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Learning Pack 

Key Stage 2 (Years 5-6, ages 9-11) 

The Magna Carta Project 

 

 

Why did King John issue Magna Carta? 
 
óFoul as it is, Hell itself is defiled by the fouler presence of 
King John.ô (Matthew Paris, died 1259) 
 

 
 

Image: A drawing of King John [British Library MS Royal 14 CVII, f. 9, available at 
http://www.bl.uk/catalogues/illuminatedmanuscripts/ILLUMIN.ASP?Size=mid&IllID=48013]  

http://www.bl.uk/catalogues/illuminatedmanuscripts/ILLUMIN.ASP?Size=mid&IllID=48013
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Information for Teachers 

 

This learning pack has been devised with reference to the aims of óHistory 
programmes of studyô for Key Stage 2, which form part of the National Curriculum in 
England. This resource could also be differentiated for pupils in Key Stage 1 who are 
looking at events beyond living memory. It is framed as an enquiry into the causation 
of Magna Carta ï what Magna Carta is and why it was drawn up in the reign of King 
John. The pack begins by looking at how England was governed in the twelfth and 
early thirteenth centuries, and what English society was like at this time. It then 
moves on to focus on King John and the problems that emerged in his reign, before 
considering the making and meaning of Magna Carta. Within the pack, pupils are 
asked to think about how evidence can be interrogated to learn about the past by 
devising questions about sources and constructing answers drawing on relevant 
information. They are also encouraged to make connections between specific 
episodes in King Johnôs reign and the creation of Magna Carta, as well as 
formulating their own analyses of the significance of particular events. 

Please note that Key Stage 3 resources, including worksheets, are also 
available on The Magna Carta Projectôs website. Teachers are also welcome to 
adapt these to examine the longer-term influence of Magna Carta on the English 
monarchy and the emergence of parliament for Key Stage 2 pupils. 
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1. THINGS TO LOOK FOR IN THIS LEARNING PACK 

 

If you see a word in this book that is in italics and you would like to 
know what it means, then you can look it up in the glossary (or 
word bank) at the end of this pack. 

 

Most of the events that are described here took place around 800 
years ago, when King John ruled England between 1199 and 1216.   

 

The period between AD 1100 and AD 1200 is usually referred to by 
historians as the twelfth century, the period between AD 1200 and 
AD 1300 as the thirteenth century, and so on. King John sealed 
Magna Carta in AD 1215. 

 

 

Timeline 

 

 

Magna 
Carta  

(1215) 

        

Today 

           

AD 1200 1300 1400 1500 1600 1700 1800 1900 AD 2000 
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2. HOW WAS MEDIEVAL ENGLAND GOVERNED? 

 

In the Middle Ages, the king was the most important man in England and 
made all the laws. He ruled over all the people in his kingdom with the 
support of his barons and the Church. The king owned all the land and 
gave estates to his followers. In return for their estates, the kingôs 
followers promised to be loyal to him. They also provided him with 
knights to serve in his army and gave him money and advice. The king 
did not have to accept their views. 

 

 
Image: A drawing of a medieval king [British Library MS Royal 2 A XXII, f. 219v, available at 
http://www.bl.uk/catalogues/illuminatedmanuscripts/ILLUMIN.ASP?Size=mid&IllID=48013] 

 

A good king was someone who: 

× ruled his kingdom fairly 
× upheld law and order 
× asked his barons and churchmen for advice 
× protected his people 
× protected and supported the Church 
× waged successful wars against other rulers either to defend 

his lands or gain new land. 

Like the king, barons also granted lands to their followers in return 
for military service. When a baron died, his estates usually passed to his 

http://www.bl.uk/catalogues/illuminatedmanuscripts/ILLUMIN.ASP?Size=mid&IllID=48013
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son or daughters, who then performed homage to the king and took over 
the estates.  

