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Unit 3: The Breadth Studies: 3.3 Reformation and discovery: Europe c.1492–1610

Unit 3 covers two themes on an extended period of at least 100 years, each with a focus on change, continuity, similarity and difference. You will show understanding of the main developments and 
turning points. The emphasis is on developing and interpreting a broad overview of the period studied. The examination tests this by asking two different types of questions.

In Section A, in which you choose one of two questions, you are required to answer a question covering a shorter timeframe, usually about 15–40 years.

2019 Question 1: ‘The issue of Indulgences was the most important criticism of the Catholic Church during the period from 1500 to 1531.’ Discuss. 
 
  
 
 
The command term is Discuss. So, in the context of this question, you will focus on the main idea in the question – Indulgences – and make an argument that 
considers it in relation to other relevant factors – criticisms of the Catholic Church in the context of the period 1500 to 1531. Your aim is to make a consistent and 
balanced judgement that is supported by factual evidence. 
 

• Indulgences were credited with shortening the amount of time a person spent in purgatory. Their sale was controversial as they were seen as a revenue stream 
for the Papacy and other sections of the clerical hierarchy.

• They were a key theme of the 95 Theses (October 1517) of the Augustinian monk, Martin Luther. These were written as a riposte to the Tetzel Mission –  an eight-
year programme of selling indulgences to raise money for the rebuilding of St Peter’s in Rome and for the personal enrichment of the Archbishop of Mainz, who 
was in need of cash to pay off his debt to the Fuggers of Augsburg.

• The situation escalated with a confrontation between Luther and Cardinal Cajetan (October 1518) at the Diet of Augsburg, where Luther refused to back down 
without evidence of biblical justification for Indulgences.

• The rift widened further in summer 1519 when Luther took part in a debate with Johann Eck at Leipzig. During this debate, Eck pushed Luther to agree with 
some of the ideas of the heretic, Jan Hus. 
 
 
 

• Luther’s criticisms were not confined solely to the issue of Indulgences. From the outset, the 95 Theses incorporated other criticisms, including questions 
regarding the wealth of the Papacy compared to its Christian flock, and Luther’s belief in the importance of faith in God in order to achieve salvation.

• Humanists such as Erasmus were also not solely concerned with the issue of Indulgences, and had many other criticisms, including the laxity of the clerical 
hierarchy (note In Praise of Folly).

• The support of the princes at the Diet of Speyer and in the Schmalkaldic League ensured the survival of Protestantism – Luther himself may not have survived his 
excommunication (confirmed at the Diet of Worms) had it not been for the protection granted him by Frederick the Wise.

• As the rift with the Church widened, areas of dispute other than Indulgences came to the fore: these can be seen in Luther’s 1520 tracts, which contained ideas 
that went significantly beyond those of indulgences. These tracts, and publications by others such as Zwingli also had an impact on wider concerns with the 
Church and its teachings. 

The named issue: Why indulgences were an important criticism of the Catholic Church:

The command term:

Areas of debate: Other criticisms of the Catholic Church included:

Section A: Specific events in a narrower timeframe

Questions can broadly be 
broken down into four parts:

1. The command term

2. The named issue

3. Areas of debate 

(leading to a judgement)

4. The required timeframe

Consideration of all of these is 
essential to a well-argued and 
historically justified answer.
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1511  Erasmus publishes In Praise of Folly.

1514  Leo X issues an Indulgence for the payment of the rebuilding of St Peter’s. Albrecht of Brandenburg is elected as Archbishop of Mainz.

1516  Novum Instrumentum omne, Erasmus’ translation of the New Testament into Greek is published.

1517  (October) Luther publishes his 95 Theses in Wittenberg.

1519  (January) Huldrych Zwingli beings preaching in Zurich using Erasmus’s New Testament; during his sermons his dissatisfaction with elements of the 

 � Catholic faith is increasingly apparent.

1521–2 Junker Jörg, Luther’s pseudonym at the Wartburg, completes his translation of the New Testament (based on Erasmus’s Greek version) into German. 

 � While in the Wartburg, Melanchthon attempts to steer Lutheranism in Wittenberg, guarding against the excesses of radicals such as Andreas Karlstadt.

