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            INTRODUCTION

          

        

      

    

    
      Late Medieval Europe: Europe in History, PART TWO, invites you to walk alongside the people who made their age restless — King John wrestling with his barons over the Magna Carta (1215 CE), Pope Boniface VIII locking horns with monarchs and suffering the Outrage of Anagni (1303 CE), and William of Ockham probing the very nature of truth and authority. This section of the journey moves through the clashes between crown and church, faith and power, showing how rulers such as Philip IV of France (r. 1285–1314 CE) forced Europe to rethink who should hold ultimate authority long before the modern era arrived.

      From there the story turns to the chaos of divided faith. The Western Schism (1378–1417 CE) rends Christendom as rival popes vie for allegiance, and Emperor Sigismund steps onto the stage at the Council of Constance (1414–1418 CE) to try to heal a fractured church. These chapters follow the drama of councils, negotiations, and relentless political maneuvering, revealing how figures from Boniface VIII through to Sigismund — and the reforming thinkers who reacted to them — helped shape a Europe still searching for unity.

      War and ambition carry us across the Channel into the long, grinding contest between England and France. Edward III’s early triumphs on the battlefield set a tone of pride and possibility for England; the later troubles of Richard II, and the strains within the Plantagenet dynasty, leave a kingdom pushed to its limits and looking for new claimants and new conflicts.

      France, meanwhile, suffers its own ruptures. The Valois kings — beginning with Philip VI — confront political fractures that deepen under the mentally ill Charles VI, whose incapacity fuels factional rivalry and civil war. Out of that chaos a young woman, Joan of Arc, will rise as a startling emblem of faith and defiance: her leadership rallies French forces, crowns a king in Charles VII, and alters the course of the struggle in ways few had expected.

      But these centuries are about more than crowns and battlefields. In the Holy Roman Empire, the balance of power is a constant negotiation — electors and emperors bargaining, scheming, and jockeying for authority across a patchwork of principalities. And in Italy, new voices begin to be heard: Petrarch and a growing circle of merchant humanists reshape how people read, write, and value the past. As literacy spreads beyond cloistered elites, merchants, scholars, and rulers together lay the groundwork for a new intellectual world.

      I wrote this book to weave a cast of extraordinary figures — John, Philip IV, Edward III, Sigismund, Petrarch, Joan of Arc, and many others — into a single, continuous narrative that reads vivid and human. Late Medieval Europe: Europe in History is not simply a chronicle of what happened; it is an attempt to explain why the Middle Ages did not vanish overnight and how their aftershocks still shape our political fights, cultural arguments, and the ways we imagine ourselves today. These are not distant, dusty characters in a museum case but living presences whose choices, failures, and stubborn ideals continue to reverberate through our institutions and identities.
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CHAPTER 1


          

          
            THE MAKING OF MAGNA CARTA

          

        

      

    

    
      In the third volume of The Penguin History of Europe, the author advances a striking claim: common law functioned not merely as a body of rules but, in effect, as a mode of collective responsibility—and, crucially, as a potent instrument by which the crown could curb the power of the great barons. The rise and widespread reach of common-law institutions, he argues, cannot be disentangled from the political convulsions surrounding the Magna Carta; the two developments were entangled, each shaping and constraining the other as royal justice expanded across the realm.

      Now, let's first trace the exact sequence by which the Magna Carta came to be issued.

      The story opens with John’s father — Henry II, the first Plantagenet king — the man whose reign set the stage for the conflicts, institutions, and dynastic entanglements that would shape John's tumultuous rule.

      Henry II successfully ascended to the throne of England in 1154. Before he claimed that supreme seat, England had been torn apart by a nineteen-year civil war over the succession — the period historians now call the Anarchy — a conflict that left the whole kingdom in disorder, a kind of “jungle” where the strong preyed on the weak.

      According to the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle: "At that time everyone began to seize their neighbors' goods without restraint; men even openly declared that Christ and his saints were asleep." That stark lament captures how profoundly chaotic English society had become.

      When Henry II ascended the throne in 1154, he set about rebuilding the shattered social order of England with the kind of decisiveness that makes history feel like a story being rewritten. He moved quickly to displace many of the officials appointed under the previous chaos — replacing numerous sheriffs and royal officers whose loyalty lay with the anarchy — while also using reconciliation where it served the crown. He ordered the demolition or slighting of the many castles hastily thrown up during the civil war — the so‑called adulterine castles — and took measures to curb the roving bands of mercenaries and private armed retainers that had flourished in the disorder.

