
Magna Carta (1215) 

This charter of liberties issued by King John in April 1215 was the first and most enduring 
statement of the rights of "freeborn Englishmen." This facsimile is one of three surviving 
examples of the original document, revered for its protections against arbitrary imprisonment and 
seizure of property without due process of law. Also included here is an illustration from a letter 
reprinting the details of the Magna Carta. A feminine figure, perhaps an early representation of 
liberty, is shown gratefully embracing King John. 

-------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

Translation 

(From The British Library) 

(Clauses marked (+) are still valid under the charter of 1225, but with a few minor amendments. 
Clauses marked (*) were omitted in all later reissues of the charter. In the charter itself the 
clauses are not numbered, and the text reads continuously. The translation sets out to convey the 
sense rather than the precise wording of the original Latin.) 

JOHN, by the grace of God King of England, Lord of Ireland, Duke of Normandy and Aquitaine, 
and Count of Anjou, to his archbishops, bishops, abbots, earls, barons, justices, foresters, 
sheriffs, stewards, servants, and to all his officials and loyal subjects, Greeting. 

... 

+ (1) FIRST, THAT WE HAVE GRANTED TO GOD, and by this present charter have 
confirmed for us and our heirs in perpetuity, that the English Church shall be free, and shall have 
its rights undiminished, and its liberties unimpaired. That we wish this so to be observed, appears 
from the fact that of our own free will, before the outbreak of the present dispute between us and 
our barons, we granted and confirmed by charter the freedom of the Church's elections - a right 
reckoned to be of the greatest necessity and importance to it - and caused this to be confirmed by 
Pope Innocent III. This freedom we shall observe ourselves, and desire to be observed in good 
faith by our heirs in perpetuity. 

 TO ALL FREE MEN OF OUR KINGDOM we have also granted, for us and our heirs for ever, 
all the liberties written out below, to have and to keep for them and their heirs, of us and our 
heirs: 

(2) If any earl, baron, or other person that holds lands directly of the Crown, for military service, 
shall die, and at his death his heir shall be of full age and owe a 'relief', the heir shall have his 
inheritance on payment of the ancient scale of 'relief'. That is to say, the heir or heirs of an earl 
shall pay £100 for the entire earl's barony, the heir or heirs of a knight l00s. at most for the entire 
knight's 'fee', and any man that owes less shall pay less, in accordance with the ancient usage of 
'fees'. 

(3) But if the heir of such a person is under age and a ward, when he comes of age he shall have 
his inheritance without 'relief' or fine. 



(4) The guardian of the land of an heir who is under age shall take from it only reasonable 
revenues, customary dues, and feudal services. He shall do this without destruction or damage to 
men or property. If we have given the guardianship of the land to a sheriff, or to any person 
answerable to us for the revenues, and he commits destruction or damage, we will exact 
compensation from him, and the land shall be entrusted to two worthy and prudent men of the 
same 'fee', who shall be answerable to us for the revenues, or to the person to whom we have 
assigned them. If we have given or sold to anyone the guardianship of such land, and he causes 
destruction or damage, he shall lose the guardianship of it, and it shall be handed over to two 
worthy and prudent men of the same 'fee', who shall be similarly answerable to us. 

(5) For so long as a guardian has guardianship of such land, he shall maintain the houses, parks, 
fish preserves, ponds, mills, and everything else pertaining to it, from the revenues of the land 
itself. When the heir comes of age, he shall restore the whole land to him, stocked with plough 
teams and such implements of husbandry as the season demands and the revenues from the land 
can reasonably bear. 

(6) Heirs may be given in marriage, but not to someone of lower social standing. Before a 
marriage takes place, it shall be made known to the heir's next-of-kin. 

(7) At her husband's death, a widow may have her marriage portion and inheritance at once and 
without trouble. She shall pay nothing for her dower, marriage portion, or any inheritance that 
she and her husband held jointly on the day of his death. She may remain in her husband's house 
for forty days after his death, and within this period her dower shall be assigned to her. 

