What did guilds do?
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In 1066 there were only around 10 towns in the whole of England. London was the largest with roughly 10,000 inhabitants, followed by Norwich and Winchester with around 2,500. As the country prospered more and more people moved away from the countryside to live in towns. Towns offered trade, job opportunities and freedom from the drudgery of working in the fields. As towns became more popular they also became more powerful and began to ask the king for more independence to run their own affairs. Those that were lucky were given a charter, granting them special rights and privileges. In return, towns agreed to pay extra taxes to the crown. By 1400, around 300 towns in England had been granted independence by such charters.

As towns grew so did trade. Townspeople were eager to ensure that when people came to trade in the town the goods that were bought and sold were of a certain standard. Guilds were formed to protect these standards. Basically, guilds were like clubs or unions which traders could join. Each trade had its own guild. For example, there was a butchers’ guild, a fletchers’ guild and so on. Their job was to ensure that the goods and services its members provided were of the highest possible standard. They punished members who failed to meet these standards.
“John Pensrose was accused of selling wine which was bad. He must drink a large amount of his bad wine. The rest of the wine will be poured over his head.” (London wine merchants guild, 1364)

Guilds also look after the interests of their members. If a butcher accidentally injured himself with one of his knives and couldn’t work, they would provide him with food or money to live on. If a thatcher died and left a widow with 5 children, they would ensure there was enough money for the funeral and the family. If there was a fire and an apprentice carpenter lost all his tools, they would club together to buy new ones. 
Guilds also provided training for people who wanted to join their trade. First you became an apprentice and served for seven years under an experienced craftsman. Then you became a journeyman and spent a further seven years training. Finally you were asked to produce a piece of work to show how skilful you were in order to become a master craftsman. The work you produced was called your ‘masterpiece’.
Finally, guild set rules and checked that members obeyed them. This was to ensure that their trade did not fall into disrepute because of the anti-social behaviour of a small minority!

“No person is allowed to work after 9pm. It will annoy people with the noise of knocking and filing. If he does, he will be fined one pound of wax or 8d.” (Shrewsbury winemakers’ guild, 1481)

( Your task

1. What trades or crafts are depicted on the signs? Why were signs like these so popular?

2. Make a list of the different services that guilds provided. Next to the list write down who would do the same job today.

	Function of the guild
	Who or what provides the same service today?

	
	


�


Signs for trades & crafts











