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To Patricia CRosenEerg

the last of the few

Oh, 1 will build me a boat of silver,
Steer it with a golden oar,

And I will sail out of this sad harbor
And never sail back to this dark shore.

For swiftly come all the tides returning,
Swiftly go then and will not stay.
There is no boatman can net the morning,
There is no boatman can net the day.

— J. B. Goodenough
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Preface

Francis James Child’s The English and Scottish Popular Ballads contains about forty
ballads or ballad-like pieces about Robin Hood. “The Gest of Robyn Hode” is not only
the longest and most important of these, it is the longest ballad by far in Child’s
collection — so long that it should properly be called a romance, not a ballad. It is also
our most important source for the legend of Robin Hood, particularly in its early stages.

In 2012, I published my first book on the “Gest.” This consisted primarily of a text
plus a semi-modernized “translation.” That shorter book remains the edition for those
who want a straightforward text and translation of the “Gest.” This expanded edition
fills in the gaps left by the limited scope of the earlier book. Apart from correcting a few
typographical errors, it retains my earlier critical text of the “Gest” (the first to be based
on a stemmatic method) — but it rounds out the text with a full critical apparatus,
discussion of variant readings, and glosses; it is the first full-blown critical edition of the
“Gest” ever published. For this reason, the critical text no longer has the parallel
modern English rendering; the modernized edition has been maintained — but since it
is no longer set beside the text of the “Gest,” I have taken the opportunity to make it less
of a gloss and more of a modern, independent text. And I have added a detailed notes
on the meaning of the “Gest,” an extensive vocabulary, and assorted documents which
illustrate the “Gest.” There is also a full introduction on the Robin Hood legend, the
historical setting of the “Gest,” and how the setting of the “Gest” differs from that of
later Robin Hood tales. This book is for in-depth study — meaning that scholars who
wish to engage in that study will benefit from having both volumes, to reduce the need
for cross-referencing.

Very roughly, the book divides into seven parts: The modern version of the text of
the “Gest,” for use by those who do not wish to deal with Middle English; an
introduction to the Robin Hood corpus; a discussion of the historical problems of the
“Gest” in particular; a detailed commentary on the “Gest”; the critical edition of the
Middle English text of the “Gest”; a discussion of the text of the “Gest”; and samples of
works important to understanding the “Gest.” Plus, of course, the Bibliography (the key
to the citations in the text), glossary, chronology, and index.

My debts have only increased over the years. I owe thanks to the members of the
Ballad-L mailing list for ideas and encouragement. Dr. David Engle made valuable
suggestions about the presentation. Martha Galep supplied personal support as well as
information about keeping horses. Ed Cray and Dick Greenhaus encouraged
publication of the original shorter book. My parents, Dorothy and Fred Waltz, supplied
financial assistance. Thanks also to Catie Jo Pidel (who indirectly inspired me to start
the work), Elizabeth Rosenberg, Patricia Rosenberg, Mollie Spillman, and Sarah Cagley.

Much of the rest of this preface parallels the acknowledgments in my earlier volume.
The hypothesis that the “Gest” describes events of the reign of Edward II, for instance,
goes back to Joseph Hunter — although the hypothesis is much modified here, and
unlike Hunter I do not believe Robin Hood was an actual person alive in the reign of
Edward. Much information about the various copies of the “Gest” is based on the work
of Thomas Ohlgren. I have used the works of J. C. Holt extensively. Consulting these
and other references has of course made this a better book.



If You Like This Book

This book is free. This is deliberate; I want people to have access to the information. I
have no idea if it will prove either useful or entertaining to anyone. But if you do find it
worthwhile, I would urge you to consider making a contribution. No, not to me. To the
good organizations listed below, to help them in their future work.

First of all, consider ordering my shorter edition of The Gest of Robyn Hode. I have no
financial interest in that book; I have donated the royalties to the publishers, CAMSCO
music and Loomis House Press. But by buying the book, you will encourage them to
publish more folklore volumes. You can find Loomis House online at

http:/ /www.loomishousepress.com/

CAMSCO music is at

http:/ /www.camscomusic.com/

If that doesn’t interest you, or if you wish to do more, here are three charities which I
would consider particularly worthy of your gifts:

* The Friends of the Folk Archive Fund of the American Folklife Center at the
Library of Congress. The Folklife Center is one of the largest repositories of
folklore and folk song in the Americas, and this fund serves to support some of its
best work. Learn more at http:/ /www.loc.gov/folklife / gift.html.

* The Ramsey County Historical Society. www.rchs.com. Although I did not really
use their archives in the preparation of this book, the Society gave me strong
support in the half year during which I completed the work. (Note: because of the
effort needed to file contributions, donations to the Historical Society should be at
least $10.)

* The Union of Concerned Scientists. www.ucsusa.org.

On their behalf, my thanks.
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Summary: The Plot of the Gest of Robyn Hode

[THE FIRST FIT.] When we begin, Robin is with Little John, Much the Miller’s Son,
and Will Scathelock, sending them out to seek a “guest.” They are to use no force, but
bring him back to dinner.

The three outlaws spy a downtrodden knight along the road. They bring him back to
Robin, who serves him a fine meal — but then demands that the knight pay. The knight
admits that he has only a few shillings. Robin orders John to search his baggage. John
determines that it is true. Asked how he came to be so poor, the knight reveals that he
has mortgaged all his lands to the Abbot of St. Mary’s in order to go bail for his son,
who is charged with murder. The reckoning is due, and he cannot repay, and if the
Abbot will not extend the loan, all the knight’s lands will be lost.

