
SMITHFIELD MARKET 
 

INFORMATION  
 
 
Where is it? 
 
North-western part of the City of London.  
 
The church of St Bartholomew the Great at the western end of 
the market is a fragment of the Augustinian priory founded in 
1123 by Henry I’s former minstrel Rahere (see below). St 
Bartholomew’s Hospital was founded in 1137 (London’s oldest 
hospital) and rebuilt beginning in 1730. 
 
The great cathedral of the City of London - St Paul’s - overlooks 
the market (there has been a church on the site of St Paul’s 
since 604 AD). The previous cathedral was burned down in the 
Great Fire of 1666 and the building of its replacement – 
designed by Christopher Wren – started in 1675. 
 
What was it used for? 
 
SMITHFIELD is famous for its meat market. A market existed 
there in 1183 and the site was also used for jousting (a medieval 
chivalric sport), as a place of execution during the Reformation 
(and the short-lived Counter Reformation). In the 19th century 
Smithfield established itself as the largest meat market in 
England. It was also an important horse and cattle market until 
1855 when livestock was sent to the Caledonian Market in 
Islington. It was also a place for public meetings, for example, 
the Friends of Radical Reform in Parliament held a meeting 
there on 21st July 1819 presided over by Henry Hunt (see 
illustration). In 1868 a market hall with an iron and glass roof 
was built (designed by Sir Horace Jones). Several sections of 
the market now handle fresh and frozen meat, poultry, 
provisions, fish and fruit.  
 
The ancient and famous Bartholomew Fair was also sited there 
from 1133, the last one being in 1855, when it had degenerated 



into one of London’s most raucous entertainments and was 
suppressed by the Corporation. It was held on St 
Bartholomew’s Day (24th August). The charter authorising its 
existence was granted by Henry I to his former minstrel, Rahere, 
who had taken holy orders and had founded the priory of St 
Bartholomew close by and needed funds for his project. (His 
tomb is in the church of St Bartholomew the Great.) For many 
centuries the fair lasted a fortnight but in 1691 it was shortened 
to four days only. By 1641 it had become so large that it 
involved no less than four parishes: Christ Church, Great and 
Little St Bartholomew’s and St Sepulchre’s. It was customary for 
the Lord Mayor of London to open the fair formally on St 
Bartholomew’s Eve and, on his way, to stop at Newgate where 
he received from the governor a cup of sack (a white wine). 
During its history the fair grew to be a vast national market and 
the chief cloth sale in the kingdom. Until 1854 it was usual for 
the representatives of the Merchant Taylors’ Guild to proceed 
to the cloth fair, which formed part of Bartholomew Fair, and 
test the measures used for selling cloth there by the company’s 
silver yard.  In 1753, owing to the change in the calendar, the 
date of the fair was changed to 3rd September. By then it was 
one of the most spectacular national and international events of 
the year. The fair featured sideshows, prize-fighters, musicians, 
wire-walkers, acrobats, puppets, freaks and wild animals. Also 
common at the fair was the selling of wives (see illustration). 
 
 
 
 
Smithfield’s place in the history of England 
 
It was the site of Wat Tyler’s fatal meeting with King Richard II 
in 1381. Wat Tyler was the leader of the Peasants’ Revolt - the 
first great popular rebellion in English history. His leadership 
proved to be one of the chief factors in the success of protest 
against the harsh taxation of the poor.  
 
His Kentish rebels captured Canterbury (10th June) and London 
Bridge and the Tower of London (14th June). Although Richard 
promised concessions on 14th June, Tyler’s men refused to 



disarm and disband. Tyler met with Richard on 15th June at 
SMITHFIELD where Tyler presented more radical demands. 
Fighting broke out, and some sources say that the rebel was 
badly wounded - his followers taking him to St Bartholomew’s 
Hospital where he later died. Others say that he was dragged 
away from there and beheaded by order of the Lord Mayor of 
London (William Walworth). He may have actually been killed at 
Smithfield by the Lord Mayor (see the picture of the dagger 
belonging to William Walworth which is supposed to have killed 
Wat Tyler). What is undisputed is that Wat Tyler died violently 
that day. 
 
After Tyler’s death the government quickly reasserted its 
authority and ended the rebellion. 
 
 
The Reformation:  
 
The Reformation was a religious revolution that took place in 
the Western Church in the 16th century. The main leaders were a 
German called Martin Luther and a Frenchman called John 
Calvin.  
 