1522  During Lent, Zwingli and a group of others eat smoked sausages in an effort to demonstrate that the rules surrounding Lenten fasting are not 

 � biblically justified. Zwingli secretly marries Anna Reinhart and petitions the Bishop of Constance to abolish the practice of clerical celibacy. Zwingli 
encourages Zurich to refuse to bow to pressure from the Papacy on the grounds that it is too corrupt to pass such judgements.

1529  The Colloquy of Marburg is held in an attempt to bring together the ideas of Luther and Zwingli. While they are able to agree on many areas of 

 � doctrine, the two are entirely opposed to each other’s views on the nature of the Eucharist, and the meeting ends in failure.

1531  Formation of the Schmalkaldic League between several German princes. It’s aims were self-protection against the Emperor and interference from the 

 � Catholic Church.

The required timeframe: Make sure you utilise details from across the timeframe. Following is an example of some events you may wish to include. However, 
other information can be used in addition to – or instead of – this material:
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2019 Question 2: How far was John Calvin the most significant influence on the spread of Protestantism between 1521–1559?  
 
  
 
 
The command term is How far. So, in the context of this question, you will focus on the main idea in the question – the influence of John Calvin – and make an 
argument that considers it in relation to other relevant factors – influences on the spread of the Reformation in the context of the period 1521–1559. Your aim is to 
make a consistent and balanced judgement that is supported by factual evidence. 
 

• As Lutheranism grew to become the orthodoxy of northern Germany, Calvin’s ideas had more of an international dimension to them and were embraced by 
communities and countries far beyond Switzerland – from Scotland in the north-west to Scandinavia in the east.

• Calvinism demanded a much greater commitment in every aspect of life from its followers and had political and social consequences, as well as religious ones.

• Predestination was a much more powerful and persuasive idea than Luther’s compromise of consubstantiation and highlighted the conservatism of many of 
Luther’s ideas – Calvin was not interested in preserving the status quo.

• Calvin was a much more subversive than Luther and did not need the support of princes to survive and thrive - Calvin was more personally involved in the 
implementation of his ideas in Geneva than Luther was in Wittenberg. 
 
 
 
 

• Luther was the first of this generation of reformers to challenge the authority of the Papacy; his tracts of the 1520s fully laid out his philosophy which influenced 
other Protestant reformers including Zwingli and Calvin.

• The spread of Protestantism was strong in German cities a long time before it took hold in Geneva – Calvin’s ideas were initially rejected by the Geneva 
authorities and it was not until the 1540s, by which time he had gained their full support, that he was able to establish himself more securely.

• The support of the princes at the Diet of Speyer and in the Schmalkaldic League ensured the survival of Protestantism – Luther himself may not have survived his 
excommunication (confirmed at the Diet of Worms) had it not been for the protection granted him by Frederick the Wise.

• The Peace of Augsburg established a religious status quo across Germany that was not challenged until 1618, whereas this was not achieved in other countries to 
which Calvinism spread, such as France. 
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Unit 3 covers two themes on an extended period of at least 100 years, each with a focus on change, continuity, similarity and difference. You will show understanding of the main developments and 
turning points. The emphasis is on developing and interpreting a broad overview of the period studied. The examination tests this by asking two different types of questions.

In Section A, in which you choose one of two questions, you are required to answer a question covering a shorter timeframe, usually about 15–40 years.

The named issue: Why John Calvin was an influence on the spread of the Reformation:

The command term:

Areas of debate: Other influences on the spread of the Reformation:  
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(leading to a judgement)

4. The required timeframe

Consideration of all of these is 
essential to a well-argued and 
historically justified answer.
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1521  Luther is given a final chance to recant his views at the Diet of Worms but is defiant and his excommunication is confirmed; with the aid of Frederick 

 � the Wise, he goes into hiding at Wartburg Castle.

1529  At the Diet of Speyer Protestant princes and cities defy Charles V’s demands they enforce the Edict of Worms.

1531  Formation of the Schmalkaldic League in which Protestant princes promise to defend each other from Catholic attacks.

1536  Calvin publishes the first edition of the Institutes.

1541  Calvin returns to Geneva, having been expelled in 1538, and he publishes the Ecclesiastical Ordinances.

1547  The religious wars between the Schmalkaldic League and the Holy Roman Empire begin.

1555  At the Peace of Augsburg Lutheran princes are granted cuius regio euius religio by the Holy Roman Empire – this toleration is not extended to Calvinists           

 � or any of the other radical Protestant groups.