Robin and his band are moved with pity. Robin offers to pay the debt, if the knight
will give surety. The knight can give none except the Virgin Mary. Robin, out of his love
for the Virgin, at once accepts. He gives the knight four hundred pounds, and offers
Little John as a servant.

[THE SECOND FIT.] The abbot of St. Mary’s is at dinner, happily contemplating the
thought that he will soon have the knight’s land. The knight shows up in poor clothing
and begs the abbot and his allies for more time. The abbot refuses. The knight produces
the four hundred pounds lent him by Robin and stalks out, ruining the abbot’s day.

[THE THIRD FIT.] Little John takes part in an archery contest, and wins easily. The
Sheriff of Nottingham, impressed, takes him on as a servant. A year later, when the
sheriff is out hunting, John fails to get his dinner — and attacks the butler. He then
fights with the cook. The fight is a draw, and John invites the cook to join Robin’s band.
The cook agrees, and they head off to the greenwood after robbing the sheriff’s home.
The sheriff himself is tricked into Robin’s lair by John, where he is forced to spend a
night in the cold, eat from his own stolen plate, and to promise to be Robin’s friend.

[THE FOURTH FIT.] 1t is time for the knight to repay his debt to Robin. He has done
well, and starts on his way to Barnsdale — although he is delayed on his way by a
wrestling. While this is going on, Robin sends out his men to find another “guest.” This
time, they catch a monk and his company heading for London to complain about the
knight. Most of the company flees, but John and the others bring the monk, and his
baggage, back to Robin. The monk claims to have relatively little money, but John
searches the bags and finds that he has eight hundred pounds. Whereas the knight had
been honored because he told the truth, the monk is punished because he lied. Robin
confiscates the eight hundred pounds. When the knight arrives to pay back the four
hundred pounds, Robin declares that the Virgin Mary has already repaid the loan, and
gives the knight the four hundred pound excess.

[THE FIFTH FIT.] There is another archery contest in Nottingham, and this time
Robin competes and wins the prize. But he and his men are recognized and forced to
flee. Little John is injured in the fight. The band is forced to take refuge at the castle of
the knight, now revealed to be Sir Richard at the Lee.

[THE SIXTH FIT.] Sir Richard is still under siege, but calls on the sheriff to consult
the king. The siege is lifted, and Robin returns to the greenwood — but the sheriff then
traps Sir Richard and prepares to take him away. The knight’s wife appeals to Robin,
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who rescues Sir Richard and kills the sheriff, calling him a betrayer of the oath he earlier
took. The knight, however, cannot return to his castle; he joins Robin in the forest.

[THE SEVENTH FIT.] King Edward decides to take matters into his own hands and
deal with Robin Hood himself. He comes north, but cannot find Robin. At last it is
suggested that he enter the forest in disguise. The king agrees, and his party puts on the
clothing of monks. Robin and his band waylay them — but eventually recognize the
king and beg pardon. The king grants it.

[THE EIGHTH FIT.] The king sets out for Nottingham, bringing Robin and his band
with him. There is panic in the town, but the King agrees to take Robin into his service.
Robin tries to cut a great figure at court, but after a year, his money is gone and most of
his men have deserted him. He asks the king’s leave to visit a chapel he had built in
Barnsdale. The king grudgingly gives him leave to depart for a few days. Robin returns
home and takes up his life in the greenwood. After twenty-two years, he feels old and
ill, and goes to Kirklees to be bled. Instead of being cured, he is bled to death by the
prioress and her lover Sir Roger of Doncaster. The poem concludes with a pious wish
for the soul of Robin, who “dyde pore men moch god” [“did poor men much good”].

4 The Gest of Robyn Hode



The Geste of Robin Hood: A Modern Adaption

This follows the lineation of the Middle English Critical Text of the Gest of Robyn Hode
below, but with spelling modernized and archaic words replaced. Some attention has been paid to
rhyme and meter, but the primary goal is to use the modern words that best fit the Middle
English original. No attempt has been made to assure consistency in modernation. In what
follows, a [page number in brackets] provides a link to the page containing an explanatory note.
Understand that some of the renderings are guesses, or only one of several possible meanings.

THE FIRST FIT

1 Stop and listen, gentlemen, [174]
Who are of freeborn blood;
I'll tell you of a good yeoman, [176]
His name was Robin Hood.

2 Robin was a proud outlaw, [177]
While he walked on ground;
So courteous an outlaw as he was [178]
Was never yet one found.

3 Robin stood in Barnsdale, [179]
And leanéd on a tree;
And by him there stood Little John, [181]
A good yeoman was he.

4 And also did good Scathelock, [182]
And Much, the miller’s son; [183]
There was no inch of his body
But it was worth a pound. [183]

5 At that time up spoke Little John
All unto Robin Hood:
Master, if you would dine on time,
It would do you much good.

6 Up then spoke good Robin; [185]
‘To dine have I no lust,
Till that I have some bold baron,
Or some unknown guest.

7 [We shall await some bold abbot] [185]
That may pay for the best,
Or some knight or some squire
That dwells here in the west.” [185]
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A faithful style had Robin then;

In the land where that he were,
Every day ere he would dine [185]
Three masses would he hear.

The one in worship of the Father,
Another of the Holy Ghost,

The third was of our dear Lady, [186]
That he loved yet the most.

Robin loved our dear Lady; [186]
For fear of deadly sin, [186]
Never would he harm a company
That any woman was in.

