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the parliament of england 1559 1581 geoffrey rudolph elton represents a critical analysis of
English parliamentary history during the Elizabethan era, focusing on the years 1559 to 1581.
Geoffrey Rudolph Elton, a renowned historian, provided groundbreaking interpretations of the
Parliament of England, emphasizing its constitutional development and political significance during
this transformative period. This article explores Elton's insights into the legislative processes,
political dynamics, and historical context of the English Parliament under Queen Elizabeth I.
Through detailed examination, it highlights the evolution of parliamentary authority, religious
legislation, and the interplay between the Crown and Parliament. The analysis also considers Elton's
methodological contributions to Tudor historiography. The following sections offer a comprehensive
overview of the Parliament of England from 1559 to 1581 as interpreted by Geoffrey Rudolph Elton.

e The Historical Context of the Parliament of England 1559-1581

¢ Geoffrey Rudolph Elton’s Perspective on Tudor Parliamentary Development
e Key Legislative Acts and Political Themes in Parliament 1559-1581

e The Relationship Between the Crown and Parliament in Elizabethan England

e Elton’s Methodology and Impact on Tudor Historiography

The Historical Context of the Parliament of England
1559-1581

The period between 1559 and 1581 marks a significant phase in English history, dominated by the
reign of Queen Elizabeth I. The Parliament of England during these years played a pivotal role in
consolidating the Elizabethan religious settlement and shaping the political landscape of the nation.
This era followed the tumultuous reigns of Henry VIII, Edward VI, and Mary I, each of which
influenced the parliamentary framework in different ways. The Elizabethan Parliament was
instrumental in enacting laws that addressed religious uniformity, succession, and national security.
Understanding the historical context of this period is essential to grasp the importance of the
parliamentary sessions and the legislative agenda pursued under Elizabeth’s rule.

Political and Religious Climate

Elizabeth I ascended the throne in 1558 amidst religious division and political uncertainty. The
Parliament convened in 1559 was tasked with establishing a religious settlement that would resolve
conflicts between Catholics and Protestants. This settlement aimed to create a moderate Church of
England, reflecting Elizabeth’s policy of religious compromise. Furthermore, the political climate



was marked by tensions with foreign powers and internal threats, which influenced parliamentary
debates and decisions.

Parliamentary Structure and Function

During this period, the Parliament of England consisted of the House of Commons and the House of
Lords, with members drawn from the nobility, gentry, and borough representatives. Parliament’s
functions included granting taxation, passing legislation, and addressing grievances. Sessions were
summoned by the monarch and could be prorogued or dissolved at the Crown’s discretion, reflecting
the balance of power between the sovereign and the legislative body.

Geoffrey Rudolph Elton’s Perspective on Tudor
Parliamentary Development

Geoffrey Rudolph Elton was a preeminent 20th-century historian specializing in Tudor England,
whose scholarship profoundly influenced the understanding of the Parliament of England from 1559
to 1581. Elton argued that this period marked a crucial stage in the evolution of the English
constitution, emphasizing the increasing role of Parliament in government. His work challenged
earlier interpretations that downplayed parliamentary influence, instead highlighting its legislative
achievements and institutional consolidation.

Elton’s Interpretation of Parliamentary Authority

Elton viewed the Elizabethan Parliament as an active agent in shaping policy, particularly in
religious reform and governance. He asserted that Parliament was not merely a rubber-stamp
institution but exercised real influence through its control of legislation and taxation. This
perspective underscored the development of parliamentary sovereignty as a defining feature of
English constitutional history.

The Role of Key Figures According to Elton

Elton emphasized the importance of parliamentary leaders, such as the Speaker of the House of
Commons and influential nobles, in steering debates and legislation. He also examined Elizabeth I's
relationship with Parliament, portraying her as a monarch who skillfully navigated parliamentary
demands while maintaining royal prerogative. Elton’s analysis highlighted the negotiation and
compromise that characterized Tudor parliamentary politics.

