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ABSTRACT

The medieval historian engaged with the systems of power and authority that surrounded
him. In his account of the Peasants' Revolt in late medieval England, the ecclesiastical
historian Henry Knighton (d. 1396) both reinforced and challenged the traditional order.
This thesis explores the ways in which his ideological perspectives shaped his
understanding of the events of June 1381 and how this understanding was articulated
through the structure, language, and cultural meaning of the historical text. The
reconstruction of authorial intention and reclamation of both Knighton and the medieval
reader as active participants in the creation of history challenge a historiography that has
long disregarded Knighton as an unremarkable historical recorder. Instead, they reveal a
scholar whose often extraordinary approach to the rebels and traditional authorities
expresses a great deal about the theory, practice, and construction of power and authority
in late medieval England.
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CHAPTER 1 INTRODUCTION

The summer of 1381 saw the occurrence of a singular and unprecedented event in
English history, commonly referred to as the Peasants' Revolt. In June, an amalgam of
peasants, merchants, and artisans rose up, beginning in Essex and Kent and tearing a path
across the south of England. Under the leadership of Wat Tyler, they stormed prisons
and monasteries, tore up charters, and attacked figures of authority, all the while
demanding equality, freedom, and the restoration of their "ancient rights." Most
generally, the causes of the Revolt included the tumult of the aftermath of the Black
Death, and the Hundred Years War. The immediate cause, however, was a series of poll
taxed imposed by the fourteen-year-old boy-king, Richard II. Following months of
agitating, the rebels gathered together and marched on Canterbury on 10 June 1381.
They assembled together at Blackheath on 12 June. Just two days later, the main force of
the rebels had reached and gained access to London, stormed the Tower and executed
several high-ranking officials there including the archbishop of Canterbury and the royal
treasurer. Outside the city, a substantial group of the rebels met with the king directly
and obtained from him a charter pertaining to their request that he abolish serfdom.
Within London the mob looted, venting their anger on lawyers, judges, and foreigners in
particular. The following day, the remaining rebels met again with the king, but there, at
Smithfield, Tyler was killed and the band dispersed. The Revolt was effectively over.
Localized rebellions, which had erupted throughout the south of England while the events
in London took place, were suppressed more slowly. The bishop of Norwich, Henry
Despenser, defeated a large contingent of rebels on 26 June at North Walsham, and

Thomas of Woodstock and Sir Henry Percy defeated the remaining Essex rebels on 28
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June.! Over almost as quickly as it had begun, the Peasants' Revolt left a deep mark both
in the contemporary histories and in the English psyche.

Focusing primarily on the contemporary chronicle of Henry Knighton (d.c. 1396),
this thesis examines the chronicle's nature as a historical source and the implications of
perspective and authorial voice on the representation of history. Knighton's Chronicle is
a text defined by the contemporary networks of patronage, social status, historical
traditions and genre. This work draws on recent re-interpretations of late medieval
historiography that explore the importance of chronicles in grounding dynastic
legitimacy. Chris Given-Wilson has defined the chronicle as "a record or register of
events in chronological order ... [and] when used to describe medieval texts ... any work
the subject-matter of which claimed to be essentially historical."* Through a closer
reading of Knighton's chronicle, the modern historian gains a more complete
understanding of the place that it occupied in the cultural consciousness of the time, and
the challenge that the revolt presented to contemporary systems of power and authority,
as well as of the historian's role in reinforcing and confronting these systems.

First, however, one must define what is meant by the terms authority and power,
and these definitions provide much of the theoretical foundation for my study. I define
authority as the ability to exercise power legitimately. In her study of medieval violence,
Philippa C. Maddern explains power as the ability to define and exercise "right violence"
(i.e. violence that upheld the existing social order) in opposition to "unlicensed violence,"
which lay beyond the sanction of law and society and therefore subverted hierarchy. She

further argues that violence was the "language of social order" in late medieval England,

' For a complete chronology of the Revolt, see Appendix A below.
* Chris Given-Wilson, Chronicles: The Writing of History in Medieval England (London: Hambledon and
London, 2004), xix.



and that it was deeply symbolic, and part of an "intricate political ritual of justification,

authorization, and patronage."

More generally, Max Weber's definition of power
consists of the ways in which the state interferes in the distribution of force, with the state
defined itself as the delegator and proprictor of the legitimate use of force.* The ability
of politically and culturally sanctioned notions of legitimacy to define violence, power,
and authority in the middle ages, as now, is of particular significance at times when
traditional hierarchies are challenged. This thesis examines the historian's role as the
articulator of these notions by asking how Knighton conceptualized and negotiated power
and authority in his life. How can his relationship to authority and its influence on his
historical writing be reconstructed through the ways in which he represented
contemporary events? These questions will also shed light on the broader implications
posed by the individual historian's influence in understanding medieval historical
writing.’

Knighton did not write in a vacuum, and it is necessary to reconstruct the literary
consciousness of the time to grasp fully the intentions of his writing. The relationship
between power and historical writing is also important to acknowledge. In like vein,
Gabrielle Speigel has applied the "social logic" of texts (i.e. context and function) to her

study of the development of genealogical and dynastic histories and vernacular prose as a

way to explore the creation and perpetuation of political legitimacy in the late Middle

? Philippa C. Maddern, Violence and Social Order: East Anglia 1422-1442 (Oxford: Clarendon Press,
1992): 234, 191-2.

* See Max Weber, Politics as a Vocation (Philadelphia: Facet Books, 1965).

> David Green similarly explored the life and career of Edward of Woodstock (the Black Prince) as a case
study in medieval power. See: David Green, Edward the Black Prince: Power in Medieval Europe (New
York: Pearson, 2007).



Ages.® This study contextualizes Knighton and his work in light of his social and
political positions, as well as his engagements with competing contemporary historical
narratives. Roger Ray and Bernd Schneidmiiller have acknowledged the present-centric
political function of medieval historical writing, particularly monastic chronicles, and the
influence of contemporary concerns on the creation of historical representations.’
Collectively, Ray, Schneidmiiller and Speigel link medieval historical writing to the
construction of authority and power. Similarly, Michel Foucault defines individuals as
"conduits of [historically-grounded] power" or "proximities within ever-shifting matrices
of power," as beings who are "constituted by historical relationships of power"; the
representations of these historical relationships therefore determine the nature of the
power they in turn enable.® This role is particularly apparent in instances when the
traditional holders of authority were contested, such as the Peasants' Revolt.

The nature of the Peasants' Revolt itself has been heavily debated. Nineteenth-
century historians granted the Revolt an active and leading role in the demise of
feudalism in England, while a school of later scholars portrayed it as a "historically
unnecessary catastrophe" that in the end was responsible for little or no permanent socio-
economic change.” In the mid-twentieth century, the events of 1381 were subsumed

within greater movements of change and over-arching social and economic forces.

® See: Gabrielle M. Speigel, "Historicism, and the Social Logic of the Text in the Middle Ages," Speculum
65.1 (Jan 1990): 59-86.

7 See: Roger Ray, "Historiograpy," in Medieval Latin: An Introduction and Bibliographical Guide. F.A.C.
Mantello and A. G. Rigg, eds. Washington, D.C.: Catholic Universiy of America Press, 1996. 639-649;
Bernd Schneidmiiller. "Constructing the Past by Means of the Present: Historiographical Foundations of
Medieval Institutions, Dynasties, Peoples and Communities," in Medieval Concepts of the Past. Patrick
Geary, Gerd Althoff and Johannes Fried, eds. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2002. 167-192.

¥ Kenneth W. Stikkers, "Persons and Power: Max Scheler and Michel Foucault on the Spiritualization of
Power" The Pluralist 4:1 (Spring 2009): 51.

? See: J. Thorold Rogers, Six Centuries of Work and Wages Ebook (Kitchener: Batoche, 2001) and W.
Stubbs, Constitutional History of England (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1979); R.B. Dobson, The
Peasants' Revolt of 1381 (New York: St Martin's Press, 1970), and M.M. Postan, The Medieval Economy
and Society: An Economic History of Britain 1100-1500 (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1972).
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Historical writing on the Revolt enjoyed a brief renewal under the interest of a new wave
of Marxist historians. For these scholars, the event seemed a perfect revelation of class
consciousness and antagonism at a much earlier time than Marxist ideas had been
previously acknowledged. Rodney Hilton, in particular, writes extensively on the proto-
class consciousness indicated by the rebels and their demands. More recently, post-
modern scholarship has emphasized the importance of power at the manorial level in the
maintenance of the medieval English economic system, as well as the challenge posed to
it by the Revolt.'® My work seeks to evaluate the threat to established authority presented
by the occurrence and events of the Peasants' Revolt from the perspective of one
contemporary observer.

Regardless of the long-term impact of the rebellion, it undoubtedly represented a
crisis in contemporary systems of power and authority. Hilton, a central figure in Marxist
reinterpretations of the Revolt, argues that the Revolt was driven by more than economic
and social concerns, but was an ideological struggle as well. The rebels' demands for an
end to serfdom, as well as to secular and ecclesiastical hierarchy, are indicative of an
inherent ideology (i.e. one born of the conflict itself) of the freedom found in the
idealized past represented, for example, by the mysterious Statute of Winchester and the

Domesday Book.'" In addition, Hilton identifies the ideologies derived from the

' See: Rodney H. Hilton, "Inherent and Derived Ideology in the English Rising of 1381" Campagnes
Médiévales: L'Homme et son Espace: Etudes Offertes a Robert Fossier (Paris: la Sorbonne, 1995): 399-
405.

" Throughout the Revolt, the rebels demanded the confirmation of various ancient charters, most popularly
the Statute of Winchester, the identity of which is still debated by historians. For more on the Statute of
Winchester and this debate see: Anthony Musson, "Appealing to the Past: Perceptions of Law in Late-
Medieval England" in Expectations of the Law in the Middle Ages. Edited by A. Musson (Woodbridge,
2001): 165-79.



peasants' interactions with the lawyers defending them in manorial courts and the
preaching of radical clergy such as John Ball."?

Another historiographical debate characteristic of scholarship on the Peasants'
Revolt and critical to this study concerns the nature of different genres of historical
record. The relative historical value of narrative sources such as chronicles (among
historical records the most literary in nature) is defined against that of administrative and
bureaucratic records, such as statutes and trial proceedings. Historians have long relied
almost exclusively upon chronicles as records of medieval and early modern events, but
in the mid-twentieth century scholars such as George Rudé and E.P. Thompson
supplemented what they saw as the elitist and unrepresentative nature of chronicles with
legal sources that would enable them to "disaggregate the crowd" and restore the voice of
individuals and collectives of the peasant class.”> They, like Hilton later, are
representative of a Marxist approach to the late middle ages, and one which was
predicated largely on the identification of great economic and political forces as the
active determiners of history.'* Also, in their wary approach to chronicles they had much
in common with a historiographical movement that had begun a century earlier, which
held that the "official provenance" of administrative records were more objective and
historically accurate. Vivian Hunter Galbraith described this shift in historical inquiry

thus: "records and archives as they are now called, which till a century ago were mere

subsidiaries of the literary sources, are becoming more and more important in historical

2 Hilton, "Inherent and Derived Ideology".

1> Andrew Prescott, "Writing about Rebellion: Using the Records of the Peasants' Revolt of 1381" History
Workshop Journal 45 (Spring, 1998), 5.

'* For more on Hilton's Marxist perspective see Harvey J. Kaye, The British Marxist Historians
(Cambridge: Polity Press, 1984), especially pp. 70-98. For more on Marxist histories of the middle ages
see Guy Fourquin, The Anatomy of Popular Rebellion in the Middle Ages, trans. Anne Chesters (New
York: North-Holland Publishing Company, 1978), especially pp. 28-35. Fourquin also addresses the
Peasants' Revolt in particular, for example pp. 101, 139-43.
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research."" Currently, scholars such as Andrew Prescott propose a synthesis of the
various types of historical material and argue that the legal records are not as objective as
earlier scholarship once assumed.'®

Chroniclers, however, are still regarded with some suspicion. The popular, if
fleeting, characterization of Knighton, exemplified by Alister McGrath, is of the
unsympathetic, elitist historian slavishly currying favour with those in power.'” That the
objectivity of medieval historical writing was tempered by the aims and experiences of
the chronicler is undeniable — and in no way unique to the middle ages — but the historical
reality was far more complex than McGrath proposes, and medieval historians interacted
with myriad sources of authority in a variety of ways. Moreover, these interactions were
never more apparent or significant than when traditional sources of authority were the
subject of challenge. Indeed, the ways in which contemporary commentators negotiated
these systems is an eloquent historical source in and of itself. To investigate the
diachronic relationship between observer and event, one must examine in detail both the
historian and his work. Resituating Knighton within his semantic matrix exposes the
surprisingly unorthodox nature of his narrative — and reveals it to be not only somewhat
sympathetic to the rebels' grievances, but also to provide a space for legitimate popular

dissent.

" Ibid., 8.

% Ibid.

"7 McGrath touches on Knighton only long enough to characterize him as an "English chronicler interested
in maintaining his rather comfortable status quo." Alister McGrath, In the Beginning (New York: Anchor
Books, 2001): 19. More generally, Susan Crane describes Knighton's hostility towards the rebels. Susan
Crane, "The Writing Lesson of 1381" in Chaucer's England: Literature in Historical Context. Edited by
Barbara Hanawalt (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1992), 208-209. Chris Given-Wilson
argues that the contemporary chroniclers (including Knighton) were unanimous in their condemnation of
the rebels: "there are few better demonstrations of the instinctive class prejudice of the medieval chronicler
than the contemporary historiography of the revolt." Chris Given-Wilson, Chronicles: The Writing of
History in Medieval England (New York: Hambledon and London, 2004), 197.
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What, then, is known of the chronicle itself and its provenience? The work begins
with the Norman Invasion of 1066, and consists of two parts separated by a gap in the
narrative between 1366 and 1377 (possibly 1372 and 1376)."® In the first part, Knighton
borrowed heavily from Higden's Polychronicon, and the Chronicle of Walter of

Guisborough, whom he often referred to as "the Leicestrian.""’

Knighton took over the
narrative himself in 1363, relying on a vast array of personal contacts and contemporary
written sources to "assemble" the final document, "sometimes breaking [the sources] up
into a number of sections interspersed with his own comments," as is characteristic of
medieval chroniclers.”’ While the Chronicle has been variously ignored by most
historians, it has nonetheless become the subject of a number of debates.

The manuscript was copied once at Leicester ca. 1459.>' Both the copy, later
deposited in the British Library as MS Cotton Claudius E III, and the original (MS Cotton
Tiberius C VII) were preserved in the Library of Sir Robert Cotton,** though the latter
was mildly damaged by fire in 1731.> After Knighton's death in 1396 the Chronicle was
largely forgotten until 1652, when it was published by Sir Roger Twysden.”* It was next
subject to scholarly examination by W.W. Shirley in the 1850s, as a key resource for the
study of Lollardy.” Noticing the break in narrative, Shirley concluded that the latter

section (post-1377) was in fact the work of another chronicler, a near-sighted foreigner

with Lancastrian leanings. Between 1889 and 1895, Lumby edited Claudius E III for the

' Most scholars record the break as ten years in length, but in his recent edition of the chronicle, G.H.
Martin suggests that it might be only four. See Boyd Breslow, "Review," Albion: A Quarterly Journal
Concerned with British Studies, 29 no. 2 (Summer 1997).

' Knighton's Chronicle, xxi.

20 Given-Wilson, 15.

*! Taylor, 264.

2 Martin, "Knighton's Lollards," 28.

* Galbraith, 139.

* Martin, "Knighton's Lollards," 28.

** Martin "Knighton's Lollards," 28.



Rolls Series and the Chronicon was released in two volumes. The edition was so poorly
received that it is blamed for bringing the entire Rolls Series project to an end.* Lumby's
most damaging error occurred in the first volume, when he failed to identify the vast
sections of the Chronicon that Knighton had copied practically verbatim from
Guisborough. From that moment on, Lumby regarded Knighton, whom he accused of
deceiving him, with intense distrust.”’

In his edition of the Chronicon Lumby repeated Shirley's hypothesis regarding
dual authorship and for the next fifty years academics accepted an author dubbed the
mysterious "Continuator" (post-1377) as the source for the later books. The Chronicle's
authorship remained uncertain until 1957 when Shirley's theory was decisively disproved
in a ground-breaking article by V.H. Galbraith.*® The unity of authorship is still a matter
of debate, however. For example, a 1975 book by Louisa Duls refers to the Continuation
of Knighton's Chronicon,” although by then Knighton's complete claim on the Chronicle
had been accepted by a majority of scholars. Galbraith's work reignited interest in
Knighton, which Lumby's edition had threatened to relegate to obscurity, and in 1995
G.H. Martin translated and edited the new edition of Knighton's Chronicle. In order to
avoid the redundancy of republishing the work of Higden and Guisborough it includes
only the post-1337 material. The edition, with its far more sympathetic view of
Knighton, has been well received,’ and has confirmed Martin's place as today's leading

expert on Knighton.

2% Knighton's Chronicle, xx

27 Martin, "Knighton's Lollards," 30; Martin, "Narrative Sources," 56 n. 35.

*® A.K. McHardy, "Review," The English Historical Review, 112 no. 449 (Nov. 1997).

* Duls used Lumby's edition of the Chronicon, and may well have been unaware of Galbraith's claims for a
sole author. Nonetheless, it is interesting to see the directions which academics followed in the period
between publications, and especially in between Galbraith's article and Martin's Knighton's Chronicle.

%% See Breslow and McHardy.



Scholarly thought on Knighton's chronicle may be divided into pre- and post-
Galbraith categories, yet the work remains largely unexplored. Scholars continue to cite
the chronicle as one of the most important narrative sources for the tumultuous events of
late fourteenth-century England, and indeed it offer a series of fascinating perspectives on
the relationship between the historian and society. The near-universally accepted view of
the Chronicle is now that it is the work of a single cleric, thoroughly and conscientiously
researched from the unique position that he enjoyed as a witness to events in England
between 1377 and 1396. Through an examination of his relationship to the events of
1381, his perception of those events and the perspectives that informed his account of
them, this study continues Martin's task of restoring Knighton's historical agency and
voice, and contributes to an understanding of the role of the historian in medieval society.

Knighton's Chronicle is commonly cited by medieval historians of England in the
late middle ages, but very few have sought closely to examine the Chronicle itself. The
resulting dearth of scholarly material on Knighton has exponentially increased the
influence of those who have studied the Chronicle — Sir Roger Twysden, W.W. Shirley,
Rawson Lumby, V.H. Galbraith, and G.H. Martin — and upon whose judgment the others
rely. For example, because it was the only edition of Knighton available, Lumby's
disastrous edition of the Chronicon Henrici Knighton remained the primary academic
source for one hundred years.”' Likewise, the dominant interpretation of Knighton is now
that put forward by Geoffrey Martin, as the only recent scholar to have examined the
work. Still, Knighton is well represented in the literature elsewhere because of his unique

historical perspectives. For example, scholars of Lollardy value his unique position,

3! The edition, which is discussed in more detail below, was part of the Rolls Series and following the
resounding condemnations of its reviewers, Reginald Lane Poole and James Tait, as well as Galbraith's
later indictment of its central claim that Knighton was not the sole author.
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writing as he did in Leicester during the height of Lollardy's popular movement there.**

Similarly, those studying Richard II appreciate the rare nature of a chronicle written
without the post-hoc knowledge of the king's scandalous demise in 1399.*> With a few
exceptions, all praise Knighton for his rich compilation of sources and extensive local
connections,** and for his preservation of documents no longer extant.”> Scholars of the
1381 rising are no exception. Barrie Dobson identifies Knighton, together with Froissart,
Walsingham, and the Anonimalle Chronicler as one of the "'indispensable four gospels of
the Peasants' Revolt."*® Likewise, Duls says of the Chronicle that it is "by far the most
detailed of the Lancastrian histories and one of the most important of all records of this
period, [and that] its value is further enhanced by the inclusion of ... official
documents."’

Knighton's account of the year 1381, which is occupied completely by the Revolt,
comprises approximately 5.5% of the original material included in Martin's edition
(eleven of one hundred, ninety-nine folios). In comparison, the text of 1382 is largely
dominated by a discussion of Wyclif's trial and Lollard activity, and accounts for
approximately 14.5% of the material (twenty-nine folios). The year 1380 centres on the
causes of the Revolt and accounts for only 0.5% of the total content (one folio).® Thus,

the Revolt represents a substantial, but not dominant proportion of Knighton's historical

account. This is most likely due to the sources available to the chronicler. Located

** Geoffrey Martin, "Knighton's Lollards" in Lollardy and the Gentry in the Later Middle Ages, ed.
Margaret Aston and Colin Richmond, 28 (New York: St. Martin's Press, 1997).

3 G.H. Martin, "Narrative Sources for the Reign of Richard II" in The Age of Richard II, ed. James
Gillespie (New York: St. Martin's Press, 1997), 61.

* Of particular worth was his association with John of Gaunt, his household, and especially his contacts.
This provided Knighton with much more impressive first-hand information than the average chronicler.
* D.R. Woolf, "Genre into Artifact," The Sixteenth Century Journal, 19 no. 3 (Autumn 1988): 35.

3% Andrew Prescott, "Writing About Rebellion," 5-6.

" Duls, Richard II in the Early Chronicles, 213.

* See Appendix 1: Figure 1.
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within the centre of the Lollard movement, and with his connections to the house of
Lancaster (which was heavily involved in the proceedings), Knighton had first-hand
access to a large number of records pertaining to the events. His sources for the Revolt,
in contrast, were less plentiful and reliable.

It is also important to acknowledge the fact that Knighton was writing in a
specific historical context. In the years around 1380, there occurred a brief resurgence of
the monastic chronicle, which had since the turn of the century been previously losing
ground to its secular counterpart.”” In addition, with the exception of Knighton and
Thomas Walsingham of St. Alban's, all religious chroniclers wrote anonymously.** Such
anonymous works include the Evesham chronicle, the Anonimalle chronicle, the Kirkstall
chronicle, the Dieulacres chronicle, and a continuation of Higden's Polychronicon by
monks of Whalley's abbey.*' In contrast, Knighton and Walsingham's works were the
products of single authors and, as a result, differed from the anonymous chronicles in
their unity of vision. The authorial voice of each can offer valuable insight into the mind
of the medieval historian. Moreover, like all medieval chroniclers, Knighton and
Walsingham wrote on the "recent and recoverable past,"** often relying heavily on a
relative abundance of secondary sources available to them in the 1300s. This relationship
to events, and relative dependence on the accounts of others, is particularly descriptive of
ecclesiastical writers, for their connection to the outside world was rather more limited
than their secular counterparts.” However, Martin argues, monastic chroniclers were

"closely attuned to contemporary politics, and [were engaged in] by no means an isolated

39 Chris Given-Wilson, Chronicles, 16.

0 Antonia Gransden, Historical Writing in England v. ii (London: Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1982), 159.
*! Gransden, Historical Writing, 159, 164.

*2 Martin, "Narrative Sources," 64.

* Given-Wilson, 16.
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or other-worldly activity" and they fully utilized the wealth of material available to
them.** This is certainly true of Knighton, whose "blood and thunder" narration indicates
his desire to appeal to an audience beyond the monastery.* Accordingly, monastic
chronicles like Knighton's were not removed from the society in which they were written,
but were instead "as much a means of informing and even diverting contemporaries as
one of instructing posterity."*® Furthermore, Knighton's position as an Augustinian
canon”’ differentiated him from truly monastic chroniclers and afforded him a unique
perspective between the worlds of the ascetic monastery and secular society. Even so,
Knighton's education as a religious shaped his conceptions of authority, and power. This
dimension is discussed in Chapter 1.

In addition, much of Knighton's ideological perspective can be reconstructed
through his use of language. The author's words connected him to his medieval readers,
as well as to the cultural connotations that they encapsulated and expressed. Knighton's
work, like the chronicler himself, cannot be properly understood when orphaned from the
context that produced it. A deep cultural reading of the text itself reveals much of the
intentions and understanding of both author and reader. This provides the modern
historian with a glimpse into the medieval literate consciousness and exposes the ideas
that shaped its ways of understanding. Ideology is defined in this thesis as the specific
paradigms through which an individual processes and understands his world and the

events that occur within it. It is a typically shared set of assumptions that

* Martin, "Narrative Sources," 59.

* Geoffrey Martin, "Henry Knighton's Chronicle and Leicester Abbey" in Leicester Abbey: Medieval
History, Archaeology, and Manuscript Studies, ed. Joanna Story, Jill Bourne and Richard Buckley, 124
(Leicester: Leicester Archaeological and Historical Society, 2006).

