
Magna Carta 
 
It was during the reign of Richard's successor, John (1199-1214), that the steady 
development of monarchical authority was partly checked. As with his predecessors, 
John ruled not only England as a monarch, but he also ruled much of France as a 
vassal of the French king. This rankled the French kings all during the reigns of the 
early Norman kings. By 1204, the French king, Philip Augustus, retook for France the 
lands that John ruled in Normandy. In Philip Augustus, John faced one of the most 
capable military and administrative kings in French history—he was dealt defeat after 
defeat in his attempt to first defend and then regain his lands.  
 
   Fed up with his war in France, John's nobles resented the power of the king to raise 
money for what they felt was a losing war. In the famous Magna Carta of 1215, they 
forced the king to sign a charter that renounced much of his power. The Magna Carta 
was not really a document about rights, it was a document about limiting monarchical 
government and the power of the king. First and foremost, it revoked the right of the 
king to raise revenues independently—in order to raise revenues, the king first had to 
obtain permission from his vassals. The document also limited the power of the king's 
judges arbitrarily to try and sentence free men; all free men could only be tried and 
sentenced by their equals. Finally, it created a council of vassals that could approve or 
disapprove of the king's revenue raising; this council would eventually develop into 
the Parliament. The great experiment with monarchy in Europe was entering a new 
phase—the first involved the creation of monarchical power and the institutions to run 
it; the second phased involved the creation of institutions to check and limit the 
growing power of the monarch. Everything was in place now for the subsequent 
history of government in Europe. 