(8) No widow shall be compelled to marry, so long as she wishes to remain without a husband. 
But she must give security that she will not marry without royal consent, if she holds her lands of 
the Crown, or without the consent of whatever other lord she may hold them of. 

(9) Neither we nor our officials will seize any land or rent in payment of a debt, so long as the 
debtor has movable goods sufficient to discharge the debt. A debtor's sureties shall not be 
distrained upon so long as the debtor himself can discharge his debt. If, for lack of means, the 
debtor is unable to discharge his debt, his sureties shall be answerable for it. If they so desire, 
they may have the debtor's lands and rents until they have received satisfaction for the debt that 
they paid for him, unless the debtor can show that he has settled his obligations to them. 

* (10) If anyone who has borrowed a sum of money from Jews dies before the debt has been 
repaid, his heir shall pay no interest on the debt for so long as he remains under age, irrespective 
of whom he holds his lands. If such a debt falls into the hands of the Crown, it will take nothing 
except the principal sum specified in the bond. 

* (11) If a man dies owing money to Jews, his wife may have her dower and pay nothing towards 
the debt from it. If he leaves children that are under age, their needs may also be provided for on 
a scale appropriate to the size of his holding of lands. The debt is to be paid out of the residue, 
reserving the service due to his feudal lords. Debts owed to persons other than Jews are to be 
dealt with similarly. 

... 



+ (13) The city of London shall enjoy all its ancient liberties and free customs, both by land and 
by water. We also will and grant that all other cities, boroughs, towns, and ports shall enjoy all 
their liberties and free customs. 

... 

(20) For a trivial offence, a free man shall be fined only in proportion to the degree of his 
offence, and for a serious offence correspondingly, but not so heavily as to deprive him of his 
livelihood. In the same way, a merchant shall be spared his merchandise, and a husbandman the 
implements of his husbandry, if they fall upon the mercy of a royal court. None of these fines 
shall be imposed except by the assessment on oath of reputable men of the neighbourhood. 

... 

(38) In future no official shall place a man on trial upon his own unsupported statement, without 
producing credible witnesses to the truth of it. 

+ (39) No free man shall be seized or imprisoned, or stripped of his rights or possessions, or 
outlawed or exiled, or deprived of his standing in any other way, nor will we proceed with force 
against him, or send others to do so, except by the lawful judgement of his equals or by the law 
of the land. 

+ (40) To no one will we sell, to no one deny or delay right or justice. 

(41) All merchants may enter or leave England unharmed and without fear, and may stay or 
travel within it, by land or water, for purposes of trade, free from all illegal exactions, in 
accordance with ancient and lawful customs. This, however, does not apply in time of war to 
merchants from a country that is at war with us. Any such merchants found in our country at the 
outbreak of war shall be detained without injury to their persons or property, until we or our 
chief justice have discovered how our own merchants are being treated in the country at war with 
us. If our own merchants are safe they shall be safe too. 

* (42) In future it shall be lawful for any man to leave and return to our kingdom unharmed and 
without fear, by land or water, preserving his allegiance to us, except in time of war, for some 
short period, for the common benefit of the realm. People that have been imprisoned or outlawed 
in accordance with the law of the land, people from a country that is at war with us, and 
merchants - who shall be dealt with as stated above - are excepted from this provision. 

... 

* (52) To any man whom we have deprived or dispossessed of lands, castles, liberties, or rights, 
without the lawful judgement of his equals, we will at once restore these. In cases of dispute the 
matter shall be resolved by the judgement of the twenty-five barons referred to below in the 
clause for securing the peace (§ 61). In cases, however, where a man was deprived or 
dispossessed of something without the lawful judgement of his equals by our father King Henry 
or our brother King Richard, and it remains in our hands or is held by others under our warranty, 
we shall have respite for the period commonly allowed to Crusaders, unless a lawsuit had been 



begun, or an enquiry had been made at our order, before we took the Cross as a Crusader. On our 
return from the Crusade, or if we abandon it, we will at once render justice in full. 