      Henry then sent royal agents and commissioners throughout the realm to press a simple, piercing question on the local magnates: by what right do you hold this land? The point was to force the production of charters, writs, and other documentary proof of tenure; where no satisfactory legal claim could be shown, the crown moved to reassert control over the territory through confiscation or legal action. In short, Henry II’s remedies were sweeping — like shutting down a broken system and booting it up again.

      In that “shutdown and reboot,” Henry relied on two particularly effective methods that together pushed power decisively toward the center of the English state.

      The first move was to turn the Exchequer into a machine for extracting money on an unprecedented scale. The Exchequer itself predated him, but Henry II institutionalized and exploited it, so that nobles no longer merely paid routine feudal dues — they were hit with big levies at every turn: payments on marriage, on inheritance and reliefs, and on succession to titles. If a baron preferred not to take the field, he could commute his service by paying scutage. Under Henry II’s relentless exactions, few great men managed to stay clear of debt to the crown. Owe the king money, and he always had a pretext to summon, fine, or even imprison you.

      His method was like raising a great chopping axe high above the nobles’ heads — the blade did not fall at once, but it could come down in an instant the moment a lord showed signs of political disloyalty. Look at the early Plantagenet years: Henry’s own sons — Henry the Young King, Richard, and Geoffrey — repeatedly fomented rebellion, most famously in the revolt of 1173–74, and each time they fled to the Continent seeking support. That pattern was possible because, in England, many of the great barons had long been kept in check by the web of financial obligations and royal authority that Henry had tightened around them.

      Another measure Henry II took to tighten royal control was the far‑reaching judicial reform often associated with the Assize of Clarendon in 1166. In practice this reform did double duty: it extended the crown’s claim to serious crimes and it turned royal justice into a steady source of revenue. Henry ordered that a range of offences — land disputes of a serious kind, murder, robbery, theft, arson, forgery of documents, and even the unauthorized minting of coin — be brought into the royal courts. To enforce this, the king dispatched itinerant royal justices (the justices in eyre) to the counties. They worked with local panels of twelve free men — the presentment juries — and, in many instances, their arrival cut across the local judicial authority that noble lords had long exercised.

      Court sessions produced money in several ways: fees for bringing cases, amercements and fines levied on the losing party, and the sale of writs and charters for administrative services such as confirming land titles or granting privileges. Those writs and privileges became an important and regular source of royal income.

      Henry’s reforms also borrowed from the language of municipal self‑government. If a lord wanted to preserve judicial control over his manor, he could seek a royal franchise or charter that exempted his court from certain royal interventions — in other words, a formal grant of jurisdictional privilege rather than a mere one‑time payment. At the same time, the new royal itinerant courts created opportunities for influence: wealth and connections could bend justice, and the reality was that money and political clout often helped tilt outcomes in the crown’s courts, even if they did not determine every case outright.

      Perhaps most explosive was the crown’s insistence that clerics accused of secular crimes fall under royal jurisdiction as well. That pressure — part of a broader struggle over legal privilege that included measures like the Constitutions of Clarendon earlier in the 1160s — put Henry on a collision course with Thomas Becket, the Archbishop of Canterbury. The question of whether clergy could claim ecclesiastical immunity from royal justice became a central and incendiary issue in their quarrel.

      Through the work of the Exchequer and the royal itinerant justices (the eyres), Henry II had pushed the crown’s annual income up markedly by the early 1180s — from roughly £13,000 at his accession to about £22,000, nearly doubling the royal revenue through tighter financial administration and more systematic record‑keeping.

      When Henry II died in 1189, his son Richard—Richard the Lionheart—came to the throne. He was a very different ruler. Henry had been absorbed in running England: tending its lands, administering justice and steadily building up its strength and influence. Richard’s passions lay elsewhere; he was bent on measuring himself against the king of France, and, as contemporaries often quipped, seemed to remember he was King of England only when he needed money.

      So although the English today hold Richard the Lionheart in deep affection and admiration, the man himself cared remarkably little for England. How deep was his indifference? To finance the Third Crusade he sold off almost everything he possessed in England — lands, castles, offices and titles — skimming down the royal patrimony to fund his ventures abroad. What Henry II had painfully wrested from Scotland after 1174 was casually undone: Richard renounced the English overlordship of Scotland in return for 10,000 marks. Over the four years of the crusade he squeezed close to 150,000 marks out of the country in one way or another.

      The English people had barely dared to hope for his return when, on his journey home, he was seized and held for ransom. The nation rallied and produced another vast sum — roughly 150,000 marks — to win their king back. But that was not the end of the story: during those years away his scheming brother John conspired with rivals and made moves that compromised English and Angevin interests. Castles and territories were lost or fell into dispute and had to be reconquered. When Richard finally returned in 1194 he spent the remaining years of his life campaigning to restore his continental domains, and he continued to wring England for large sums — by some reckonings on the order of tens of thousands of pounds a year — to pay for those wars.