46 Martin, "Narrative Sources," 64.

7 Canons differed from monks such as the Benedictines. Instead of removing themselves from the secular
world they sought to interact with it through preaching and ministry, and thus had one foot in the sacred
realm and one in the secular.
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compartmentalize information — a prism or framework through which the individual
interprets events and responds to them. An individual can participate in many ideologies
at one time. Knighton's ideological background shaped his response to the Peasants'
Revolt and how he wrote about it, and is revealed in both his life and his work. The
interplay between text, ideology, and literate culture is discussed in Chapter 2.
The vicissitudes of patronage, a common medieval practice, also influenced the

historicity of the chronicles of the day. As Antonia Gransden notes, whether out of
loyalty or a pragmatic sense of self-preservation, historical writing "provided a means of

4 ..
" of one's benefactor, and this is

expressing gratitude [to] and currying [the] favour
reflected in Knighton's attitude towards his abbey's patron, John of Gaunt.*” Knighton's
association with Gaunt, his flattering portrayal of the duke, and the historiographical
shadow that Richard's deposition and the Wars of the Roses have cast over the late
fourteenth century, have often caused him to be labeled a Lancastrian historian. For
example, Louisa D. Duls explicitly categorizes Knighton as a member of the "Lancastrian
Detractors of Richard" School.”® Such a historiographical label is inappropriate and
inaccurately associates Knighton's work with the chronicles that played an integral role in

the legitimization of Henry IV and V in the aftermath of the usurpation of Richard II.”'

Paul Strohm convincingly argues that this agenda of legitimization was imposed post

* Antonia Gransden, Legends, Tradition and History in Medieval England (London: Hambledon Press,
1992), 215.

* John Taylor also emphasizes the importance of local loyalties to chroniclers like Knighton and Ranulf
Higden. See: John Taylor, English Historical Writing in the Fourteenth Century (Oxford: Clarendon Press,
1987), 8-9.

0 Lousia D. Duls, Richard II in the Early Chronicles (Paris: Mouton, 1975), see especially: "Appendix A"
pp- 212-214 and "Appendix B" p. 250.

> For more on the uses of historical writing in the Deposition of Richard II see: Paul Strohm, England's
Empty Throne: Usurpation and the Language of Legitimation, 1399-1422. New Haven: Yale University
Press, 1998.
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facto on the past by Gaunt and his Lancastrian allies.” 1t is therefore anachronistic to
impose a similar agenda on Knighton. The chronicler in fact represented the young
king's actions in 1381 in a positive and respectful light. This is discussed in Chapter 3.

This thesis also includes three appendices. Appendix A consists of two chronologies
of the Peasants' Revolt. The first is based solely on the information included in
Knighton's account, and the second represents the modern scholarly consensus of the
order of events. Appendix B consists of an analysis of the content of Knighton's
Chronicle, and the percentage that he dedicated to various events. Appendix C
reproduces the long passage from his chronicle that relates the events of the Revolt in its
entirety. It is taken from the copyright extinct 1889-95 Rolls Series edition. Readers are
encouraged to refer to this excerpt in the work that follows.

Knighton's representation of the Revolt generally, and the rebels' actions in particular,
demonstrated the rebels' attempts to articulate their grievances using largely conventional
methods of expression. Their actions were likewise expressed in the contemporary
history through the employment of largely orthodox paradigms. It was the ways in which
both historians, and the rebels themselves, manipulated these culturally accepted
paradigms that either censured or supported their actions. A closer reading of Knighton's
representation of these paradigms reveals the remarkable degree of legitimacy that he
afforded them. M. Bohna articulates a similar concept in relation to Jack Cade's rebellion
over seventy years later. In the discussion of late medieval popular violence, Bohna
states that "in their determination to inject their grievances into the political dialogue of
the kingdom, the commoners of Kent made use of the only corporate existence available

to them which both had statutory legality and also exploited the conventional symbolism

52 Ibid.
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of social legi‘[imacy."53 As with the Peasants' Revolt, much of the rebels' claim to
legitimacy rested on an appeal to the language of violence described by Maddern. Both
the rebels and contemporary historians made use of a variety of cultural, linguistic, and

political "rhetorical claim[s] to social legitimacy."**

3 M. Bohna, "Armed Force and Civic Legitimacy in Jack Cade's Rebellion, 1450" English Historical
Review 118:477 (June 2003), 564.
> Ibid.
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CHAPTER 2 Ecclesiastical Perspectives and Heresy

The Peasants' Revolt was not simply a challenge to the traditional secular
structure of power and authority. It also confronted the nature of ecclesiastical hierarchy,
structure, and orthodoxy. As such, it was intimately connected to contemporary trends of
radical philosophy, heresy and religious dissent, and to ecclesiastical economic policy.'
This chapter explores the nature and implications of Knighton's representations of these
respective areas and their relationships with the ideologies and actions that dominated the
Revolt. Knighton's representation of the ecclesiastical origins, responses to, and
implications of the Revolt were shaped by a Christian paradigm, the cultural milieu of
clerical discontent that existed at the time, his monastic training, and his experiences as
an Augustinian canon at one of England's most financially successful religious houses.

In keeping with contemporary historiography, Knighton characterizes the Revolt as an
attack led by Satan without fear of God or his church. However, he also demonstrates a
remarkable amount of sympathy for the institutional hardships facing the peasantry.
Although he does not clearly articulate the specific nature of these burdens, he writes of
the "ever new and all but intolerable burdens incessantly laid upon them" and of the
"oppressive need" that confronted them.” His account of their trials as well as their
demands suggests that these hardships took the form of systemic poverty and

subjugation. Peasants felt that they were no more able to protect their daughters against

' T use the term "ecclesiastical" to refer to matters regarding the church as an institution, "religious" to refer
to the broader philosophical and theological culture of Christianity at the time, and "priestly," "clerical" to
refer to the experiences of priests in society.

* Knighton's Chronicle, 209. "noua ac noua quasi importabilia oner eis indesiniter" and "tali necessitate."
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insult (see Chapter 3), than they were to escape the bonds of servile tenancy imposed
upon them by landowners, a number of these ecclesiastical. In many ways, the Revolt
exposed struggles that existed within the church; it was ideologically led by the cleric
John Ball and drawing on quasi-Lollard principles of egalitarianism and the accessibility
of the sacred. In addition, much of the destructive force of the rebels was directed toward
ecclesiastical targets, including the archbishop of Canterbury and many land-holding
abbeys. Ultimately, order could only be restored through the divinely ordained,
retributive violence of the church, as this was embodied by the bishop of Norwich.
Throughout his discussion of the church's role in the Revolt as a victim, as well as the
involvement of rogue clerics, Knighton presents a vision of power and authority that is at
once divine in scope and highly localized, jurisdictional, and economically-driven in
practical terms. Most significantly, an examination of Knighton's account reveals a
remarkable level of ambivalence. This is particularly evident in his description of Simon
Sudbury's execution. Throughout, the sympathetic idealism with which he approaches
the rebels' hardships and desire for freedom is balanced by a pragmatism when their
grievances transform into action. For Knighton, the greatest threats posed by the rebels
were to the church's estates and manors, and it was these that elicited the most violent
retaliation. Throughout this discussion, his contemporary, fellow churchman and
chronicler at St Albans Abbey, Thomas Walsingham provides an ecclesiastical
counterpoint to Knighton's work.> Walsingham's monastic background and perspective
and interest in the church allow him to serve as a foil for Knighton's representation of the

role of the church in the Revolt.

? Walsingham is widely acknowledged as the foremost historian of the late-fourteenth century. See: John
Taylor, "Fourteenth-Century Chroniclers" in English Historical Literature in the Fourteenth Century
(Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1987), 8-36, especially p. 9.
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Knighton's work must be contextualized within his role as a religious author,
particularly in his discussion of the church. To understand more fully the impact of
Knighton's ecclesiastical training on his writing, one first needs to examine the nature of
the church's role in fourteenth-century historical literature more generally. As mentioned
above, medieval historical writing was dominated by a Christian paradigm. In his
influential work on English fifteenth-century historiography, C.L. Kingsford suggests that
the fourteenth century was a period of transition which oversaw the ultimate replacement
of the monastic historian — a thoroughly medieval archetype — with secular histories in
the vernacular, such as Jean Froissart's Chroniques and non-academic sources such as the
Paston Letters.* The late fourteenth century, he argues, still belonged to the "Middle
Ages" and its ecclesiastical scribes, but the "signs of decay and of the imminence of
change are obvious."> He argues that the literary changes occurring around the turn of
the fifteenth century reflected political developments, most notably the rise of nationalist
sentiment and subsequent elevation of English as a language of state and the rise of the
commercial class.® In this way, fourteenth-century historical literature was a child
waiting for the turbulence of adolescence to bring it to maturity and the monastic
historian was a powerful symbol of this childhood. More recently, John Taylor
incorporates a broader definition of late medieval historical literature to include not only
chronicles but monastic registers and political poetry as well.” Like Kingsford, he sees

the fourteenth century as a period of transition that led from the dominance of the

* The fifteenth century saw a substantial increase in non-historical, written sources and a broadening in the
type of literary source material available to historians in addition to changes in historical literature.
5 C.L. Kingsford, English Historical Literature in the Fifteenth Century (New York: Burt Franklin, 1913),
3.
% Ibid. Taylor describes the rise of the English language in historical literature as an indication of a "new
maturity and a new self-consciousness among the English people." John Taylor, English Historical
7Litemture in the Fourteenth Century (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1987), 7.

Ibid., 1.
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monastic chronicle to the rise of secular records such as parliamentary literature and
political poetry. He rejects, however, the notion that the fourteenth century was simply a
preparatory stage for the changes of the Tudor and Stuart eras.

Other scholars have since perpetuated Kingsford's binary view of "medieval" (i.e.
ecclesiastical) and "modern" (i.e. secular) historical writing and the identification of a
medieval model with a solely ecclesiastical perspective as well. Elizabeth Eisenstein
places the division between medieval and early modern historical literature in the
fifteenth century, with the development of print culture. She utilizes the dichotomy
between an inherently medieval scribal culture and a new, modern print culture and
defines print culture by contrasting it with the older form.® The vast majority of printing
presses were not located within monasteries, as scriptoria had been. Likewise, F. Smith
Fussner defines medieval historical writing by its Augustinian "theology of history" and
Wallace K. Ferguson marks the transition from "the theological world history of the
medieval chroniclers" to a "new periodization on secular grounds" as providing the later
boundary of the Middle Ages.” Fussner argues that the monastic chronicler was
interested in history merely as a revelation of God's teleological design and that "secular
history was meaningful only as an illustration of divine providence."'® However, a closer
examination of the historical writing of the time indicates that this binary pair did not
exist in practice. The process of change did not simply start and end at later-to-be-

determined dates; the transition from religious to secular world views was a continuous

¥ See: Elizabeth L. Eisenstein, The Printing Revolution in Early Modern Europe (New York: Cambridge
University Press, 1983).

° F. Smith Fussner, The Historical Revolution: English Historical Writing and Thought, 1580-1640
(London: Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1962): 9; Wallace K. Ferguson, The Renaissance in Historical
Thought (Boston, 1948): 17-18.

19 Fussner, Historical Revolution, 10-11.
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process.'' Although the medieval monastic chronicler and secular modern historian are
convenient historical shorthand archetypes, it is unlikely that, in the fourteenth century, a
monastic scholar existed who had no interest in secular concerns, or a secular historian
whose worldview was not shaped by Christian teaching.'® Scholars such as Steven
Justice trace the nigh-exclusive scholarly association of medieval historical literature, and
literacy more generally, with the ecclesiastical realm — the association between which
Kenneth Burke classifies as a "psychosis" — to the Middle Ages. The majority of scholars
(Knighton included), Justice argues, "expect to find literacy only under a tonsure" and
interpret literary sources accordingly.”® In contrast, Mark O'Brien notes the
"secularization of the clergy" occurring at this time, as clerics and monks became
increasingly preoccupied with material and political advancement.'* The rejection of the
oversimplified conflation of medieval with sacred work and modern with secular allows
modern historians to reconstruct more completely the influences upon fourteenth-century
writers.

That is not to say that the sacred and profane worlds did not differ in many ways;
they were not mutually exclusive. As historical writing shifted from monastic to secular

histories, there was a concurrent decrease in the power and numbers of religious houses.

"' In the wake of the linguistic turn, literary historians, such as Paul Strohm and Steven Justice are less
concerned with periodization per se. Their research primarily concerns the language and content of
individual texts and the ways in which they reflect the author's consciousness as well as the greater cultural
milieu that produced them. Recent scholars have not produced as broad an overview and typography of the
genre of historical literature as Kingsford's work. Justice and others rely on Kingsford's scholarship to
classify historical sources, but their focus lies in the details of language use and construction in specific
texts. Other scholars such as John Taylor still focus on classification in a way similar to Kingsford.

12 For example, Knighton was as interested (if not more so) in the military feats of Edward the Black Prince
in France and the succession of kings as he was in church doctrine and the succession of popes. In contrast,
the court historian, Jean Froissart took a keen interest in the movement of the pope to Avignon as well as
the pope's involvement in local disputes. (See, for example, Froissart pb Fol. 222r).

1* Steven Justice, Writing and Rebellion, 17. Justice is wary of the assumption that the rebels were
universally illiterate because, he states, it "makes too much [sense]" and is precisely what chroniclers
would want us to believe.

4 O'Brien, When Adam Delved, 9.
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The monastic chroniclers of the medieval period worked largely within the orbit of the
monastery or abbey. In contrast, by the end of the fourteenth century secular historians
were closely linked to court life and politics, either in London or elsewhere in Europe.
This difference had implications for both secular and monastic histories.'® For example,
the monastery was far more insular than the court community; the monastery purportedly
sought to remove itself from worldly concerns, while those very concerns were the
driving forces of the court. However, a simple dichotomy between the two realms did
not exist in practice. Monastic historians were by no means removed from the outside
world. They were intimately connected both to international networks of scholarship and
to the communities directly surrounding them. For example, Harriet Hanson's analysis of
the interrelation of chronicle accounts of the Peasants' Revolt suggests that
geographically-diverse English chroniclers incorporated elements of Froissart's account
of the Revolt as early as 1388 and before Froissart returned to the English court from
France.'” Likewise, many of the chronicles include state documents and eye-witness
accounts of the events that they record. The complex collaboration that Hanson describes
is not consistent with other-worldly isolation, but instead suggests that there was a

multifaceted, international network of both monastic and secular scholars (see below).

1% See: Mariateresa Fumagalli Beonio Brocchieri, "The Intellectual" in Medieval Callings. Edited by
Jacques Le Goff (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1990): 204.

'® Examining the next great shift to undergo historical writing after the movement to secular histories,
Elizabeth Eisenstein explores the influence that the geographical and sociological shift from "copyist's desk
to printer's workshop" and the movement from a manuscript to print culture had on the writing industry.
She establishes the commercial workshop as a new archetypal stage upon which the act of bookmaking was
enacted and which defined the nature, aims, and structure of the written work. Monastic scribes and
authors dedicated their lives to their work and often spent decades on one project. In contrast, the speed of
production in the workshop was rushed, chaotic and often frenzied. Although the two spaces shared an
ethos of collaboration, they embodied very different approaches towards the role of written works. For the
chronicle, raised to maturity in the monastic scriptorium and the medieval university, the early modern
printer's shop was indeed foreign soil.

'” See Harriet Hanson, "The Peasants' Revolt of 1381 and the Chronicles" Journal of Medieval History 6:4
(1980):393-415. She suggests that Froissart's work served as a source for Knighton and Walsingham, as
well as the Evesham and Anonimalle chronicles.
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For example, she suggests that the Anomimalle Chronicle drew on Walsingham's work,

among others, which in turn made use of Eulogium, and Westminster chronicles as well

as that of the Hainaulter court historian Froissart.
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Fig. 2. Diagram of suggested relationships between the various accounts.
Figure 1 Hanson's pictorial depiction of the textual relationships between the major

chronicle accounts of the Revolt.'®

Indeed, she argues that the chronicle sources are so "highly interdependent" that future

historians cannot use each as a measure of historical accuracy against one another.'” This

provides a much more holistic portrayal of the monastic chronicler existing within both a

sacred and a secular world. It is essential to contextualize the historian fully in his

individual context if one is to more completely understand his perspective and the impact

that would have had on his writing.

'® Harriet Hanson, "The Peasants' Revolt of 1381 and the Chronicles" Journal of Medieval History

6:4 (1980), 412.
¥ Ibid., 22.
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Knighton has been defined as a medieval monastic chronicler throughout the
historiography, and indeed his life was highly influenced by the church. Knighton spent
at least thirty-three years at the abbey of St Mary of the Meadows in Leicester, and
Taylor suggests that he was recruited from the locality.”® The abbey was founded in 1143
to support a community of Augustinian canons regular. Augustinian canons were
secular clergy (i.e. priests who served lay parishioners) living the communal lives
endorsed by the majority of monastic orders of the late medieval period and structured by
a loose common rule. The community, also known as Leicester Abbey, was constructed
approximately half a mile north of the town of Leicester and included a church, cloister,
chapter house, infirmary and kitchens. Knighton arrived at St. Mary’s no later than 1363,
for he records his attendance at the royal procession of Edward III that occurred in that
year, and he remained at the abbey until his death in approximately 1396.'

The abbey was also a highly successful economic venture. As a result of its vast
endowments, by the late fifteenth century the abbey had possessions in at least 171 vills
throughout England and was the largest landowner in Leicestershire, surpassing all lay
lords in accumulated property.”? Under the leadership of Abbot William de Cloune, the
abbey was powerful enough to acquire a certain amount of independence from the crown.
De Cloune and his successors were granted an exemption from their obligation to attend
parliament, and the king relinquished the authority to interfere with the abbey upon an
abbot's death beyond an act of seisin of no longer than twenty-four hours. That is to say,
he could not impose further taxation nor intervene in the election of the new abbot. At

the end of the fourteenth century the abbey temporarily gained a rare grant of freedom

20 Taylor, Historical Literature, 8.
*! Knighton's Chronicle, Xvii.
** Levi Fox, Leicester Abbey: historical introduction and description (Leicester, 1949), 9.
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from the bishop's authority. > The abbey was a powerful and important member of the
order of canons regular, as well as an influential landowner and an economic centre in
Leicestershire. Knighton's enthusiastic interest in taxes (secular and ecclesiastical) and
market concerns, such as the price of wool, are a testament to the significance of the
abbey's role as an economic enterprise. Moreover, St Mary in the Meadows was not
simply a place of worship. C.H. Lawrence discusses the religious house's function as
both landlord and employer, as well as its increasingly manorial management style.** He
states that the vast majority of abbots' lands were bound to perform the same obligations
to the crown as those of lay lords, and that they required many serfs to work the land of
their demesne manors.” At a time when the circumstances precipitated by the population
decline that followed the plague were forcing landowners to afford their tenants greater
freedom, ecclesiastical estates generally were slow to follow their secular counterparts in
reform. E.B. Fryde notes that in the late fourteenth and early fifteenth centuries ninety-
five percent of tenants of the bishops of Winchester's estates, for example, were unfree.?
Knighton was uniquely positioned to witness the impact of the changing labour situation
on one of England's most economically successful religious houses. The church's role as
landowner was a significant part of his experience and, to a degree, defined his
understanding of ecclesiastical-lay interactions. He was at the very least an indirect
participant in its tenant policies.

Much of the popular anger directed towards the church stemmed from its role as

landowner and the persistence of serfdom on its estates. Indeed, the rebels chose to burn

23 1.
Ibid., 11.

* C.H. Lawrence, Medieval Monasticism 3™ Ed. (Toronto: Longman, 2001): 123-129.

» 1bid., 126, 128.

* E.B. Fryde, Peasants and Landlords in Later Medieval England (New York: St Martin's Press, 1996): 11.
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administrative documents but leave theological texts unharmed, indicating a focus on the
church's political and economic role rather than its spiritual one.”” The rebels' primary
demand was the statutory abolition of serfdom on ecclesiastical and secular estates.
Rodney Hilton states that by 1381 this was more of a symbolic ultimatum than a real one,
especially as many of the rebels were not serfs but freemen and artisans. This was
particularly true of the Kentish rebels, Justice indicates, because traditional serfdom had
never existed there.”® However, the demographics of Winchester estates cited above
suggest that the concern might have been more relevant than Hilton allows. Knighton
records several attacks on abbeys during the Revolt. Most of these incidents took place
outside London and were unconnected to the events there.”” In Peterborough, the abbey's
tenants attempted to destroy it physically, and at St Albans tenants and townspeople there
surrounded the abbey and forced concessions from the abbot.® Knighton writes that "in
many places tenants likewise tried to prevail over their lords."*! Such activity was so
prevalent that "everywhere men believed, in fear and trembling, that at any moment and

without delay the rebels would descend upon them."*

This is an interesting statement for
it follows his specific descriptions of hitherto localized, uncoordinated attacks of tenants
on their own abbeys.

Knighton then records the movement of rebels from London to Leicester. These

rebels, who were not inhabitants of the town or the surrounding area, were less concerned

with Leicester Abbey and its tenurial practices, than they were intent on destroying the

27 See: Justice, Writing and Rebellion, 46.
* Ibid., 45.
* They did not share leadership with the rebels in London.
30 Knighton's Chronicle, 225-227. The abbot granted the common's demands under duress but this
agreement was later revoked by order of the king.
j; Ibid., 227. "coeperunt tenentes contra suos dominos inualescere."
Ibid.
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property of the universally disliked John of Gaunt. In this way, Knighton presents the
Revolt as an external threat to Leicester, frees the town's inhabitants from implication in
the movement and spares them the divine retribution that confronts the men and women
of Peterborough and St Albans. The contrast between Knighton's account of the good
men of Leicester who had rallied to defend their town against the rebels and the men
elsewhere who had "come to destroy the church, and the men of the church, and in the
church, and by the church," is startling. By way of comparison, nowhere in his account
of the Revolt does Knighton condemn any group's actions more strongly than those of the
tenants of Peterborough. Henry Despenser, the bishop of Norwich, was sent by God, he
writes, to defeat those "evildoers at their work."*> Mercy lost to reciprocity: "and so they,
who in their fury had spared none, found no mercy in the bishop's eye, but were weighed
as they themselves had weighed, and repaid in the same measure as they had used."**
These rebels had threatened the very existence of the church, and "for that very reason it
was fitting that they should die at the hands of a churchman."*’

In addition, the rebel leadership sought to abolish the traditional ecclesiastical
hierarchy. In London, the rebels attacked specific symbols highly emblematic of the
church's economic, political, and spiritual power, but events such as the execution of
Simon Sudbury, archbishop of Canterbury, indicate that the church was already facing a
crisis of authority. They also indicate that the authority lay in the office itself, and not the
individual holding the title. Knighton does not discuss Sudbury's personal ideology, or
the implications for the office of his particular death, but rather focuses on the shocking

murder of the archbishop of Canterbury, beheaded by the leaderless crowd at the Tower

3 1bid., 225.
** 1bid., 225-7.
3 1bid., 227.
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of London while Richard II met with Wat Tyler at Mile End.*® Likewise, the rebels
killed him not because he was Simon of Sudbury, nor for his actions as archbishop, but
because his title made him the symbolic and actual head of the English church and a
cornerstone of the royal administration. Fryde argues that Sudbury was in fact a
moderate, unpartisan politician and that the rebels grossly misjudged him.*’ This would
be true if they had killed him for his political ideology alone since they would just as
readily have killed a man whose liberality would have made him more sympathetic to
their complaints. His personal ideology, however, had little influence on their decision to
remove him as a symbol of traditional authority.

For such an act to be possible, the rebels had to feel that the power wielded by the
English church and its officers was no longer legitimate and it could therefore be
challenged. Knighton locates the source of this discontent in the plague and concerns
with the lower clergy, not the wealthy land-owning abbeys and bishoprics. Owing to the
increased demand for priests that resulted from the high mortality and consequent
spiritual anxiety of the Plague and the loss of a high percentage of priests to the disease,
England faced a shortage of priests. Hollister estimates that approximately fifty percent
of English clergy succumbed to the disease, a rate higher than the general population.*®
As a result, clerical fees rose and the quality of priests diminished as the church
decreased both its standards and the length and depth of a postulant's training. Knighton
writes with contempt of the influx of illiterate widowers, the "merest of laymen" into the

priesthood and the implications this had for their ability to perform their duties

36 11
Ibid., 213-15.

3" He argues that Sudbury's murder indicates "the grotesque misjudgement and misrepresentation of the

king's leading ministers in the country at large." Fryde, Peasants and Landlords, 43.

*¥ C. Warren Hollister, The Making of England, 55 B.C. to 1399 (Lexington: D.C. Heath, 1976), 245.
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properly.®” In addition, the establishment of a second, fiscally-minded pope at Avignon
during a period of English frustration in the Hundred Years War led to a certain amount
of resentment towards the greater church, as well as hindering its aura of infallibility.*
Neither pope, however, figures in the rebels' demands or Knighton's account of the
Revolt — it was solely an English struggle, although one in which the church figured
prominently. Mark O'Brien notes that the decadence and corruption of the fourteenth-
century English church resulted in a "widespread scepticism in the authority of the clergy
and a corrosion of the respect that the church needed in order to survive."*! The
legitimacy upon which the authority of the church rested had already been corroded and
this fact was reflected in the challenge posed by the Revolt.

