


Wat Tyler and the Peasant’s Revolt, 1381

The Peasant’s Revolt took place in the summer of 
1381 and was led by Walter ‘Wat’ Tyler. To this day it 
remains the largest and most widespread rebellion in 
British history. 

During the 14th Century the majority of the population 
in England were bound to serfdom (forced labour) and 
subject to the demands of their lords. The system of 
patronage was complicated and included a number 
of obligations that were tied to old Anglo-Saxon and 
Viking ideas, as well as those introduced by the 
Normans after their 11th Century invasion. There were 
many different levels of servitude for the peasants but 
they were bound by similar principles. The revolt of 
1381 was sparked by a number of long-term reasons, 
notably discontent from the lack of improvements 
since the Black Death and a feeling of misrule that 
went back hundreds of years.

The epidemic known as the Black Death had 
decimated almost 50% of the English population 
between 1348-1350. This was an undeniably tragic 
episode in the country’s history with whole villages 
being lost. When the populace began to recover it 
was felt that there were some clear opportunities for 
change. Firstly, the simple fact that workers were now 
in short supply meant, for a brief time, peasants had 
more bargaining power. Some were able to get more 
money from their forced labour, others even managed 
to buy their freedom from their local lords. They felt 
they should be able to move freely around the country 
in the search of favourable conditions. This became 
a major concern and a serious challenge to the 
established order. In response, the English Parliament 
under King Edward III decided in 1351 to create a law 
known as the Statute of Labourers. 

The statue tied workers to the place of their birth and 
set a maximum wage that was in line with wages 
paid before the Black Death. Harsh penalties were 
introduced for anyone who opposed the change. This 
was devastating news; growing discontent and fear of 
future laws became common amongst the peasants. 
Even those who had gained their freedom felt that 
they could lose it again very quickly. This fear was 
made worse when the newly crowned King Richard 
II, aged just 14, increased the poll tax three times in 

quick succession. This tax was originally intended to 
be a non-negotiable, fixed yearly payment from each 
person in the land to fund war overseas. However, 
the King’s abuses of this tax proved too much for 
peasants to bear.

Tax-collectors found themselves confronted by 
armed villagers, increasingly prepared to stand up for 
their rights. Local conflicts led to a larger uprising, 
culminating in a march on London to bring their 
message directly to the king.

It is estimated that over 50,000 peasants, largely 
from Kent and Essex, took part in the march with Wat 
Tyler as their chosen leader. On 14th June 1381, King 
Richard II agreed to meet Tyler and his supporters at 
Mile End in London. Tyler demanded freedom from 
serfdom (forced labour), the right for peasants to 
buy and sell their own produce and a pardon for all 
offences committed by supporters of the rebellion. 
The king signed the charter and with a mixture of 
amazement and contentment many of the peasants 
began to return home. 

A smaller group remained and continued their march 
for further justice. They laid siege to the Tower 
of London resulting in the execution of the Lord 
Chancellor, the Archbishop of Canterbury and the Lord 
Treasurer. This remains the only time that the Tower 
ever has been captured. The following day, Tyler and 
his supporters met once more with King Richard II. 
They made yet more radical demands including the 
confiscation and redistribution of land belonging to 
the church. This time the king signed nothing and 
with a swift blow Tyler was executed on the spot, 
whilst still sat on his horse. The king claimed that 
any promises he had made had been done so under 
threat and were invalid. Almost immediately the 
remaining leaders, who had survived the rebellion, 
were rounded up and executed.

Although the revolt itself ended in failure, it did 
succeed in helping to end serfdom in Medieval 
England. More importantly, it ended the poll tax 
and marked a watershed in both how the peasants 
perceived themselves and how the authorities dealt 
with them.

In this photographs Saunders has captured the •	
protesters after they have entered London and 
captured its world famous Tower.

This recreation is after the Mile End meeting •	
which was initially seen as a success by the 
peasants and had caused many of them to return 
home.

The smaller group who remained were more •	
militant and most closely associated with the 
protests that took place before 1381, like John 
Ball, and felt that they should continue to push for 
justice.

The violence this group is capable of is captured •	
in the image. They have placed the Archbishop of 
Canterbury’s head on a spike and have blood on 
their clothes.

Their faces are a mix of desperation and rage. •	
They are clearly ready to carry on their protest 
but there is also fear in their eyes as they were in 
uncharted territory knowing their bravery might 
outmatch their skill and they could be killed.

Their armour and weapons are clear signs •	
that they are amongst the most well prepared 
peasants. Many of the ordinary peasants caught 
up in the protest were not prepared for battle and 
were armed only with the farm tools they had to 
hand.

The darkness of the image suggests a foreboding •	
atmosphere and a sign of things to come.

What can you see in this photograph?•	

This image has many gruesome elements, what •	
stands out the most?

What do the expressions of the crowd tell us •	
about their actions? 

Can we identify any emotions?•	

What do the outfits of the crowd tell us about •	
them, are they just ordinary peasants?

Why are some members of the crowd carrying •	
flags and banners?

What clues does the background give us, can you •	
identify what type of place it is?

Why is there a man and his pregnant wife in •	
amongst all of this bloodshed?

Key discussion questionsThe image explained

‘Every person, able in body and under the age of 60 years, not having enough to live 
upon, being required, shall be bound to serve him that doth require him, or else be 
committed to gaol until he shall find surety to serve’

Statute of Labourers, 1351 
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