      In short, Richard the Lionheart’s days were filled with extracting England’s wealth and waging war abroad. Yet despite his disregard for the homeland, the English barons followed him for a single, decisive reason: he was valiant and an extraordinary military commander. In that age, martial excellence trumped almost everything else. His brother John, however, was the complete opposite of Richard.

      John had two deadly defects: a rotten character and an appetite for misdeeds so plentiful they could not be tallied. Here are some of the more telling episodes.

      Henry II had a particular soft spot for his youngest son, John. The king’s later years were haunted by quarrels with his elder sons—Henry the Young King, Richard and Geoffrey—and much of his reign was spent fending off their revolts and jockeying over lands and succession. Part of that turmoil sprang from Henry’s efforts to provide for John and from the family’s constant, bitter jockeying for advantage. When the old king’s household frowned upon the endless rebellions and urged him to make peace, there is a famous, almost theatrical story that a list of rebels was placed before him — and that John’s name appeared on it. That tale may be more anecdote than hard fact, but it captures the bitter discovery that, by the end of his life, Henry had learned of his son’s duplicity; the blow to a father’s heart was as if it had been struck with a hammer.

      When Richard was away on the Third Crusade, John saw his chance. He schemed and parleyed with Philip II of France to advance his claim, playing on the absences and betrayals that war and imprisonment had brought. And later, when Arthur of Brittany — the son of John’s brother Geoffrey and a serious rival for the Angevin inheritance — was captured (at Mirebeau in 1202) and then disappeared the following year, suspicion fell heavily on John. Medieval chroniclers and later historians have widely accused him of arranging Arthur’s death; the exact circumstances remain murky, but the charge of kin-slaying haunted John’s name and his reputation for cruelty.

      Even more disgracefully, shortly after taking the throne John did what no prudent king should do: he abducted and married Isabella of Angoulême, a young noblewoman who had already been promised in marriage to Hugh IX de Lusignan, a powerful vassal of the French crown. Philip II seized on this personal affront as a convenient pretext to summon John to account and then to declare his continental fiefs forfeit. Though the formal title Duke of Aquitaine was not instantly or ceremonially stripped from the English king, Philip’s campaign overran much of Aquitaine and other Norman possessions; in practice John was left clutching little more than parts of Gascony.

      John’s second great failing was his military incompetence. His brother Richard I, for all his faults, had fought Philip with considerable success and suffered few decisive reverses; John, by contrast, met defeat after defeat and won scarcely anything of consequence. English nobles, scornful of his repeated failures on the field and his lack of courage, mockingly dubbed him “Softsword.”

      By 1204 even the Plantagenet stronghold of Normandy had fallen to Philip II (Philip Augustus). Many Norman nobles then found themselves in the awkward position of holding fiefs on both sides of the Channel—lands in Normandy and lands in England. Philip demanded that those who still held Norman estates present themselves in Normandy to do him homage, and he threatened confiscation of any Norman fiefs held by men who failed to submit.

      Confronted with that wrenching choice, some of the nobles turned back to Normandy and swore fealty to Philip; others stayed in England. Those who remained often asked a single, bitter question: by abandoning their Norman lands they would in effect be pouring both their service and their loyalty into King John’s hands—didn’t that justify some form of compensation? That very thought, and the shared vulnerability it revealed, helped forge among the Normans in England a collective sense of common plight.

      Do not be fooled by John’s rotten reputation and disastrous campaigns: in practice he was an unusually effective manager of royal finances. Even in his worst years the crown’s receipts climbed to about £37,500 — a sum frequently cited by historians and roughly fifty percent higher than the averages recorded under his father, Henry II, and his brother, Richard I.

      How painstakingly he squeezed money out of his kingdom becomes clear when you look at scutage. Scutage — literally a “substitute” payment (sometimes called “shield‑money”) — was supposed to be paid when a tenant‑in‑chief could not perform personal military service for a royal campaign. In theory it was tied to an actual expedition and should not have been levied in years without campaigning. John, however, found every conceivable pretext to call it in, and over the course of his sixteen‑year reign he exacted scutage no fewer than eleven times.

      The second scandal concerned noblewomen’s freedom in marriage — whether to marry, to remarry, to choose a suitor, or even to remain single, all of it could be bought and sold. As noted above, John had seized a vassal’s fiancée and had annulled the marriage of a former queen; these were not isolated abuses but debts he had run up against others. Later, when his former wife sought to remarry, John said she might — provided someone paid a staggering sum. Some sources put that price at 20,000 marks, and the demand shocked everyone; John, however, did not care. He no longer bothered with his reputation, because he plainly had no regard for such things.

