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Historical Context 
James Stuart (James I of England and James VI of Scotland) 
succeeded Queen Elizabeth I as King.  
 
When James I (who was Mary Queen of Scot’s Protestant son) was 
invited to become King of England on Elizabeth’s death, at first 
he showed an inclination to be tolerant of Catholics however, after 
two plots against him in the first two years of his reign – one 
organised by Catholic priests – he was persuaded to re-enact the 
harsh laws of his cousin, Queen Elizabeth. 
 
These included: 

 Fines for refusing to attend Protestant (Anglican) church services or imprisonment if 
the fines were not paid. 

 Fines and imprisonment if discovered hearing the Catholic Mass (holy Catholic ritual). 
 Priests seeking to turn people back to Catholicism and particularly Jesuit priests, 

were declared traitors and if caught would be arrested and executed. 

 
Most of those still loyal to the Catholic faith did what they could to endure the difficulties 
these laws brought and to keep out of trouble, even if this meant attending Anglican church 
services and worshipping their own faith in secret.  

The King’s Spymaster – Robert Cecil 1st Earl of Salsibury 
Cecil was the chief minister to both Queen Elizabeth I and King 
James I after her.  He was a brilliant and clever statesman who was 
prepared to go to extreme lengths to create political stability in England.  
One of the tools that helped him was the network of spies and 
informers that he controlled.  He posted spies or ‘intelligencers’ as 
they were called, across the country and abroad to gather evidence of 
intrigues, plots and assassination attempts on the King. 
 

 
The Houses of Parliament 
 
 
 
 
 

 
The Tower of London 

 Glossary  (see vocabulary PowerPoint) 

There is a good deal of archaic - a word or a style of language no longer in everyday use - language in the novel as it is set 
in a different period of history. 
 
Some examples of archaic words include those for different garments:            

 
doublet                              breeches                                     jerkin              ruff                                                                   

Cressida speaks about ‘The great 

Mr Shakespeare and his famous 
plays.’ 
 
William Shakespeare wrote his 
plays during the reigns of 
Elizabeth I and then James I.  
James I was a great believer in 
witchcraft and magic, and he wrote a book called 
Dæmonologie in 1597.   
 
It is highly likely that Shakespeare wrote his Scottish play: 
Macbeth, which has 3 witches as focal characters, 
knowing that this would please his King. 



TOP SECRET – Don’t read until your teacher gives you the go-ahead!! 

Guy Fawkes and the Gunpowder Plot 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

The author found inspiration for 
the book from the ruins at 
Cowdray and these portraits of 
Jacobean noblemen and women. 

 
 
 
If you 
enjoyed 
Black 
Powder, you 
could read 
The Buried 
Crown, Ally’s 
second 
novel, which 
is set during 
World War II. 
 
 
 
 

 

Key dates: 

1530 King Henry VIII finally divorces Queen Catherine 

of Aragon 

1531 Henry VIII breaks away from the Catholic Church 

and becomes Head of the Church of England. 

1533 Henry marries Anne Boleyn in a secret ceremony 

1603 Queen Elizabeth I dies and James I becomes King 

26th Oct 1605 Lord Monteagle receives a mysterious 

letter advising him not to attend the state opening of 

Parliament. He takes it to the King’s minister, Robert 

Cecil. 

5th Nov 1605 The Gunpowder Plot is discovered 

1606 Guy Fawkes is executed 

 