‘Master,” then said Little John [188]
‘Before we our board shall spread,

Tell us where that we shall go
And what life we shall lead.

‘Where we shall take, where we shall leave,
Where we shall abide behind,;

Where we shall rob, where we shall reave,
Where we shall beat and bind?’

‘Never use force,” then said Robin; [188]
“We shall do well enough;

But look you do no farmer harm,

That tills with his plow.

‘No more shall ye [rob] a good yeoman
Who walks by the green thicket;
Neither a knight nor a squire

Who would be a good fellow. [188]

‘These bishops and these archbishops, [189]
Ye shall them beat and bind; [189]

The high sheriff of Nottingham, [189]

Let him not slip your mind.’

“This word shall be kept,” said Little John
‘And this lesson we shall fear;

It’s late in the day; God send us a guest,
That we may be at our dinner!”
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17 ‘Take your good bow in your hand,” said Robin;
‘Let Much go with ye;
And so shall William Scathelock
And no man stay with me. [194]

18  “And walk up to the Saylis, [194]
And so to Watling Street [194]
And wait after some unknown guest,
By chance you may them meet.

19  Be he earl, or any baron, [195]
Abbot, or any knight,
Bring him to lodge to me;
His dinner shall be right.”

20  They went up to the Saylis, [197]
These yeoman all three;
They looked east, they looked west;
They might no man there see.

21  But as they looked in Barnsdale,
Down a hidden street, [197]
Then came a knight riding; [197]
Full soon they did him meet.

22 All dreary was his semblance,
And little was his pride;
His one foot in the stirrup stood,
The other waved beside.

23 His hood hung in his two eyes;
His clothes were a poor array;
A sorrier man than he was one
Rode never in summer day.

24  Little John was full courteous, [198]
And set him on his knee:
“Welcome be ye, gentle knight,
Welcome are ye to me.

25  ‘Welcome be you to greenwood,
Gracious knight and free;
My master has waited fasting for you,
Sir, all these hours three.’
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27
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34

‘“Who is your master?’ said the knight;
John said, “Robin Hood.’

‘He is a good yeoman,” said the knight,
‘Of him I have heard much good.’

‘I agree,” he said, ‘with you to go,

My brothers, together here;

My purpose was to have dined today
At Blythe or Doncaster.” [198]

Forth then went this gentle knight,
With a woeful face;

The tears out of his eyes ran,

And fell down on his face.

They brought him to the lodge-door; [198]
Where Robin did him see,

Full courteously he took off his hood [199]
And set him on his knee.

“Welcome, sir knight,” then said Robin
‘Welcome you are to me;

I have awaited you fasting, sir,

All these hours three.’

Then answered the gentle knight,
With words both fair and free,
‘God save you, good Robin,

And all your company.’

They washed together and wiped their hands, [199]

And set to their dinner;
Bread and wine they had enough, [199]
And sweetbreads of the deer.

Swans and pheasants they had full good, [199]

And fowl from out the river;
Not even the smallest bird they lacked
That ever was bred on briar.

‘Do gladly, sir knight,” said Robin;
‘Thank you, sir,” said he;

‘Such a dinner I have not had

For at least weekés three.
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35 ‘If I come again, Robin,
Here by this country,
As good a dinner I shall you make
As you have made for me.’

36  ‘Thank you, knight,” then said Robin;
‘My dinner when that I have,
I was never so greedy, by dear worthy God,
My dinner for to crave.

37  ‘But pay before you leave,” said Robin; [200]
‘I think it only right;
It was never the custom, by dear worthy God,
A yeomen to pay for a knight.’

38  ‘Ihave nought in my coffers,” said the knight,
That I may proffer for shame”:
“Little John, go look,” said Robin, [200]
‘And do not fear the blame.’

39  ‘Tell me truth,” then said Robin,
‘So God have part of you.”
‘I have but ten shillings,” said the knight,
‘So God have part of me.

40  ’If you have no more,” said Robin,
‘I will not take one penny;
And if you had need of any more,
More shall I lend you.

41  ‘Go now forth, Little John,
The truth tell you me;
If there be no more but ten shillings,
Not one penny will I see.’

42 Little John spread out his mantle [201]
Full fair upon the ground,
And there he found in the knight’s coffer
Exactly half a pound.

43  Little John let it lie full still, [202]
And went to his master beloved;
‘What tidings, John?” said Robin;
‘Sir, the knight is true enough.” [202]
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‘A glass of the best wine!” said Robin,
“The knight shall begin;

A great wonder it seems to me

Your clothing is so thin.’

“Tell me one word,” said Robin,
‘Explain it, if you please;

I think you were made a knight by force [202]

Or else of yeomanry.

‘Or else you have been a sorry husband,
And lived in quarrel and strife;

An usurer, or else a lecher,” said Robin,
‘With wrong you have led your life.

I am none of those,” said the knight,
‘By God that made me;

An hundred winter here before [203]
Mine ancestors knights have been.

‘But oft it befalls, Robin, [205]

A man may be disgraced;

Unless God that sits in heaven above
May amend his state.

“Within this two years, Robin,” he said,

My neighbors well it ken,

Four hundred pounds of good money [205]
Full well I had to spend.

‘Now have I no good,” said the knight,
‘God has shapéd such an end,

But my children and my wife,

Till God it may amend.’

‘In what manner,” said Robin,
Have you lost your riches?’
For my great folly,” he said,
And for my kindness.