      Why did John hoard money with such frantic greed? The motive was plain: he wanted to buy back the lands he had lost. With vast territories wrested from his control, resentment was the natural response.

      After multiple campaigns, each ending in failure, John’s distrust of the barons hardened into a near‑paranoia: every noble could be read as a traitor or a French agent. So he changed tack — squeezing the nobles’ coffers dry and using the proceeds to hire soldiers for pay.

      A mercenary policy, if it is to work, follows a simple logic: raise the money at home and recruit the troops abroad. If you have already bled the English aristocracy of its cash, don’t expect those same men to take the field for you. In practice you can usually have either money or manpower, not both. England is an island: the smart play is to extract funds from your nobility while cultivating conciliatory ties with Wales and Scotland so they will supply men. John did not follow that playbook. He pressed the English barons hard for cash, and at the same time he ruled Wales and tried to dominate Scotland with harsh measures that won him few friends. In the end, when he launched his campaign in France, much of the money still came from England’s nobles and a large portion of the troops were their levies as well — even though he had also employed hired soldiers from abroad and relied on allies on the continent.

      This course of action was bound to cause trouble — people were already seething with resentment. Yet it would not necessarily spark an immediate, kingdom‑wide upheaval, for the barons could not organize themselves overnight. But order a full mobilization and summon every noble to assemble at once, and how could that not light the fuse?

      The later Magna Carta can be seen as the almost inevitable consequence of the king’s failure to handle the separation of money from military obligation properly — the gradual shift from owed service to paid exemptions (scutage) that broke old expectations and left grievances to fester until they erupted.

      Second, if your plan was to sideline the great nobles, you needed the Church on your side — and John failed to secure it. When the Archbishopric of Canterbury became vacant, the English clergy held their own election. John exploded: “You didn’t consult me and decided this yourselves? I will name someone, and you will elect him.” The clergy refused and appealed to the pope.

      The shadow of the Becket affair still loomed large. After Thomas Becket’s murder and the outcry that followed, Henry II’s efforts to dominate ecclesiastical justice were weakened and papal influence over appeals and church affairs in England grew. So by precedent and agreement, a decision from Rome carried decisive weight. Pope Innocent III declared the competing local choices invalid and said he would send a candidate of his own. The man he chose was Stephen Langton — a learned, reform-minded churchman shaped by the same currents that had rallied around Becket.

      John, however, reacted like a cornered ruler. He openly forbade Langton from setting foot on English soil, seized the temporalities and lands of the see of Canterbury, and ruthlessly dispossessed any clergy who dared to oppose him. The struggle had become not just a quarrel over an appointment, but a test of who truly held power in England.

      At the time, Pope Innocent III was locked in a fierce struggle with Otto IV, the Holy Roman Emperor, and both sides were stretched to their limits. Preoccupied by that conflict, Innocent had no wish to open another major front, so he urged the contending parties in England — King John and the monks of Canterbury — to stand down and come to terms. That was undeniably a generous concession to John. John agreed outwardly, saying, “All right, let’s talk.”

      Once he had confiscated the temporalities of the Canterbury see, John immediately began pocketing the rents and revenues. The sudden windfall sharpened his appetite; instead of settling, he grew more covetous, scheming to hold on to the income for years — even entertaining the thought of dragging the dispute out for a decade or more.

      He dragged the quarrel out for a full two years. Innocent III could not afford to see papal authority humbled, and with no other viable option he acted decisively: by 1208 England was placed under papal interdict and, a year later, John himself was put under excommunication. The effect was dramatic — public, parish-based sacramental life was brought to a standstill across much of the kingdom. Parish Masses and many public rites were suspended, though private devotion continued and certain emergency or private sacraments (for example, baptisms in urgent cases or absolution for the dying) were often treated as exceptions in practice.

      Had Innocent stayed aloof, the situation might have played out very differently; his intervention instead enraged John. Furious and unrepentant, the king struck back. He confiscated the Church’s lands and revenues throughout England and turned ecclesiastical property into immediate royal income. Contemporary chroniclers also accuse him of detaining the women tied to clerics — mistresses or dependents — and using their release as leverage to extract money from the clergy. Even allowing for the uncertainty of those reports, the seizure of church estates proved immensely profitable: contemporaries and later estimates suggest that the royal coffers received some £100,000 over three years from these measures, a sum that, by the standards of the day, sharply boosted John’s fiscal resources.