The rebels' intention to make John Ball their archbishop suggests that their
opposition to Sudbury was ideological in nature.*> Here, their desire was not to challenge
the existence of the church or the church's right to authority, but to place at its head one
who would govern it in accordance with their demands. The office of the archbishop
would regain its legitimacy, and thus its authority, when it embodied the will of the
commons. The fact that they advocated the abolition of all other bishops in England but
intended to maintain the office of archbishop of Canterbury suggests that they wished to
centralize the authority of the church. It also indicates an awareness of the jurisdictional
delegation of power and authority within the church bureaucracy. The archbishop would
have the authority to enforce the changes that the rebels sought when authority was

centralized in his office. To achieve this, middling figures in the hierarchy, such as

3% Knighton's Chronicle, 103.

0 Hollister, Making of England, 247.

“ O'Brien, When Adam Delved, 8.

* Knighton states this as one of their intentions as early as the rebels' entrance into Maidstone before 12
June. Knighton's Chronicle, 211.
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bishops and abbots, had to be eliminated, as did the current archbishop. Knighton
records the installation of John Ball as the archbishop of Canterbury as an aim of the
rebels when they released Ball from the archbishop's prison in Maidstone, suggesting that
the deposition of the archbishop was a premeditated event. He emphasizes this again,
writing that "the commons intended to kill the archbishop and the other notables with
him, and came there to do it, and subsequently achieved their purpose."* These
statements suggest that when they stormed the Tower the archbishop was the rebels'
primary target. Later, however, Knighton describes Sudbury as an innocent bystander,
unfortunately present when the rebels came for John Legg, the king's treasurer and the
true focus of their anger. The discrepancy is most likely the result of Knighton's personal
allegiance to the archbishop and his desire to portray Sudbury as the innocent victim of
the rebels' discontent. Knighton's loyalty was to both the office of the archbishop and to
the man placed there by the church.

The chronicler's characterization of the archbishop and his companions as "the
lamb before the shearer" further emphasizes their innocence and suggests an element of
martyrdom in their deaths.** Sheep were understood to be particularly innocent animals,
and their invocation had a number of connotations in religious imagery. Sheep were
members of the flock of God the shepherd, and lambs in particular were associated with
religious sacrifice, culminating in the sacrificial death of Christ, the metaphysical Lamb
of God. Furthermore, Knighton notes that the king sought to "deliver the archbishop and
his colleagues from the jaws of the wolf."* The wolf was the natural enemy of sheep,

and the contrast of predator and victim emphasizes the sacrificial innocence of the

“ 1bid., 213.
“ Ibid., 215.
* Ibid., 213.
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archbishop. Although Knighton refrains from directly categorizing the archbishop as a
martyr, unlike Walsingham, the allusions he draws led the medieval reader to a similar
conclusion.*® Knighton reinforces this association when he writes that the archbishop
and his associates were condemned by the "clamour of the crowd," likening his death to
the trial of Christ and the freeing of Barabas by the crowd.*” For Knighton, Sudbury died
defending what he symbolized as the archbishop of Canterbury: the traditional and
supreme authority of the church and its place in the social and political structure of late
medieval English society.

Knighton makes no mention of what ultimately happened to the men who killed
the archbishop of Canterbury, and yet he writes, in reference to the rebels at
Peterborough, that "they who had not feared to ravage the church's pastures did not
deserve the church's protection, and some of them were struck down with lances and
swords by the altar, and against the walls of the church, both within and without."*® He
appears to displace the responsibility for the actions he attributes to the rebels in London
in an earlier passage, who "spar[ed] none of any degree or order, whether in churches and
churchyards, or streets and public places, or in houses or the fields."* Perhaps the
chronicler felt it necessary to exaggerate the threat posed to the church by local revolts in
order to legitimize the actions of the bishop, while the crimes committed in London were
heinous enough to warrant severe retaliation. Whether or not this is the case, Knighton
clearly perceives the localized actions of discontented tenants and townspeople as a more

severe threat to the greater church, or at least his position within it, than the murder of the

% Walsingham directly refers to Sudbury's death as martyrdom (martirium archiepiscopi). Walsingham,
Historia Anglicana, 428-9.

7 Knighton's Chronicle, 213.

* Ibid., 225.

“ 1bid., 219.
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archbishop. It is important to remember that Knighton lived in one of the wealthiest
Augustinian abbeys in England of the time, and so the events at in Norfolk, Essex, and
Suffolk would have threatened him as an individual more than those in London. Still, the
severity of his reaction and the way in which he describes the attempted destruction of
one abbey as an effort to eradicate the church in its entirety have greater implications for
the understanding of the English medieval church than the fears of one chronicler for his
own personal safety. They are a testament to the economic importance of ecclesiastical
estates, the significance that contemporary landowners placed on the continued loyalty of
tenants, the localized nature of the church's authority, and the acceptable use of
retributive force. Knighton presents the abbey as the life-force of the medieval English
church and a threat to it is a threat to the very existence of the church and its ability to
survive in a way that the murder of the archbishop of Canterbury was not.”® Estate-
holding religious houses formed the economic spine of the greater church and the
disloyalty of its tenants represented an egregious subversion of the social, spiritual, and
economic hierarchy. Extreme violence, i.e. the decisive enactment of power, was
required to re-establish the church's authority.”' It was legitimized through Knighton's

depiction of a life or death scenario.

%% Knighton's ambivalent response to Sudbury's death is particularly evident when compared with
Walsingham's account. Walsingham writes that the rebels "conspired to destroy holy church and the
Christian faith, [and] worked for the destruction of the kingdom ... They must be judged by their works,
because they murdered the father of the whole clergy, the head of the English church, the archbishop of
Canterbury" and attempted to destroy grammar and literacy in the kingdom as well. Walsingham further
defined Sudbury's death as martyrdom and recounted several miracles that purportedly followed his death.
The severity of the implications of the murder of the archbishop (i.e. the destruction of the church and all of
Christianity), as well as his importance in the English church, that Walsingham describes is clearly not
reflected in Knighton's account. Knighton's treatment of the event suggests that Sudbury's death, while
tragic, was not a critical blow to the power or authority of the church. (Walsingham, Historia Anglicana,
424-431).

> Maddern defines violence as the "language of social order" in the Middle Ages. To a large degree,
violence was power and therefore extreme violence strongly articulated the corresponding power.
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It would seem that the rebels themselves also endowed their ideological struggle
with this level of importance. Mark O'Brien states that the church's fiscal institutions
were where the oppressive nature of medieval economic practices would have been felt
the most keenly and therefore would have elicited the strongest anger from the rebels.*
The chroniclers' emphasis on the rebels' demand for the abolition of serfdom, as well as
the forcefulness of tenant actions, indicates that their demand for an end to serfdom had
greater implications than simply the acknowledgment of a pre-existing reality. Some
scholars argue that, in practice, serfdom had effectively ended by 1381. The end of
serfdom, however, was related to the most radical aims of the revolt: unprecedented
egalitarianism. Hilton defines this desire for freedom as a fundamental aspect of the
revolt's "inherent ideology" (that which is developed internally in the course of the
struggle).”® In light of the church's position as a feudal landowner, it is perhaps
unsurprising that some of the earliest active protests against serfdom should have
occurred in Cluniac estates in Shropshire.” Interestingly, a similar ideology of freedom
and egalitarianism likewise was also developing in clerical circles. It was particularly
significant that many clergy had been proponents of a form of justice that was often at

odds with that of the secular world.>®

52 O'Brien, When Adam Delved, 7.

> For example, see: Hilton, "Inherent and Derived Ideology," 401. Hilton argues that the demand was at
least as much symbolic as real for the rebels.

> Hilton, "Inherent and Derived Ideology," 402.

> See Hilton, "Inherent and Derived Ideology," 402. These protests began to take place as early as 1163.
36 For example, ecclesiastical courts in England sought to avoid the death penalty, the prescribed
punishment of the secular courts. For more on the differences between ecclesiastical and secular law see:
Margaret Kerr, Richard Forsyth, and Michael Plyley, "Cold Water and Hot Iron: Trial by Ordeal in
England," Journal of Interdisciplinary History 22:4 (Spring 1992), 573-595; and A. K. McHardy, "Church
courts and criminous clerks in the later Middle Ages," in Medieval Ecclesiastical Studies in Honour of
Dorothy M. Owen, edited by M. J. Franklin and Christopher Harper-Bill (Boydell Press, 1995), 165-183.
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John Wycliffe, a contemporary of Knighton who was well known for his radical
theological views, articulated this new vision of freedom and justice. Among other
things, Wycliffe advocated the popularization and de-stratification of Christianity.”’ He
questioned the fairness of a society predicated on the exploitation of a large segment of
the population. He felt that this was wrong exacerbated by the hypocrisy of a wealthy
and powerful church claiming to preach poverty and humility: "what reason is there for
maintaining a fat, worldly priest in pomp and in pride ... What reason is there, I say, for
the poor to bear hunger and cold instead?"® The influence of unorthodox church
theologians can be seen in the ideology of the rebellion, if only indirectly. Not only were
the ideological basis of the Revolt and its inciting call to arms — "when Adam delved and
Eve span, who was then a gentleman?" — expressed through a biblical precedent, but the
concept of radical equality that constituted the most extreme ideology of the rebellion
drew its impetus from Christian teaching that was reshaped to support the peasants'
demands. Brocchieri describes the late medieval university — itself a monastic institution
— as an environment conducive to the development of this radical and unorthodox
ideology.”® The university brought together both noble laymen and clerics from disparate
regions of Britain and the continent and diverse theological and ideological backgrounds.
It facilitated international networks of scholarship that allowed for both orthodox and
subversive academic discussions that would have been much simpler to contain if they

had remained localized. The academic nature of the university also encouraged scholars

T Wycliffe attacked the disparity in access that existed in the church. He targeted literacy, excessive ritual,
and expensive benefits such as indulgences as they reinforced both ecclesiastical and lay hierarchies.

¥ Mariateresa Fumagalli Beonio Brocchieri, "The Intellectual," in Medieval Callings. Edited by

Jacques Le Goff (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1990), 199.

> Ibid., 201. Tayler also acknowledges the significance of the university as a medieval institution. He
notes particularly its influence on the church. Taylor, Historical Literature, 5.
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to reexamine and critically engage with traditional religious texts. Wycliffe's arguments,
and Lollardy more generally, rested on an open and critical examination of the Bible.
The university provided an environment conducive to both the development and
propagation of this subversive ideology of equality.

Examining Wycliffe and Lollardy specifically, Stephen Justice argues that the
connection between unorthodox religious teaching, ideology and the rebellion was
constructed post facto by historians, for no evidence of a historical relationship exists.®
Indeed, far from sympathetic observers, Knighton and fellow chronicler Walsingham's
apparent hostility towards Wycliffe as a heretic made them eager to place as much blame
as they could on him and his followers. This idea of a relationship between Wycliffe and
the Revolt, Justice states, was then perpetuated throughout the historiography. Knighton
had very little patience for Wycliffe's doctrines. For example, he refers to the scholar's
conclusions as "errors" leading to the "depravity of heresy."®' Justice cites Knighton's
comparison of John Ball and Wycliffe as John the Baptist and Christ, respectively, and
Walsingham's assertion that the Revolt was punishment for heresy as the extent of the
connection insinuated by the chroniclers. In light of his dislike of Wycliffe, the tenuous
nature of the relationship that Knighton does finally describe is therefore compelling
evidence of the lack of any real link.®> Had there been any substantial connection, he
argues, Knighton would have exploited it in order to further undermine Wycliffe's
reputation.”® Closer examination of Knighton's relationship to Wycliffe, however,

reveals a more complex reality. It is true that the chronicler condemns Wycliffe's

m

5 Stephen Justice, "Religious Dissent, Social Revolt and 'Ideology’
(2007): 205.

8 Knighton's Chronicle, 255-7.

%2 Justice, "Religious Dissent, Social Revolt and 'Ideology," 207.
% Justice, "Religious Dissent, Social Revolt and 'Ideology," 207.
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theological assertions, describing them in some ways as signs of the apocalypse, but he is
much more sympathetic towards Wycliffe than Justice assumes.®* Knighton, in fact,
avoids implicating Wycliffe in a number of ways. He praises the man as an academic,
shifts much of the blame to John Ball, and constructs his narrative in such a way as to
remove Wycliffe's influence from the Revolt.

Both Walsingham and Knighton would most likely have had personal knowledge
of Wycliffe. Walsingham wrote from St. Albans in Hertfordshire and was likely
educated at Oxford while Wycliffe served as a master there.®> After expulsion from
Oxford, Wycliffe settled at the rectory of Lutterworth in Leicestershire, not far from the
abbey of St. Mary's in the Meadow. Historians have remarked upon Knighton's
proximity to the "hotbed of Lollardy" and the unique historical vision provided by that
closeness.®® More significant than his personal knowledge of Wycliffe and the Lollards,
however, was Wycliffe's relationship to John of Gaunt. As discussed in later chapters,
Gaunt's patronage was perhaps the greatest external (i.e. non-ideological) influence on
Knighton's historical vision. Gaunt championed Wycliffe. Knighton therefore risked
condemning his benefactor through thorough censure of Wycliffe. In addition, the abbot
of St. Mary in the Meadows at the time Knighton was writing, Philip Repingdon, had
defended Wycliffe at Oxford in the 1380s, although Knighton makes no explicit
connection between Repingdon and Wycliffe as he does with John of Gaunt and the

heretical theologian.®” Knighton also acknowledged Wycliffe as a fellow academic, as

8 Knighton's Chronicle, 243-51.

55 See: John Taylor, "Walsingham, Thomas (c. 1340-1422)," Oxford Dictionary of National Biography
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2004); and Richard Rex, The Lollards (New York: Palgrave, 2002), 25-
27.

% See, for example: Richard Rex, The Lollards (New York: Palgrave, 2002), 57.

7 See Taylor, Historical Literature, 17.
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discussed below. Knighton was monk, secular cleric, and not least scholar. He
understood this commonality and respected Wycliffe as an academic.

Knighton was forced to reconcile the interests of patron, church, and the
establishment by discrediting Wycliffe's subversive philosophy while still maintaining
the integrity of the latter's person. Misguided and subversive his ideology may have
been, Knighton writes, but the man himself was "the most eminent theologian of that
time. He was reckoned second to none in philosophy, and incomparable in scholastic
learning."®® Knighton states that in 1382 Wycliffe was ordered to defend himself before
an ecclesiastical gathering in London.®”” He records that at this time Wycliffe and his
supporters were rescued by an "invincible guardian”" (Gaunt) from losing themselves to
heresy irretrievably. Gaunt convinced many of them, including Wycliffe and noted
followers such as Nicholas Hereford, to confess their heretical ideas; "otherwise they
would have fallen into the pit of destruction."” The highly respectable scholarly
reputation that Knighton establishes for Wycliffe justifies Gaunt's protection of the man
whose heretical ideas Knighton, as an orthodox member of the clergy, would have found

threatening and repulsive.”'

% Knighton's Chronicle, 243.

%9 Martin suggests that Knighton confused a number of different gatherings, including the Blackfriars
council, and November synod at Oxford. Wycliffe was required to appear at none of these, but his
teachings were condemned in absentia. See: Knighton's Chronicle, 250 n. 1.

" Ibid., 251. He writes that they had lost themselves to their subversive philosophies: "the sun of their
audacity set, and they were taken into the shadows of madness."

! Knighton ends his recitation of Wycliffe's assertions with: "the heretical conclusions, repugnant to the
judgements of the Church, which are mentioned word by word above, and which are called the conclusions
of Wyclif, are there recited, as are the erroneous conclusions." Ibid., 269.
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He suffered no such qualms in regards to the character of John Ball, whom he
describes only as a destructive heretic.”” In addition, the chronicler organizes his
account's timeline in such a way as to implicate Ball in the Revolt while distancing
Wiyecliffe from it. Knighton states clearly that Ball, whose career culminated with the
Revolt in 1381, predated Wycliffe even though by 1374 the scholar had been exiled from
Oxford on account of his unorthodox ideas and the two men were at best contemporaries.
Walsingham, by contrast, begins his discussion of the year 1381 with "the ravings of
John Wyclif."” It is in the context of Wycliffe's heresies — the man who "seemed to
swallow the Jordan and plunge all Christians into the abyss" — that he places his account
of the Revolt.”* In contrast, Knighton creates a very linear, but reversed, progression
between the two men, placing John Ball and the Revolt before his discussion of Wycliffe.
Unlike Walsingham, Knighton's discussion of Wycliffe's heresies follows his account of
the Revolt, reversing the St. Alban's chronicler's chronology and causality. He states that
Wycliffe had "as the precursor of his pestiferous contrivings John Ball, a powerful enemy
of the church's unity, a fomenter of discord between the clergy and the laity, a tireless
disseminator of illicit beliefs, and a disturber of the church of Christians."” His
condemnation of Ball allows him to place the ideological responsibility for the Revolt on
Ball alone and therefore to maintain orthodox thought and condemn Wycliffite
philosophy without specifically implicating Wycliffe (and by association, John of Gaunt)

in the Revolt.

2 He writes that Ball had "for a long time unprofitably spread the word of the Lord, mixing tares with the
wheat ... bitterly denouncing the law and the free estate of the church, execrably dividing the clergy and
the laity by his errors, and casting a cloud of darkness over the province for many years." Ibid., 211.

3 Walsingham, Historia Anglicana, 403.

™ Ibid., 403. Walsingham directly follows his account of the heresies inspired by Wycliffe with the Revolt,
occurring, he states, "as punishment for [England's] sins." Ibid., 411.

™ Knighton's Chronicle, 277.
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Stephen Justice defines heresy (e.g. Wycliffe's discrediting of transubstantiation)
and social dissent (e.g. the rebels' demands for political and social equality and actions
toward achieving that end) as mutually exclusive terms. For Knighton, however,
"heresy" included a great deal more than unorthodox theological philosophy. His world
was not one in which the religious sphere was neatly separated from the secular realm.
Knighton defines attacks on secular persons and lands as much led by "the Evil One" as
were those on ecclesiastical targets.”® Friedrich Engels dismisses the role of heresy in the
Revolt as a "religious screen" behind which the "demands of the various classes" were
hidden. The rebels' demands relied on, or at least drew on, orthodox philosophies of
religious and secular hierarchy.”’ In light of the culture from which the revolt sprang,
saturated as it was in Christian doctrine and philosophy, it is unsurprising that the rebels
should have characterized their aims and grievances in terms of theological language.
Justice dismisses the necessarily radical nature of these metaphors, arguing that
"normative religious belief could encourage and justify rebellion as well as submission,
could provide rebels as well as their lords with resources of self-explanation and self-

justification."”

Knighton also used the flexibility of conventional norms both to
sympathize with and to condemn the rebels.
The question then becomes: how did this philosophy make its way from the

academic and exclusive halls of the University of Oxford, where Wycliffe studied and

taught, to the fields of Blackheath, for all intents and purposes a world away? The most

76 Knighton says of the rebels' attacks on the New Temple and the houses of secular officials that "even the
old and decrepit clambered over [obstacles] as agilely as if they had been rats, or were borne aloft by
spirits. And indeed one can well believe that the Evil One , whom they followed and served, was guiding
their steps." Ibid., 217.

7 For example, their desire to make John Ball their archbishop. Justice discusses the use of orthodox
theology in relation to a Eucharistic rite depicted by Walsingham. Justice, "Religious Dissent, Social
Revolt and 'Ideology,™ 212.

" 1bid., 213.

39



probable answer again lies with the church. First of all, Knighton, aware of Wycliffe's
subversive philosophies, would have seen similarities between the rebels' demand for
freedom and the tenets of Lollardy. In this way, his knowledge of one would have
influenced his presentation of the other. Thus, he already possessed a coherent, educated
model of religious dissent to draw upon for his description of the Revolt. More
generally, unlike the monks whose lives were removed from the profane world, and the
nobles and intellectuals sequestered in their manor houses and universities, respectively,
the lower clergy regularly had close contact with and confronted the poverty, illness,
starvation, and social injustices that plagued the lower echelons of society.”” J.R.
Maddicott correctly emphasizes the close relationship between lay clergy and the
common poor.* Clerics had what could be called a professional interest in the
particularly harsh tribulations that peasants faced in the fourteenth century. Christianity
was, after all, a religion that described the poor, meek, and persecuted as blessed.®! They
were also influenced by the philosophies of theologians such as Saint Anthony and the
desert fathers, and Saint Francis of Assisi. Figures like Saint Anthony were lauded for
rejecting wealth and status in favour of a life of poverty and asceticism. Mendicant
Franciscan monks vowed to live a life bereft of material comforts and social acceptance,
choosing poverty and alienation instead. Priests were charged with the spiritual, and
sometime physical, care of the most marginalized members of medieval society. In this

way, they embraced another type of egalitarianism, choosing to live as the poor did. In

™ For more on the segregation of medieval society see: Jeffrey Denton, ed. Orders and Hierarchies in Late
Medieval and Renaissance Europe (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1999).

% J.R. Maddicott, "Poems of Social Protest in Early Fourteenth-Century England" England in the
Fourteenth Century: Proceedings of the 1985 Harlaxton Symposium, W.M. Ormrod, ed. (London: The
Boydell Press, 1986): 136.

81 See: Matthew 5:3-12.
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addition, they served peasants in a unique capacity, and participated in the most
significant events of their lives.*> They had the potential to identify with the peasant
class both materially and ideologically. Mark O'Brien defines medieval society as an
"ideological world" centred on the figure of the local priest. He served as the keystone in
the maintenance of social order (or in this case the disruption of it).%

Lay clergy also possessed the education required to interpret and disseminate
Wiycliffite ideology and the expertise with which to communicate these concepts to
various levels of society. The pulpit made them effective ideological disseminators, as
did the pastoral aspects of their ministries. They had the opportunity, means, and above
all the ability to articulate this ideology. Rodney Hilton explores the complexity of
thought that underpinned the actions and demands of the rebels. The targets of rebels'
wrath (e.g. tax collectors, lawyers, the archbishop of Canterbury, and the royal treasurer)
were carefully chosen for their highly symbolic value. Hilton acknowledges that while
the rebels were not all illiterate tenant farmers, the ideology of the rebellion was
remarkably educated, coherent, and consistent in light of their limited access to
education.® Hilton, a Marxist historian, interprets the combination of the rebels' diverse
backgrounds with their unity of purpose as a form of proto-class consciousness.™
Members of the clergy also played an active role in the Revolt. In addition to the

contribution of John Ball, already discussed, Hilton estimates that some twenty

%2 For example, secular clergy presided at marriages and performed baptisms and last rites. Perhaps more
importantly, their sermons also sought to influence the minds of their parishioners.

8 O'Brien, When Adam Delved, 6-7.

% The term "Peasants' Revolt" is something of a misnomer. The rebels were a heterogeneous group, the
majority of which were peasants of varying social rank, but which also included a wider cross-section of
society, such as artisans, and craftsmen.

% The interest of communist and Marxist historiographical traditions in the Revolt is discussed in the
Introduction, p. 5.

41



clergymen played prominent roles in the Revolt, both in local uprisings and in London.*
In this context, Knighton's status as an Augustinian canon has important implications for
his representation of the Revolt.
Knighton's knowledge of peasant life, as well as the hardships that it inflicted on

those who lived it, is clear when he writes that

when the commons of Kent and neighbouring parts found

themselves so gravely harassed, and ever new and all but

intolerable burdens incessantly laid upon them, without

hope of redress, unable longer to bear the injury of such

oppression, they conferred amongst themselves to discover

what remedy or support they could devise.®’
Not only was the chronicler aware of the struggles of the peasantry, he clearly
sympathized with them. He acknowledged the magnitude of their suffering as well as its
inescapable nature. This passage suggests that the rebels had little choice but to
challenge their oppression, driven to action by the severity and constancy of their servile
state. The reasonableness of the peasants' actions is again emphasized in Knighton's
description of their meeting. He writes of the commons meeting in counsel and
supportive fellowship to discuss "those endeavours that the common good and necessity
urgently demanded" and of the joyful attitude that resulted from the discovery that they
could "look to each other for relief from such oppressive need."™ Knighton describes a
collective brought together by necessity, and one that embodied optimism and a strong

sense of community. These are not the words of a man opposed to the demands of the

rebels; quite the opposite, in fact.

8 See Maddicott, "Poems of Social Protest," 139; and R. Hilton, Bond Men Made Free: Medieval Peasant
Movements and the English Rising of 1381 (New York: The Viking Press, 1973): 207-208. Hilton
contrasts this with the lack of ecclesiastical involvement in peasant unrest on the continent.

