The Tudor Dynasty

• Henry Tudor became Henry VII after he
defeated Richard III at the Battle of
Bosworth Field.
• This was the culmination of over thirty
years of intermittent civil war between two
rival families vying for the English throne.
• Henry VII was related to both of these
families, but his claim to the throne was
weak.
• His reign was devoted to securing his
position and power.
• He was extremely shrewd and intelligent.
• He worked to weaken the other noble
families of England and reform the
administrative system and tax collection in
order to centralize authority.
• Though his goal was power and his
motive greed, the net result was a more
modern state. England really moves out of
the Middle Ages during his reign.

Henry VII
(reign: 1485-1509)

Henry VIII
(reign: 1509-1547)

• He inherited his father’s high intelligence,
but not his temperament. He was very
charismatic, but also egotistical, quick to
anger, and undisciplined.
• He nearly bankrupted the country
through extravagant spending and
foreign wars.
• He was married six times. The first
marriage was annulled. He beheaded his
second wife. His third wife died after
childbirth. He annulled the fourth
marriage. He beheaded his fifth wife.
• The first two marriages ended primarily
because they did not produce a male
heir. The first occasioned the break with
the Catholic Church, since it would not
sanction the annulment.
• Henry VIII used the break with Rome as
a pretext to seize Church property-dissolving monasteries, seizing land, and
melting down precious metals.

• He was the son of Protestant Jane
Seymour, Henry VIII’s third wife.
• He died at age 15, so England was
ruled primarily by a regency
council.
• Though Henry VIII had broken with
Rome, the real Protestant
Reformation happens under
Edward VI. Religious practice
becomes much less Catholic under
the direction of the regency.
• The Book of Common Prayer was
introduced, the backbone of the
service for the Church of England
to this day.

Edward VI
(reign: 1547-1553)

• She was the daughter of Catholic
Catherine of Aragon, Henry VIII’s
first wife.
• She tried to reverse the English
Protestant Reformation. Nearly 300
religious dissenters were burned at
the stake. Over 800 religious
dissenters went into exile abroad.
• She died at age 42, possibly of
cancer.
• Had she lived longer her religious
policies would probably have been
more successful. Her five year
reign, however, was too short to
reverse twenty five years of
Protestantism.

Mary I
(reign: 1553-1558)

Elizabeth I
(reign: 1558-1603)

• She was the daughter of Protestant
Anne Boleyn, Henry VIII’s second wife.
• Upon ascending the throne, she
reversed religious course again. It was
during her reign that the modern
Church of England developed.
• Though she was Protestant, she
resisted heavy handed persecution of
Catholics. Her relative toleration and
long reign helped to ensure that
England remained Protestant.
• She was cautious and moderate by
temperament. These traits along with
her relative frugality helped to restore
England’s financial health.
• She never married, using her eligibility
as a diplomatic tool and a way to retain
personal power.
• Because she had no direct heirs, she is
the last of the Tudor dynasty. Her
cousin James VI of Scotland inherited
the crown (becoming James I).

Social Class in
Tudor England

Three estates of Tudor
England
• clergy (religious elite) -->
ministers, bishops,
archbishops, etc.
• chivalry (lay elite) -->
aristocrats and gentlemen
• commonality --> (peasant,
artisan, and merchant class)
Each estate has a role in the
commonwealth; each has a
duty; and each shares in the
benefit (according to its
degree).

the Great Chain of Being

Distinctions in Tudor
Society
•
•
•
•

rank
degree within that rank
gender
age

People were taught that this
distinctions were natural and
divinely ordained by God.
Those with lower rank and
status were supposed to not
question their lot. To do so
was to rebel against God’s
will.

the Great Chain of Being

The Nobility
• At the top of
hierarchy are
the king and
immediate
family. They are
anointed by
God.
• The peerage are
Lord and Lady
those with
inheritable titles and also the high office holders in the
Church.
• Real power was based on landholdings and rent from the
great estates they inherited along with their titles.
• For example, in the early Tudor period in North Yorkshire,
the peerage owned about 25% of the available land and
the Church another 25%.

The Gentry

• The gentry were those who lived off
rents. They did not have to labor for
their living.
• Some had titles (knights and
baronets). The latter title was inherited
like the peerage.
• The gentry were usually local elites,
and they kept order and administered
justice within their sphere of influence.
• Though they collectively owned more
land than the peerage, their individual
holdings tended to be much smaller.
• Ordinary clergymen were generally
drawn from this rank.
• You could buy your way into this class
by registering a coat of arms.

Professions

physician

• The three vocations that required
a university education were
lawyers, the clergy, and
physicians.
• Those who pursued these careers
were from the better classes.
• Much medicine was practiced by
those without degrees (e.g.,
barber surgeons and
apothecaries). Only the wealthiest
actually paid to consult real
medical doctors.

Merchants, Traders, and Townsmen
• Less than 10% of the total
population lived in towns. About
5% lived in towns bigger than
5,000 inhabitants.
• The only city of note was London,
with a population of about 55,000
in the early 16th century.
• Great merchants could be
cheesemaker
wealthier than lesser
aristocrats and the gentry.
• Craftsman manufactured goods in their workshops. A
journeyman was someone who worked for wages for a
Master Craftsman. One had to apprentice to a master to
learn these types of trades.
• Most townsmen were laborers who worked for wages.

Yeomen, Husbandmen, and
Countrymen
• 98% of the population lived in the
countryside.
• Yeoman were owner occupiers who
possessed freehold land and
tenant farmers. They employed
laborers and produced substantial
surpluses for market in the towns.
• Husbandmen were small family
country housewife
farmers, generally holding less
than 30 acres. They supported their families and
produced a modest surplus for market.
• Countryside, crafts and tradesmen usually farmed too.
• Cottagers and laborers sometimes held a few acres of
rented land, but they relied mostly on wages for income.
They were the farm laborers for bigger tenants.

The Poor
• If a harvest failed, it could
mean disaster for small
farmer, as the margins for
survival were very thin.
• The death of a breadwinner
in a family could plunge
the survivors into poverty.
• Tudor England also had
gentleman and beggar
high mortality rates. The
worst case scenario was plague, when 20-30% of a town
could die within a few months. In the 16th century the
average lifespan was in early 30s. If you made it to your
20s, you were likely to live until your 40s or 50s. Living
into your 60s was rare.
• It was only toward the end of the Tudor era that a weak
social safety net begin to develop.