 
Image: A knight performing homage [British Library MS Royal 2 A XXII, f. 220, available at 

http://www.bl.uk/catalogues/illuminatedmanuscripts/ILLUMIN.ASP?Size=mid&IllID=38924]  

 

In the thirteenth century, most people over whom the king ruled 
were peasants who lived in villages in the countryside. They lived in 
simple houses built from wood, reeds and clay, with few items of 
furniture. They also shared their houses with farm animals, and disease 
was common. Their days were spent working in the fields to grow crops 
and raise cattle to feed their families. In years when harvests were poor, 
many peasants starved to death. 

 

 
Image: Peasants [British Library MS Additional 42130, f. 170, available at 

http://www.bl.uk/catalogues/illuminatedmanuscripts/ILLUMIN.ASP?Size=mid&IllID=41763] 

 

A local lord, who was a knight, a baron or a wealthy churchman, 
usually governed each village. The lord allowed the peasants to farm his 
estates in return for paying him money rents or working for him. The king 
and most lords lived in stone castles, which were much more 
comfortable and finely furnished than peasant houses. Castles were built 
to protect the lord against his enemies, and so were built for defence. It 

http://www.bl.uk/catalogues/illuminatedmanuscripts/ILLUMIN.ASP?Size=mid&IllID=38924
http://www.bl.uk/catalogues/illuminatedmanuscripts/ILLUMIN.ASP?Size=mid&IllID=41763
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was usual for the wife of a knight or a baron to help and advise her 
husband on how to manage the familyôs castles, their household and 
their estates, especially when the lord was away. Some ladies like Lady 
Nichola de la Haye, who lived in Lincoln Castle, defended their family 
homes with the help of soldiers during times of war.  

 
Image: A knight riding away from a castle [British Library MS Royal 14 E III, f. 21, available at 

http://www.bl.uk/catalogues/illuminatedmanuscripts/ILLUMIN.ASP?Size=mid&IllID=43457] 

 
Image: A noble woman and her family [British Library MS Royal 2 BVII, f. 47v, available at 
http://www.bl.uk/catalogues/illuminatedmanuscripts/ILLUMIN.ASP?Size=mid&IllID=53792]  

 

ACTIVITY 

1. Compare the clothing of the king, the knight, the lady and the 
peasants in the four images. How different are they? What can their 
clothing tell us about their different jobs? Which person would you rather 
be ï a king, a knight, a lady or a peasant ï and why? 

2. Look at the castle. How many defensive features can you find? What 
other defensive features of castles do you know about? Why do you 
think the king and his barons lived in castles? 

3. Now draw a self-portrait of yourself as a medieval king, a knight, a 
lady or a peasant and the type of castle or house you would have lived 
in if you had lived in medieval England.  

http://www.bl.uk/catalogues/illuminatedmanuscripts/ILLUMIN.ASP?Size=mid&IllID=43457
http://www.bl.uk/catalogues/illuminatedmanuscripts/ILLUMIN.ASP?Size=mid&IllID=53792
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3. WHO WAS KING JOHN? 
 

King John was one of the worst men ever to be king of England. He was 
cruel, mean and treacherous. This was how Matthew Paris, a thirteenth- 
century monk, regarded King John who died in 1216: 

óFoul as it is, Hell itself is defiled by the fouler presence of 
King John.ô 

John became so unpopular that many of his barons rebelled against 
him, and forced him to grant them a large number of privileges. These 
privileges were written down in a document known as Magna Carta (the 
Great Charter) in June 1215. 

Magna Carta was important because it limited the kingôs power 
and he could no longer do as he wished. It promised to treat people 
fairly and justly. This was the first time that an English king had been 
challenged by his own people for being a harsh ruler, and the first time 
that the king was forced to agree to a list of rules that were written down. 

 

Johnôs Early Life 

 

Between AD 1154 and AD 1216, England was ruled by King Henry II 
(died 1189) and his sons, King Richard I (died 1199) and King John 
(died 1216). John was the youngest son of King Henry II by his wife 
Eleanor of Aquitaine. As the youngest son of his family, he was not likely 
to be king, and he was also not likely to inherit much land from his 
parents ï in fact, he had the nickname John ñLackland.ò He displayed 
little loyalty towards his family. During the final year of his father Henry 
IIôs reign, John supported a rebellion against him that was led by his 
older brother Richard.  