      In 1209 Innocent III formally excommunicated John. John paid it no heed; far from being alarmed, he kept collecting rents and taxes, privately pleased as the coffers swelled. By 1212 he had amassed a substantial sum. He used that money to raise an army, his eyes fixed on challenging France and reclaiming what he had lost there. But at that critical moment a rebellion flared in Wales, forcing him to divert his attention. By the time John at last quashed the uprising and stood ready to move against Philip, the initiative had already slipped from his hands — Philip was moving decisively on the Continent, and the French cause was gathering strength.

      The young son of King Philip II — the future Louis VIII — would become the standard-bearer of those ambitions. When French banners advanced with the cry “to root out tyranny and restore the old order,” many in London, weary of John’s rule, were ready to treat them as deliverers: citizens laid out food and drink as if greeting an army of justice. John’s nobles, already deeply disaffected and nursing their own designs, were naturally ill-prepared in such a crisis and were quickly routed.
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            JOHN VS. THE BARONS

          

        

      

    

    
      King John governed at home with a heavy hand, squeezing his subjects through relentless exactions and arbitrary fines — a kind of racketeering that provoked widespread complaint among the nobility and deeply offended them. He compounded his unpopularity by tangling with the Roman Church: his refusal to accept the pope’s choice for the Archbishop of Canterbury (Stephen Langton) brought the dispute to a head. In 1208 the church placed England under an interdict, and in 1209 Pope Innocent III escalated the penalty by formally excommunicating the king. The blow was like a violent storm striking the foundations of his rule, leaving his reign precarious and his authority greatly weakened.

      By 1212 the domestic tensions had hardened, and John began to prepare for a campaign against France in the hope of diverting attention and restoring his lost continental power — a struggle that would come to a head in the years that followed (notably in 1214). But his plan unraveled before it could really take shape. Trouble flared in the rear: a wide-scale uprising erupted in Wales, where local princes and communities rose against John’s rule. Philip II of France seized the opportunity to press his advantage, pressing offensives that would, over the next two years, make the situation even worse for England. Many Londoners began to lose confidence in their king and to look to outside help — a sentiment that, in the later crisis, would lead some to welcome French intervention. Meanwhile, the English nobles who had long professed loyalty even as they privately resented him found themselves unable to mount a coordinated, effective resistance to the mounting chaos.

      Seeing his rule teetering on the brink of collapse, King John moved with astonishing speed and did the unthinkable. First came a dramatic about-face: he agreed to return the church lands he had confiscated and accepted Stephen Langton as Archbishop of Canterbury. To sweeten the bargain for Rome, he also promised to increase the annual payment to the Roman Curia—to 1,000 marks. Even more astonishingly, he formally yielded the important realms of England and Ireland to the Pope, accepting papal overlordship and becoming a vassal of Innocent III.

      Judging John’s sudden contrition sincere, Innocent III immediately changed course. He reversed his hostility and withdrew papal support for any French intervention—ordering the French to stand down. In a single, startling stroke, the crisis that had threatened to topple King John’s rule was unexpectedly and almost effortlessly defused.

      With his domestic troubles finally steadied, King John did not abandon the one great objective that had never left his mind: unraveling Philip of France. Philip II had spent years expanding his power, nibbling away at territories in the north that had once belonged to others and in doing so had gathered a long list of enemies. Fate and family brought an ally: the Holy Roman Emperor Otto IV — John’s nephew (through John’s sister Matilda) — and the two men struck an immediate accord.

      Their plan was straightforward and bold. Otto would move from the north, gathering a force of northern nobles from the likes of Blois, Flanders and Lorraine, while John would put to sea and land in Gascony. The idea was a classic pincer: press from north and south and squeeze Philip between them. The campaign came to its head at the famous 1214 Battle of Bouvines.

      The result is well known: Philip II won a decisive victory. Why did an Anglo‑German coalition that once seemed so strong collapse? There were four main failings. First, the theater was too wide — the north‑to‑south front was overextended, and in an age without reliable long‑range communications the armies could not coordinate. Second, though the plan called for a synchronized pincer, in practice each wing operated in isolation; there was no practical way to synchronize movements or share intelligence. Third, John’s earlier loss of Normandy in 1204 had deprived him of bases, allies and bargaining power; that strategic setback left him much weaker than he might have been. And fourth, because he no longer held a foothold in Normandy, John was forced into a risky seaborne operation in Gascony — a campaign he would not have needed to undertake had he retained even a single stronghold on the Norman coast.

      Morale in John's army was a serious problem. His forces were split into two very different contingents. One was the English nobility who accompanied him—few in number, because the vast majority of English barons preferred to pay scutage rather than take up arms. Even the nobles who did march with him often offered only the form of attendance, not wholehearted effort. The other contingent came from Gascony: many Gascon lords still cherished their loyalty to Richard the Lionheart and believed Richard had been wronged by John, so their loyalty to John was outward rather than heartfelt. By some accounts Philip II mustered fewer than ten thousand troops, yet even that force was enough to blunt and ultimately stop John's northward push.