The Reformation had far-reaching effects – political, economic 
and social – and became the basis for the founding of 
Protestantism (one of three major branches of Christianity) 
 
The Reformation dominated northern Europe by mid 16th century 
and in England its roots were primarily political rather than 
religious. King Henry VIII incensed by Pope Clement VII’s 
refusal to grant him a divorce from Catherine of Aragon, 
repudiated Papal authority and in 1534 established the Anglican 
Church with himself as supreme head. SMITHFIELD again 
played a grisly part by being the site for many executions of 
those people opposing Henry. 
 
 
The Counter Reformation 
 
This was a Catholic revival and manifested itself in England as 
an attempt to reconvert the country to Roman Catholicism.  



 
Queen Mary I and SMITHFIELD:   Mary I – a daughter of Henry 
VIII - was also known as Mary Tudor or Bloody Mary and she 
was Roman Catholic. She was the first queen to rule England 
(1553-58). 
 
In 1554 she married King Philip of Spain, restored the Catholic 
creed and revived laws against heresy. There then followed 
three years of bloodshed as rebels and heretics were executed 
– many at SMITHFIELD as well as at Tyburn and Newgate. 
 
 
 
Smithfield Market   
 
Attributed to John Paul (1804-1887) 
 
oil on canvas 
 
The painting is believed to be by John Paul, a shadowy figure 
who, although working in the 19th century, specialised in London 
views populated, as here, by figures in 18th century dress. The 
picture depicts Smithfield Market, which is operated by the 
Corporation of London. It has been a meat market since 1855, 
but the painting depicts it in its previous incarnation as a 
livestock market. Close in mood to a view by Rowlandson from 
a different viewpoint (in the Museum of London), it is a 
charming picture full of fascinating detail, despite displaying the 
artist’s characteristic naivete. Perhaps it was painted around 
1855 in memoriam of the closure of the market. The view is 
taken from the north-east, Long Lane visible on the left and the 
gateway to St Bartholomew’s Hospital directly ahead, with the 
dome of St Paul’s Cathedral rising behind it.  
 
The scene is set on a Monday or a Friday, the days on which 
sheep and cattle were sold (hay and straw were sold on other 
days and horse sales also took place). There were numerous 
outcries in the 1840s and 1850s over the cruelty inflicted on 
animals at Smithfield, and over the overcrowding  that often led 
to impoverished local men, women and children being trampled 



to death, either within the pens or as the animals were driven 
through the streets. In 1851 the City’s architect, J B Bunning, 
produced plans for improvements to the site, but these were 
not implemented and vested interests continued to repulse calls 
to close or move the market elsewhere. ‘Into this narrow area’, 
wrote Dr Andrew Wynter in 1854, ‘surrounded with slaughter-
houses, triperies, bone-boiling houses, gut-scraperies, etc., the 
mutton-chops, scrags, saddles, legs, sirloins and rounds, which 
grace the smiling boards of our noble imperial capital 
throughout the year, have, for the most part, been goaded and 
contused for the benefit of the civic corporation installed at 
Guildhall.’ In 1850 a commentator complained that; 
 

‘the present extent [of the market] is five acres and 
three-quarters. The insufficiency of space has 
therefore led to much cruel packing, and the 
closeness with which the animals are wedged 
together has not been untruly likened to the wedging 
of so many figs in a drum. The space is not capable 
of holding more than 4,000 head of cattle and 
30,000 sheep.’  
   

This picture clearly shows how the sheep have been squeezed 
into their hurdles on top of each other, but gives less sign of 
the market’s hellish noise and commotion: 
 

‘This scene, which has more the appearance of a 
hideous nightmare than a weekly exhibition in a 
civilized country, is accompanied by the barking of 
dogs, the bellowing of cattle, the cursing of men and 
the dull blow of sticks […] Many of the drovers we 
doubt not are ruffians, but we believe the greater 
part of the cruelty is to be ascribed to the 
marketplace itself which, considering the immense 
amount of business to be got through on Mondays 
and Fridays, is absurdly and disgracefully confined 
[…].’ (Dr Wynter 1854)  
 

In 1846, 210,757 cattle were sold at Smithfield and 1,518,510 
sheep. 
 



Eventually, in 1855, the sale of live animals was moved to 
Islington’s Caledonian Road Market. The dead meat trade from 
Newgate Market was transferred to Smithfield, subsequently 
designated as a meat, poultry and fish market. Since 1868 the 
market has been housed in High Victorian vaulted buildings 
designed by Bunning’s successor, Sir Horace Jones. 
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