geneva Bible, which was written by English
exiles in Geneva. The last authorized Bible produced
during Shakespeare’s lifetime came within the last
decade of his life when James I's commissioned
edition, known as the King James Bible, appeared
in1611.
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