      On Otto IV's side things looked equally bleak. He and Pope Innocent III had struck a bargain: the pope would crown him emperor in return for Otto's recognition of papal claims in Italy. But once crowned Otto reneged, reasserting imperial prerogatives in Italy that ran counter to the agreement. In response Innocent III excommunicated him in 1210. That sentence did more than mark him spiritually—it gravely undermined Otto's ability to rally support among the German princes and left his cause fatally weakened.

      In principle, the northern coalition should have been led by Otto, who was meant to be the organizing core around which several smaller powers could coalesce. In practice, however, Otto failed to bring a decisive mass of German troops. The coalition’s factions ended up roughly equal in strength—like a banquet table overflowing with side dishes but missing a centerpiece to hold it together. The result was confusion over where to concentrate forces and a command structure that simply could not function effectively.

      Fourth, consider how Philip II managed to assemble such a large army so quickly. The secret was the towns. From the time of Louis VI (Philip’s grandfather), the crown steadily expanded its influence in urban centers: partly by cultivating ties with the church—powerful monasteries and bishops could lend legitimacy and local influence—and partly by granting municipal charters that handed towns a degree of self-government. Those charters were meant to curb the power of unruly nobles, but they had an unexpected benefit for the crown. Once towns won autonomy, they had a strong incentive to defend those privileges; they organized and armed their own militias to protect their liberties and, by extension, the royal order that guaranteed them.

      These town levies were not the same as the mounted, professional forces of the great nobles—they generally lacked the training and shock value of cavalry—but they were numerous and politically reliable. Across the kingdom they could be counted in the thousands, and in aggregate they could reach into the tens of thousands, providing Philip with a manpower reservoir that commanders used to steady his front. The steady willingness of chartered towns to raise men for the king complicated John’s supply lines and funeraled the ease of his advance in the south; that same pool of municipal troops also gave the French a clear numerical edge on the northern front.

      The crushing defeat at Bouvines had extremely serious consequences. On 27 July 1214 Philip II’s victory decisively ended any realistic hope of John regaining his lost continental dominions; though many of those territories had already slipped from English control by 1204, Bouvines made the loss effectively permanent. Beyond territory, the war had bled the royal coffers dry. Contemporary accounts commonly say John was forced to promise a huge payment—often given as 60,000 marks—to secure a short truce with France, though the precise sum and terms are reported variously.

      Starting a war is one thing; arranging a ceasefire after a crushing setback is another entirely. England after Bouvines felt like the uneasy calm before a greater storm—tension everywhere, prospects dim. John could no longer dare to exact taxes as he once had. With few options left, he turned to lenders—among them the Knights Templar, who often acted as bankers—and looked to hire mercenaries from the Continent to rebuild a fighting force. That should have been done much earlier; by the time he moved, the moment had already slipped away.

      In May 1215 a group of barons in Northamptonshire publicly renounced their allegiance to King John. The contagion of resistance spread fast across the realm, and what had been grumbling at court burst into open rebellion. Twelve days later the city of London once again opened its gates and admitted these rebel barons—just as, a year later, it would receive the French prince Louis when the conflict reached its next stage.

      At that moment a fair number of nobles still stood by John in name only: they refused to join the revolt out of fear rather than loyalty, unwilling to stake their lives for a king who had lost popular support. And on the rebel side, even after seizing London their actions were tempered by caution. John had been crowned and anointed king, and since 1213 he stood as a vassal of the pope; to strike down a monarch invested with both sacred right and papal protection would have been a perilous, almost sacrilegious step—one the barons were not prepared to take rashly.

      One side refused to be the first to strike, while the other dared not risk provoking a fight — a deadlock that threatened to grind everything to a halt. Into that tense quiet stepped Stephen Langton, the Archbishop of Canterbury, who moved swiftly to mediate between king and barons. He pressed both parties toward compromise and helped shepherd them into the agreement that became the Magna Carta, sealed at Runnymede in June 1215. And naturally, Langton’s intervention carried personal calculations as well as public ones: defending the church’s rights and restoring his own standing in the realm gave him reasons to push for a settlement.

      "I — that is, King John — have sworn to God, and by this charter, for myself and for my heirs and successors, I solemnly guarantee that the English Church shall remain free for ever: its rights and liberties shall be unimpaired, its freedom from interference preserved... The right of free election, which the English Church counts as its most necessary and important right, has already been recognized by Pope Innocent III; I will honor that right, and I expect that my heirs and successors will likewise sincerely respect this freedom..."