‘I had a son, forsooth, Robin, [207]
That should have been my heir, [207]
When he was twenty winters old,
In field would joust full fair. [207]
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‘He slew a knight of Lancashire, [207] [208]
And a squire bold;

For to save him in his plight

My goods both pledged and sold.

‘My lands all pledged away, Robin,
Until a certain day;,

To a rich abbot hereabouts

Of Saint Mary’s Abbey.” [208]

‘What is the sum?’ said Robin;

“Truth then tell to me.

‘Sir,” he said, “four hundred pounds; [209]
The abbot told it to me.” [209]

‘Now if you lose your land,” said Robin,
What shall become of you?’

‘Hastily I will set out,” said the knight, [211]
Over the salty sea. [211]

‘And see where Christ was alive and died, [211]
On the mount of Calvary; [211]

Farewell, friend, and have good day; [214]

It may not better be.

Tears fell out of his eyes two;

He would have gone his way:
‘Farewell, friend, and have good day;
I have no more to pay.’

“Where are your friends?” said Robin. [214]
‘Sir, never one will me know;

While I was rich enough at home

Great boast then would they blow!

‘And now they run away from me,
As beasts in a row;

They take no more heed of me
Than they had me never saw.’

For sorrow then wept Little John
Scathelock and Much as a pair; [215]
“Fill of the best wine,” said Robin,
For here is a simple cheer.” [215]
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‘Have you any friends,” said Robin,
Your guarantors that will be?’

‘I have none,” then said the knight,
But God that died on a tree.” [215]

‘Forget your jokes,” than said Robin,
‘Guarantor that is none;

Think you I will have God to lend,
Peter, Paul, or John?’ [215]

‘Nay, by him that me made,

And shaped both sun and moon,

Find me a better guarantor,” said Robin,
Or money get you none.’

‘I have none other,” said the knight,
‘The truth for to say,

But that it be our dear Lady; [216]
She failed me never to this day.’

‘By dear worthy God,” said Robin,
You may search all England "round,
Yet found I never to my pay

A better guarantee for a loan.

‘Come now forth, Little John

And go to my treasury,

And bring me four hundred pound,
And see that well-counted it be.” [217]

Forth then went Litell John
And Scathelock went before;

He counted out four hundred pound [217]

By eighteen and two score. [217]

‘Is this well-counted?’ said little Much;
John said, “What's the matter with you?
It is alms to help a gentle knight,

That is fallen in poverty.

‘Master,” then said Little John

His clothing is full thin;

You must give the knight a livery [217]
To help his body therein.
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71  ‘For you have scarlet and green, master, [217]
And many a rich array;
There is no merchant in merry England [219]
So rich, I dare well say.’

72 ‘Take him three yards of every color, [217]
And look well measured that it be.”
Little John took no other measure
But the length of his bow-tree. [219]

73 And of every handful that he took
He lept another feet three;
‘What devil’s draper,” said little Much, [219]
Think you for to be?’

74  Scathelock stood full still and laughed,
And said, ‘By God Almight,
John may give him good measure,
For it costs him but light.”

75  ‘Master, then said Little John
To gentle Robin Hood,
“You must give the knight a horse, [220]
To lead home all his goods.”’

76 ‘Give him a gray courser,” said Robin, [220]
And a saddle new;
He is Our Lady’s messenger;
God grant that he be true.’

77  "And a good palfrey,” said Little Much, [220]
To maintain him in his right.”
‘And a pair of boots,” said Scathelock,
‘For he is a gentle knight.

78  What shall you give him, Little John?" said Robin
‘Sir, a pair of gilt spurs set,
To pray for all this company;
God bring him out of debt.”

79  "When shall my day be?’ said the knight,
Sir, if your will it be?’
‘This day twelve months from now,” said Robin,
Under this greenwood tree.
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‘It were great shame,” said Robin,
A knight alone to ride,

Without squire, yeoman, or page,
To walk by his side.

‘I shall lend you Little John, my man, [220]
For he shall be your knave,

In a yeoman’s stede he may stand you

If you great need have.’

THE SECOND FIT

Now is the knight gone on his way;
This game he thought full good;
When he looked on Barnsdale

He blesséd Robin Hood.

And when he thought on Barnsdale,
On Scathelock, Much, and John,

He blessed them for the best company
That ever he in come.

Then spoke that gentle knight
To Little John he did say, [221]
Tomorrow I must to York town,
To Saint Mary’s Abbey.

And to the abbot of that place
Four hundred pound I must pay;
Unless I be there upon this night
My land is lost for aye.

The abbot said to his convent,

There he stood on ground,

‘This day twelve months ago came a knight
And borrowed [many a] pound.

['He borrowed full four hundred pound]
Upon all his land free;

Unless he come this very day

Disherited shall he be.
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‘It is still early,” said the prior, [221]
‘The day is not yet far gone;

[Before the knight disherited be, [221]
A hundred pounds I'd lay down.] [221]

‘The knight is far beyond the sea, [221]

He [cannot guard his English] rights, [221]
And suffers hunger and cold,

And many a sorry night.

‘It were great pity,” said the prior,

So to have his land;

And ye be so light of your conscience,
Ye do to him much wrong.

“You are ever in my beard,” said the abbot,
‘By God and Saint Richard.” [222]

With that came in a fat-headed monk, [224]
The high cellarer.

‘He is dead or hanged,” said the monk,
‘By God that bought me dear,

And we shall have to spend in this place
Four hundred pounds each year.” [224]

The abbot and the high cellarer [224]
Started forth full bold,

The Justice of England [224]

The abbot there did hold.