Key Legislative Acts and Political Themes in Parliament
1559-1581

The Parliament of England between 1559 and 1581 passed several landmark statutes that shaped
the religious, political, and social fabric of Elizabethan England. These legislative acts reflected the
priorities of the Crown and Parliament in addressing the pressing issues of the day.



The Elizabethan Religious Settlement

One of the most significant legislative achievements was the Acts of Supremacy and Uniformity in
1559, which established the monarch as the supreme head of the Church of England and set out the
framework for religious worship. These acts aimed to stabilize religious practice and reduce
sectarian conflict, enforcing attendance at Anglican services and imposing penalties on recusants.

Legislation on National Security and Succession

Parliament also passed laws to secure Elizabeth’s rule and the realm against internal and external
threats. This included measures against Catholic conspiracies and the regulation of the succession to
the throne. The period saw increased parliamentary attention to issues of loyalty, treason, and the
control of dissent.

Economic and Social Legislation

Beyond religion and security, the Parliament addressed economic concerns such as taxation and
poor relief. Legislation was enacted to manage inflation, regulate trade, and provide for the
destitute, reflecting the broader social challenges of Elizabethan England.

e Acts of Supremacy and Uniformity (1559)

Penal Laws against recusants

Legislation on treason and sedition

Laws regulating trade and commerce

Poor Laws and social welfare provisions

The Relationship Between the Crown and Parliament in
Elizabethan England

The dynamics between Queen Elizabeth I and the Parliament of England from 1559 to 1581 were
characterized by a complex balance of power and mutual dependence. This relationship was central
to the functioning of Tudor governance and the development of English political institutions.

Elizabeth I's Control over Parliamentary Sessions

Elizabeth exercised significant control over when and how Parliament met. She summoned sessions
to secure necessary legislation and financial grants but also managed parliamentary debates to
avoid challenges to her authority. This control ensured that Parliament served royal interests while



allowing limited input from representatives.

Parliamentary Influence and Limitations

While Parliament had growing legislative responsibilities, its influence was constrained by the
monarch’s prerogative powers. Debates and petitions were often carefully moderated, and Elizabeth
was adept at managing dissent. Nonetheless, Parliament provided a forum for addressing grievances
and legitimizing royal policies.

Negotiation and Compromise

The period saw a pattern of negotiation between the Crown and parliamentary members, balancing
the need for effective governance with the desire for representation and accountability. This
interplay laid groundwork for later constitutional developments in England.

Elton’s Methodology and Impact on Tudor
Historiography

Geoffrey Rudolph Elton’s scholarly approach combined rigorous archival research with a focus on
political institutions and constitutional history. His analysis of the Parliament of England from 1559
to 1581 set new standards for understanding Tudor governance and parliamentary evolution.

Use of Primary Sources

Elton extensively utilized parliamentary records, state papers, and contemporary accounts to
reconstruct the legislative processes and political debates of the Elizabethan era. This
methodological rigor allowed him to challenge earlier narratives and provide a more nuanced
interpretation of parliamentary history.

Influence on Historical Scholarship

Elton’s work influenced generations of historians by emphasizing the importance of institutional
development and the role of Parliament in state formation. His interpretations contributed to a
reassessment of Tudor political history and remain foundational in the study of early modern
England.

Frequently Asked Questions

Who was Geoffrey Rudolph Elton?

Geoffrey Rudolph Elton was a renowned British historian known for his expertise on Tudor England



and the English Reformation.

What is the significance of the Parliament of England between
1559 and 1581?

The Parliament of England between 1559 and 1581 was significant for establishing the Elizabethan
Religious Settlement and passing important legislation that shaped the religious and political
landscape of England.

How did Geoffrey Rudolph Elton contribute to the study of the
Elizabethan Parliament?

Geoffrey Rudolph Elton contributed by providing detailed analysis of parliamentary records and
highlighting the role of Parliament in implementing the policies of Elizabeth I.

What were the main legislative achievements of the English
Parliament during 1559-1581?

The main legislative achievements included the Acts of Supremacy and Uniformity in 1559, which
established the Church of England's independence and uniform worship, as well as laws addressing
recusancy and rebellion.

How does Elton's interpretation of the 1559-1581 Parliament
differ from earlier historians?