87 Knighton's Chronicle, 209.

% Ibid., 209.
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Furthermore, the chronicler acknowledged that the source of these tribulations lay
beyond the immediate control of the peasants themselves and were imposed upon them
without remedy (imponi absque remedio). In comparison, Walsingham describes the first
assembly of the commons with little of Knighton's sympathy. He writes that the "serfs ...
in company with other countrymen of Essex, conceiving ambitions beyond their powers
and harbouring hopes of subduing everything to their foolish designs, assembled in large
numbers and began to clamour for liberty."®® The St. Alban's Chronicle embodies an
elite outrage at the presumption of the commons. Walsingham, a scholar and a monk,
clearly did not empathize with the peasants' hardships, unlike Knighton, whose work
would have made it much more difficult for him to ignore. Knighton admitted to the
reality of the peasants' burdens, while Walsingham labeled them "false pretexts."*’
Froissart, who was less dismissive than Walsingham, still described the argument for
equality as "folly" and argued that the rebels were simply "envious of the wealthy and
noblemen."”! They denied the validity of the peasants' complaints, where Knighton
acknowledged their root causes.

Knighton's sympathy, however, had limits. After the understanding with which
he addresses the rebels' grievances, his account quickly becomes markedly less positive.
In the paragraph following his endorsement of the rebels' ideological foundation, he
refers to the "wicked commons" assembling and soon their movements are designated as

n92

"attacks."”” What accounts for this significant transformation? Knighton himself reveals

much of the answer. He states that the rebels

% Walsingham, Historia Anglicana, 411.
*Ibid., 413.

*! Froissart, fol. 70v.

%2 Knighton's Chronicle, 209-10.
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assembled on Blackheath, where ... no longer content with

their first purpose, nor satisfied merely by minor crimes,

they ruthlessly contemplated greater and unspeakable evils,

nor would they be ready to desist from their wicked plans

until all the lords and the great men of the kingdom had

been utterly destroyed.”
Knighton limits his sympathy to the realm of ideology and strongly denounces the actions
that resulted from those forces. The peasants had a right to grumble about their status,
but acting on this injustice overstepped legitimate procedure and therefore stripped their
conduct of authority.

Following his account of the death of Wat Tyler, but before his description of the
retaliation of the secular and ecclesiastical authorities, Knighton includes statements
concerning four "leaders" of the Revolt. Aside from John Ball, these men are likely
archetypal constructions of the type of men who participated in the rebellion and not
specific and historical individuals.”* They embody and articulate, however cryptically,
much of the philosophical underpinning of the rebels' ideology. Their words employ a
highly metaphorical style to reveal apocalyptic undertones common at this time. John
Aberth examines the frequent use of Apocalyptic imagery by late medieval writers. He
explores the famines, wars, plagues and death that threatened to overwhelm European
society in the fourteenth century and asks if it is indeed surprising that late medieval
persons believed the Apocalypse to be near.”” In like vein, Knighton records several

ambiguous and ominous speeches of the said leaders. For example, Jack Miller asked his

companions "for help to turn his mill aright. He has ground things small, and small, the

” Ibid., 210.

%% For more on the archetypal nature of these men, see: Justice, Writing in Revolt, xxx.

% John Aberth, From the Brink of the Apocalypse: Confronting Famine, War, Plague, and Death in the
Later Middle Ages 2™ Ed. (New York: Routledge, 2010), 1.

44



King's Son of Heaven shall pay for all."*®

Likewise, Jack Carter implores them to "make
a good end of what [they] have begun, and do well, and ever better, for in the evening a
man reckons the day," and Jack Trueman warns that "sin spreads like the wild flood ...
God make the reckoning, for now is the time."”” Each of these "leaders" of the Revolt
framed his statements within an apocalyptic context. They galvanized their supporters by
emphasizing the finality of their position. Worldly safety would mean little when the day
of reckoning was come. It was therefore their duty to confront the injustices of the world
before the end. Guy Fourquin classifies this sentiment, discernable in both the Peasants'
Revolt and the Bohemian Taborite Uprising (1420), as "egalitarian millenarianism."”®
Proponents of the Revolt's ideology promised a second "Golden Age," a return either to
Eden or to the utopic community of the early Christians. These letters also further testify
to the influence of secular clerics on the formation of rebel ideology and Richard Firth
Green demonstrates the prevalence of common sermon phrases in them.””

The cultural prevalence of millenarianism, however, that some employed to
secure support for the Revolt, was also used to condemn it. Less sympathetic writers saw
the Revolt as a destructive harbinger of the Apocalypse itself, akin to the four horsemen.
Knighton himself describes Lollardy as the fulfillment of Guillaume de Saint-Amour's
eight signs of the apocalypse.'® An anonymous clerk drew a more direct link to the
Revolt, writing:

The Rysing of the comuynes in Londe,
The pestilens and the eorthe-quake,

% Knighton's Chronicle, 223.

7 Ibid., 223.

% Fourquin, Popular Rebellion , 101.

% Richard Firth Green, "John Ball's Letters: Literary History and Historical Literature," in Chaucer's
England: Literature in Historical Context, edited by Barbara Hanawalt (Minneapolis: University of
Minnesota Press, 1992): 176-200. See especially, pp. 183-187.

' Knighton's Chronicle, 245-249. De Saint-Amour wrote in the mid-thirteenth century.
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Theose threo thinges, I understonde,

Be tokens the grete vengaunce and wrake
That shulde falle for synnes sake,

As this Clerkes cone de-clare.

Nou may be chese to leve or take,

For warnyng have we to ben ware.'"!

Indeed, many contemporaries saw the Revolt as divine punishment for England's sins. In
this way, the event that challenged traditional sources of power so completely could be
rationalized as God's will. As Walsingham states, God oversaw its beginning just as he
made its end.'” Both authors categorize the Revolt with other faceless scourges of God,
such as natural disasters and the plague. The agency of the rebels is therefore subsumed
by the autonomous authority of God. In contrast, Knighton's account of their first
gathering, grievances, and self-organization returns much of this agency to those
involved in the uprising.

The letters preserved in Knighton's account are part of a much longer tradition of
literary social protest. In the late medieval period, authors such as Geoffrey Chaucer and
William Langland attacked the church for its arrogance, greed, debauchery and abuses of
power.'”® Heavily critical, popular satire such as theirs circulated widely, and J.R.
Maddicott demonstrates the similarities in theme, style, literary structure, and possibly

authorship that the letters shared with works of this tradition, particularly the "protest"

1% Aberth, From the Brink, 3.

192 Walsingham, Historia Anglicana, 411. He writes that "England, as punishment for its sins, suffered a
sudden serious catastrophe affecting all its operations, such as had never before been experienced in its
history. If God, the Lord of all mercies, had not restrained [the Revolt] quickly with his customary good
grace, the government would have been utterly destroyed, and England a mockery and laughing-stock to
the whole world." It is interesting to note that Walsingham saw the Revolt to be more potentially
destructive to England than any other event had been, including the Viking raids of the ninth century, and
the Norman Conquest. The Norman Invasion, to Walsingham at least, did not threaten the structure of
authority in England as the Revolt did, and was simply a matter of which individuals wielded it.

19 Hollister, Making of England, 247-48.
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poems of the early 1300s.'*

Late medieval English structures of power and authority
permitted a certain amount of criticism, and passive protest was acceptable. In 1381,
however, the "language of mere grievance transformed into the language of sedition" and
ultimately into action.'®’

Knighton's role as a member of the secular clergy writing in a monastic
environment influenced his reaction to and historical interpretation of the events of 1381.
He consistently sought to balance his loyalty to church orthodoxy and to his patron, and
his first-hand knowledge of the state of the English peasantry. The resulting account is
one which in some respects is amazingly sympathetic to the rebels' grievances, and on
others endorses the violent and merciless repression of the same men. Like the rebels, he
understands the Revolt through a prism dominated by Christian imagery, language, and
doctrine, without compromising his focus on the importance to the church and to the
rebels of economic factors. The representation of power that his work portrays is one the
heart of which is located in local ecclesiastical landholdings and the authority for which

rests on the abbots' and bishops' abilities to maintain control over their tenants. A

challenge to this was nothing less than sacrilege.

104 J R. Maddicott, "Poems of Social Protest," 139.
1% Ibid.

47



CHAPTER 3 COMMON GROUND: CULTURAL-TEXTUAL

REPRESENTATIONS OF THE CROWD

Perhaps as a result of his sometimes conflicting perspectives as both monastic
scholar and lay cleric, Knighton proves to be a subtle and often contradictory historian.
His approach towards recording the nature and actions of the rebels illustrates many of
these paradoxes, for he both sympathized with them and condemned them. From his
identification of the origins of the Revolt within the inappropriate behaviour of the poll
tax collectors to his account of Richard II's disbanding the crowd at Smithfield,
Knighton's attitude towards the rebels is expressed through his use of language. Most
significantly, his account reveals the existence of a socio-political-cultural space (albeit
limited) in late medieval English society within which the expression of popular dissent
was accepted as legitimate. Once the rebels stepped outside that space, however, their
actions threatened the stability of the accepted social and political structure and lost
legitimacy in Knighton's eyes. In order to understand the depth of information
communicated through the Chronicle — including the writer's intentions and the readers'
responses — modern scholars must attempt to reconstruct the consciousness of the
medieval /iterati and to place Knighton's work within it. Through literal and cultural
translation, Knighton's word use reveals a perspective that is surprisingly radical. His
inclusion of the word communes, for example, is remarkably purposeful and complex. It
incorporated and evoked a number of associations and a common cultural understanding
in the late medieval reader that provided the rebels with an amount of political legitimacy

uncharacteristic of most late fourteenth century chroniclers. A literary-cultural analysis
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has implications for the understanding of medieval historical writing because it exposes
the complexity of the written record. Specifically, a textual analysis of Knighton's
attitude towards the rebels reveals elements of the nature of popular dissent in late
medieval England by contextualizing it within the author's ideological framework.
Knighton's description of the origins of the Revolt is, in many ways, consistent
with the modern sociological definition of the phenomenon. The sociologist Jacques
Ellul argues that revolt requires both a belief that one's state in life has become
intolerable and an identification of the source of that intolerability.! Knighton made the
desperate condition of the commons clear when he wrote that they "found themselves so
gravely harassed, and ever new but intolerable burdens incessantly laid upon them,
without hope of redress."* The rebel gathering was the result of extreme need and the
lack of any viable alternatives. Who then, bore the brunt of their anger? Who did they
see as the source of their desperate condition? Knighton did not present a single, unified,
and coherent "enemy" of the rebels, although a great deal can be construed from his
description of the various targets of the rebels' anger and violence. According to
Knighton, much of the blame for the outbreak of rebellion and the violence at the Tower
lay with John Legg, a former deputy to the king's treasurer, and his "three colleagues."
They had sought and gained a commission from Richard II to investigate the collection of
the newly-instituted poll tax in the south of England in 1380. The first poll tax was
levied in 1377. The tax, and subsequent poll taxes, was remarkably unpopular and

widely evaded.

' Fourquin, Popular Rebellion, 21.

? Knighton's Chronicle, 209.

? The "three colleagues" to whom Knighton refers on a number of occasions were tax collectors. Ibid., 207,
215.
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The failure of the tax to gather revenue led to accusations of corruption and fraud
directed at its administration. Knighton records that many ministers complained that "the
tax had not been well administered, nor honestly collected."* Legg's commission was, in
part, issued to counter such concerns. In practice, however, the accusations of corruption
and inappropriate behaviour were magnified under the commission. Knighton related
that

when one of [the three commissioners] came into a village
to inquire into the tax, he would assemble the men and
women before him, and horrible to relate, would
shamelessly raise the young girls' skirts to discover whether
they were corrupted by intercourse with men,” and thus he
would compel their friends and parents to pay the tax for
them, for many would rather choose to pay than to see their

daughters shamefully mistreated. Those and other such
actions of the investigators greatly provoked the people

(populum).6
It is clear that, from Knighton's perspective, compelling villagers into action through the
sexual violation of young women was not considered "right violence." In her study of
late medieval crime, Philippa Maddern defines this concept as violence which upheld the
existing social order.” Right violence, instead of lying beyond the socially acceptable
range of behaviour, functioned primarily to legitimize claims of power and status and
acted as the "language of social order."® The function of violence in medieval English

society is, for Maddern, paradoxical. It was at once inevitable, and even necessary, in

*Ibid., 207.

> A girl's virginity (or lack thereof) had implications for her status as a minor or dependent, and therefore as
a tax-payer. The story illustrates not only the excessive crudity of the tax commissioners' behaviour, but
also their intention to seize as much tax revenue as possible from families.

% Knighton's Chronicle, 209.

" Maddern, Violence and Social Order, 191-2.

¥ Ibid., 234.
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order to uphold the hierarchical power systems through which society functioned, and, at
the same time, it could be used to undermine these structures.

The commissioners had the power of the state behind them, but they did not
exercise it justly or legitimately and instead engaged in "unlicensed violence."’ In this
way, they squandered the authority of their stations and provided the space for dissent.
The exploitation of virtuous, unmarried women was socially destructive and therefore
subversive. In Knighton's estimation, the villagers' anger was justified, and the
commissioners' authority forfeit. As with the execution of the archbishop of Canterbury,
discussed above in Chapter 1, the authority of the rebels' targets must have been already
severely weakened to allow such a challenge to them. The theoretical sociologist Guy
Fourquin defines authority as the ability to give orders and have them followed. The tax
commissioners' demands were offensive enough, and their grasp on power weak enough,
that they were unable to maintain their hold on authority. Not only were their commands
ignored but, Walsingham related, one commissioner was murdered and driven out of
town.'® Knighton acknowledged the legitimacy of the peasants' anger toward the poll tax
collectors, and of the violence perpetrated against the commissioners. Indeed, he later
blamed these men for causing the Revolt, writing that "John Legg and his three
colleagues were, as had been said, the cause of that irretrievable doom. And their heads
were fixed on lances and staves, that they might be known from the rest."'' Bloody

deaths were the punishment for their inappropriate use of violence.

? Maddern defines "unlicensed violence" as the opposite of "right violence," and as something that lay
outside the sanction of law and society and therefore subverted hierarchy.

' Henry Thomas Riley, Thomae Walsingham, Quondam Monachi S. Albani, Historia Anglicana. Vol. 1
(London: Longman, Green, Longman, Roberts, and Green, 1863), 392-3.

" Knighton's Chronicle, 215.
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Although he acknowledged the validity of the rebels' response to the tax
collectors' misuse of violence, Knighton also warned of the anarchy unleashed through
the appropriation of violence — meant to be the prerogative of the knightly class — by the
masses.'? Other targets of the rebels' anger were not so legitimate, and a great deal of
wrong-doing resulted from the rebels' inability to differentiate between the guilty and the
innocent. The responsibility required for the correct definition and enactment of right
violence proved to be too much for the broader population, and it spiraled out of the
commons' control. Knighton wrote despairingly of their inability to use right violence
appropriately, noting that "alas and alack, two luminaries of the kingdom [ Archbishop
Simon Sudbury and Brother Robert Hales], and the worthy [i.e. Legg] with the unworthy,
seven in all, were beheaded on Tower Hill.""> The innocent died with the guilty as a
result of the commons' inability to differentiate between them. Knighton recorded the
sack of the Savoy, which he similarly defined as an act of inappropriate violence, with
palpable horror. He related that "those servants of Satan cast down, burned and, reduced
to ashes" John of Gaunt's mansion.'* The rebels, now driven by the forces of evil, also
attacked the New Temple belonging to the prior of Clerkenwell, as well as Clerkenwell
itself, destroyed manuscripts and burned the students' possessions. '

Individuals associated with the justice system were also specifically targeted, as
well as those in positions of immediate power, including apprentices' masters: "they
looked particularly for lawyers in the city, and students of the common law, and wherever

they found them they at once put them to death [and] many apprentices from the city

12 Maddern discusses in detail the upper classes' monopoly on the definition and use of right violence. See,
for example: Maddern, Violence and Social Order, 191-2.

' Knighton's Chronicle, 215.

" Ibid., 215.

" Ibid., 217.
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whose masters they had beheaded joined them."'

Knighton also noted the grotesque
murder of Richard Lyons in London. In 1376, Lyons had been convicted of committing
fraud against the crown and other high-ranking nobles, but was later released and
pardoned. Knighton's representation of Lyons' beheading in the courtyard in front of his
house demonstrated the rebels' misdirected desire for true justice (the murder of a
convicted felon), their misappropriation of judicial authority, and the consequent collapse
of social norms indicated by the murder of a man in his own home. What began as the
legitimate use of violence against Legg and his associates turned into an outpouring of
unsanctionable criminal acts that threatened the very foundation of society.

Once the destructive power of the mob had been unleashed, the crowd proved
unable to maintain its internal coherence. Knighton described the chaos that ensued as
people turned on each other in an orgy of blood. His story of an unfortunate looter
illustrated the fact that even attempts to sustain the unified integrity of the group
devolved into senseless violence. When the man, who had stolen a piece of silver from
the Savoy, was caught by a number of his fellow rebels, "they threw him and the plate
together into the fire, crying that they were zealots for truth and justice, not thieves or
robbers.""” In stark contrast to the commons, whose members spoke with one, rational
voice, the group now turned on itself. Without the ability to maintain control over
individuals, power, once gained, became cripplingly self-destructive. Knighton's account
of the thirty-odd looters whose acts of thievery resulted in their deaths illustrated the
futility and selfishness into which the rebels' actions had degenerated, as well as the utter

collapse of their loyalty to one another. He wrote that:

1 Ibid., 217.
7 Ibid., 215.
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some broke into the wine cellars [at the Savoy], and drank

so much of the delicious wine that they could not crawl out

... until the door was blocked by fire and fallen stone, so

that they could not have escaped if they had been sober,

and there they remained until they died. For seven days

afterwards their cries, and lamentations for the enormity of

their sins, were heard by many who went to that place, but

there was none among their friends who helped or consoled

them."®
In Kinghton's account, individual selfishness replaced the well-being of the group as the
rebels' driving purpose. For example, he wrote that "personal enemies, and people they
had reason to hate, they hunted down diligently, and beheaded them out of hand."" The
disintegration of the collective was also clear in Knighton's account of the individually-
driven violence that occurred overnight when "many of them, in their drunken state,
secretly slew companions against whom they had grudges, so that there was much
bloodshed that night, amongst their own number as well as other people."*® The group
collapsed in upon itself, leaving behind it complete social disorder. Knighton described
the ensuing chaos as follows:

those and other atrocities they committed, sparing none of

any degree or order, whether in churches and churchyards,

or streets and public places, or in houses or the fields, and

wherever they raised a clamour against anyone, the rest

quickly gathered, knowing that he would be beheaded,

without either fear of God, or reverence for Holy Church.?'
Knighton depicted senseless violence for the sake of violence and personal
revenge. Any legitimacy that he earlier granted the rebels' actions, he now

decidedly withdrew. The common people were clearly incapable of the control,

selflessness, unity, and judgment required for the maintenance of right violence.

¥ Ibid., 215-17. Italics added.
¥ 1bid., 217.
2 1bid., 219.
2 bid., 219.
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In addition to the claim of intolerability and the appropriation of right violence,
the rebels themselves also utilized the power of myth-making to legitimize their actions.
Ellul argues that all revolts ultimately reach a place of self-proclaimed enlightenment.
The ascendency of myth, typically that of an idyllic past, develops concurrently with
revolt as a reaction to intolerability. Ellul writes that "man responds to an excess of
suffering by revolt and by steeping himself at the same time in myth."** The conflation
of revolt and mythology certainly existed in 1381. Throughout the Revolt, the rebels
demanded a return to a utopian past, symbolized by what they saw as their "ancient
rights," and articulated through quasi-mythological legislation such as the Statute of
Westminster.”> Knighton, however, avoided any discussion of mythology in his account
of the Revolt. He made no mention of the Statute of Winchester. Instead, he recorded
the rebels' specific demands with little examination of the ideology that spawned them
apart from the fact that it lay in the peasants' daily hardships. During the rebels' first
meeting with the king, at Mile End, Knighton states that they

complained to the king of the many exactions and the
intolerable servitude with which they were gravely
burdened, and which they could no longer sustain.
Wherefore the king ... granted them at their request a
charter under the great seal, that all men in England should
be free, and of free condition, and they and their heirs
released from every yoke of servitude and villeinage, to
remain free forever.”!

Presumably, the charter that Richard guaranteed the rebels reflected and satisfied their

demands, notably the abolition of serfdom. Nowhere did Knighton depict the desire for

22 Fourquin, Popular Rebellion, 22.

 For more on the use of mythology in the Revolt, and particularly the Statute of Westminster, see:
Musson, "Appealing to the Past."

** Knighton's Chronicle, 213.
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the reenactment of ancient rights that was so prevalent in the accounts of other
observers.”” The rebels' rallying cry itself,? although it did not appear in Knighton's
chronicle, was predicated on the return to a form of ancient (and biblical) equality. In
contrast, Knighton provided no mythological or quasi-historical justification for the
rebels' demand for the abolition of serfdom.

Likewise, Knighton did not mythologize the more specific requests made to
Richard at Smithfield, writing only that:

the commons asked of the king that all game, whether in

waters or in parks and woods should become common to

all, so that everywhere in the realm, in rivers and fishponds,

and woods and forests, they might take the wild beasts, and

hunt the hare in the fields, and do many other such things

without restraint.*’
There was no appeal to ancient customs, or mythological precedent. Throughout
the chronicle, Knighton demonstrated much more sympathy for the rebels'
material concerns than their ideological interests.

The terms with which he referred to groups of rebels, however, demonstrated a
range of strong ideological positions. What follows is a detailed textual analysis of the
various expressions that Knighton employed throughout the account to denote the rebel
collective. Semantics are complex phenomena, and should be approached with a certain
degree of wariness. Multiple layers of meaning surround any term and, as such, it is
impossible to write in an entirely neutral way. Scholars are forced to participate in a

process of selection. This is particularly true with regard to the narratives of those

involved in the uprising. Some scholars choose to utilize the term "rebels," some simply

> See, for example: V.H. Galbraith, ed. The Anonimalle Chronicle, 1333 to 1381 (New York: Barnes and
Noble, 1970), 147.

%6 "When Adam delved and Eve span, who then was a gentleman?"

*7 Knighton's Chronicle, 219.
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"peasants"; more recently "insurgents" has been used.”® Each of these terms connotes
specific nuances and influences the argument of the respective historian. "Rebels"
emphasizes the unorthodox and illegal nature of the participants' actions. "Peasants" is
somewhat of a misnomer because not only peasants but also artisans, merchants, and
even some members of the nobility played a part in the Revolt. "Insurgents" has become
increasingly popular as a term by which to refer to those involved, but its strong
associations with the modern, and highly politicized, conflicts in Iraq and Afghanistan
make its use problematic. It imposes the idea of a very specific type of modern conflict
onto the medieval example, and inclines the modern western reader to be sympathetic to
a specific (i.e. non-insurgent) side. Similarly, definitions of collective entity, such as
"crowd," "mob," "band," and "people," all have different nuances and most involve a
value judgment on the part of the author.

Matters of translation further complicate this issue. Knighton wrote in Latin, and
most likely thought in a combination of Latin and Middle English. A number of
difficulties arise in the modern English reconstruction of an ideology that is expressed
largely in Latin. This process of translation is, however, not simply a matter of language,
and indeed language is only one of several significant conceptual barriers between the
medieval work and the modern scholar. The academic must re-articulate an ideology and
avoid anachronism not only across languages but also across two cultures separated by
almost one thousand years. It is a complicated but necessary task if one hopes fully to re-
situate the medieval historian in an historical context as well as to understand his work

within the contemporary linguistic culture. The ways in which Knighton chose to

*¥ For example, Hilton uses "rebels" in Bond Men Made Free; O'Brien uses "peasants" in When Adam
Delved; and Oman uses "insurgents" in The Great Revolt.
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articulate himself are as significant as the ideas that he expressed. An understanding of
his word choices, and their significance to a medieval reader, provide the modern
historian with insight into the nuances of the meaning that medieval writers hoped to
communicate to their audiences.

Lucien Febvre argues that language is the primary way in which the "social
environment impregnates [the historian] ... in advance and sets him ... within a
framework, predetermining him in what he creates."*’ He argues that, through the shared
associations of language, the group influences individuals and their work. While there
can be little doubt that language provides the framework within which the author works, I
suggest that it acts less as the tyrannical tool of mass culture, but rather as a medium
through which the author interacts with his audience. Each is aware at some level of the
understanding and allusions common to both parties that each word or phrase evokes.
Febvre is most useful to the current discussion in his recognition of language as a social
and organic entity. In addition, he warns historians against the anachronism that results
from the unconscious projection of their own semiotic associations, values, and
assumptions onto the past.*® To avoid this fate, he suggests that the historian
"reconstitute the whole physical, intellectual and moral universe" of the generation under
study.’’ Although the nature of history, and the sources available to historians, makes
this task impossible to accomplish in its entirety, detailed cultural-textual analysis is one
way in which historians can recover another aspect of the historian's universe, in this case

Knighton's.