The High Justice and many more
Had taken their pay so long,
Guarding all the knight’s debt
To put that knight to wrong.

They deemed the knight very poor,
The abbot’s company:

“Unless he come this very day
Disherited shall he be.”

‘He will not come yet,” said the Justice,
‘I dare well undertake.’

But at a sorrowful time for them all
The knight came to the gate.
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Then bespoke that gentle knight

Unto his company, [229]

‘Now put on your simple clothes [229]
That ye brought from the sea.” [229]

[So they put on their poor clothes;]
They came to the gates anon;

The porter was ready himself,
And welcomed them everyone.

“Welcome, sir knight,” said the porter;
My lorde at dinner is he,

And so is many a gentle man,

For the love of you.” [229]

The porter swore a full grete oath,

‘By God that made me,

Here is the very handsomest horse [229]
That ever yet saw I me.” [229]

‘Lead them into the stable,” he said,

‘That eased might they be.’

‘They shall not come therein,” said the knight,
‘By God that died on a tree.” [215]

Lords were to dinner met [230]

In that abbot’s hall;

The knight went forth and kneeled down
And greeted them great and small.

‘Do gladly, sir abbot,” said the knight,
‘I am come to hold my day:’

The first word the abbot spoke,
‘Have you brought my pay?’ [230]

‘Not one penny,” said the knight,

‘By God that makéd me.”’

“You are a shrewd debtor,” said the abbot;
‘Sir Justice, drink to me.

‘What are you doing here,” said the abbot,
‘If you have not brought your pay?’
“Fore God,” then said the knight,

“To pray for a longer day.’
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“You day is broke,” said the Justice,

‘Land get you none.”

‘Now, good sir Justice, be my friend, [230]
And guard me from my foes!’

‘I am bound to the abbot,” said the Justice,
Both with cloth and fee:” [230]

‘Now, good sir sheriff, be my friend!” [230]
‘Nay, "fore God,” said he.

‘Now, good sir abbot, be my friend, [230]
For your courtesy, [178]

And hold my lands in your hand

Till I have paid the fee!

‘And I will be your true servant, [230]
And truly serve you, [231]

Till you have four hundred pounds
Of money good and free.’

The abbot swore a full great oath
By God that dyed on a tree, [215]
‘Get you land where you may,
For you will get none of me.

‘By dear worthy God,” then said the knight,
‘“That all this world wrought,

Unless I have my land again,
Full dear it shall be bought.’

God, that was of a maiden born, [231]
Grant us well to speed! [231]

For it is good to assay a friend

Before a man have need. [231]

The abbot loathingly on him did look,
And a churl he did him call;

‘Out,” he said, “you false knight,
Speed you out of my hall!’

“You lie,” then said the gentle knight,
‘Abbot, in your hall;

False knight was I never, [231]

By God that made us all.’
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Up then stood that gentle knight;
To the abbot said he,

“To suffer a knight to kneel so long,
You know no courtesy. [178]

‘In jousts and in tournament [232]
Full far then have I been,
And put myself as far in the press
As any that I have seen.’

“What will you give more,” said the Justice,
‘If the knight shall make a release? [232]
Otherwise dare I safely swear

You will never hold your land in peace.’

‘A hundred pound,” said the abbot;
The Justice said, ‘Give him two.” [232]
‘Nay, by God,” said the knight,

“Yet get ye it not so.

‘Though you would give a thousand more,
Yet were ye never the nearer;

Shall there never be mine heir

Abbot, justice, nor friar.” [232]

He went unto a board at once,
To a table round,

And there he shook out of a bag
Even four hundred pound. [232]

‘Have here your gold, sir abbot,” said the knight, [233]
‘Which that you lent to me;

Had you been courteous at my coming, [233]
Rewarded you should have been.” [233]

The abbot sat still, and ate no more,
For all his royal fare; [230]

He cast his head on his shoulder,
And fast began to stare.

‘Give me my gold again,” said the abbot,
Sir Justice, that I gave to ye:” [234]

‘Not a penny,” said the Justice,

By God that died on tree.” [215]
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‘Sir abbot, and you men of law,

Now have I held my day;

Now shall I have my land again, [233]
For ought that you can say.’

The knight started out of the door,
Gone was all his care,

And on he put his good clothing, [234]
The other he left there.

He went forth singing merrily,
As men have told in tale;

His lady met him at the gate,
At home in Verysdale. [234]

‘Welcome, my lord,” said his lady;
Sir, lost is all your good?’

‘Be merry, dame,” said the knight,
‘And pray for Robin Hood.

‘That ever his soul be in bliss;
He helped me out of debt;

Had it not been for his kindness,
Beggars we were set.

“The abbot and I accorded have been,
He is served of his pay;

The good yeoman lent it to me,

As I came by the way.

This knight then dwelléd fair at home,
The truth for to say;,

Till he had got four hundred pound,
All ready for to pay.

He purveyed him an hundred bows [235]

The strings well-made to fight,
A hundred sheafs of arrows good,
The heads burnished full bright;

And every arrow an ell long, [235]
With peacock feathers for flights,
Marked all with white silver; [236]
It was a lovely sight.
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133 He purveyed him an hundred men [236]
Well harnessed as he led
And himself in that same seat,
And clothed in white and red. [236]

134 He bore a light lance in his hand;
A man led his cart of mail,
He rode with a light song
Unto Barnsdale.

135 But as he came to a bridge
There was a wrestling, [236]
[With many men gathering there]
[To win the garland of spring.]

