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Directions: Examine each document related to changes in royal authority 
under John’s rule and discuss and answer the questions that follow. 
 
Toe to Toe with Tricky Phil 
Henry was succeeded first by his son Richard the Lion- Hearted, hero of 
the Third Crusade. When Richard died, his younger brother John took the 
throne. John ruled from 1199 to 1216. He failed as a military leader, 
earning the nickname John Softsword. John lost Normandy and all his 
lands in northern France to the French under Philip Augustus. This loss 
forced a confrontation with his own nobles.  
 
Not That Innocent 
Next, John battled with Innocent III over selecting a new archbishop of 
Cantebury. When John rejected to pope’s nominee, the pope 
excommunicated him. Innocent also placed England under the interdict—
the papal order that forbade Church services in an entire kingdom 
(essentially nation-wide excommunication!). Even the strongest ruler was 
likely to give in to that pressure.  To save himself and his crown, John had 
to accept England as a fief of the papacy and pay a yearly fee to Rome. 
Source: “Evolving Traditions of Government”, Elizabeth Gaynor Ellis, World History, Prentice Hall 
	
Bested by the Barons 
English nobles present the Magna Carta to King John at Runnymede, a field along the Thames River.  

 
The Magna Carta 
1. We have also granted to all the freemen of our Kingdom, for us and our heirs, forever, all the underwritten 
liberties, to be enjoyed and held by them and their heirs, from us and from our heirs. 
14. And also to have the common council of the kingdom, to assess and aid… and for the assessing of taxes, we 
will cause to be summoned the Archbishops, Bishops, Abbots, Earls, and Great Barons, individually by our 
letters. And besides, we will cause to be summoned in general by our sheriffs and bailiffs (government 

“King John, when he saw that he was deserted by 
almost all, so that out of his regal superabundance (large 
amount) of followers he scarcely retained seven knights, 
was much alarmed [that] the barons (nobles) would 
attack his castles and reduce (destroy) them without 
difficulty, as they would find no obstacle to their so 
doing…  accordingly, at the time and place pre-agreed 
on [Runnymede], the king and nobles…  began a long 
discussion about terms of peace and aforesaid 
(previously discussed) liberties. … King John, seeing 
that he was inferior in strength to the barons, without 
raising any difficulty, granted the underwritten laws and 
liberties, and confirmed to them by his charter.” 
—Roger of Wendover 
	



officials)… 
38. No bailiff [officer of the court] for the future shall, upon his own unsupported complaint, put anyone to his 
“law,” without credible witnesses brought for this purposes. 
39. No freeman shall be taken or imprisoned . . . or exiled or in any way destroyed, nor will we [the king] go 
upon him nor send upon him, except by the lawful judgement of his peers or by the law 
of the land. 
40. To no one will we sell, to no one will we refuse or delay, right or justice. 
 
The Model Parliament 
Another important step toward democratic government came during the rule of the next English king, Edward I. 
Edward needed to raise taxes for a war against the French, the Welsh, and the Scots. In 1295, Edward 
summoned two leaders of towns (citizens of wealth and property) from every borough and two knights from 
every county to serve as a parliament, or legislative group. In November 1295, knights, burgesses, bishops, and 
lords met together at Westminster in London. This is now called the Model Parliament because its new makeup 
(commoners, or non-nobles, as well as lords) served as a model for later kings. Over the next century, from 
1300 to 1400, the king called the knights and burgesses whenever a new tax was needed. In Parliament, these 
two groups gradually formed an assembly of their own called the House of Commons. Nobles and bishops met 
separately as the House of Lords. Under Edward I, Parliament was in part a royal tool that weakened the great 
lords. As time went by, Parliament became strong. Like the Magna Carta, it provided a check on royal power. 
Source: “England’s Evolving Government”, Roger Beck, World History: Patterns of Interaction, McDougal Littell 
 
A Summons to Parliament 
Parliament took on a greater role in English government during 
the rule of King Edward I. This letter, sent by the king in 1295 to 
call a noble to a meeting of Parliament, shows the nature of this 
new form of government. 
“The king to his beloved and faithful relative, Edmund, Earl of 
Cornwall, greeting. Because we wish to have a consultation and 
meeting with you and with the rest of the principal men of our 
kingdom, as to provision for remedies against the dangers which 
in these days are threatening our whole kingdom; we command 
you, strictly enjoining you in the fidelity and love in which you 
are bound to us, that on the Lord’s day next after the feast of St. 
Martin, in the approaching winter, you be present in person at 
Westminster, for considering, ordaining and doing along with us 
and with the prelates [high-ranking clergy], and the rest of the 
principal men and other inhabitants of our kingdom, as may be 
necessary for meeting dangers of this kind.” (Earl = a title of 
nobility) 
 