 
Image: King Henry II and his wife Eleanor of Aquitaine [image and attribution details available at 

http://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Church_of_Fontevraud_Abbey_Eleanor_of_Aquitaine_and_Henry_II_effigies.jpg] 

http://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Church_of_Fontevraud_Abbey_Eleanor_of_Aquitaine_and_Henry_II_effigies.jpg
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When Richard I became king and left England to fight in the 
Crusades, John stirred up trouble against him. Richard was captured on 
his way home by Duke Leopold of Austria, and then placed in prison by 
the German Emperor. Richard was only set free in return for a ransom of 
£100,000, which was raised by taxing the English people. Although John 
continued to plot against Richard during the time he was imprisoned, 
Richard soon forgave him. When Richard died in 1189, John was 
crowned as king of England. 

 

How do we know about King John?  

King John lived 800 years ago. We know about many of the things that 
happened so long ago because some people wrote them down. A lot of 
the information that we have about King Johnôs reign comes from 
chronicles written by monks. Chroniclers wrote down events and the 
important news of their day. Some writers also included gossip, rumours 
and entertaining stories in their writing. They also gave their view of the 
events they described. 

Monks wrote many of the chronicles because they were 
churchmen. The Church played an important role in teaching people to 
read and write. Not many ordinary people were able to read and write in 
the Middle Ages because there were not many schools and it was 
expensive to go to school.  

Matthew Paris (died 1259) was a monk who lived at St Albans 
Abbey in Hertfordshire. He wrote books on English history twenty years 
after Johnôs death. St Albans Abbey was often visited by King Johnôs 
son, King Henry III, and by the leading men and women of the kingdom. 

 

 
Image: An abbey [British Library MS Royal 14 CVII, f. 138v, available at 

http://www.bl.uk/catalogues/illuminatedmanuscripts/ILLUMIN.ASP?Size=mid&IllID=43420] 

http://www.bl.uk/catalogues/illuminatedmanuscripts/ILLUMIN.ASP?Size=mid&IllID=43420
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Image: Matthew Paris [British Library MS Royal 14 C VII, f. 6, available at 

http://www.bl.uk/catalogues/illuminatedmanuscripts/ILLUMIN.ASP?Size=mid&IllID=43395] 

 

ACTIVITY 

 

1. Split into small groups, and discuss the following:  

i. How you think Matthew Parisô opinion of King John compares with 
the drawing of this king (also from Matthew Parisô chronicle) on the 
front cover of this pack. 

ii. If Matthew Paris wrote twenty years after King Johnôs death, how 
do you think he knew about him? How accurate and trustworthy do 
you think his opinion of King John is likely to be? Why? 

 

2. Now, imagine that you are chroniclers. Which five people or current 
events would you choose to write about today and why?  How do your 
readers know that what you write is true?   

http://www.bl.uk/catalogues/illuminatedmanuscripts/ILLUMIN.ASP?Size=mid&IllID=43395
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4. WHAT WERE THE PROBLEMS THAT JOHN FACED AS 
KING? 

 
As well as the English throne, King John inherited many lands in France 
from his brother in 1199, including the duchy of Normandy, an area that 
is now in northern France. Some men in France did not want John to be 
their ruler. They believed, instead, that Johnôs nephew, Arthur, should 
rule in his place. Arthur was the twelve-year-old son of Geoffrey of 
Brittany. Geoffrey was another older brother of John, who had died in 
1186.  

 

 
Image: Johnôs lands in France before 1204. [image and attribution available at 

http://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Angevin_empire.svg] 
Note: The óroyal domain and vassals of the French kingô on the map are simply 

 the lands ruled by the king of France. 

 

King John fought a war against Arthur in France. Arthur was 
helped by the French king Philip and John was helped by Eleanor of 
Aquitaine. In 1202, John captured Arthur and large numbers of knights 
at a castle in France called Mirabeau, which was being defended by 
Eleanor of Aquitaine.  

http://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Angevin_empire.svg



