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Curriculum subject: History 
Key Stage: 3 
 
Theme: Legacy  

Topic: Perceptions of King John in the 17th century 

Rationale 
'Foul as it is, Hell itself is made fouler by the presence of John'. (Matthew Paris d.1259)   

An analysis of historic interpretations of King John can aid understanding of how opinions can 

change and be shaped by the period in which the author is writing. This activity aims to 

examine perceptions of King John with a focus on two particular sources from the 16th century: 

Actes and Monuments by John Foxe and Shakespeare’s King John. By honing in on 16th 

century sources, students can also begin to gain a better understanding Magna Carta and how 

misconceptions can become part of historical record.  

This lesson might be usefully attempted following study of the medieval period, Reformation 

and the Tudors in Key Stage 3. It can be used as a cross-curricular activity with involvement 

from English/literacy teachers and provides a useful way to make links across National 

Curriculum study topics. This activity may require two lessons to complete. 

Content:  
Historical sources:  

 Actes and Monuments of These Latter and Perillous Dayes (1563)  

 Shakespeare's King John (1623)  

 The poisoning of King John and coronation of King Henry III (13th century)  

 Magna Carta, 1215 

Recommended reading (short articles): 

Timeline of Magna Carta and its legacy  

Magna Carta: people 

 

Film:  

 King John and the origins of Magna Carta 

 

 

http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/actes-and-monuments-of-these-latter-and-perillous-dayes
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/shakespeares-king-john
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/the-poisoning-of-king-john-and-coronation-of-king-henry-iii
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/magna-carta-1215
http://www.bl.uk/magna-carta/articles/timeline-of-magna-carta
http://www.bl.uk/magna-carta/people
http://www.bl.uk/magna-carta/videos/king-john-and-the-origins-of-magna-carta
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External links:  

Set of Sources on King John for Exemplar Lessons 

http://cw.routledge.com/textbooks/9780415370240/resources/10sources.asp 

Key questions 

 Who was John Foxe?  

 What impression do John Foxe and Shakespeare give of King John? How might we 

explain any similarities and differences? 

 How has King John been remembered? 

 How can opinions be influenced by the society in which we live? 

Activities 
1)  Recap King John and the story of Magna Carta. What kind of king was he? What led 

up to the events of Magna Carta? How has King John been remembered? Allow 

students to work in groups and present them with a range of opinions of King John 

over time. Ask them to use the sources as a collective to produce a list of character and 

personality traits, both good and bad. Ask students to produce a fortune line graph 

showing opinions of King John. The graph can be used to chart the dates of sources 

and whether opinions are good or bad. What results do they find? Can students use 

their knowledge to identify any possible reasons for spikes in positive or negative 

opinions?  What can this tell us about change over time?   

2) Recap the reign of Queen Elizabeth I. What tensions existed? What were the main 

features of society and politics? What was the Reformation? 

3) Who was John Foxe? What were his religious beliefs? Allow students to explore his 

book, Actes and Monuments. Foxe is more sympathetic to King John. What does the 

source suggest happened to him? Is this accurate? Allow students to compare this to 

the image of the poisoning of King John. We now think that King John probably 

succumbed to an attack of dysentery. The rumour that he was poisoned is thought to 

have originated soon after his death in the 13th century. What might John Foxe have 

had to gain from reviving the idea that King John was poisoned by a Catholic monk?   

4) Introduce Shakespeare. Explore Shakespeare’s King John. This could be done through 

drama and in collaboration with English or Theatre Studies teaching. What impression 

does the play give of King John? Allow students to explore the text for mention of 

Magna Carta. Why might Shakespeare have made no mention of Magna Carta in a 

play about King John?  One possibility cited by historians is that it was not uncommon 

to cite Magna Carta as issued by Henry III, rather than John. This was because the 1225 

re-issue by Henry was pretty much identical to the original and much more palatable 

http://cw.routledge.com/textbooks/9780415370240/resources/10sources.asp
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/actes-and-monuments-of-these-latter-and-perillous-dayes
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/the-poisoning-of-king-john-and-coronation-of-king-henry-iii
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/shakespeares-king-john
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being that it was not forcibly extracted from an unwilling king. Resistance against the 

Pope was far more an emphasis for Shakespeare’s ‘King John’ and a result of what was 

deemed a hot issue at the time of the Reformation.  

5) Explain to students that some dramatists have found this so strange that they have 

sought to make amends and have inserted scenes to cover this. Allow students to use 

their knowledge of King John and Magna Carta and the Tudor period to develop an 

inserted dramatic scene for the play including the events at Runnymede and the death 

of the King. How might they interpret King John and Magna Carta? Will they agree 

with John Foxe or with Shakespeare or others in their opinion of King John?  

6) Allow students to perform pieces. 

7) Discussion: How were Foxe and Shakespeare’s opinions of King John influenced by the 

time in which they lived? Why do opinions change over time? Can pupils think of any 

issues now which might be affected by the society in which we live? 

 

Extension activities 

 Both Foxe and Shakespeare contain misconceptions about King John. Does this affect 

how we might use them as historians? 

 Students could carry out further research into Shakespeare and Elizabethan theatre. 

 

 