135A [And many fought to win the prize,]
And there delayed was he,
And there were all the best yeomen
Of all the west country.

136 A full fair game there was up set,
A white bull the prize for the fight,
A great courser, with saddle and bridle,
With gold burnished full bright.

137 A pair of gloves, a red gold ring,
A pipe of wine, in good faith;
What man that performed the best, I say,
The prize should bear away.

138 There was a yeoman in that place,
And best worthy was he,
But since he was far from his home, [237]
Slain he should have been.

139 The knight had news of this yeoman,
In place where that he stood;
He said that yeoman should have no harm,
For love of Robin Hood.

140 The knight pressed into the place,
A hundred followed him free
With bows bent and arrows sharp,
For to halt that company.
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They pushed aside and made him room
To learn what he would say;

He took the yeoman by the hand,

And gave him all the play.

He gave him five marks for his win, [237]
There it lay on the mold,

And bade a cask of wine be broached,
Drink it whoever would.

Thus long tarried this gentle knight,
Till that play was done;

So long abode Robin fasting, [185]
Three hours after the noon.

THE THIRD FIT

Stop and listen, gentlemen, [237]

All that now be here;

Of Little John, that was the knight’s man,
Good mirth you shall hear.

It was upon a merry day

That young men would go shoot; [238]
Little John fetched his bow anon,

And said he would them meet.

Three times Little John shot about,
And always he slit the wand; [238]
The proud sheriff of Nottingham
By the marks he did stand.

The sheriff swore a full great oath,
‘By him that died on a tree, [215]
This man is the best archer

That ever yet saw I me.

Tell me now, strong young man,
What is now your name?

In what country were you born,
And [how you so skilled became]?’
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‘In Holderness, sir, I was born, [238]
And came forth from my dame;
Men call me Reynold Greenleaf [239]
When I am at home.” [240]

“Tell me, Reynold Greenleaf, [239]
Would you dwell with me?

And every year I will you give
Twenty marks to your fee.”

‘I have a master,” said Little John
‘A courteous knight is he;

If you get leave of him,

The better may it be.’

The sheriff got Little John

Twelve months of the knight; [241]
Therefore he gave him right away
A good horse of great might. [241]

Now is Little John the sheriff’s man,
God grant us well to speed! [231]
But always thought Little John

To to requite him for his deeds.

‘Now so God me help,” said Little John,
And by my true loyalty,

I shall be the worst servant to him

That ever yet had he.’

It befell upon a Wednesday

The sherif a-hunting was gone, [241]
And Little John lay in his bed,

And was forgotten at home.

Therefore he was fasting

Till it was past the noon;

‘Good sir steward, I pray to you,

Give me to dine,” said Little John. [242]

‘It is long for Greenleaf

Fasting thus for to be;

Therefore I pray you, sir steward,
My dinner give to me.”
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158 “You shall never eat nor drink,” said the steward,
“Till my lord be come to town.’
I make mine avowe to God,” said Little John, [242]
‘I would sooner crack your crown.

159 The butler was full uncourteous, [178]
There he stood on the floor;
He started to the buttery
And shut fast the door.

160 Little John gave the butler such a tap
His back broke nigh in two;
Though he lived a hundred winter,
The worse should he go.

161 He spurned the door with his foot;
It went open well and fine;
And there he made great liberty,
Both of ale and of wine.

162 ‘Since you will not dine,” said Little John,
I shall give you to drink;
And though you live a hundred winters
On Little John you shall think.”

163 Little John ate, and Little John drank,
As long as he would;
The sheriff had in his kitchen a cook, [242]
A stout man and a bold.

164 ‘I make mine avowe to God,” said the cook, [242]
You art a shrewd hind [242]
In any house for to dwell,
For to ask thus to dine.

165 And there he lent Little John
Good strokés three;
‘I make mine avowe,” said Little John, [242]
“These strokés liked well me.

166 “You art a bold man and a hardy,
And so think me;
And before I pass from this place
Assayed better shall you be.’
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Little John drew a full good sword,
The cook took another in hand;
They never thought to flee,

But stiffly for to stand.

There they fought sore together
For [half an hour] and more; [242]
Neither could do the other harm
The full length of an hour. [242]

‘I make mine avowe to God,” said Little John, [242]
‘And by my true loyalty,

You are one of the best swordsmen

That ever yet saw I me.

‘Could you shoot as well with a bow,

To greenwood you should go with me,

And two times in the year your clothing [243]
Changgéd it should be.

‘And every year of Robin Hood
Twenty marks to be your fee.”

‘Put up your sword,” said the cook,
‘And fellows will we be.

Then he fed to Little John

The sweetmeats of a doe,

Good bread, and full good wine;
They ate and drank thereto.

And when they had drunk well,
Their troths together they plight
That they would be with Robin
That very same night.

They did them to the treasure-house,

As fast as they might gone;

The locks, that were of full good steel, [243]
They broke them every one.

They took away the silver vessels,
And all that they might get;
Dishes, cups, nor spoons,

They did not forget.
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176  Also they took the good pence,
Three hundred pounds and more,
And did them straight to Robin Hood
Under the greenwood hoar. [243]

177 ‘God save you, my dear master,
And Christ save you and see.’
And then said Robin to Little John,
“Welcome might you be.

178 “And also be that fair yeoman
You bring there with you;
What tidings from Nottingham?
Little John, tell to me.”