      The agreement then turns to the tangled business between king and barons. This section runs long and reads like a string of bargains, promises and provisos — not arranged as a neat argument but as a sequence of give-and-take. As for its name, people called it the Magna Carta, the "Great Charter." That title didn't come from some single, thunderclap moment of supreme importance; it grew out of the charter's scope and standing — a larger, more comprehensive document compared with many smaller charters, and partly because of its breadth and length. In other words, its greatness lay in being the more extensive, weighty charter of its kind, not merely in the number of its words.

      It now looks less like a single, tightly forged constitution and more like a patchwork stitched together from many voices—clause after clause added as different parties pressed their grievances and demands. Rather than bearing the hallmarks of a single, carefully organized drafter, this Magna Carta reads as a collection of customary claims, negotiated concessions, and ad hoc insertions, which together give it a loose, sometimes disorderly shape.

      Once we have gathered those scattered provisions and put them into a coherent order, their essentials can be summarized under the following points:

      First came the nobles’ political demands. Above all, they insisted on removing the king’s reliance on foreign troops and favourites — in other words, they wanted foreign knights and mercenaries sent packing and the king’s private, hired forces broken up. The barons were loath to throw themselves wholeheartedly into every campaign, but their deeper fear was political: if the king could simply hire a standing force, they would be reduced to little more than rent-collecting landlords, stripped of the leverage that made them partners in power. So, while the Magna Carta touched many issues, curbing the king’s use of mercenaries and foreign retainers was one of the nobles’ prime objectives.

      Then came economic rights. This portion was broad and practical: it forbade arbitrary hikes in rents and the imposition of indiscriminate levies. It regulated inheritance, reliefs, and the transmission of noble estates and titles. Lords could still charge fees in certain situations, but the prices had to be declared and fixed in advance — arbitrary tallies and surprise exactions were banned. Likewise, nobles would not be compelled into extra unpaid labour; in short, dues and fees might be legitimate where appropriate, but their existence and exact amounts had to be agreed beforehand.

      And there was the matter of justice. The king kept judicial authority, but with an unmistakable constraint: “he shall not sell rights or justice to anyone, nor shall he deny or delay to anyone his rights or justice.” From that point on the crown was meant to administer law fairly, no longer treating the courts as a cash-box to be traded or used for extortion. For disputes touching land, inheritance and other matters central to noble interests, royal justices were to sit with locally chosen knights so that local voices checked royal authority — a measure meant to ensure that the administration of justice could not be brazenly manipulated for profit or favour.

      Earlier, when royal justices sat in judgment they commonly summoned twelve freemen — a body of jurors who often found themselves at odds with the local nobility. Under the new arrangements, royal judges were to call upon four local knights as part of the panel in certain county inquiries and commissions, a procedural change that shifted who had influence at the bar. The nobility’s greatest judicial triumph, however, lay elsewhere: a noble accused of wrongdoing was to be tried and sentenced by his peers of equal rank, a protection that preserved the privileges and standards of the aristocratic order.

      For generations the Whig school of historians poured encomium upon the Magna Carta, presenting it as the seedbed of Britain’s constitutional tradition. In recent decades that Whig narrative has been subjected to sustained and at times savage critique — denounced and, some would say, “despised like street rats” — and in the backlash the Magna Carta has at times been unfairly diminished. Yet the truth is more nuanced than either uncritical glorification or outright dismissal.

      A well-known British historian, Dan Jones, wrote a book with a rather long title: The Cage of Power: The Birth of the 1215 Magna Carta and the 800-Year Myth. In it Jones bluntly notes that “the connection between the Magna Carta and democracy is almost entirely something people have forcefully constructed — completely far-fetched...,” a point echoed by William Jordan in his contribution to The Penguin History of Europe.

      I think both the older habit of grandly inflating the Magna Carta and the more recent tendency to dismiss it outright are misplaced. Viewed objectively—especially from the standpoint of constitutional history—the Magna Carta is undeniably a rare and precious milestone in the long unfolding of political civilization.

      It is true that the document has little to do with democratic government as we understand the term today, but that is no reason to belittle it. Constitutionalism and democracy are distinct ideas: a regime that practices constitutionalism need not be democratic, and a democratic regime does not automatically possess the safeguards and institutions associated with constitutionalism.

      So what, exactly, is constitutionalism? Scholars disagree markedly on this question. Some British constitutional scholars define constitutionalism as the separation of executive and judicial powers — in plain terms, judicial independence. I fully agree with that view.