¥ Lucien Febvre, "History and Psychology," in A New Kind of History edited by Peter Burke (London:
Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1973), 4.

3 1bid., 9.

' bid,, 11.
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The chronicler used a variety of terms to define the collective of rebels, all of
which are summarized in their respective narrative contexts in Table 1. Most
significantly, Knighton employed variations of the Latin word communes to refer to the
collective of rebels nine times in his account of the uprising. It was the noun most
frequently used by Knighton to describe a group of people involved in the Revolt. At its
most technical, the medieval term denoted an association, corporation or community, and
variations of the term refer to a sense of universality, or majority; for example, communio
was defined as "common assent", and other variations signified common rights, land,
property, or allowance.®® The latter variations included an impression of collectivity and
ownership. This sense of singleness is tempered slightly by the commons' plural
meaning. This number of the noun emphasized the unified nature of its various parts (i.e.
the acknowledgment of the plural nature of the commons accentuated the uniformity of
the single actions that the members took). The term also had a number of associations
within the political and literary cultures of the time.

Politically, by the late fourteenth century the term had come to refer to the official
collection of knights and burgesses who participated in the political organization as "the
commons." In the 1340s, the rolls of Parliament began as a matter of course to record
common petitions. Although there is a great deal of debate regarding the extent of their
accurate reflection of the needs of the society generally, scholarly consensus suggests that
by the mid-fourteenth century the petitions represented the "agenda of the commons."*’
The increasing tendency towards allowing the commons a political voice culminated in

the election of a "speaker" in 1377, whose function it was to articulate and debate the

2 RE. Latham, Medieval Word List.
3 Chris Given-Wilson, et al. The Parliament Rolls of Medieval England. CD-ROM. Leicester: Scholarly
Digital Editions, 2005.
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concerns of the commons before the king.>* The records indicate that the commons
eventually eclipsed the lords as the political body directly engaging with the king,
although as Chris Given-Wilson points out the records are incomplete. At the very least,
the commons that was reflected in the parliamentary rolls of Richard II's reign was a
largely autonomous entity that enjoyed redress directly through the king and that was
situated firmly alongside king, lords, and prelates. Indeed, one such record cites the
inclusion of the lords and prelates at the request of the commons:

the matter was laid before all the said commons gathered in

the place where they were assembled by order of the king,

in the chapter-house of the abbey of Westminster, because

the said commons as a whole had not yet assembled in the

king's presence. Whereupon, the commons prayed of our

lord the king that because of the arduous nature of their

business, and the feebleness of their knowledge and

abilities, it might please him to grant them the assistance

and support of the prelates and lords named below, to

consult with them in particular on their affairs, for the

swifter and better despatch of the business with which they

were charged.®
In this passage, the commons were accountable to the king alone. The king re-constituted
them through calling for their assembly, charged them with state business, and gave them
the tools with which to accomplish their tasks — in this case, the advice of specific lords

and prelates. They were independent in as much as they requested the aid of the

specialists themselves and presumably exercised choice over the selection of these

** Anne Curry suggests that the introduction and development of the Speaker was directly related to the
requirements of warfare. See: Anne Curry, "Speakers at War in the Late 14™ and 15™ Centuries" The
Parliamentary History Yearbook Trust 2010 (2010): 8-21.

% Parliament Rolls of Medieval England," Richard II, iii-5 [column A]. "ceste matire \estoit exposee/ a
toute la dite commune ensemble en lour place ou ils s'estoient assemblez par comandement del roi en le
chapitre de I'abbeye de Westm', a cause qe toute la dite commune n'estoit mye devant ensemble en presence
del roy. Et sur ce, les communes prierent a nostre seignour le roy ge pur 'arduite de lour charge, et le
feoblesce de lours poairs et sens, ge pleust au roi nostre seignour de lour granter d'avoir les prelatz,
seignours, dessouz escritz, en lour eide et efforcement pur communer especialment avec eux en lour
affaires, pur pluis hastive et bone esploit de la busoigne dont ils estoient chargez."
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advisors.”® Tt is also important to note that they were given the ability and the
opportunity for direct discussion with the king. The relationship was often an adversarial
one that saw "commons" in conflict with "government," but nevertheless a legitimate
one.”” In parliamentary discourse, the commons possessed legitimate political authority,
and could rightfully demand an audience with the king in order to air their grievances and
request specific action.

The commons, in all of its Latin, French, or Middle English variations, also
played a significant role in the literature of the time, much of which expressed biting
political and social commentary. One of the most influential works of the late fourteenth
century, and a text intimately connected to the 1381 rising, William Langland's Middle-
English Piers Plowman, made significant use of the term. Larry Scanlon has examined
the role that the commons played in Langland's construction of a national vision. He
argues that Langland linked the commons with notions of political sovereignty
throughout Piers Plowman and that it was through this conflation that the commons
engaged with the radical sentiments of 1381.%* Langland called upon the cultural
definition of the term, one which informed various contemporary challenges to traditional
authority, in order to situate himself within a very specific discussion concerning the
nature of political authority in the later Middle Ages. The following passage, found in
the B text, most clearly articulated Langland's vision of political sovereignty and the role
of the commons:

Thanne kam Per a kyng; knyghthod hym ladde,

Might of Pe communes made hym to regne.
And Panne cam kynde wit and clerkes he made,

3% In this record they asked for the advice of specific magnates.
*7 Parliament Rolls of Medieval England, "General Introduction."
3# Larry Scanlon, "King, Commons, and Kind Wit," 194, 211.
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For to counseillen be kyng and Pe commune save.

The kyng and knyghthod and clergie bothe

Casten Pat Pe commune sholde hire communes fynde.

The commune contrived of kynde wit craftes,

And for profit of al Pe peple Plowmen ordeyned

To tilie and to travaille as trewe lif asketh.

The kyng and Pe commune and kynde wit be Pridde

Shopen lawe and leute, ech lif to knowe his owene.*”
To Langland, the commons formed one part of a tripartite system that also included the
king, and "kynde wit" which was personified in the king's clerical counsellors. The king
entered the scene first, but only the "might of Pe communes made hym to regne." The
authority of the king originated in the power of the commons and was therefore
dependent on its good will. Here, the commons were the ultimate source of political
authority, and they were responsible for delegating elements of this power to the king
and, through him, his counsellors. Throughout the poem the commons appeared in
relation to discussions of kingship, and as such evoked images of leadership and its role
in government. The specific nature of Langland's definition of kingship and monarchical
authority is discussed below. For the time being, it is enough to appreciate the highly
politicized nature of the term "the commons" in late medieval literature.

Langland's work also grants the commons the ability to articulate their concerns.

For example, they speak in a single, unified voice when addressing the embodiment of
Conscience before splintering into individual voices: ""How?' quod al the the comune.

'Thow conseillest us to yelde al that we owen any wight er we go to housel?"*’ The

ignorance of individual members of the common people is then exposed — the brewer

¥ William Langland, Piers Plowman, B. Pro. 112-22 in Scanlon, "King, Commons, and Kind Wit," 204. It
is important to note that the "communes" (and any agency it held) largely disappeared from this passage in
the C version of the text that appeared soon after the Revolt. Langland's reactionary removal of the charged
word reinforces the significance of Knighton's use of it.

* Langland, Piers Plowman, B. 19.394-5. Italics added.
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through his refusal to be ruled by Jesus Christ, and the vicar through his ill-mannered
discussion of papal authority — and condemned by Conscience.*' The "lewed" curate is
in the process of dismissing the commons' ability to think or act with virtue when he is
interrupted by the appearance of the king.** The king then re-casts the nature not only of
political sovereignty, but also of justice as the monopoly of the monarch:

And thanne cam ther a kyng and by his croune seide,

"I am kyng with croune the comune to rule,

And Holy Kirke and clergie fro cursed men to defende.
And if me lakketh to lyve by, the lawe wole I take it

Ther I may hastilokest it have--for I am heed of lawe:

For ye ben but membres and I above alle.

And sith I am youre aller heed, I am youre aller heele,

And Holy Chirches chief help and chieftayn of the comune.
And what I take of yow two, I take it at the techynge

Of Spiritus Iusticie--for I jugge yow alle.

So I may boldely be housled, for I borwe nevere,

Ne crave of my comune but as my kynde asketh.'

"In condicion,' quod Conscience, "that thow [the comune]
defende,

And rule thi reaume in reson, right wol and truthe."*

Here, the commons possesses little legitimate political authority. Instead of representing
the collective, they are "but membres" and the king is "above alle." His task is to rule
over them, and his crown is the physical symbol of his authority. Unlike the passage in
the prologue, in which the might of the commons is the source of his authority, he now
rules by means of the law. He is the ultimate arbiter of justice (the "heed of law"), and

his judgment over all is directly informed by the Spirit of Justice. The only condition

* Tbid., B 19.399-453.

“2 The curate speaks thus: "For the comune,' quod this curatour, 'counten ful litel
The counseil of Conscience or Cardinale Vertues

But if thei sowne, as by sighte, somwhat to wynnyng.

Of gile ne of gabbyng gyve thei nevere tale,

For Spiritus Prudencie among the peple is gyle,

And alle tho faire vertues, as vices thei semeth." Ibid., B.19.454-9.

“ bid., B.19.468-81.
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placed on his complete authority by Conscience is the understanding that he should
defend the commons (his people) and act in reason, right will and truth.

Is this new vision of political authority reconcilable with Langland's earlier
formulation of the "three estates" and his association of the commons with political
authority? The relationship between the commons and the king becomes clearer in the
context of John of Paris's statement in 1302 that "rex est a populi voluntate, sed, cum est
rex, ut dominetur est naturale."** Alan Gewirth likewise argues that the sovereignty of
the people existed only as a concept and, in practice, acted as "the exclusive legitimating
principle of the coercive power."* Scanlon correctly points out that in the first passage
this formulation of political agency is inverted and the people (i.e. commons) become the
active force. He does, however, neglect to consider the later re-alignment of this
relationship and the traditional, passive role in which the commons is ultimately cast.
Taken together, both uses of the term show how "the commons" could be used in many
(often contradictory) ways. Both the term and the entity that it represented, however,
always existed within the traditional power structure (i.e. the three estates) and was ever
used to articulate or re-negotiate concepts of political sovereignty. Unsurprisingly, in this
context, it was typically discussed in conjunction with, and had implications for, the
definition of kingly authority.

In a slightly more abstract sense, Jean E. Howard and Paul Strohm explore the
development of the term as an ideological concept in the late medieval and early modern

period. They argue that the idea of the commons became a fundamental element of the

* John of Paris, De potestate regia et papali, in "Government," Cambridge History of Medieval Political
Thought by Jean Dunbabin (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1988), xix. (Scanlon, n.15) "The king
exists by/through the will/consent of the people, but, when he is king, it is natural that he should rule."

*In Scanlon, "King, Commons, and Kind Wit," 210.
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"public or social 'imaginary" as a "rallying-point and index of social conflict."*® They
define this "imaginary" as that cultural entity which retained social knowledge and acted
much like a culture's subconscious. Technically, the commons was defined either as an
influential subset of the non-aristocratic population or as a boorish mass to be ignored or
repressed. The term also served as a symbol of a more inclusive group through which
popular demonstrations were enacted.*’” Similarly, scholars such as Rees Davies explore
the significance of terminology in shaping and reflecting ideological stances, that is
shared assumptions and attitudes. John Watts likewise argues that names in particular
held the power to define identities, and in doing so were "central to medieval political
culture."*®

Watts examines this form of semantic authority specifically in relation to the
development of the term "commons" as an articulation of political ambitions in English
popular revolts between 1381 and the Prayer Book Rebellion of 1549. He argues that the
understanding of the commons changed from a term of political legitimacy unrelated to
class to one that denoted a lower rank deliberately excluded from the political
community.*’ This shift challenged the legitimacy of, and isolated popular action and
protest. His discussion provides a well-constructed pre-1381 cultural genealogy of the
term, from its respectable roots in Romano-canonical legal language, to its associations
with a highly inclusive (albeit still hierarchical) community and representative political

whole, and with concepts of collective petition and political agency. By the late

* Howard and Strohm, "The Imaginary 'Commons"' Journal of Medieval and Early Modern Studies 37:3
(Fall 2007), 549, 551.

7 Ibid., 549.

8 John Watts, "Public or Plebs: The Changing Meaning of 'The Commons', 1381-1549" in Power and
Identity in the Middle Ages edited by Huw Price and John Watts (Oxford: Oxford University Press), 242.
* bid., 245, 259-60.
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fourteenth century, listening to and enacting the interests of the communitas regni were
the most significant responsibilities of the government, and the commons' right to self-
expression a well-established element of the medieval English political institution.® The
appropriation of this term was therefore, he argues, "both innovative and highly

1 The rebels, well aware of its connotations, used the term to clothe their

charged.'
grievances and actions in contemporary modes of political legitimacy. This was not
dissimilar to the ways in which Langland used the term to express various arguments
concerning political sovereignty from within the accepted systems of power. In this way,
the rebels' appropriation of the voice of the commons was radical only in its active nature
and the nearly complete exclusion of the upper strata of society.

The location of popular rebellion firmly within conventional structures of
legitimacy and authority has led Michael Bush to describe revolts of the commons as
"inherently conservative attempts to restore the social order ... to induce those who
prayed and those who fought to perform their traditional roles of spiritual and physical
defense, instead of introducing novelties.">> The resistance of contemporary chroniclers,
however, suggests that the rebels utilized conventional language that was typically denied
them in order to articulate radical philosophies. Watt notes that the majority of medieval
observers either used the term "commons" to denote the rebels in a sarcastic and belittling

manner or avoid the use of it altogether. Knighton was virtually unique in his seemingly

casual deployment of the term.”® The nature of the term as a signifier of political

* Ibid., 250.

> Ibid., 249.

52 Ibid., 243. See: M.L. Bush, "The Risings of the Commons in England, 1381-1549," in J. Denton, ed.
Orders and Hierarchies in Late Medieval and Renaissance Europe (Toronto: University of Toronto Press,
1999), 109-125.

> The Anonimalle Chronicle also employs the term without the disgust that plagues the other authors. See:
Howard and Strohm, "Imaginary 'Commons," 249.
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legitimacy and sovereignty underscores the significance of Knighton's use of the word.
His application of the term to the rebels, albeit in a deceptively casual and neutral way,
allowed the rebels a radical amount of legitimacy. The various contexts in which he
chose to employ communes therefore reveal much of his position in supporting and
denouncing the rebels.

Beyond the simple use of the term, the communes also appear to have the greatest
semantic range in the chronicle, and Knighton employed it both to condemn and
sympathize with the rebels' actions. He described Richard's succession (in 1377) as one
of hereditary right and uoto communi singulorum.>* Tt was the communes of Kent who
found themselves so greatly burdened that they gathered to devise a remedy before the
outbreak of rebellion,”® and who rose up in Essex, Suffolk and Norfolk>® and in the town
of St Albans.”” The communes intended to kill the archbishop of Canterbury upon
entrance into London,”® and bore a special hatred for John of Gaunt.” Knighton typically
used the term to denote the rebel group when it was particularly unified or acting with a
uniformity of purpose, intention, or action. Most significantly, Richard asked the
communes to meet him at Mile End,*® and it was the communes who presented their
demands to him at Smithfield.®’ Knighton's deployment of the term to describe the rebels
in this moment associated the rebels with the legitimate right to directly redress to the
king that "the commons" possessed. Watts argues that the rebels themselves consciously

chose to refer to themselves as the commons to this exact purpose. He states that it

> Knighton's Chronicle, 198. "the collective vote/choice of all."
% Ibid., 208.

36 Ibid., 224. "communes surrexerunt"”

37 Ibid., 226.

¥ 1bid., 212.

% Ibid., 230.

% 1bid., 212.

" 1bid., 218.

67



"emphatically made them part of the communitas regni whose interests were recognized
to be the purpose of all government, and whose capacity to speak for itself was such a

cherished feature of English political arrangements."62

The fact that a broad array of
peasants, merchants, and apprentices demanded their own inclusion in the political
culture of the time — although the method of expression was unusual — is less surprising
and notable than a "conservative" historian's endorsement of this aim. Knighton's
"commons" was coherent, organized, and remarkably successful in the short term. For
example, the discussions in Kent led to common action, and the commons were able not
simply to negotiate with the king, but to gain every concession from him that they
demanded. Likewise, they succeeded in their execution of Simon Sudbury, among
others.

Communes was, however, not the only term with which Knighton referred to the
rebels. In contrast to the exceptional legitimacy granted to their actions by the use of
communes, for example, the term plebs bore only negative connotations. Knighton used
it, as he did communes, to refer to the rebels as a generalized, unified group. In the
medieval lexicon, plebs denoted the parish or people of a parish. More generally,
variations of the term were used to describe the common folk, commons, or the notoriety
associated with the common people, respectively. As such, it carried associations both
with lay community (directly defined against the religious community), and a specific
(i.e. low and uncultured) order of people. Howard and Strohm argue that throughout the

late medieval and early modern periods the notion of a sovereign commons was slowly

replaced with that of a plebs, or as they define it, a "political underclass."® The medieval

62 Watts, "Changing Meaning," 250.
% Howard and Strohm, "Imaginary 'Commons"', 550.
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term bore many of the connotations of class that had informed its Roman roots. Howard
and Strohm summarize Thomas Elyot's 1531 explanation of its function to demonstrate
the perceived inferiority of the plebs, as well as the important social function of its
repression. They suggest that Elyot perceived the "continued subordination of the plebs
or nonmagisterial commons [to be] a necessary precondition for the maintenance of order
and avoidance of perpetual conflict."® Elyot translated the plebs as "communalitie" in
English, "which signifieth onely the multitude, wherin be conteined the base and vulgar

"6 Watts likewise notes the late

inhabitaunts, not aduaunced to any honour or dignity.
medieval association of plebs with the lower classes.®® He observes the outrage of a
thirteenth-century alderman in England when faced with the attempts of the city's
populus (a term somewhat analogous with plebs) to redefine themselves as the London
communa.’’ Plebs was a marker of low social status, while communes denoted at least
some element of political legitimacy and authority.

This understanding of the meaning of plebs was articulated in Knighton's work as
well. Unlike communes, which the chronicler used in more value-neutral contexts, plebs
was always paired with the descriptor nephanda. In his translation of the chronicle,
Geoffrey Martin translates the adjective as "wicked," but the term might also be used to
describe an "impious" or "abominable" act. Its source was the classical word nefas

meaning among other things, "crime, wrong" or "act contrary to divine law."®® Tts

meaning was connected to concepts of divine justice, just as p/lebs was to concepts of

* Ibid., 551.

5 Sir Thomas Elyot, The boke, named The gouernour deuised by sir Thomas Elyot Knight (1580)
STC/291:02. (EEBO)

5 Watts, "Changing Meaning", 246.

57 The term populus tends to be less negative in connotation than plebs, and when matched with other
modifying adjectives can also refer to the middle class. Plebs is used almost exclusively to denote the
lower class. See: Watts, "Changing Meaning", 246.

% The New College Latin-English Dictionary.
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religious community and structure. With the phrase plebs nephanda Knighton depicted a
lay parish committing sacrilege. The phrase was used twice in the account: first to
describe the gathering of the commons at the beginning of the Revolt, and a second time
in reference to the collective from which that faction of the rebels that followed the king
to Mile End separated themselves.*’ In both cases, the group was coherent, unified, and
decidedly rebellious. These situations were two of the most precarious moments for
established authority during the Revolt in that it was at these moments that the rebels
most clearly and uniformly identified their actions as part of a rational mass movement.
The systems of power against which the peasants' anger and grievances were directed
faced a determined and unified enemy — one which tore across the south of England and
captured the city of London. The aims of the rebel collective here were much less
abstract, and in Knighton's eyes less reasonable, than when he utilized the term
communes. Knighton was no longer depicting the vague "rising" of the commons
depicted by the latter, nor the reasonable grievances articulated before the initiation of
Revolt and again at Mile End, nor the hatred expressed for specific public figures. Now
the social, political, and economic structure was truly challenged as apprentices left their
masters, prisons were destroyed, criminals released, bystanders compelled into rebellion,
London invaded, and the Tower besieged. The communes first became the plebs
nephanda at Blackheath in the early days of active revolt:

AD 1381, and the [fourth] year of the reign of King

Richard II. In the following year [1381], therefore, in the

month of May, on the Wednesday following the fourth

Sunday after Trinity, the wicked commons (plebs ista

nephanda) of Kent, and Surrey, and of many other

neighbouring parts began to gather together. And
apprentices left their masters and ran to join them. And thus

% Knighton's Chronicle, 209, 213.
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they assembled on Blackheath, where amidst so many they

forgot themselves, and no longer content with their first

purpose, nor satisfied merely by minor crimes, they

ruthlessly contemplated greater and unspeakable evils, nor

would they be ready to desist from their wicked plans

(nephando proposito) until all the lords and the great men

of the kingdom had been utterly destroyed.”
Nowhere in Knighton's account was the severity of the threat to the ruling class more
clearly articulated than in the phrase emphasized at the end of this passage. At
Blackheath, dissent became sedition and the legitimacy that Knighton afforded the rebels'
grievances and earlier actions momentarily, but completely, disappeared. The rebels, he
suggests, would no longer be satisfied until the power structure of contemporary England
had been completely overturned and an entire class eradicated. It was with this intention
that they freed John Ball from prison at Maidstone and marched on London.

Perhaps most significantly, the very nature of "crowds" itself enabled this

transformation. Knighton clearly stated that "amidst so many they forgot themselves, and

... ruthlessly contemplated greater and unspeakable evils."”'

The great size and nature of
the gathering of people there (plebs nephanda) facilitated the willful challenge to the pre-
existing power systems. Confidence was indeed bolstered by numbers, but Knighton
implied a much more significant change as well. His use of a different term to define a
similar group of people made manifest what he saw as the transformation that the crowd
underwent as an independent and living entity. Individuals ceased to exist within the
group and it took on an identity and a momentum of its own. This change is even

indicated by the singular form of the plebs (the one plebs acts in one certain way) in

contrast to the plural-in-form but singular-in-meaning communes. The group

" Ibid., 209-211. Italics added.
"bid., 211. Italics added.
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consciousness indicated by the plebs was not dissimilar to Knighton's description of the
communes,; however, the nature of the collective had become far more dangerous and
tangible. Beyond merely thinking as a group, they now acted collectively (and in
Knighton's perspective, destructively). Unlike communes, the singular form and function
both of plebs and of its English translation (parish) implied a consciousness that existed
above and beyond the sum of its individual members. In many ways, this allowed
Knighton to distance individual participants from the responsibility of the actions
undertaken by the collective; just as a "mob" acts in ways groups of conscious individuals
or even a crowd would not. Through his use of this particular term, however, Knighton
also strongly attached responsibility to a specific type of person or an archetype — an
individual of a non-ecclesiastical and lower-rank background. When it operated as a
singular entity in a dangerous and threatening manner, his definition of the group took on
connotations of a parish acting contrary to divine law. This semantic paradigm further
challenged the actions of the rebel group by evoking concepts of divine law, justice and
authority. Divine law was the highest of normative codes and God the ultimate judge.
How could actions against this mandate be legitimate in any way? In addition, biblical
texts provided numerous accounts of the divine retribution that befell idolaters and the
unjust alike.

Knighton later used that precedent to justify the bishop of Norwich's vengeful and
bloody destruction of the rebels. The chronicler wrote that the bishop, "sent by the divine
mercy upon high ... appeared with a strong armed force, and disturbed the evil-doers at
their work, and pursuing them, dispersed them, and then dealt with them as they

deserved, some being put to death, some committed to prison and fetters, none being
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spared."” Here, Knighton endorsed a retributive form of justice, the authority for which
issued directly from God. The bishop, Henry Dispenser, was an agent of divine justice,
sent by God to mete out justice to those who had broken divine law by their actions. The
nature of these actions is discussed above in Chapter 1, but Knighton generally described
Despenser's prerogative as divine agent in combatting the rebels' challenge to the
economic structure of the church as well as the loss of respect for the church's authority,
both profane and sacred. For example, the rebels challenged the church's worldly
authority by invading the physical spaces of the abbeys and bishops' palaces, while the
ideological dissent and heresy discussed in Chapter 1 is indicative of the challenges
posed to the church's authority over sacred truth. In addition, the exclusive use of the
feudal word tenentes to describe the rebels who engaged in conflict with the abbeys
attested the economic nature of their sacrilegious actions. The tenants, who served a
specific economic function in feudal manors of St Albans and Peterborough, rose up
against their respective landowners (the abbeys) and demanded certain rights and
privileges; it was these whom Despenser later engaged.”

The phrases tenentes and plebs both evoked associations with various social
groupings, one economic and the other religious. This was true as well of the populares
who stormed the bishop's prison at Maidstone and released the prisoners there, most
notably the heretic John Ball. The term populares translates as "populace," but variations
of the word were used generally both to describe the laity and the common people. By

1336, it was being used to denote the "middle class" specifically, as well as the

72 1
Ibid., 225.

