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Bonfire Night: History and Traditions

Learning objective: To understand the historical origins of Bonfire Night, the significance of the Gunpowder Plot,
and the societal reasons for its continued commemoration.

Read each flashcard carefully. Review the historical facts and reflect on the higher-order thinking questions
provided to deepen your understanding of this annual tradition.

What was the Gunpowder Plot of 1605?

A failed conspiracy by a group of provincial English
Catholics to assassinate King James I by blowing up the
House of Lords during the State Opening of Parliament.

Who was Guy Fawkes and what was his role?

A soldier and explosives expert who was caught guarding
the gunpowder hidden in the undercroft beneath

Parliament. He became the most famous face of the plot.

Why is Bonfire Night held on the 5th of November?

It commemorates the date in 1605 when the plot was
discovered and the King was saved from the explosion.

What is 'Treason' in the context of the 17th century?

The crime of betraying one's country or sovereign, often
punishable by death, which the plotters were accused of

committing.

What is an 'effigy' and how was it traditionally used?

A crude model or figure of a person, often representing
Guy Fawkes, traditionally placed on top of a bonfire to be

burnt.

Explain why fireworks are used to celebrate Bonfire
Night.

They are symbolic of the gunpowder and explosives that
were meant to be used in the attack, turning a destructive

act into a celebratory display.

Justify your answer: Is Bonfire Night a celebration of a
victory or a reminder of a tragedy?

It can be argued as both; it celebrates the survival of the
monarch and government, but is rooted in religious conflict

and a violent conspiracy.

Compare and contrast: How has the way we celebrate
Bonfire Night changed from the 1600s to today?

Historically, it was more focused on religious and political
loyalty; today, it is largely a community event focused on

public firework displays, sparklers, and traditional food like
toffee apples.

What might happen if the Gunpowder Plot had
succeeded?

The entire government would have been destroyed, likely
leading to a period of political chaos, religious upheaval,

and a change in the line of succession.

Explain why the monarch's safety was considered vital
in 1605.

The monarch was seen as the head of the state and the
church; their death would have caused a massive power

vacuum and potential civil instability.
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