... 

(54) No one shall be arrested or imprisoned on the appeal of a woman for the death of any person 
except her husband. 

... 

(60) All these customs and liberties that we have granted shall be observed in our kingdom in so 
far as concerns our own relations with our subjects. Let all men of our kingdom, whether clergy 
or laymen, observe them similarly in their relations with their own men. 

* (61) SINCE WE HAVE GRANTED ALL THESE THINGS for God, for the better ordering of 
our kingdom, and to allay the discord that has arisen between us and our barons, and since we 
desire that they shall be enjoyed in their entirety, with lasting strength, for ever, we give and 
grant to the barons the following security: 

The barons shall elect twenty-five of their number to keep, and cause to be observed with all 
their might, the peace and liberties granted and confirmed to them by this charter. 

If we, our chief justice, our officials, or any of our servants offend in any respect against any 
man, or transgress any of the articles of the peace or of this security, and the offence is made 
known to four of the said twenty-five barons, they shall come to us - or in our absence from the 
kingdom to the chief justice - to declare it and claim immediate redress. If we, or in our absence 
abroad the chief justice, make no redress within forty days, reckoning from the day on which the 
offence was declared to us or to him, the four barons shall refer the matter to the rest of the 
twenty-five barons, who may distrain upon and assail us in every way possible, with the support 
of the whole community of the land, by seizing our castles, lands, possessions, or anything else 
saving only our own person and those of the queen and our children, until they have secured such 
redress as they have determined upon. Having secured the redress, they may then resume their 
normal obedience to us. 

Any man who so desires may take an oath to obey the commands of the twenty-five barons for 
the achievement of these ends, and to join with them in assailing us to the utmost of his power. 
We give public and free permission to take this oath to any man who so desires, and at no time 
will we prohibit any man from taking it. Indeed, we will compel any of our subjects who are 
unwilling to take it to swear it at our command. 

If-one of the twenty-five barons dies or leaves the country, or is prevented in any other way from 
discharging his duties, the rest of them shall choose another baron in his place, at their discretion, 
who shall be duly sworn in as they were. 

In the event of disagreement among the twenty-five barons on any matter referred to them for 
decision, the verdict of the majority present shall have the same validity as a unanimous verdict 
of the whole twenty-five, whether these were all present or some of those summoned were 
unwilling or unable to appear. 



The twenty-five barons shall swear to obey all the above articles faithfully, and shall cause them 
to be obeyed by others to the best of their power. 

We will not seek to procure from anyone, either by our own efforts or those of a third party, 
anything by which any part of these concessions or liberties might be revoked or diminished. 
Should such a thing be procured, it shall be null and void and we will at no time make use of it, 
either ourselves or through a third party. 

* (62) We have remitted and pardoned fully to all men any ill-will, hurt, or grudges that have 
arisen between us and our subjects, whether clergy or laymen, since the beginning of the dispute. 
We have in addition remitted fully, and for our own part have also pardoned, to all clergy and 
laymen any offences committed as a result of the said dispute between Easter in the sixteenth 
year of our reign (i.e. 1215) and the restoration of peace. 

In addition we have caused letters patent to be made for the barons, bearing witness to this 
security and to the concessions set out above, over the seals of Stephen archbishop of 
Canterbury, Henry archbishop of Dublin, the other bishops named above, and Master Pandulf. 

* (63) IT IS ACCORDINGLY OUR WISH AND COMMAND that the English Church shall be 
free, and that men in our kingdom shall have and keep all these liberties, rights, and concessions, 
well and peaceably in their fullness and entirety for them and their heirs, of us and our heirs, in 
all things and all places for ever. 

Both we and the barons have sworn that all this shall be observed in good faith and without 
deceit. Witness the abovementioned people and many others. 

Given by our hand in the meadow that is called Runnymede, between Windsor and Staines, on 
the fifteenth day of June in the seventeenth year of our reign (i.e. 1215: the new regnal year 
began on 28 May). 
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