1555  Calvin defeats the Libertines and has unchallenged influence over Geneva.

1559  The final version of Calvin’s Institutes is published; Calvin becomes a citizen of Geneva; the Academy of Geneva is set up to train pastors to take Calvin’s 

 � ideas to other countries.

The required timeframe: Make sure you utilise details from across the timeframe. Following is an example of some events you may wish to include. However, 
other information can be used in addition to – or instead of – this material:
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Questions can broadly be 
broken down into four parts:

1. The command term

2. The named issue

3. Areas of debate 

(leading to a judgement)

4. The required timeframe

Consideration of all of these is 
essential to a well-argued and 
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2019 Question 3: ‘The colonisation of the Americas was the most significant consequence of the age of exploration and discovery for Europe.’ Discuss with 
reference to the period from 1492 to 1610. 
 
 
 
 
The command term is Discuss. So, in the context of this question, you will focus on the main idea in the question – colonisation of the Americas – and make an 
argument that considers it in relation to other relevant factors – consequences of the age of exploration and discovery for Europe in the context of the period 1492 
to 1610. Your aim is to make a consistent and balanced judgement that is supported by factual evidence. 
 
 

• Colonisation gave European rulers an opportunity to further extend their power and influence; Spain in particular saw the Americas as their means to achieve 
this, although France and England tried to do the same in in North America.

• The Americas gave the Spanish access to large quantities of precious metals and colonisation helped to secure this supply which could then be spent on trade 
within Europe – not all of the consequences were positive though as the Spanish flooding of financial markets (especially with silver) led to rising inflation which 
had economic consequences for many countries.

• The Americas also contained other commodities that could be traded for profit back in Europe such as sugar, cotton and tobacco which would heavily influence 
European food and lifestyles for centuries afterwards. 
 
 
 

• The boost that American gold and silver gave to the European economy led to increased trading and the rise of the merchant classes in Western Europe.

• The stimulus to scientific and technological advance in ship design and navigation was also significant as it enabled European explorers to travel further and into 
areas that would previously have been considered too difficult to explore.

• It changed the balance of power within Europe, giving Spain access to resources that her rivals like France could not match and spurring other countries like 
England on to their own voyages of exploration.

• The opening of a sea route to south-east Asia opened up trading opportunities across the India Ocean. This was exploited by the Portuguese and later by the 
Dutch as it gave access to spices and silks more cheaply that could be sold in Europe. This would also come to influence European food and fashion.

The command term:

The named issue: Why the colonisation of the Americas was a significant consequence of the age of exploration and discovery for Europe:

Areas of debate: Other consequences of the age of exploration and discovery for Europe: 

Section B: Developments across a prolonged timeframe

In Section B, there is one compulsory question. It covers the duration of the timeframe or a period of at least 100 years. You will need to draw on material from across the timeframe.
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1492  Columbus encounters the island of the West Indies and opens up European exploration of the Americas.

1498  Vasco Da Gama makes the first Portuguese crossing of the Indian Ocean opening up trade with south-east Asia. 

1521  Cortes defeats the Aztecs and claims their empire for Spain.

1524  French expedition led by Giovanni da Verrazzano to explore the North American coastline from Florida to Newfoundland.

1532  Pizarro begins his campaign for control of the Incan Empire in Peru.

1572  Peru finally becomes part of the Portuguese Empire.

1585  The British colony of Roanoke is founded in Virginia, found abandoned in 1590.

1607  The British colony of Jamestown is founded in Virginia.

1608  A French trading post is established in Quebec.

1610  The Spanish establish a settlement at Santa Fe in New México.

The required timeframe: Make sure you utilise details from across the timeframe. Following is an example of some events you may wish to include. However, 
other information can be used in addition to – or instead of – this material:

Questions can broadly be 
broken down into four parts:

1. The command term

2. The named issue

3. Areas of debate 

(leading to a judgement)

4. The required timeframe

Consideration of all of these is 
essential to a well-argued and 
historically justified answer.

Think like a historian
To reach a valid – and supported – conclusion, you must 
consider a range of evidence, and a range of viewpoints, 
weigh them up and make a judgement on their worth.

Key words
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and difference  Evidence  Judgement
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