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Henry VIII 
 

There were thousands of people who took Luther’s side in wanting to break away from the 
Church of Rome. Many thousands of people left the Church because they felt that it was no 
longer a true Church of Christ. However, not all of these people agreed with Luther on 
everything, thinking, ‘Yes, there is much that needs changing but it should be done by good 
men within the Church rather than rebellious people breaking away from the Church.’ They 
were worried about the 
conflict that would arise, and 
the pain and sorrow it could 
cause. These people did not 
have a strong voice, so many 
reformers broke away from 
the Roman Church and a 
number of different ‘reformed’ 
Churches came about. These 
included the Lutheran Church 
and the Reformed Church. 
Also, new reform leaders such 
as a man called John Calvin in 
Switzerland spoke out against 
the Catholic Church.  
 
Over a number of decades, the Reformation caused great changes to the structure of the 
Church and people’s relationships to God and Christ, but there was much bloodshed, 

burning and suffering in 
the process. Sadly, many 
people in power were 
not at all tolerant of 
people thinking 
differently to them, and 
arguments over the 
Reformation led to a 
series of wars. Some 
rulers were converted to 
Protestantism while 
others still supported 
the Catholic Church.  
 

Some existing churches were destroyed as a way for new churches to stake their claim and 
promote their ideals. Although it is very sad that people were hurt and killed because of the 
different opinions about the Reformation, positive things did come about in this challenging 
time. Some examples are that leaders of new churches had education at heart, so even poor 
children could get an education in some parts of Europe; some new Churches founded new 
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universities; and the music of Johan Sebastian Bach was influenced by the music of the 
Lutheran Church. 
 
In the Reformation we see the same change in the human mind as we see in the inventions 
of this time, the voyages of discovery, and how the Renaissance painters invigorated art. 
The Reformation came about because people would no longer tolerate the old ways of 
authority of the Church and the pope.  
 
There were still people who did not want to see any change – who wanted to keep the 
authority of the pope. In the south of Europe – Spain, Portugal, and Italy – people remained 
faithful to the Church in Rome. In these warm, sunny parts of Europe, the new spirit of the 
time did not penetrate religion. These people became discoverers, like Columbus or 

Magellan. This part of Europe also 
gave us Leonardo and Raphael.   
 
In the colder countries, however, 
those north of the Alps, art changed 
slowly, and there was little in the 
way of discoveries. The new spirit of 
the time was used there to bring the 
reformation of religion.  
 
Not everybody in the north of 
Europe wanted to break away from 
the Roman Church. This is what led 
to fighting and bloodshed. In 
Scotland the Protestants grew so 

strong that in the end the King, who was a Roman Catholic and did not want the 
Reformation, had to give in to the powerful preacher John Knox, who went on to create the 
Church of Scotland.  
 
In England it was the opposite. The Reformation came about 
in England because the King wanted it. While John Knox 
thought of the people of Scotland and how he could help 
them, King Henry VIII of England thought of himself.  
 
Henry wanted to divorce his wife, the Spanish princess, 
Catherine of Aragon (Ferdinand and Isabella’s daughter). It 
was very important to Henry that he have a son so that he 
had a successor to the throne, so he wanted to remarry. 
Catherine had only given him a daughter, Mary. At this time 
divorce went against the Roman Church. Henry thought that 
the Roman Church would make an exception for him, but the 
Pope refused to allow Henry to divorce. When Henry 
received the news that the Pope had denied his request, he 
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flew into a rage. Henry declared, “The Pope and his 
Church will not divorce me from my wife. I will have 
a Church that has nothing to do with Rome!” 
 
He dissolved England’s monasteries and took their 
wealth for England. He set to work to give the 
people of England access to the bible. Beginning in 
1536, every parish was required to have a copy. Any 
priests, monks or bishops who did not take an oath 
to recognise the king as the head of the Church were 
executed.  
 
The Church that Henry founded was not a new 
Church like Luther’s or Knox’s. It was the old Church 
with Henry as the authority, rather than the pope. 
This Church of England as it is called came about in a 
different way than other Churches of the 
Reformation. Now Henry could divorce his wife and 
marry a beautiful woman called Anne of Boleyn. She 
bore him a daughter Elizabeth.  
 
Henry was a charismatic charming man who was 
well-educated and was a talented athlete. He was 
extremely attractive, earning the nickname ‘Adonis’ 
(the Greek god of beauty). He was tall, over six foot, and he was agile and lean with a fair 
complexion. He had a thirst for jousting and was very good at it. He also enjoyed tennis and 
had a tennis court built at his palace which is still there today. He spent most of his reign 
living a healthy lifestyle.  
 

However, in 1536, he had a terrible 
jousting accident which left him with 
injuries that would affect him for the rest 
of his life. He had a head injury, and his 
leg was badly wounded. His leg never 
healed, and Henry was in a lot of pain 
from an ulcerated, pussy sore on his shin. 
He found it difficult to be as active as he 
had before, and everyone noticed that he 
was becoming quite round. The once 
sporty and generous king also became 
cruel, vicious and suspicious.  

 
Soon after marrying Anne, Henry grew tired of her. He did not even bother to divorce her; 
he just had her executed. This happened only four months after Henry’s accident. It was 
Henry’s third wife, Jane Seymour, who bore Henry a son, Edward. Sadly, Jane died two 
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weeks after giving birth. Henry went on to have three 
more wives. His last wife was a woman also called 
Catherine, who was a caring and peaceful woman. She 
persuaded Henry to put his daughters, Mary and 
Elizabeth on the order of succession, meaning they had 
a chance to become queens one day.  
 
Even though Henry was mean and brutal, the people of 
England were glad to be rid of an old Italian pope. The 
reason the English liked Henry was because he took the 
land and wealth away from the monasteries and closed 
them down. The people of England had come to think 
of monks as lazy and useless.  
 
After Henry’s death, England went through a very 
difficult time. Edward VI ruled for a few years and then 
died. Mary ruled next, but she was not a very good queen. She wanted to bring the Roman 
Catholic faith back to England and anyone who spoke out against this was burnt at the 
stake. When she died, the people of England rejoiced and looked forward to the reign of 
Elizabeth I. No-one could have known how long and stabilising a reign this would be.  
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