      That said, I would add one more point. Besides judicial independence, constitutionalism also involves the prior, explicit specification of how new laws are to be made. In other words, it’s not enough to have independent judges; constitutionalism also demands rules set in advance that govern the creation of law so power cannot be exercised on a whim. The Magna Carta contains many provisions that reflect early traces of these two strands, for example:

      First, scutage and other arbitrary levies shall not be imposed without broad consultation among the realm.

      Second, if the king intends to levy scutage or to set a new assessment, he must send a writ at least forty days beforehand to the senior clergy and the great nobles — specifically the archbishops, bishops, abbots, earls and greater barons — so that the leading men of the kingdom may be properly warned and have time to deliberate.

      Third, no freeman shall be arrested, imprisoned, dispossessed, outlawed, exiled, or in any way harmed, except by the lawful judgment of his equals — that is, by the judgment of his peers — or by the law of the land (the common law of England).

      Fourth, if disputes arise, they shall be settled by the twenty-five nobles appointed in the charter’s security clause.

      Fifth, the charter set up an enforcement mechanism: if the king violated its terms, the twenty-five barons appointed as sureties could bring the breach to attention and press for correction. If the grievance was not remedied within a specified period, those sureties were empowered to distrain the king’s lands and possessions until the matter was set right — while the persons of the king, the queen, and their children were not to be harmed. In that short paragraph you can already see the seeds of many modern ideas: mechanisms for checking royal conduct, limits on arbitrary taxation, and protections against being deprived of life, liberty, or property without lawful process. These are not yet the fully formed institutions of contemporary government, but they are unmistakable antecedents — the earliest traces of concepts that would later evolve into things like representative consent to taxation and the procedural safeguards enshrined in later constitutional documents. It is worth noting that the American Fifth Amendment’s due-process language and the Sixth Amendment’s trial-rights provisions echo these older principles, though they are not literal reproductions of the medieval text.

      Looking back, if not for Stephen Langton’s role as intermediary, the Magna Carta — essentially a negotiated compromise between king and barons — might never have come into being. Langton’s mediation was indispensable. At the same time, some historians and commentators have questioned aspects of his political judgment: allowing a monarch to haggle endlessly with the nobles, bargaining over core issues of power as if in a marketplace, inevitably diminished the king’s dignity and prestige.

      Where, then, does a king’s authority spring from? The traditional answer was simple and absolute: a king rules by God’s grant, not by bargaining with his barons. Once bargaining enters the scene, that sacred foundation is shaken — the king’s authority is questioned in a way it never had been before. Does this not strip the Church’s longstanding claim that kings rule by divine right of much of its force? Does it not become like a chicken‑rib — nearly worthless, yet hard to let go?

      When Pope Innocent III learned what had happened, he moved swiftly. He declared the Magna Carta void and threw the weight of the papacy behind King John. Some accounts even suggest that Archbishop Stephen Langton’s position was put under scrutiny, though the details are disputed. The pope also warned that those who persisted in rebellion or refused to acknowledge papal authority might face ecclesiastical penalties, including excommunication. But by then it was too late: Pandora’s box had been opened, and the damaging consequences were already beginning to appear.

      The king had to share political power with the nobles, and from that moment on the idea of limited royal authority took hold among both the ecclesiastical and secular elites of England.

      During the reign of John’s son, Henry III, the nobles' influence grew still further. In 1258 they even forced the king to accept the Provisions of Oxford — a package of reforms that created a council to oversee royal government and called for parliaments to be held more frequently (contemporaries often cited three times a year). This move institutionalized noble participation in politics, giving them a steadier, more formal channel into national affairs. When a king came to Parliament asking for new taxes, he was frequently obliged by political circumstance to confirm charters and concessions such as the Magna Carta. Do you accept the Magna Carta? If you do, then let us press on.

      It was precisely through that slow process — the king yielding political power bit by bit, like squeezing a tube of toothpaste — that England managed to enter the 14th century with a more resilient political framework, one that helped prepare it for the looming conflict that would become the Hundred Years' War (which erupted in 1337).

      Up to now we've followed England's story to roughly the year 1300. In the next chapter we'll return to the main thread: the long, tangled contest between crown and Church. Across the roughly two centuries of the Crusades (c.1096–1291), the Papacy and the Holy Roman Emperors repeatedly came to blows; these struggles—ranging from the Investiture battles to the wars of rulers like Frederick Barbarossa and Frederick II—shifted the balance of power and in many periods left imperial authority weakened rather than decisively triumphant. By the turn of the fourteenth century, a new and formidable rival to papal supremacy had emerged in the Kingdom of France—a rivalry that would soon erupt under Philip IV and reshape the Church's standing in Europe.
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