Elton emphasized the active role of Parliament in governance and policy-making under Elizabeth I,
contrasting with earlier views that saw Parliament as largely passive or subordinate to the monarch.

What role did religion play in the Parliament of England from
1559 to 1581 according to Elton?

According to Elton, religion was central to Parliament's agenda during this period, as the legislative
body was instrumental in enforcing the Elizabethan Religious Settlement and suppressing Catholic
opposition.

Why is the period 1559-1581 crucial for understanding Tudor
governance?

This period is crucial because it marks the consolidation of Elizabeth I's authority, the establishment
of religious uniformity, and the development of parliamentary procedures that shaped Tudor
governance.

Where can one find Geoffrey Rudolph Elton's works on the
Parliament of England and Tudor history?

Elton's works can be found in academic libraries, historical journals, and books such as 'The Tudor



Revolution in Government,' which provide in-depth studies of Tudor England and its parliamentary
history.

Additional Resources

1. The Tudor Constitution: Documents and Commentary by Geoffrey Rudolph Elton

This book provides an in-depth analysis of the Tudor period's political and constitutional framework,
focusing on the development of English governance during the 16th century. Elton examines
primary documents and offers commentary on the parliamentary practices and legal structures
under Tudor monarchs. It is an essential resource for understanding the institutional history of
England, including the reign of Elizabeth I from 1559 to 1581.

2. The Parliament of England 1559-1581 by Geoffrey Rudolph Elton

A seminal work by Elton, this book meticulously explores the workings of the English Parliament
during the early years of Elizabeth I's reign. It analyzes the legislative processes, the relationship
between the Crown and Parliament, and the political dynamics of the period. This volume is crucial
for scholars interested in the development of parliamentary authority in Tudor England.

3. The Formation of the English State: 1485-1587 by Geoffrey Rudolph Elton

Elton investigates the political consolidation of England following the Wars of the Roses, culminating
in the late Tudor period. The book highlights the role of Parliament and the Crown in shaping the
English state, with particular attention to the years under Elizabeth I. It offers context for
understanding how parliamentary governance evolved alongside monarchical power.

4. Elizabeth I and Her Parliaments: The Politics of the Early Elizabethan Period by ].E. Neale

This classic study delves into the political interactions between Queen Elizabeth I and her
parliaments from 1559 to 1581. Neale explores how the monarch managed parliamentary sessions,
negotiated legislation, and confronted opposition. The book is a foundational text for anyone
studying Tudor political history and parliamentary development.

5. Parliamentary Government in Elizabethan England by Patrick Collinson

Collinson's work examines the structures and functions of parliamentary government during
Elizabeth I's reign. It discusses the balance of power, legislative achievements, and the political
culture of the time. The book provides a comprehensive overview of how Parliament operated as a
key institution in Tudor governance.

6. The Tudor Age: Politics and Government by Roger Lockyer

This book offers a broad survey of Tudor political history, including the role of Parliament between
1559 and 1581. Lockyer assesses the impact of Elizabethan policies on governance and the
development of political institutions. It is accessible for readers seeking a clear understanding of
Tudor political structures.

7. The Elizabethan World edited by Susan Doran and Norman Jones

A collection of essays covering various aspects of Elizabethan England, this volume includes
significant discussion on the period’s parliamentary history. Contributors explore legislative
developments, political crises, and the interaction between the monarch and Parliament. The book
provides a multi-faceted view of Elizabethan politics and society.

8. Government and Political Life in England: 1558-1603 by Conrad Russell
Russell's book provides an analysis of the political life during Elizabeth I's reign, focusing on the



institutions of government including Parliament. It discusses how political authority was exercised
and contested during the late 16th century. The work is important for understanding the
complexities of Tudor political culture.

9. Elizabeth I: The Shrewdness of Virtue by Anna Whitelock

This biography of Elizabeth I places significant emphasis on her relationship with Parliament
between 1559 and 1581. Whitelock explores how Elizabeth’s political acumen shaped her
governance and legislative agenda. The book offers insight into the personal and political
dimensions of Tudor parliamentary history.
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