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Aliens in Late Medieval London

Mio Ueno

Medieval London attracted trade and people from many other European cities, and was the 

center of trade in northwest Europe. In addition to attracting merchants and traders, it has been 

noted that people with other crafts and professions, such as artisans and entertainers, also came to 
London from regions outside England. 

One of the most important questions we can ask is “how urban societies dealt with ‘others’", 

and that should be one of the foremost considerations when seeking to understand medieval society 
and the identity of Londoners. How did foreigners (aliens, or alienigena in Latin) live among 

Londoners?  

The aim of this paper is to explore the historical research on aliens in late medieval London, 

and shall focus on "resident aliens" – those who came from abroad and settled in London for a 

century London by Sylvia Thrupp, where I shall bring together the basic information, such as 

population, occupations and residential areas of aliens. Next, I shall consider how Londoners 
reacted to aliens in their society. Finally I would like to introduce recent works on aliens in late 

medieval London, particularly those that have been published since 2010. 

There are several different source materials available to reconstruct immigrants’ lives in 

London, which include alien subsidy rolls, letters of denization, wills and views of the hosts of alien 
merchants. 

It has become apparent that recent works agree that Londoners towards the sixteenth century tended 

to harbor anti-alien sentiments, which contrasts sharply with Thrupp’s earlier views of Londoners having 
generous sentiments to foreigners. Bearing this in mind, further comparison between London and other 

cities is necessary to more fully assess Londoners’ attitudes towards foreigners. 

Recently, artisans have also been studied in addition to merchants to more fully understand 

medieval London society. In addition, recent works also highlight the diversity within London's 
immigrant communities and the complex identities of individual immigrants. Consequently, it is 

important to resist the tendency to simplify both the immigrant communities and the Londoner’s 

attitudes towards aliens. 
Finally, it is necessary to compare London’s aliens with aliens in other European cities to 

complete the picture and understand the diversity of medieval London, and to understand London 

in the broader European context. 