179 “Well greets you the proud sheriff,
And sends you here by me
His cook and his silver vessels,
And three hundred pounds and three.

180 ‘I make mine avowe to God,” said Robin, [242]
‘And to the Trinity,
It was never by his good will
This good is come to me.

181 Little John there him bethought [244]
On a shrewd wile;
Five miles in the forest he ran,
There happened all his will.

182 Then he met the proud sheriff,
Hunting with hounds and horn;
Little John, who knew his courtesy, [244]
Then kneeled him before.

183 ‘God save you, my dear master,
And Christ save you and see.”
‘Reynold Greenleaf,” said the sheriff,
Where now have you been?’

184 ‘I have been in this forest;
A fair sight I did see;
It was one of the fairest sights
That ever yet saw [ me.
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“Yonder I saw a right fair hart,
His color is of green; [244]
Seven score of deer in a herd
With him all remain.

“Their tines are so sharp, master,
Of sixty, and well more,

That I dared not shoot for dread
Lest they would me slew.’

‘I make mine avowe to God,” said the sheriff, [242]
That sight would I fain see.” [245]

‘Take you hither, my dear master,

Now, and go with me.”

The sheriff rode, and Little John

Of foot he was full smart,

And when they came before Robin,
‘Lo, sir, here is the master hart!” [245]

Still stood the proud sheriff,

A sorry man was he;

“Woe to you, Reynold Greenleaf,
You have betrayed now me.’

‘I make mine avowe to God,” said Little John, [242]
Master, you be to blame;

I was mis-served of my dinner

When I was with you at home.”’

Soon he was to supper set,

And served well with silver white,

And when the sheriff saw his vessels, [245]
For sorrow he might not eat.

‘Make glad cheer,” said Robin Hood,
‘Sheriff, for charity,

And for the love of Little John [245]
Your life is granted to ye.”

When they had supped well,

The daylight was all gone;

Robin commanded Little John

To draw off his hose and his shoon;
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His kirtle, and his coat of pie,
That was furred well and fine,
And give to him a green mantle,
To wrap his body therein.

Robin commanded his strong young men,
Under the greenwood tree,

They should lay in that same suit,

That the sheriff might them see.

All night lay that proud sheriff
In his breeches and in his shirt;
No wonder it was, in greenwood,
That his sides began to smart.

‘Make glad cheer,” said Robin Hood,
‘Sheriff, for charity;

For this is our order, I know,

Under the greenwood tree.’

“This is a harder order,” said the sheriff,
Than anchorite or friar;

For all the gold in merry England

I would not longer dwell here.’

“All this twelve months,” said Robin,
“You shall dwell with me;

I shall teach you, proud sheriff,

An outlaw for to be.

‘If I be here another night,” said the sheriff,
‘Robin, now pray I you,

Smite of mine head rather tomorrow,

And I forgive it you.’

‘Let me go,” then said the sheriff,
‘For saintly charity,
And I will be the best friend

That ever yet had ye.’

“You shall swear me an oath,” said Robin,
On my bright brand; [245]

You shall never await me scathe,

By water or by lande.
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‘And if you find any of my men,
By night or by day

Upon your oath you shall swear
To help them that you may.

Now has the sheriff sworn his oath, [246]
And home he soon was gone;

He was as full of greenwood

As ever was rock pile of stone. [246]

THE FOURTH FIT

The sheriff dwelled in Nottingham;
He was fain that he was gone;

And Robin and his merry men [247]
Went to the wood anon.

‘Go we to dinner,” said Little John
Robin Hood said, ‘Nay,

For I fear Our Lady is wroth with me,
For she sent me not my pay.” [247]

‘Have no doubt, master,” said Little John
‘The sun is not yet at rest;

For I dare say, and safely swear,

The knight you truly can trust.” [247]

‘Take your bow in your hand,” said Robin,
‘Let Much go with you, [247]

And so shall William Scathelock,

And no man abide with me.

‘And walk up under the Saylis,

And to Watling Street [194]

And wait after such unknown guest;
By chance you may them meet.

“Whether he be messenger,

Or a man with music in hand,
Of my good he shall have some,
If he be a poor man.’
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211 Forth then started Little John
Half in wrath and pain,
And girded him with a full good sword,
Under a mantle of green.

212 They went up to the Saylis, [248]
These yeoman all three;
They lookéd east, they lookéd west,
They might no man see.

213  But as he looked in Barnsdale
By the high way, [248]
Then they were aware of two black monks, [248]
Each on a good palfrey. [249]

214 Then bespake Little John
To Much he did say,
‘I dare lay my life as a pledge,
Those monks have brought our pay. [249]

215 ‘Make glad cheer,” said Little John
‘And draw our bows of yew, [249]
And look your hearts be bold and strong,
Your strings trusty and true.

216 ‘The monk has two and fifty,
And seven sumpters full strong; [249]
There rides no bishop in this land
So royally, I understand.

217 ’Brethern,” said Little John,
‘Here are no more but we three;
Unless we bring them to dinner,
Our master dare we not see.

218 ‘Bend your bows,” said Little John
Make all that crowd to stand;
The foremost monk, his life and his death,
Is closéd in my hand.

219 ‘“Abide, churl monk,” said Little John, [249]
‘No farther may you run;
If you do, by dear worthy God,
Your death is in my hand.
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220 ‘And evil fate on your head,” said Little John
‘Right under your hat’s band;
For you have made our master angry,
He is fasting so long.’