3 Ibid., 225, 227. Knighton does not discuss the rights demanded by the tenants specifically, but other

sources describe the rebels' search for certain ancient charters which they believed contained evidence of

the freedoms due to them.

73



developing concept of "citizen."”

Through the use of this word, Knighton again stressed
the non-ecclesiastical nature of this group of individuals (like plebs) and the context
placed them in direct opposition with the church. In addition, as with the terms discussed
above, the combination in English of its singular form and plural meaning stresses the
uniformity and coherence of the group. As such, the groups that attacked the church
were not simply masses of malcontents, but identifiable and coherent social categories,
each with its own personality and grievances.

The group was not always as coherent as these terms suggest. Knighton used a
number of different terms to denote the new types of collectives that developed when the
uniformity of the whole broke down, revealing the disorder of the many internal parts. In
more disorganized moments, Knighton employed the term furba to refer to the crowd. It
described the group in the liminal stages between unity and coherence and complete
collapse. Beginning with Classical Latin, turba literally translated as "crowd" or "mob,"
and in the medieval period the word had also come to denote "the striking of a bell," and
variations described a "whirlwind" or "disturbance."” These definitions lacked the
stability or endurance implied by social groupings like the commons or parish. A parish,
or the laity, was unlikely to disappear either suddenly or completely. In contrast, turba
described transient and ephemeral phenomena. Like a bell toll, which once struck,
shocks and captures the attention of those who hear it, it soon passes away and leaves
behind no trace of itself. Turba also bore the connotations of a destructive element
inferred from its definition of disturbance and whirlwind. Overall, the word described a

transitory, often destructive and always startling, collective of individuals. The terms

" Lantham, Revised Medieval Word List.
7 Tbid.
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mob and crowd still suggest a certain coherence or unity, but one which is at all times
dangerously close to collapse and over which little control can be exercised. A mob
cannot be reasoned with and tends to act chaotically and irrationally, unlike Knighton's
representation of the communes which clearly presented their demands and grievances to
the king at Smithfield through their agent Wat Tyler. The latter's role as mouthpiece is
discussed in more detail in the following chapter.

In contrast, the term turba described, for example, the confused mass of rebels
that remained at Smithfield after Tyler's death as well as the crowd at St Albans in the
midst of its dispersal by Henry Despenser.”® In both situations, the integrity of the crowd
was in the process of dissolving and the nature of the group was in a liminal state. For
example, the assembly at Smithfield was disbanding chaotically when Knighton referred
to it as the furba (among other things). Knighton noted that as much as one third of the
rebels (ten thousand individuals) fled the area immediately following Tyler's death. The
twenty thousand who remained, however, had not moved since the appearance of the
king earlier that morning. Knighton recorded:

The first dispersal ... Thereupon a great wailing arose from
the crowd (multus) ... many of the crowd (multis de illis)
slipped away, and as though seeking to disappear, suddenly
gave themselves to flight, to the number of some 10,000, it
was reckoned... [The king then] ordered those of the
wicked company who remained to surrender (ceteri qui
remanserant de nephanda turba), and to reassemble on the
field so that he could discuss an agreement with them.
Those things being done, in the mean time a multitude of
armed men (multitudo armatorum) came out of the city ...
and surrounded the wretched crowd (cohortem miseram) in

the field, who were as sheep without a shepherd (quasi
oues desolates sine pastore) ... There were reckoned to be

7% Knighton's Chronicle, 221, 225. "iussit rex ut ceteri qui remanserant de nephanda turba se cederent" and
"turbam eorum dispersit."
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20,000 in that wretched throng (illa misera

<multitudine>).”
This passage exemplifies the possible transformative ability of the crowd, as well as the
ways in which it was reflected in Knighton's writing. In the span of a paragraph,
Knighton used five distinct nouns to denote the group of rebels assembled at Smithfield
(multus, multis de illis, turba, cohortem, oues, and multitudine). This did not simply
reflect the shifting physical composition of the crowd (although it was indeed in flux); it
also spoke to a change in the nature or identity of the group. For example, when Richard
commanded "those of the wicked company (nephanda turba) who remained to surrender,
and to assemble on the field so that he could discuss an agreement with them,"”® he was
not asking the rebels literally to move themselves to the field (they were already there),
but that they transform themselves from a nephanda turba into a collective of individuals
loyal to the crown and to place themselves under his control.

Similarly, the crowd assumed a militaristic character upon the arrival of the armed
men from London and transformed into the cohors — a term that denoted the military
connotations of its Latin roots.”” Perhaps this term, used uniquely in this sentence, both
reflected the prospect of violence as the armed men appeared on the field, as well as
legitimized their aggression. The situation became a matter of war, of two sides meeting
in battle, rather than the massacre of defenseless innocents. Interestingly, Knighton's
choice of words then emphasized the crowd's inability to act of its own volition. Finding

themselves surrounded, Knighton depicted the crowd as "lost sheep without a shepherd

" Ibid., 220-1. "<Multitudine>" indicates an empty space in the manuscript, with a later caret. (See
Knighton's Chronicle, 220 f.e).

" 1bid., 220-1.

7 The term was used classically to refer to, among other things, the tenth part of a legion.
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(quasi oues desolates sine pastore)."™ Sheep were characterized by their stupidity,
docility and need for leadership. In addition, Knighton's phrasing drew allusions to the
biblical passage Matthew 9:36, which stated that Jesus went about the towns healing and
performing miracles, and that "when he saw the crowds, he had compassion on them,
because they were harassed and helpless, like sheep without a shepherd (oves non

)."8! The crowd upon which Richard took pity was not as blameless as

habentes pastorem
the biblical crowd, as Knighton's description of them as a "foolish multitude (stulte
multitudini)" indicated, unlike to the Vulgate's turbas, misertus est eis. Still, the
biblically-weighty metaphor of sheep and shepherd articulated the roles both of the crowd
and of Richard. The significance of the king as shepherd is further discussed in Chapter
3. In Knighton's account, a number of terms described the crowd as it transformed from
a coherent whole laying its demands before the king and requesting his cooperation
(communes), to a leaderless mob, and finally to the stulte multitudine on which Richard
took pity, then dispersed.

Knighton drew upon contemporary notions of authority and the legitimate use of
violence in his account of the origins of the Revolt, the rebels' ideology and methods of
self-justification, and their use of violence during the rising, respectively both to support
and condemn the rebels. Throughout his account of the Revolt, he expressed much of his
own ideology through the ways in which he chose to define the rebels, particularly as a
collective. Much like the rebels themselves, Knighton worked from within the traditional

framework to articulate an untraditional ideology. Of course, any statement that defines

Knighton's ideological perspective as radical must be qualified. The chronicler

% Knighton's Chronicle, 220-1.
81 Matthew 9:36. The verse is recorded in the Vulgate as: Videns autem turbas, misertus est eis: quia erant
vexati, et jacentes sicut oves non habentes pastorem.
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condemned the rebels almost entirely. It is remarkable, however — particularly in the
context of a historiography that almost universally paints him as a conservative elitist —
that he should have justified their behaviour in any way. The events that he recorded and
the way in which he expressed them, as well as the aspects that he chose not to include,
provide valuable insight into the mind that created this history as well as the nature of the
culture that shaped it. Knighton likewise articulated much of his conception of authority
through his representations of those being led and the relationship between leader and
followers. The implications of his representation of leadership during the Revolt for late-

medieval notions of authority, the other half of this relationship, are discussed in Chapter

3.
Table 1  The Frequency of Terms and Nature of Knighton's Rebel Collective
Word Context
communes -Richard II elected by people's choice (199)
-gravely harassed (209)
-intended to kill SS (213)
-king send to commons to meet at Mile End (213)
-asks king at Smithfield (219)
-surrexerunt in other counties (225)
-communes of the town rose in St Albans (227)
-hated John of Gaunt (231)
plebs -wicked commons (nephandus) (209)
-met with nephanda plebe at Mile End (213)
populares -breaking Ball out (211)
populum -offended by the actions of John Legg and the other tax collectors (209)
cives -people of London (211)
-burgensibus of civitate knighted (221)
burgensibus | -men knighted (221)
tenentes -tenentes and compatriot rose against the Abbot of Peterborough (225)
-demanded rights at St Albans (227)
-elsewhere demanded certain privileges (227)
degeneres -remained in London while rest at Mile End (213)
filii
prophani -eos? Approaching Leicester from London (227-8)
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serui diaboli

-destroying the Savoy (214)

malefactores | -interrupted by Norwich (225)

-king punished those of St Albans and revoked their concessions (227)

-eye for eye justice meted out on malefactors (241)

-pardoned by the king (243)
insurgentibus | -pardoned by the king (243)
delinquentes | -Richard punished delinquents (241)
inimicos -all and every one in Leicester arms himself to face inimicos (228)

-JG had many emulos and inimicos (235)
emulos -JG had many emulos and inimicos (235)
turbido/turba | -shouts drew out SS (calmore) (214)

-nephanda turba who remained after Tyler's death ordered to surrender

(221)

-turba dispersed by Norwich (225)

-seeking John of Gaunt (with intent to harm) (233)
malignorum | -Constance flees the rabiem malignorum (231)
cetu -of knights in London (211)
manu -Norwich's forti manu armata (225)
cohortem -cohortem miseram surrounded by Knollys (221)
turme/turma | -John of Gaunt hears reports of turme nephandorum luporum (233)

-turma on east and on west (233)
multus -immediately following Tyler's death (221)
multitudine -stulte multitudine pardoned by king (221)

-20,000 of that misera <multitudine> pardoned (added later) (221)
omnes et -of Leicester are told to arm themselves to face the rebels (inimicos)
singuli (228)
oues -cohortem surrounded by Knollys (221)
lupus -John of Gaunt hears reports of turme nephandorum luporum (233)

-JG hopes Richard won't be swayed by rumours luporum rabiem (235)
rabiem -Constance flees the rabiem malignorum (231)

-JG hopes Richard won't be swayed by rumours luporum rabiem (235)
stultus -stulte multitudine pardoned by king (221)
nephandus -wicked commons (plebs) (209)

-met with nephanda plebe at Mile End (213)

-one of group sacking the Savoy (214)

-nephanda turba who remained after Tyler's death ordered to surrender
(221)

-who would have harmed John of Gaunt (and sought to) (231)

-John of Gaunt hears reports of turme nephandorum luporum (233)
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CHAPTER 4 PERSON AND PRIVILEGE: INDIVIDUAL

AUTHORITY DURING THE REVOLT

Knighton's description of individuals throughout the Revolt and its aftermath
reveals much about late medieval conceptions regarding leadership, authority and justice.
For example, his account of the rebel leadership demonstrates the compartmentalization
of active and ideological functions, as well as the ways in which weak leaders were
defined by their followers, and acted as the mouth-pieces of the greater whole. In
contrast, strong leaders defined the nature of the group through their intentions and
presence. Individuals drew on several sources of authority, most notably the authority
traditionally afforded their respective offices, their ability to control the instruments of
justice, and their personal charisma. Tyler and Baker were able to draw upon their
personal charisma, which in Tyler's case dissolved into mere bravado. In addition, Tyler
attempted to cast himself as the representative of the commons (thereby harnessing the
authority of the office), albeit with limited success. The rebels' actions, such as the
destruction of prisons, release of criminals, and the summary justice that occurred in
London, indicated their desire to redefine justice and to assume responsibility for its
enactment. To do so, they attempted to appropriate the symbols of judicial authority. In
contrast, the pre-existing systems of power were reasserted through the use of retributive
justice and violence. Knighton's Richard II possessed both the natural authority to which
he was entitled through his office, and a limited amount of charismatic authority. By
contrast, Knighton characterized John of Gaunt as possessing a great degree of personal
authority, in addition to that which his office gave him. Together, these representations

comprise an ideal of leadership grounded in biblical precedent, rooted in networks of
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patronage and personal fidelity, and almost entirely constrained by contemporary notions
of status and office.

After Tyler's death and the dispersal of the crowd, Knighton identified the
individual leaders of the Revolt as Thomas Baker, Jack Straw, Jack Miller, Jack Carter,
and Jack Trueman.' His narrative separated the rebel leadership into two categories: the
leaders in action (Baker and Tyler) and those in ideology (Miller, Carter, Trueman, and
John Ball). Baker and Tyler appear throughout the account, rallying the rebels, and
debating with the king, but are denied the active voice given to Miller, Carter, Trueman
and Ball in the "letters" that directly follow the list of leaders. The apocalyptic rhetoric
expressed in these passages, is discussed above in Chapter 1, and this aspect of their
content will not be re-examined. As an expression of rebel voice, however, their
inclusion in the Chronicle was decontextualized and included none of Knighton's
commentary. In fact, they seem to be completely out of place. They constitute a jarring
break in the narrative style of the account. Presented with what seems to be little
authorial manipulation, and recorded in the vernacular, they contain the most direct
representation of the rebel voice in the Chronicle. The archetypal nature of these leaders,
who most historians agree were figurative constructions (with the exception of Ball),
would have facilitated the dissemination of their already cryptic and highly metaphorical
messages by directly engaging with the English cultural consciousness. Jack Carter's
reference to "Peres Pe Plowman my brober" was an example of the inter-textuality and
literate culture from which these passages drew heavily.” In addition, it placed them

within the highly developed culture of socio-political literature that existed at the time.

! Knighton's Chronicle, 220-1. "Ductores. Isti fuerunt ductores eorum. Thomas Baker primus motor, sed
postea principalis ductor, lakke Strawe, lakke Mylner, lakke Carter, lakke Trewman."
2 .

Ibid., 222.
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Geoffrey Martin also draws attention to their use of the language of the pulpit — another
form of oratory that was directly addressed to the lower estate.> Through the Middle
English language they used, the rhetorical devices they employed, and their universality,*
these passages were designed to be accessible and familiar to the un-Latinate majority of
the English people. The fact that the passages were not directed at the educated, Latin-
literate minority further attracted Walsingham's suspicion that they contained secret,
coded instructions to the rebels.” The monastic scholar clearly felt not only that the
"letters" were not directed at him, but also that they engaged with a culture that was alien
to him. In light of Walsingham's distrust of the rebels' writing, it is interesting that
Knighton should have chosen to include the passages and particularly that he allowed
them to speak for themselves.

In contrast, Baker and Tyler were never allowed to have a direct voice. Knighton
did not include any of the speeches delivered by either man; instead, their actions were
much more significant than their words. David Aers illustrates the significance of voice
at this time with the execution of one John Shirle after the revolution simply for uttering
dangerous words.® The form of leadership exemplified by Baker and Tyler, however,
was defined by action instead of an ideological stance. For its expression, it required an
individual who was both uniquely charismatic and able to harness and subsume himself
within the will of the group. Knighton's representations of Baker and Tyler exemplified
this type of leadership. The chronicler described Baker as an essential facilitator of the

beginning of the rising. Throughout his exhortations of the people to action, however, he

*Ibid., 222-3, f. 1.

* They were universal in that they did not address a specific audience, and spoke so generally as to allow
them to be applied in a myriad of ways.

’ See: Knighton's Chronicle, 223, f.1.

% Aers, "Vox Populi," 436-7. Shirle was heard praising John Ball in a pub and for this was executed.
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made no specific demands, nor did he employ any rhetorical devices. Instead, Baker
sacrificed himself for the greater good, leading where "none cared to be the first to act,
lest he should bring irredeemable retribution upon himself."” Here, Baker's personal
charisma was evident. Knighton related that the man:

taking a bolder spirit to himself, began to exhort and gather

together some of his township, and then others and still

others joined them, and each sent word to his friends and

kin, and so from town to town, and county to county,

asking and requiring them without delay to lend their

counsel and aid to those endeavours that the common good

and necessity urgently demanded.®
Although Baker's charisma and disregard for personal danger were necessary to initiate
the revolt, his role was simply first to express, and then to facilitate, the desires of the
people to gather together and discuss an end to their suffering. The true exhortation was
a communal one, expressed by an ever-increasing collective to their peers. Still, Baker
served the important function of channeling and rationalizing that collective will. As
soon as he receded fully into the group and the collective began to look to itself for
leadership at Blackheath the exhortation, which was before open and hopeful, became
coercive. After destroying the prison at Maidstone, the rebels did the same at Southwark
"and compelled all of the prisoners to go with them and help them, and all those they
came upon, whether travelers or others, of whatever sort, they forced to join them."’
When the will of the people was not rationalized through the figure of a leader it became
unreasonable, tyrannical, and much more dangerous.

Medieval philosophers explored the difference between acceptable leadership

(embodied by the king) and illegitimate tyranny. In her examination of the medieval

" Knighton's Chronicle, 209.
¥ Ibid., 209.
? Ibid., 211.
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English understanding of revolt, Claire Valente argues that the medieval understanding of
the distinction owed much to Isidore of Seville's location of the origins of the word king
(rex) in recte faciendo ("to act rightly") and Aristotle's characterization of a tyrant as one
who placed his needs over the needs of his people.'’ The implications of the distinction
were further elaborated in works of political philosophy such as those of Thomas
Aquinas, Bartolus of Sassferrato, and Nicholas of Oresme. Later, John of Salisbury
defined a tyrant as one who did not acknowledge the supremacy both of the common
good and of the law (justice).’ Knighton explicitly made reference to the common good
in his description of Baker's actions. In contrast, he emphasized the fact that John Ball,
whom the rebels freed under their own direction, had "in a manner greatly pleasing to the

lay mind, bitterly denounc[ed] the law.""

Ball presented a very different archetype of
leadership. Instead of a vessel that embodied the will of the people, like Baker, the
commons became the agents through which the will and ideology of Ball were enacted.
Without the presence of an active leader, the people were at risk of being led astray by
destructive ideologues.

In contrast to Baker and Tyler, Knighton gave the commons an active voice.
Knighton directly quoted the crowd after Tyler's death, writing that: "thereupon a great
wailing arose from the crowd, and a cry of 'Our leader is dead™."® Earlier, when Tyler

alone addressed Richard II at Smithfield, Knighton cloaked his demands in the voice of

the commons. He wrote that Tyler, whom he now conflated with Jack Straw, approached

10 Valente, Theory and Practice, 14.

' John of Salisbury, Policraticus, Cary J. Nederman, ed and trans (Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 1990), 25, 163, 191, 201, 205.

"2 Knighton's Chronicle, 211.

P Ibid., 221. "Inde clamor ingens et ululatus factus est multus, 'Ductor noster mortuus est."'
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the king, but that it was the commons who addressed him."* The commons, not Jack
Straw the individual, asked the king to lift certain hunting and fishing restrictions."’
Knighton characterized Tyler as the mouthpiece of the commons and he described the
peasant as "speaking for the others."'® Interestingly, Knighton made no mention of Tyler
during the rebels' first meeting with Richard at Mile End. At Smithfield, Tyler's ability to
act as the expression of the will of the people combined with an excessive amount of
charisma evident in the bravado that he displayed while speaking with the king. He stood
close to the king, nonchalantly tossing an unsheathed dagger between his two hands."’
He was even brave — or foolhardy — enough, when Richard requested time to consider the
commons' demands that he "drew closer to [the king], with menacing words, and though I
know not how he dared, took the reins of the king's horse in his hand."'® Unfortunately
for Tyler, this proved to be his undoing and William Walworth and Ralph Standish
responded to his action by running him through and killing him. Tyler's personal
audacity was necessary if he was to debate with the king, just as Baker's disregard for
traditional taboos and legal ramifications enabled him to initiate the Revolt.

Tyler's personal charisma and his ability to serve as an archetypal rebel became
key factors in his historiographical and cultural legacies, even though the confusion
surrounding the separate identity of Jack Straw persisted well into the twentieth century.

Tyler's name became synonymous with the Peasants' Revolt. For example, the

' For a complete discussion on the confusion surrounding the separate identities of Wat Tyler and Jack
Straw see: Friedrich W.D. Brie, "Wat Tyler and Jack Straw" The English Historical Review 21:81 (Jan.,
1906), 106-111. Scholars generally accept Brie's argument that both names refer to one person. Much of
Brie's argument relies on Knighton's claim that Tyler had changed his name to Jack Straw before the
meeting at Smithfield.

'S Knighton's Chronicle, 219. The specific demands are discussed later.

' Ibid., 219.

7 Ibid., 219.

8 Ibid., 221.
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seventeenth-century scholar John Cleveland wrote of the "Insurrection of Wat the Tyler
with his priests Baal and Straw," and the eponymous title was also used for children's
books in the nineteenth century. '° Similarly, Tyler's failure as a leader was long
indistinguishable from that of the Revolt to achieve the rebels' demands or lasting
change. In fact, Alastair Dunn argues that the genesis of Tyler's popular fame lay
precisely in his failure, which made use of a "peculiarly English attachment to rebels —
especially those who fail."** The significance of his figure in the collective historical
memory of the English people, however, was not always reflected in the historiography.
The rebels' association with political extremism was largely incompatible with orthodox
historians who wrote before the late twentieth century. Instead, his symbolic cachet was
often utilized by radical movements, such as the Jacobins, and this use further
compounded established distrust of him. Thomas Paine reacted to this historiographical
trend, arguing that:

Tyler appears to have been an intrepid and disinterested

man ... All his proposals made to Richard were on a more

just and public ground than those which had been made to

John by the barons; and notwithstanding the sycophancy of

historians ... his fame will outlive their falsehood.?'
Whether historians condemned or defended Tyler, or defined him as a success or a
failure, the rebel leader has held a much more prominent place in the popular cultural

memory than in the scholarship. Even within the sphere of cultural memory, Tyler's

legacy has not been romanticized to the extent of other semi-mythological rebels like

"% John Cleveland, The idol of the clovvnes, or, Insurrection of Wat the Tyler, : with his fellow kings of the
commons, against the English Church, the King, the lawes, nobility and gentry, in the fourth yeare of King
Richard the 2d. Anno. 1381. London: [s.n.], 1654. EEBO. And: G.A. Henty and W.H. Margetson, 4 march
on London : being a story of Wat Tyler's insurrection. London: Blackie & Son, 1898.

2% Alastair Dunn, "The Many Roles of Wat Tyler" History Today (July 2001): 28-29.

*! Thomas Paine, "The Rights of Man," in Thomas Paine, Collected Writings (Toronto: Penguin Books,
1955), 617.
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Robin Hood. This lack of romanticization largely lies in the fact that the figure of Wat
Tyler began, and remained, historically grounded. In contrast, Robin Hood always
belonged to English mythology more than historical accounts. Tyler's location in
"reality" made him a greater threat and also made it more difficult for him to be
appropriated by the traditional order.”> Dunn indicates that historians have consistently
interpreted the Peasants' Revolt through their own contemporary political atmosphere,
foregrounding the symbolic threat to the ruling order that he represented. The many
comedic and theatrical treatments of Tyler minimized the threat to the ruling order that he
symbolized and he was most often represented as a buffoon.*

Knighton's location at the beginning of this historiography is significant.
Although he does not present Tyler as a figure of comic relief, he certainly does not
glamourize the rebel leader or his actions. Even Thomas Baker cuts a more dashing
figure. In fact, Tyler has only a minimal role in the chronicler's account. He appears
only at Smithfield and is killed within a paragraph. Unlike the authors of the letters he
never speaks with a direct voice, and his death is decidedly non-heroic in nature. He dies
after writhing on the ground and his body is rudely dragged away from the scene:

[William] Walworth ... drew his basilard and ran Jack
Straw through the neck. Thereupon another esquire, called
Ralph Standish, stabbed him in the side with his basilard.
And he fell to the ground on his back, and after rising to his
hands and knees, he died ... And with him dead, [he was]

dragged roughly by his arms and legs into St
Bartholomew's church.

22 The function of King Arthur similarly demonstrates the ways in which a potentially subversive quasi-
historical figure (a Christ-like Briton king) could be coopted by the very order to which he posed the most
risk (the Norman nobility).

* Dunn, "Wat Tyler," 29.

** Knighton's Chronicle, 221.
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Knighton does not present Tyler in the most glamorous manner, nor his death as
particularly dignified. The lack of romanticizing and mythologizing in the account
contributes to the historical quality of Knighton's Wat Tyler and was perpetuated in the
historiography.
Whatever may be said of Tyler himself, in Knighton's account his demands are

quite reasonable. Taking on the voice of the commons, he

asked of the king that all game, whether in waters or in

parks and woods should become common to all, so that

everywhere in the realm, in rivers and fishponds, and

woods and forests, they might take the wild beasts, and

hunt the hare in the fields, and do many other such things

without restraint.*
Knighton makes it clear that was Tyler's demeanor, and not the nature of his demands,
that proved unacceptable and led to his murder. The contrast to Walsingham's
contemporaneous chronicle is startling. The latter stated that, among other extreme and
unreasonable conditions, Tyler requested the execution of all persons connected to the
legal professions, most particularly judges and lawyers.”® These hyperbolic demands
rendered the rebels' aims ridiculous by their excessiveness; in no way could Richard have
granted them. In contrast, Knighton did not dramatize the rebel leader's character.
Instead, he presented his demands through the trope of the collective voice of the
commons. Knighton's use of the commons lends Tyler a remarkable degree of

legitimacy, just as the parliamentary commons had the right to direct discussion with the

king through the Speaker. Indeed, Given-Wilson argues that in the later fourteenth

* Ibid., 219.

