
 

Edward VI 

Edward was king of England for only a few years, and died at 15, but his short reign saw the full-scale 

introduction of Protestantism.  

Edward was born on 12 October 1537 at Hampton Court Palace, the only 

legitimate son of Henry VIII. Henry's desperation for a son had led him to 

divorce two wives, but Edward's mother, Henry's third wife Jane Seymour, died 

a few days after his birth. Edward was given a rigorous education and 

was intellectually precocious, although his health was never strong. 

Edward became king at the age of nine, when his father died in January 1547. 

His father had arranged that a council of regency should rule on his behalf, but 

Edward's uncle, Edward Seymour, Duke of Somerset, took power and 

established himself as protector. Somerset and the archbishop of Canterbury, Thomas Cranmer, were 

intent on making England a truly Protestant state, supported by the young king. An English Prayer 

Book was issued in 1549 with an Act of Uniformity to enforce it. 

In the summer of 1549, peasants in the West Country revolted in protest against the Prayer Book. 

Kett's Rebellion in Norfolk was focused on economic and social injustices. At the same time, the French 

declared war on England. The Norfolk rebellion was suppressed by John Dudley, Earl of Warwick. In the 

atmosphere of uncertainty, Dudley exploited his success by bringing about the downfall of Somerset, 

who was arrested and later executed. Although Dudley, later duke of Northumberland, never took the 

title of protector, this is the role he now assumed. Protestant reform was stepped up - the new Prayer 

Book of 1552 was avowedly Protestant. Altars were turned into tables, religious imagery destroyed and 

religious orthodoxy was enforced by a new and more stringent Act of Uniformity. 

It soon became clear that Edward was suffering from tuberculosis and would not live long. 

Northumberland was determined that his religious reforms should not be undone, so he persuaded 

Edward to approve a new order of succession. This declared Mary illegitimate and passed the throne to 

Northumberland's daughter-in-law, Lady Jane Grey, who was a more distant descendant of Henry VIII. 



Edward died on 6 July 1553. However, Jane was only queen for a few days until, with overwhelming 

popular support, Mary took the throne. 

 

Lady Jane Grey 

Jane was nominal queen of England for just nine days in 1553, as part of an unsuccessful bid to 

prevent the accession of the Catholic Mary Tudor. 

Jane was born in the autumn of 1537, the daughter of the Marquess of 

Dorset. Through her mother, Lady Frances Brandon, she was the great-

granddaughter of Henry VII. At around the age of 10, Jane entered the 

household of Henry VIII's last queen, Katherine Parr where she was exposed 

to a strongly Protestant, academic environment. Jane developed into an 

intelligent and pious woman. 

In October 1551, her father was created duke of Suffolk and Jane began to appear at court. There, real 

power lay in the hands of the fiercely Protestant Duke of Northumberland, who acted as regent to the 

young king, Edward VI. In May 1553, Jane was married to Northumberland's son, Lord Guildford 

Dudley. 

It became clear that Edward was dying, and Northumberland was desperate to prevent the throne 

passing to Edward's half-sister and heir, the Catholic Mary Tudor. Northumberland persuaded the king 

to declare Mary illegitimate, as well as Edward's other half-sister Elizabeth, and alter the line of 

succession to pass to Jane. 

Edward died on 6 July 1553. Four days later, Jane was proclaimed queen. However, Mary Tudor had 

widespread popular support and by mid-July, even Suffolk had abandoned his daughter and was 

attempting to save himself by proclaiming Mary queen. Northumberland's supporters melted away and 

Suffolk easily persuaded his daughter to relinquish the crown. 

Mary imprisoned Jane, her husband and her father in the Tower of London. While Suffolk was 

pardoned, Jane and her husband were tried for high treason in November 1553. Jane pleaded guilty 

and was sentenced to death. The carrying out of the sentence was suspended, but Suffolk's support for 

Sir Thomas Wyatt's rebellion in February 1554 sealed Jane's fate. On 12 February, she and her 

husband were beheaded. Her father followed them two days later. 

 

  