2% Walsingham, Historia Anglicana, 464. MS Bib. Reg. 13 E ix. "Voluit namque, ante alia, commissionem
pro se et suis obtinnuisse, ad decollandum omnes juridicos, escaetores, et universos, qui vel in lege docti
fuere, vel cum jure, ratione officii, communicavere."
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century the voice of the commons began to overshadow those of the lords, as the records
show that it was increasingly the commons who came before the king to request or
protest.”” While this is somewhat due to the misrepresentative picture left by the specific
records, it indicates that the commons enjoyed some form of direct access to the king. In
addition, the role of the Speaker, and through him the commons, was to a degree
adversarial.

In addition to the rebels' attempts to appropriate the politically acceptable role of
the Speaker in order to facilitate their radical agenda, they also endorsed a system of
justice that mimicked accepted social practice while remaining utterly unorthodox. The
rebels' actions demonstrate a preoccupation with justice and the legal system. For
example, throughout the Revolt, much of their anger was directed at the instruments of
the traditional justice system, such as lawyers and judges: "the malefactors had vented
their hatred upon judges ... and all other lawyers upon whom they came, and never
spared them the capital penalty."*® They sought to destroy the symbols of the existing
legal system, including both its officers and its tools, such as the prisons at Maidstone
and Marshalsea, which they destroyed. Following the smashing of the prisons, they
attempted to enact their own conception of justice, freeing those who had been
condemned and executing those who had been pardoned. For example, they executed
Richard Lyons who, although convicted of various crimes, had been pardoned.”
Likewise, they freed Ball even though he had been "tried by the church and duly

convicted, and adjudged and committed to ... prison in perpetuity."® At the same time,

" Given-Wilson, Parliamentary Rolls.

2 Knighton's Chronicle, 241. See also: Ibid., 217.
# Ibid., 217.

O 1bid., 211.
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the rebels engaged in some form of self-policing and insisted that they were "zealots for

n31

truth and justice, not thieves or robbers."”" Knighton also pointed out that never did they

"kill anyone by any means except by beheading."**

This was a curious, summary use of a
punishment typically reserved for aristocrats and traitors. Perhaps the rebels again sought
to appropriate the higher order's forms of justice. Perhaps it represented a tacit
recognition of the status of those they were killing. Regardless of their intentions, the
rebels' definition and enactment of justice indicated an attempt to subvert the established
authority while still working within the traditional structures of justice. Concepts of
justice were also central for the definition of kingship. Valente argues that fourteenth-
century English political culture understood kingship to be constrained by the supremacy
of the law and the king's duty to the common good.” Piers Plowman, exemplary of the
literature and culture of the time, describes the King, the Commons, and Kind Wit as the
progenitors of law and justice. It further states that: "nomen habet sine re nisi studet iura
tenere."** Not only was it the king's imperative to uphold justice; a failure to do so
forfeited his right to the title's authority.

Although kings had the opportunity to draw on the authority of their office, their
individual abilities to do so with success varied. Valente states that historians most
commonly cite a king's character as the determining factor in late-medieval revolts and

political crises.”> Most of the historiographical discussion of Richard's reign and the

historical accounts produced during it centres on the context of his deposition and the

*'bid., 215.

*Ibid., 217.

33 Valente, Theory and Practice, 13-14.

3 Piers Plowman, "Introduction” B.141. "The title [of the king] is meaningless if he does not strive to keep
the laws."

% Valente, Theories and Practice, 237.
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ensuing dynastic struggle. Knighton, however, must be viewed apart from this model.
The chronicler died in 1396 and thus his narrative was not influenced by the events of
1399. He was, of course, aware of the environment that existed immediately preceding
the usurpation, but the increasing brevity of his entries makes it clear that he was
struggling to complete his chronicle by 1389. In spite of this, in her examination of
Richard's treatment in contemporary chronicles, Louise D. Duls categorizes Knighton as
a "Lancastrian detractor of Richard."*® She defines the Lancastrian sources as those
written between 1377 and 1457 from an anti-Richardian perspective. These historians
represented Richard as a "wicked king" and juxtaposed him with Henry IV.*” In this
context, she admits that Knighton's account of the Peasants' Revolt "grants Richard more
courage and mercy than most Lancastrian narratives do."*® Yet, due in part to her
unfortunate reliance on the Lumby edition of the chronicle, Duls fails to consider the fact
that Knighton did not write with post facto knowledge of 1399. Resituating Knighton
reveals that excessive partisanship did not universally dominate the pre-usurpation
period. Indeed, an apparently "Lancastrian" work that was "marked by strong admiration
for John of Gaunt"*® could also present Richard in a fairly flattering light. Geoffrey
Martin similarly notes that Knighton represented Richard throughout his chronicle as
"intelligent and formidable, with no suggestion of his ultimate fate."*

Knighton only rarely ascribed specific personal characteristics to Richard. In one

instance, however, Knighton praised the self-possession that the king exhibited when

3 Louise D. Duls, Richard Il in the Early Chronicles (Paris: Mouton, 1975), 18 n. 26, 205, 212-13. Duls
barely mentions Knighton's work, giving it a cursory glance at best. For example, his account of the Revolt
is relegated to a footnote.

7 Ibid., 205.

*Ibid., 213.

¥ 1bid., 213.

* Knighton's Chronicle, xlix.
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meeting with the rebels and then re-gaining control of the situation after Tyler's death.
Here Richard, as an individual, demonstrated that "although he was young in years he
was possessed of a shrewd mind."*' The chronicler used the king's Christian name only
thrice in his description of the Revolt: first of all to date the Revolt by regnal year;
secondly when he mentioned Richard's marriage to Anne of Bohemia in 1381; and lastly
in his description of the general pardon of 1382.* It is also clear that, for Knighton at
least, Richard did not possess the charismatic authority of his father, whom the chronicler
described as

the flower of the world's knighthood, for whom to do battle

was to reign, to contend was to triumph, and to him by right

of the female line the kingdom and crown of France ought

to have descended.*
Knighton also demonstrated a great deal of reverence for Edward III, Richard's
grandfather and predecessor. The chronicler praised Edward's virility, saying of his
campaigns in France: "[he] took castles and towns by assault in great numbers, and there

were no parts there able to resist him."**

In addition, he presented the king, like his son,
as a paragon of chivalry. He recounted a battle that took place outside of Paris in 1360.
Knighton wrote that the cowardly French hid behind their walls and refused to meet the
English in battle. Edward III was infuriated by their fear and failure to meet the

expectations of honour and attempted to provoke them into correct action by setting the

! Ibid., 219.

2" Anno Domini millesimo .ccc. octogesimo primo et regni regis Ricardi .ij." Ibid., 208. "Rex Ricardus

desponsauit. Eodem anno apud Westmonasterium rex Ricardus desponsauit Annam filiam regis Boemi."
Ibid., 240. "Anno proximo sequenti, millesimo .ccc.lxxxij., regis Ricardi .v., dominus rex ... condonauit
generaliter omnibus." Ibid., 242.

* 1bid., 197.

“ Ibid., 59.
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suburbs on fire.* Geoffrey Martin's argument that Edward III's death prompted
Knighton to begin his historical account further emphasizes the personal nature of the
connection that Knighton felt towards the man.*® In contrast to the loyalty that the
chronicler exhibited to the individuals Edward III and his son the Black Prince,
throughout the vast majority of the account, Knighton approached Richard simply as rex,
or the king. He did, however, consistently present Richard as possessing the
characteristics of kingship.

The distinction between the king as an individual and as an institution had
implications for the enactment of authority in the late medieval realm. Many of the
scholarly examinations of kingly authority in late medieval England focus on the
limitations that prevented it from developing into a form of absolutism. For example, the
English king had to compromise with various political elements: his barons, various
aristocratic factions, and later the commons. Scholars point to the near-constant
depositions that plagued the throne in the thirteenth, fourteenth and fifteenth centuries.
Claire Valente suggests that the fact that five of the eight kings who ruled between 1215
and 1415 faced serious military challenges (if not successful usurpations) attests the
precarious nature of kingship at this time.*” David Green cites the coronation oaths that
constrained a king's autonomy and placed certain restrictions on his actions. He argues
that Edward II's coronation oath, which held him accountable to the "community of the

realm" and expected him to uphold current and future legislation, was "indicative of the

* Ibid., 177.
“ Ibid., xvi.
4" Valente, T’ heory and Practice, 1.
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shackles that the political community at large was attempting to place on the
monarchy."*®

At the same time, the monarchy as an institution, and the king as its constituting
officer through whom it gained expression and existence, remained inviolable. Of
paramount importance in this discussion — the reconciling concept — was the development
of the idea of the king's "two bodies," that is, the separation of the individual and the
office.” This allowed dissenters to uphold the existing order (represented in the office)
while disposing of particularly unfavourable individuals. Nowhere was the
unquestionable authority of the monarch as an institution more clear than in the Peasants'
Revolt. The rebels, who sought the abolition of all worldly hierarchy, never wavered
from their loyalty to the crown. Indeed, B. Wilkinson identifies the "strong and simple
loyalty of the rebels to the king" as one of the defining features of the Revolt. He cites
Froissart's account of the rebels' insistence to Richard that they wished him no harm and
that he would always be their king.”® Likewise, the Anonimalle Chronicle records one of
the rallying cries of the rebels as: "wyth whom haldes yow? Wyth kynge Richard and

. 1
with the trew communes."”

The king was spared responsibility for the rebels' hardships
and instead they blamed bad counsel for the iniquities that they faced. Perhaps, the rebels
saw Richard as malleable owing to his youth. Regardless, their loyalty to the crown as

well as their desire to debate and engage with him alone spoke to a belief that nothing

could be accomplished except under the authority of the monarch. In this, they exhibited

a8 Green, Black Prince, 18.

* For more on this concept see: Ernst H. Kantorowicz, The King's Two Bodies: A study in Mediaeval
Political Theology (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1957).

%0 B. Wilkinson, "The Peasants' Revolt of 1381," Speculum 15:1 (Jan. 1940), 19. "Il ne vous feront ja mal,
et vous tiennent et tenront tousjours a roi." Froissart, ix. 104.

! The Anonimalle Chronicle, 1333-1381, edited by V.H. Galbraith (New York: Barnes and Noble, 1970),
139.
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an intention similar to that of aristocratic dissenters: a desire to control the king, not to
overthrow him.>* To do so, they were willing to allow him an unprecedented amount of
untempered power by removing the checks of baronial control.

The elimination of the king's "wicked advisers" was a commonly employed
intention of noble rebellions throughout the late medieval period. Joel T. Rosenthal
credited the concept's enduring popularity to its malleability, its ability to unify disparate
groups and its timeless utility.® A similar, albeit more extreme, ideology appears to have
contributed to the aims of the Peasants' Revolt. The king's officers, such as John Legg
and Robert Hales, and his counselors, such as John of Gaunt, bore the brunt of the rebels'
anger, which was spared the king. The concept of wicked counsel also in part determined
the response to the Revolt as parliament sought to ensure that the king received the
counsel of "good and worthy men" and to limit the influence of less well-liked members
of his household.>* For, although events of the early fourteenth century had already
proven the fallibility of the king, Green argues that the actions of the 1381 rebels proved
that "the office itself remained inviolate."*

How, then, did Knighton characterize the office of kingship in this crisis?

Knighton used the metaphor of the shepherd to imbue Richard with the biblically-defined

characteristics of good kingship. He described the leaderless crowd at Smithfield as "lost

32 Valente, T} heory and Practice, 12.

> Joel T. Rosenthal, "The King's 'Wicked Advisers' and Medieval Baronial Rebellions" Political Science
Quarterly 82:4 (Dec., 1967), 595-6. See in Knighton also: "Pius dux innocentissimus ... maius sibi timuit,
ne rex ab aliquibus emulis eius sub sinistro consilio ductus ad istius modi luporum rabiem inconsulte
preberet assensum.” ("The good and most innocent duke ... feared greatly for himself lest the king, under
the influence of evil counsel from those who were jealous of him, should have been rashly moved to give
his support to the rabid wolves.") Knighton's Chronicle, 234-5.

> Anthony Tuck, Crown and Nobility 1272-1461: Political Conflict in late medieval England (Oxford:
Basil Blackwell Ltd., 1985), 179.

3% Green, Black Prince, 16.
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sheep without a shepherd" until Richard took up the role left empty after Tyler's death.>
The shepherd-king created and sustained order for his people. He led them and protected
them from external threats and from themselves. He sheltered them and, without him,
they were scattered and unable to survive. The passage echoed a section of the biblical
first book of Kings, in which the prophet Micaiah described a divine vision, saying: "I
saw all Israel scattered on the hills like sheep without a shepherd, and the LORD said,
‘These people have no master. Let each one go home in peace."”’ It was part of God's
warning to the king of Israel, Ahab, of the destructive reckoning that would befall Israel
during his reign and in the aftermath of his untimely death, as a result of his poor
leadership. Here, the lost sheep are a manifestation of inadequate leadership. Occurring
in Knighton's Chronicle immediately following the death of Wat Tyler the connection is
clear. Knighton was again using a biblical precedent to articulate concepts of leadership
and authority. Ahab lost his legitimacy as a leader and was sent to his death by God, who
then showed mercy to his misguided subjects by restoring order to them. Likewise, the
illegitimate leader, Tyler, was murdered by the mayor of London and his followers
scattered like lost sheep until Richard graciously accepted them back under his legitimate
authority. Here, leadership was something that was bestowed upon a populace.

The significant social function held by gifts and gift-giving in the high and late
Middle Ages has been explored by a number of scholars. Another form of medieval gift-
giving, child oblation, also illustrates the power of biblical precedent, in this case the

story of Hannah dedicating her son Samuel to God, to shape medieval social customs and

56 Knighton's Chronicle, 220-1. "Quasi oues desolates sine pastore."

571 Kings 22:17. "Vidi cunctum Israél dispersum in montibus, quasi oves non habentes pastorem. Et ait
Dominus: Non habent isti dominum: revertatur unusquisque in domum suam in pace." The Latin text of the
shepherd and sheep follow that of the passage in Matthew almost exactly. See: supra, n. 288.
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expectations. Gifts, like the religious sacrifices that they exemplified, were fully
reciprocal and formed an important part of the social logic that underpinned the accepted
societal organization. Gift-giving also had great significance for the power structures of
medieval Europe.”® The fourteenth century fell within the transition between the
redistributive, feudal barter economy of the early Middle Ages and the quasi-capitalist
monetary system of the early modern period, and as such contained elements of both.
Gift-giving lost some of its economic significance, but continued to be an integral
element in the creation of a social fabric and relationships with sources of power. Mayke
de Jong argues that gift-giving, and the reciprocity that underpinned it, was an interaction
between social beings and groups that created and defined long-term connections and
relationships.” She also acknowledges its political role in defining relationships of
power.” Like child oblation, the gift of leadership owed much of its textual foundation
to biblical precedent.

Shepherds were connected to concepts of leadership and kingship throughout the
Bible, and a medieval reader (and author) would have been well aware of this association.
Moses was called from his work as a shepherd to lead the Israelites out of bondage in
Egypt, and there took on the more figurative role of a shepherd of people. He carried a
divine shepherd's staff as a scepter, through which God performed miracles, and Moses'

name continued to be evoked as an example of leadership throughout the Old

*¥ It is unsurprising that Mayke de Jong, whose work typically focuses on the nature and enactment of
power in the early middle ages, should dedicate a book to the study of child oblation as gift-giving. (See:
Mayke de Jong, In Samuel's Image.: Child Oblation in the Early Medieval West (New York: Leiden, 1996).
*? Ibid., especially 126-155.

% 1bid., 266-82.
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Testament.®' Likewise, David, the greatest Israelite king of the Old Testament, spent his
youth as a shepherd. Moreover, it was this training specifically that enabled him to
defeat the Philistine warrior Goliath: "David triumphed over the Philistine with a sling
and a stone; without a sword in his hand he struck down the Philistine and killed him."%?
Similarly, the author of the books of Samuel draws a direct connection between David's
life as a shepherd and his ascension to the throne of Israel. He writes that God ordered
Samuel, his prophet, to "tell my servant David, 'This is what the LORD Almighty says: I
took you from the pasture and from following the flock to be ruler over my people

m

Isracl."® Likewise, the prophet recorded God's earlier pledge to David: "'you will
shepherd my people Israel, and you will become their ruler.""®* As a psalmist, David
sustained the metaphor up the hierarchy, declaring of the highest king, "the Lord is my
shepherd." The association between shepherds and great leaders would have been strong
in a cultural consciousness as deeply influenced by Christian theology as that of the late
medieval English people.

This biblical metaphor also articulated concepts of natural authority. Reflecting
the inherent natures of both man and sheep, the shepherd held authority over the animals
in his charge. It would have been considered equally unnatural and ridiculous for the
sheep to govern either themselves or their shepherd. Knighton made the same claim of

the relationship between a king and his subjects. Through his comparison of Richard to a

shepherd and the rebels to sheep, he implied that it would be a perversion of the natural

6! See: Exodus 4:2-4. In times of trouble and unrest, Isaiah wrote of the peoples' desire for a leader like
Moses the shepherd: "Then his people recalled the days of old, the days of Moses and his people--where is
he who brought them through the sea, with the shepherd of his flock?" Isaiah 63:11.

62 See: 1 Samuel 17, esp. 17:50.

62 Samuel 7:8.

642 Samuel 5:2.
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order for the rebels (i.e. subjects) to lead themselves or to dictate instructions to their
rightful leader. Not only was their attempt to do so a crime against political structures of
late medieval England, it defied the divinely ordained and enduring hierarchy of human
society and the natural world. Indeed, Knighton twice refered to the rebels as lupes
(wolves) — the natural enemy of the shepherd®. In this context, the severity of the rebels'
threat becomes clear, and the passage offers valuable insight into Knighton's perspective.
Certainly not the mindless lackey of the ruling elite, but neither a radical egalitarian,
Knighton would have seen the active inversion of power structures as a perversion of the
divinely-created, natural order. His sympathies with the plight of the peasant class did
not shake his certainty in the divinely-appointed and -endorsed hierarchy of all things,
from human society to the natural world.

One of a shepherd's most important leadership responsibilities was the protection
of his flock. As mentioned above, Richard's presence ensured the safety of the rebels
who remained at Smithfield after Tyler's death. Earlier, Knighton had used a bird
metaphor to illustrate the protective nature of the king. He wrote that several high-

ranking officials (including Simon Sudbury) sought "refuge under the outstretched wings

% See Table 1 in Chapter 2. The wolf metaphor places the wolves (rebels) in opposition to the shepherd
(king). Additionally, in both cases John of Gaunt is described as the lamb who the predatory wolves seek
to destroy. "Ei relatum est quod due turme nephandorum luporum discurrebant per duas partes partes regni
et quelibet turba continebat decem milia electorum ad rapiendum eum." ("He was told that two packs of the
wicked wolves were ranging through the kingdom ... and that either pack contained 10,000 men chosen to
seize him.") Knighton's Chronicle, 232-3. "Pius dux innocentissimus ... maius sibi timuit, ne rex ab
aliquibus emulis eius sub sinistro consilio ductus ad istius modi luporum rabiem inconsulte preberet
assensum." ("The good and most innocent duke ... feared greatly for himself lest the king, under the
influence of evil counsel from those who were jealous of him, should have been rashly moved to give his
support to the rabid wolves.") Ibid., 234-5. The association of Richard and the shepherd is undermined
somewhat in the second passage, as it implies that the king could be made to follow the will of the wolves.
This emphasized Knighton's view that any disloyalty that the boy king (already characterized as the
shepherd) showed to his uncle represented an aggregious reversal of the natural order. See also n. 306,
below.
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of the king."™ The chronicler reinforced the metaphor by describing the king's attempts
to protect Sudbury and the others from the shepherd's natural enemy, the wolf. He wrote
that: "the king, seeking to deliver the archbishop and his colleagues from the jaws of the
wolf, sent for the commons, telling them to assemble at Mile End."%” Here, however, the
king's physical presence was again the crucial factor in his ability to protect his flock.
While he was at Mile End, and absent from the Tower, "like the lamb before the shearer,"
the archbishop and his colleagues were executed by the crowd.®® In this way, the person
of the king held the authority to prevent violence. Similarly, it was Richard II, invested
by the institution of kingship, who imposed his will upon the crowd at Smithfield.

At Smithfield, Richard demanded that the crowd remake itself into a coherent
entity in order to cede its autonomy and control to him. His true desire for the reassertion
his authority, and not the discussion that he promised, is particularly evident in the fact
that he never meant to debate with them, but to disperse them. This became evident as
soon as the knights arrived from London. Both through his pity and the nature of the
rebels' dispersal, he fully reasserted his ultimate authority over both the singular entity
and its disparate parts (cohortem and oues). Richard also restored order through the
method of their dispersal. Before he figuratively re-created the crowd, ten thousand
rebels "slipped away, and as though seeking to disappear, suddenly gave themselves to

flight."® In contrast to the chaotic and unordered dispersal of the first group, of those

remaining Richard "ordered every one of them to return home."” Interestingly, the

5 " Ad turrim cucurrerent causa refugii sub alis regis lactaturi." Knighton's Chronicle, 212-13.
87 wYolens igitur rex archiepiscopum et socios suos de ore luporum liberare, misit ad communes mandans
eis ut ad locum qui Mylcros vocatur extra ciuitatem conuenirent cum rege." Ibid., 213.
68 11
Ibid., 215.
% 1bid., 221.
" 1bid., 221.
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promise of order and leniency was enough. Knighton wrote off-handedly that although
the king commanded an ordered dispersal of the crowd, "when the king had left many of
them suffered the pangs of death."”" Here, Knighton did not portray Richard as engaging
in the violence that implicitly followed his exit. By departing before the massacre, the
king was able to remain merciful and gracious, even though he appeared to implicitly
sanction it, while the newly-appointed knights carried out the violence necessary to re-
assert the traditional hierarchy. In addition, the king's absence emphasized his role as
protector of the people (discussed later) as well as the power that it gave him over them.
While Richard remained at Smithfield the rebels were safe, but as soon as he left his
control over the knights was removed. Life was thus something which could be protected
by the king, as easily as it could be taken away. This emphasized the importance of
maintaining the office of kingship for the English people.

Similarly, the king was the source of authority for his agents. As the account of
John Legg and his compatriots attested, authority did not lie simply in the office but also
in the behaviour of its officers. Truly, the commissioners only ever held the power and
authority granted to them by the crown, and possessed little, if any, intrinsic authority as
respective individuals. Their authority came from their relationship with the state
generally, and the king more specifically. His endorsement gave their power legitimacy
and therefore authority. In contrast, the crown (i.e. the office of the king) held a loose
monopoly over natural authority, through divine endorsement in a general way.’* This
type of authority was expressed through the natural deference with which the office of the

monarch was approached. The king, in this case Richard I, held the traditional authority

71 s
Ibid., 221.

72 This monopoly was not absolute in the Middle Ages, as events such as the Magna Carta, the Baronial

Uprising, and Henry V's usurpation of the throne prove.
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of his office, one which was grounded in custom and tradition, as well as the legal
authority accorded him as the supreme maker of law, expressed through bureaucratic and
administrative hierarchy. The claims to natural, traditional, and legal authority were
typical of a medieval English king, but were particularly tenuous during periods of
minority kingship, such as Richard's.

Knighton dedicated very little of his account of the Revolt to the legal and
military retributions that followed it. Vengeance, like the violence at Smithfield, was
something that occurred when great and just men looked the other way. In fact, mercy
was the attribute that Knighton emphasized the most in his characterization of John of
Gaunt, to whom Knighton dedicated much of the latter part of his account of the Revolt.
Gaunt was actually in Scotland and northern England during the Revolt, yet Knighton
included a detailed narrative of his trials in the north. Knighton had deep personal ties to
Gaunt, as the patron of Saint Mary in the Meadows, and the duke's household was one of
his most important — and certainly the most direct (i.e. firsthand) — sources of
information. Throughout his chronicle, Knighton represented Gaunt in an unfailingly
flattering light, and a great deal of his history of the Revolt focused on the duke's actions
although he was not in England at the time it occurred. As discussed earlier, he even
managed to present Gaunt's patronage of the heretic John Wycliffe as evidence of his
goodness.

Knighton's portrayal of the king was reserved in comparison to the unabashed
praise of his uncle, John of Gaunt, and his glowing characterization of the Black Prince.
Knighton depicted Gaunt's status both through his personal charisma and through his

title. The chronicler characterized Gaunt as almost saint-like. For example, he recorded
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Gaunt's reasoned reaction to the news of the Revolt, writing that the duke was "not
moved by anger, because he had betrayed no one, not struck by frenzy, because he was
conscious of no fault, but he showed himself in all his action, that is to say good and
gentle."” Paragraphs later, he depicted Gaunt as Christ, abandoned by his household just
as Christ had been by his disciples.”* He referred to Gaunt repeatedly as "the good duke
(pius dux)." He explained his word choice to the reader, saying:

Lest any wonder that I should always refer to him as the

good duke, let the careful reader consider, and he who

hears me remember, as a friend of truth, that the good duke

drew such strength from his virtues, that all his

misfortunes, and in all the hardship and injuries that had

been spitefully visited upon him, he sought no revenge, and

ordered no reprisals by his followers, but impartially and

patiently forgave the offences of anyone who sought

forgiveness.”
Knighton did not cloak his admiration for Gaunt with subtlety. This passage clearly
indicates that Knighton felt mercy, long-suffering, moderation, and piousness to be the
most important characteristics of a great man. Gaunt's authority lay not simply in the
outward displays of his rank — the size of his household, the wealth of his properties, or
the deference owed him — but more particularly within himself as an individual.

Knighton stressed two characteristics in particular to illustrate Gaunt's superior

character: piousness in suffering and mercy. Knighton described God's particular favour
towards the duke, writing that "God always sustained him, and turned his enemies'

deceits to his advantage, and at all times repressed their malice, and delivered him from

their hands."’® Here, he drew allusions to Psalm 17 and again made use of the currency

3 1bid., 233.
" 1bid., 233.
" 1bid., 239-41.
" 1bid., 235.
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of biblical metaphor. Similarly, Gaunt's own facility with the psalms served as an
indication of his piety. In the face of his many trials, he "fastened his mind upon God, to
Whom he most earnestly commended himself and his cause, remembering how it is
written: 'Many are the tribulations of the righteous, and God shall deliver them from
all."”” Tt is interesting to note that Knighton used scripture to describe Gaunt's person
and actions during the revolt no fewer than five times.”® In comparison, Knighton
directly alluded to scripture only twelve times in total throughout his account of the
Revolt.” His description of Gaunt therefore accounted for almost half of his biblical
allusions. Gaunt's epithet of the pius dux also reinforced his characterization as a pious
and righteous man. Equally significant was Gaunt's mercifulness. Knighton retold the
story of some of the duke's servants, caught stealing from his treasury. Gaunt
disregarded the advice of his officials who wanted the offenders hanged and was "so
charged with the spirit of mercy that he forbade it, saying that he would not set his
possessions above any man's life."™ The word that Knighton used to describe his mercy,
pietas, connected both aspects of mercifulness and piety to illustrate the duke's goodness.
In addition, Knighton emphasized the gentility and power that Gaunt possessed as
the duke of Lancaster and uncle of the king. In his examination of the expression of
medieval power in the life of Edward the Black Prince, David Green argues that the
household represented the "embodiment of royal and seigneurial authority."®' The

strength, wealth, and size of a lord's household signified his ability to exercise power, and

7 1bid., 237. See Psalm 33.

8 Matthew 26:56 (p. 232), Matthew 8:20 (p. 234), Psalms 17(18):1 (p. 234), Isaiah 45:13 (p. 234), and
Psalms 33 (34): 20 (p. 236).

™ Matthew 13:25 (p. 210), Isaiah 27:7 (p. 216), Matthew 9:36 (p. 220), Psalms 54:24 (55:23) (p. 224),
Matthew 7:2 (p. 226), Psalms 2:9 (p. 226), Psalms 18:5 (p. 226).

% Knighton's Chronicle, 241.

81 Green, Black Prince, 107.
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the public display of said authority was highly significant. Material and military displays
such as tournaments were expressions used to communicate power. In contrast to the
degree of control the boy-king exercised over the crowd at Smithfield, Knighton often
depicted Richard's leadership of his household as weak. For example, he was unable to
marshal his retainers in order to lead them from the Tower to Mile End; instead: "the
knights who were to accompany him foolishly allowed their ardour to cool, lamentably
hiding the boldness of their spirit, and as though struck by some womanish fear, not
daring to go out, stayed in the Tower."® Neither was he able to save the lives of Simon
Sudbury, Robert Hales, or any of the others executed in his absence.

By contrast, Knighton emphasized Gaunt's strong leadership of his household
during the crisis. The duke withheld the news of the Revolt from his retainers until their
business in Scotland had been completed, in an attempt to avoid the chaos that would
follow the release of such information.*> Once his business was finished satisfactorily, he
gathered his household together and informed them of the events occurring in the south.
He then demonstrated his selflessness and "with all goodness and kindness, he gave leave
to all his people, and asked them each to go to their own homes, lest they should suffer
loss there."®* Knighton also wrote of Gaunt's concern for the welfare of his retainers in
the latter's anger towards the Earl of Northumberland for denying his household the
provisions that had been promised them.* Knighton contrasted the earl's shameful

treatment of Gaunt and his household with the honourable generosity extended to them

82 Knighton's Chronicle, 213.

* Ibid., 233.

* Ibid., 233.

% Ibid., 235. Knighton wrote that the earl did not wish to have any contact with the duke until he "knew
whether or not he had the king's good will."
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by the Scots, particularly the earls of Douglas and Dunbar. Those who once had been
enemies

received him most kindly, with gifts, splendid presents, and

all the marks of respect that they could devise, and gave

him supplies in plenty, and plied him with everything that

they could think of that would honour and console him.*
In addition, Knighton emphasized Gaunt's status in numerous descriptions of his vast
wealth. He described the duke's London mansion, the Savoy, as "unmatched in the
kingdom." There Gaunt kept many of his treasures: "bed-hangings and other ornaments,
with innumerable jewels ... [and] such quantities of vessels and silver plate, without
counting the parcel-gilt and solid gold, that five carts would hardly suffice to carry

them."®’

Knighton's source for this information was the keeper of the duke's wardrobe,
who claimed that "no prince in Christendom had a finer wardrobe."*® Knighton's
familiarity with members of Gaunt's household, and the keeper of his wardrobe in
particular, was evident in his description of the duke's riches. He mentioned the trials of
the keeper of Gaunt's wardrobe again who was turned away by the abbot of Leicester
Abbey when he sought to hide the duke's things there.

Knighton also repeatedly emphasized the degree of honour that Gaunt was due.
The earl of Northumberland disgracefully withheld it from him, for which he was
chastised by the king later and repented. In this way, "he who first shamefully repelled

the duke, was the first to show him honour again."® Others of Gaunt's many enemies

also sought to undermine him. Thus, they perpetuated rumours that told of the existence

8 Ibid., 235-7.
¥ Ibid., 215.
% Ibid., 215.
¥ 1bid., 239.
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of animosity between Gaunt and the king. In his biography of the duke, Anthony
Goodman admits that relations between Gaunt and the king were strained at this time and
that the duke was increasingly isolated at court.”® Knighton's work reflected the uneasy
relationship between uncle and nephew. The chronicler's insistence that the rumours of
the crown's complicity in the rebels' destruction of Gaunt's property were unfounded did
not stop him from including them in his account. He wrote that

in truth, it was said in many parts of the kingdom that what

had been done against [Gaunt] had been done with royal

approval. And that, although untrue, was believed by

some, who as often happens, unbridled their tongues, in the

hope that what they said, and worse, had come to pass.”’
Gaunt worried that these rumours would reach the king, and that Richard would be

"2 Knighton wrote,

influenced by the "evil counsel from those who were jealous of him.'
however, that Richard was well aware of the respect that Gaunt deserved, not only from
his fellow lords but also from the king. Richard sent Gaunt a letter professing his
goodwill, and ordered all the lords, burgesses, and sheriffs of the north country, "each
according to his power, to lead the duke safely through their territories. And so it was
done, the men of each country giving place to those of the next, as he came with all
ceremony through" to Reading.”® This great procession and display bore witness to the
degree of honour and pomp that Gaunt commanded. Even Richard owed him deference.
Knighton wrote that, in a manner reminiscent of the actions of the Scots, "the king

rejoiced greatly at his coming, and showed him the greatest respect, and did all he could

for his comfort, and with copious presents, such as royal magnificence might owe to his

% Goodman, John of Gaunt, 87.
! Knighton's Chronicle, 235.

2 1bid., 235.

% 1bid., 239.
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uncle, joyfully honoured him."**

Here, it was the king himself who honoured the
merciful and long-suffering duke. Goodman suggests that this representation was not
altogether true. He describes Richard's behaviour towards his uncle as "petulant... [and]
indifferent to kinship obligations."”” Instead of criticizing Richard, however, Knighton
focused on the impressive (and most likely empty) gestures of friendship from the king to
the duke. This perhaps reflected Knighton's awareness of the fragility of Gaunt's position
in the power structures of England in the aftermath of the Revolt. The Revolt was
"undoubtedly a terrifying and humiliating experience"*® for Gaunt, and Knighton
recognized that his patron could not afford to be seen as lacking the king's support. To
prevent such a perception, the chronicler emphasized the loyalty that the king owed his
uncle. Knighton has not been the only historical writer to acknowledge Richard's debt to
Gaunt. Goodman, writing over six hundred years later, argues that the rebels' respect for
the legitimacy of Richard's kingship was in large part due to Gaunt's "dogged restraint
and determination to defend Richard's interests."”’ Amongst other concerns, medieval
perceptions of an individual's authority relied on, and were defined against, that of others.
Thus, Gaunt needed to appear close to the king, while Richard relied on Gaunt's personal
support. Knighton's account, and the heightened significance it attached to John of
Gaunt, was in part shaped by the duke's shaky position in the immediate aftermath of the
Revolt.

The story of Gaunt's thieving servants formed the backdrop for the "vengeance

upon the commons" that followed the end of the Revolt. Knighton described how the

% Ibid., 239.

* Goodman, John of Gaunt, 88.
% bid., 83.

7 Ibid., 84.
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king charged the judge Sir Robert Tresilian with the task of travelling throughout the
countryside and punishing the malefactors. Tresilian's retribution was swift and
complete; he "went everywhere, and did great slaughter, sparing none ... for anyone who
appeared before him on that charge, whether justly or upon some accusation moved by
hatred, was at once sentenced to death."”® The vindictive nature of Tresilian's justice
echoed Knighton's account of the Bishop of Norwich's retribution, discussed in Chapter
1. Just as the church had punished those who had shown it no mercy, Tresilian used the
law to punish those who had subverted the law. Knighton wrote that:

as the malefactors had vented their hatred upon judges,

such as Sir John Cavendish, and such others as they could

find, and had put them to death, and all the other lawyers

upon whom they came, and never spared them the capital

penalty, so he spared none, but repaid like with like.”
Tresilian's vengeance was as merciless as Bishop Henry Despenser's. Likewise, both
models of justice functioned on an "eye for an eye" conception of retribution. It is true
that Knighton did not dwell excessively on retribution; his account of the suppression of
the Revolt was brief and focused exclusively on the violent payment of figurative
reparations, but it formed an integral part of his retelling of the event.

In contrast, the scholarly consensus holds that there was no bloodbath after the

revolt.'” Barrie Dobson, for example, argues that the crown's response was remarkably
moderate: "it seems that England ... experienced no "reign of terror" in late 1381 ...

nothing, it might be said, became the English government more than the moderation with

which it repressed [the] revolt."'”" W.M. Omrod likewise argues that the severity

% Knighton's Chronicle, 241.

% 1bid., 241.

1% prescott, "The Hand of God," 321. He then challenges this consensus.
1% Barrie Dobson, Peasants’ Revolt, 303-4.
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threatened by the establishment "never materialised."'®> Why, then, did Knighton present
the aftermath as a bloody and dramatic event? Andrew Prescott points out that
contemporary chronicles universally contradict the vision of moderation that the legal
records suggest and that historians continue to propone.'” He re-examines the
administrative sources and proposes that the crown sought to build on the recentralization
of control that occurred at Smithfield by creating special commissions that combined

"military power and discretionary judicial authority."'*

He argues that the general
pardons were, in part, meant to curb the social disorder caused by the commissions,
which were soon manipulated to settle local squabbles and whose commissioners were
accused of "unlawfully oppressing the people beyond measure by extortions and other
grievances."'” He states that these "chaotic and bloody prosecutions" must have shaped
contemporary perceptions of justice.'”® Similarly, contemporary accounts of the
suppression of the revolt must have articulated certain pre-existing conceptions of justice.
Knighton's account of the aftermath endorsed a kind of retributive justice that is
perhaps unsurprising in the context of a legal system that settled disputes with
amercements and expected payment for pardons. In many ways, the retribution of
Despenser and the commissions was necessary for the reestablishment of the social order.
Only after this bloodshed could Richard be moved by the requests of his new wife and

John of Gaunt in particular to pardon the offenders, and "thus by the workings of divine

mercy that rage was subdued."'”” Forgiveness, symbolized by the general pardon of

192 W M. Ormrod, "The Peasants' Revolt and the Government of England," Journal of British Studies 29
(1990), 22.

193 prescott, ""The Hand of God," 322.

' Ibid., 326-7.

195 CCR 1381-5, p. 85 in Prescott, "Hand of God," 330.

1% prescott, ""Hand of God," 336.

"7 Knighton's Chronicle, 243.
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1382, could only be given once restitution had been made. Once like had been repaid
with like, Richard pardoned the offenders and Knighton's discussion of the event ended.
Whether violence was perpetrated or withheld by mercy, it was ever the language through
which justice was articulated and enacted in late-medieval England.

Knighton's representations of the leaders of 1381 illustrate aspects of his
ideological perspective as did his various depictions of the crowd. Knighton articulated
various late medieval conceptions of authority and leadership. His representations of the
rebel leaders, Richard II, and John of Gaunt in particular demonstrated the ways in which
individuals gained legitimacy through their use of commonly accepted roles, tradition,
and personal charisma. In addition, networks of patronage defined personal loyalty. The
chronicler's relationship to these networks influenced not only his approach to the
historical events, but also the content that he chose to include. For a "Lancastrian"
historian, Knighton was balanced in his representation of Richard II. He described a boy
who effectively made use of the authority of kingship to defuse a potentially disastrous
uprising. Even so, he did not credit Richard with the personal authority that he extended
to Edward the Black Prince and John of Gaunt. In contrast, Gaunt possessed both the
authority of his position as the king's uncle and title as well as charismatic authority.
Knighton's account, particularly his representations of Richard and Gaunt, also reveals a
great deal about the significance of patronage and affinity in late medieval England that
J.R. Maddicott argues "formed the fabric of contemporary life."'”® Knighton's respect for
Richard's authority as the king was largely eclipsed by the familiarity, loyalty, and love

with which he recorded the trials and triumphs of the duke of Lancaster.

198 7 R. Maddicott, "Thomas of Lancaster and Sir Robert Holland", English Historical Review 86 (1971),
449,
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CHAPTER 5 CONCLUSION

Chris Given-Wilson argues that contemporary chroniclers of the events of 1381
were unanimous in their condemnation of the rebels. Tainted as they were by this
universal censure, he argues that "there are few better demonstrations of the instinctive
class prejudice of the medieval chronicler than the contemporary historiography of the
revolt."! While this may be true of many, a closer reading of Knighton's Chronicle
suggests otherwise and presents a much more complex representation of the chronicler's
motivations and values, as well as the ways in which he was able to express them through
his use of language. Re-contextualizing the historian within his semantic paradigms, and
his work within the literate culture of his time, reveals a remarkable sensitivity to the
situation and aims of the rebels.

In late-medieval English histories, an individual's authority could be expressed in
a variety of ways. Much authority was bound up in a person's title or role. For example,
names categorized and defined an individual's identity and role in society in a very literal
way, as those of Thomas Baker, Jack Miller and Wat Tyler suggest. Rees Davies
acknowledges the relationship between name, role and power. He argues that names held
particular significance for medieval political culture because they played so central a role
in the definition of collective and individual identities.” Similarly, individuals such as
Richard II, Simon Sudbury, and John of Gaunt had access to the authority contained

within their respective offices of king, archbishop of Canterbury, and duke. The

' Given-Wilson, Chronicles, 197.
? Rees Davies, "Presidential Address: The Peoples of Britain and Ireland, 1100-1400: II Names, Boundaries
and Regnal Solidarities," TRHS, 6" ser., 5 (1995), 1-20 at 3.
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authority of office, however, was not entirely passive, and individuals had to claim that
authority through the force of their personalities. Knighton's representation of their
ability to do so indicates the level of his own acceptance of their authority, as well as his
willingness to afford legitimacy to their assertions of power. Knighton reinforces the
performative nature of authority in his representations. Authority was in part legitimized
through performed displays such as households and representative garb as well as
through historical writing. John Watts discusses an individual literally taking on the
mantle of kingship as the "wearer of the crown in which all the realm was symbolized."”
Chronicle writers participated in the performance of power and authority in late-medieval
England through their deployment of culturally-charged imagery and language.

A closer examination of the implications of metaphorical imagery in Knighton's
Chronicle and a cultural-historical reading of the text itself reveal the author's remarkable
sympathy for the existence of popular dissent. His work was shaped by his perspective as
an Augustinian canon at a wealthy abbey, his relationship with the house of Lancaster,
and by contemporary heretical movements and religious dissent. His account of the
Peasants' Revolt reveals the totality of the Christian paradigm in the medieval world-
view, the significance of biblical precedent, as well as the ways in which individuals
synthesized competing loyalties and ideologies. Knighton focused on the significance
that economic stability held for authority in the late-medieval manorial system, and
perpetuated an understanding of justice as serving a retributive function. A cursory
glance at the Chronicle overlooks the complexity and depth of Knighton's text. The
chronicler was a thoughtful and daring scholar, who carefully shaped his narrative to

reflect a perspective that was remarkably sympathetic to the rebels. The historical

? John Watts, "Public or Plebs: The Changing Meaning of 'The Commons', 1381-1549," 248.
113



representation of the Revolt that emerges from the work is often contradictory, as
Knighton both condemned the rebels and provided them with a space for legitimate
dissent.

Resituating Knighton within the literate culture of his time further illuminates and
contextualizes the historian's paradoxical perspectives and remarkable progressiveness.
In many ways Knighton's approach more closely resembled that of the authors of
contemporary popular literature than his fellow historical chroniclers.* Perhaps this is
simply because literary scholars have already reconstructed the works of medieval poetry
within their respective contemporary textual cultures while historians are only beginning
to do so now. Not only does the incorporation of literary sources in historical research
create a more complete representation of the cultures with which the medieval writer
interacted, and through which he communicated with his reader, it also reveals much
about the historian's intention and purpose.

Larry Scanlon describes the mode of address of the poet William Langland as
"prophetic" in its attempt to elucidate for the future what the author sees as the most
pressing needs of his present.” He then argues that the poet's traditionalism did not
necessarily place him in an antagonistic relationship with the rebels and their ideology —
much of which was traditionalist. He asks: "if the Rising was politically meaningful in
spite of its traditionalism, then why should Langland's apparent conservatism necessarily

signify opposition to the rebels or antipathy to their goals?"® Scanlon's suggestion that

* Knighton was, in style, subject matter, and method foremost a chronicler. However, he appears to have
presented the rebels much more sympathetically than his fellow historians, particularly Walsingham and
Froissart. Of course, a similar analysis of the latter two would have to be done for a true comparison to be
made.

> Larry Scanlon, "King, Commons, and Kind Wit," 196.

® Scanlon, "King, Commons, and Kind Wit," 197.
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conservatism (an anachronistically modern notion anyway) and unorthodox ideologies
were not mutually exclusive in the late Middle Ages has implications for the
understanding of medieval historical writing as well. The medieval chronicler shared the
poet's prophetic intention and directed his deeply contemporary writing to posterity.
Similarly, his traditionalist leanings did not necessarily oppose him to the rebels'
demands. This is certainly true of Knighton, who appears to have been remarkably
sympathetic to the struggles of the lower orders and who, on some level, saw their dissent
as existing within a legitimate political space. Perhaps it is unsurprising that a man who
was pardoned in 1370 for harbouring two criminals should have had a complicated
relationship with authority.’

Medieval chronicles are certainly not works of fiction. They are, however,
complex literary narratives that are fundamentally shaped by their authors' ideological
perspectives. Although the modern reader can never engage with them as fully as had
their contemporary audience, resituating author and work within their historical context
provides a more holistic and revealing view of both. For example, the chronicler
struggling to reconcile the dichotomies that underlay his life — lay and monastic worlds,
temporal privilege and sacred promise, the abuse of authority by those who traditionally
held it and the somewhat legitimate seizure of authority by those who had no business
doing so, and a plethora of competing loyalties — bears little resemblance to the uncritical
toady of the elite typically portrayed in the historiography. This thesis examines only a
small section of Knighton's Chronicle, and a similar study of the work's entirety is

certainly called for.

"In 1370, Knighton was pardoned for harbouring a Franciscan friar and his groom. V.H. Galbraith, "The
Chronicle of Henry Knighton" in Kings and Chroniclers, edited by V.H. Galbraith (London: Hambledon
Press, 1982), 137. See also, Knighton's Chronicle, Xvii.
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APPENDIX A A Chronology of the Peasants' Revolt

I) Knighton's Timeline

1380: The king imposes the poll tax led by John Legg
1381:
- May, Wednesday following the fourth Sunday of Trinity: The commons
gathers together, led by Thomas Baker
- 12 June: the rebels arrive at Southwark and break open the prison at Marshalsea
- 13 June: Feast of Corpus Christi
- 14 June: the rebels enter London, meet the king at Mile End, execute the
archbishop of Canterbury and his companions at the Tower, sack the Savoy
- 15 June: the rebels meet Richard II at Smithfield, Wat Tyler is killed and the
crowd dispersed
[- 16 June: messenger arrives at Leicester to warn the town]
[- 16/17 June: the keeper of John of Gaunt's wardrobe arrives in Leicester]
[- 20 June: Richard sends out Sir Robert Tresilian with a special mandate]
[- 25 June — 10 July: John of Gaunt stays in Holyrood Abbey]
[- 3 July: Richard sends orders that Gaunt be escorted back to the South]
- 29 September: the charter granted at Mile End is voided in Parliament
1382: Richard issues a general pardon

II) General Timeline®

1381:
- May: resistance to poll tax collection in Essex
- 10 June: the rebels, now organized, march on Canterbury
- 11 June: the king demands an explanation for their actions
- 12 June: the rebels assemble at Blackheath, storm Marshalsea, Southwark,
Lambeth, and Highbury, first rebel attacks in Suffolk
- 13 June: Feast of Corpus Christi, the rebels enter London, sack the Savoy
- 14 June: the rebels meet the king at Mile End, the archbishop and his
companions are killed, the king grants charters of freedom, charters are also
granted at St Albans, execution of John Cavendish
- 15 June: the rebels meet the king at Smithfield, Tyler is killed, the rebels
dispersed, execution of the Prior of Bury in Suffolk
- 15-17 June: attacks on the University of Cambridge
- 16 June: first attacks in Norfolk
- 17 June: attack on Peterborough Abbey
- 18-26 June: Henry Dispenser regains control of East Anglia
- 26 June: Dispenser's forces defeat the rebels at North Walsham

¥ From: Rodney Hilton, Bond Men Made Free: Medieval Peasant Movements and the English Rising of
1381 (New York: The Viking Press, 1973).

126



- 28 June: Thomas of Woodstock and Sir Henry Percy defeat the Essex rebels at
Billericay

- First week of July: clashes in Worchester

- 13 July: John Ball is executed

- 29 July: tenants continue to rebel against the Abbey of St Werburgh in Chester
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APPENDIX B The Content of Knighton's Chronicle

1380

1l

m3

m4

Image 1: The years 1380, 1381, 1382 as percentage of the whole

Folio Page Percentage | Percentage | Discrete Discrete
Count Count of Whole of Whole | Numbers | Numbers
(Folio) (Pages) (Folio) (Pages)
1337-1396 | 100 (Latin) 100.00 100 139v — 2-552
(199) 225 (100.00) 239r
1381: Total | 5(11) (Latin) 5(5.53) 7.11 172r — 208-240
16 177v
1382: 11 (23) | (Latin) 11 (11.56) | 14.22 178r — 242 - 306
Wyclif and 32 189v
Lollards
(not inc.
William
Swinderby)
1382: 3(7) (Latin) 9 | 3(3.52) 4 189r — 306 - 324
William 192v
Swinderby
1382: Total | 14 (29) | (Latin) 14 (14.57) | 18.22 178r — 242 - 324
41 192v
1380: Total | 1 (1) (Latin) 2 | 1 (0.50) 0.44 171v — 204 - 208
172r

Image 2: Chart of content percentage
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APPENDIX C Knighton's Account of the Revolt in its Entirety

The following is taken from the Rolls Series edition of the chronicle.
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