221 ‘Who is your master?” said the monk;
Little John said, ‘Robin Hood.”
‘He is a strong thief;” said the monk,
Of him heard I never good.’

222 “You lie, then said Little John
‘And that shall rue you;
He is a yeoman of the forest [250]
To dine he does bid you.’

223 Much was ready with a bolt, [250]
[Prepared to spare none].
[He aiméd for the monkés breast],
To the ground lest he would gone.

224 Of two and fifty strong young yeoman
There abode not one,
Save a little page and a groom, [250]
To lead the sumpters with Little John.

225 They brought the monk to the lodge-door,
Whether he were loth or gave leave,
For to speak with Robin Hood,
In bitterness they set their teeth.

226 Robin he cast off his hood, [250]
The monk when that he see;

The monk was not so courteous; [178]
His hood then let he be.

227 ‘Heis a churl, master, by dear worthy God,” [249]
Then said Little Johan:
“Thereof no force,” said Robin,
‘For courtesy can he none.

228 ‘How many men,” then said Robin,
‘Had now this monk, John?’
‘Fifty and two when that we met,
But many of them be gone.’
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‘Let blow a horn,” said Robin,

That fellowship we may know’;
Seven score of strong yeoman [250]
Came out and stood in a row.

And every one wore a good mantle
Of scarlet and of array; [251]

All of them came to good Robin,
To learn what he would say.

They made the monk to wash and wipe, [199]
And sit at his dinner,

Robin Hood and Little John

They served him as a pair.

‘Do gladly, monk,” said Robin,

‘Gramercy, sir,” said he.

“Where is your abbey, when ye are at home,
And to whom is your avowal?’

‘Saint Mary’s Abbey,” said the monk,
‘Though I be simple here.

‘In what office?” said Robin.

‘Sir, the high cellarer.” [251]

“You be the more welcome,” said Robin,
‘So ever I greet such as ye;

Fill of the best wine,” said Robin,

“This monk shall drink to me.

‘But I greatly marvel,” said Robin,
‘Of all this longe day;

I fear Our Lady be wroth with me,
She sent me not my pay.” [247]

‘Have no doubt, master, said Little John,
“Ye have no need, I say;

This monk has it brought, I dare well swear,
For he is of her abbey.” [251]

‘And she was a guarantor,” said Robin,
Between a knight and me,

Of a little money that I him lent, [251]
Under the greenwood tree.
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‘And if you have that silver brought,
I pray you let me see;

And I shall help you thereafter,

If you have need to me.

The monk swore a full great oath,
With a sorry cheer,

‘Of the borrowing you speak to me
I never heard before.” [251]

‘I make mine avowe to God,” said Robin, [242]
Monk, you are to blame;

For God is held to be a righteous man, [251]
And so is his dame.

“You told with your own tongue,
You may not say nay,

How you are her servant,

And serve her every day.

‘And you are made her messenger,
My money for to pay;

Therefore I can thank you more
You are came at your day. [249]

‘What is in your coffers?” said Robin, [251]
Truth then tell to me.’

‘Sir,” he said, “twenty marks, [251]

Also may I prosper you.”

‘If there be no more,” said Robin,
I will not take one penny;

If you have need of any more,
Sir, more I shall lend to ye.

‘And if I find more,” said Robin,

I warn you shall it forgo;

But of your spending-silver, monk,
Thereof will I take none.

‘Go now forth, Little John,

And the truth tell to me;

If there be no more than twenty marks,
No penny will I see.”
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Little John spread his mantle down, [201]
As he had done before, [252]

And counted from out of the monk’s pack
Eight hundred pounds and more. [252]

Little John let it lie full still, [252]
And went to his master in haste;
‘Sir,” he said, ‘the monk is true enough,
Our Lady has doubled your cast.” [252]

‘I make mine avowe to God,” said Robin. [242]
‘Monk, that told I ye:

Our Lady is the truest woman

That ever yet found I me.

‘By dear worthy God,” said Robin,
To search all England through,
Yet found I never to my pay

A much better guarantor.

“Fill of the best wine, and do it drink,” said Robin,
‘And greet well your lady kind,

And if she have need to Robin Hood, [253]

A friend she shall him find.

‘And if she needs any more silver, [253]
Come again to me,

And, by this token she has me sent,
She shall have it times three.’

The monk was going to London-ward, [253]
There to hold a great meet,

The knight that rode so high on horse,

To bring him under their feet.

‘Whither be you away?’ said Robin:
‘Sir, to manors in this land,

To reckon with our thieves,

That have done much wrong.’

‘Come now forth, Little John,
And harken to my tale;

A better yeomen I know none,
To learn a monk’s [toll].”
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‘How much is on yonder other courser?’ said Robin, [253]

“The truth must we see:’
‘By Our Lady,” then said the monk,
‘That were no courtesy, [253]

“To bid a man to dinner,

And then him beat and bind.” [253]
‘It is our old manner,” said Robin,
“To leave but little behind.” [254]

The monk took the horse with spur,
No longer would he abide:

‘Ask to drink,” then said Robin,
‘Before you further ride.”

‘Nay, "fore God,” then said the monk,

‘T rue I came so near;

For better price I might have dined [254]
In Blythe or in Doncaster.” [254]

‘Greet well your abbot,” said Robin,
‘And your prior, I you pray,

And bid him send me such a monk
To dinner every day.

Now let us let that monk be still,
And speak of that knight:

How he came to hold his day,
While it was still light.

He did him straight to Barnsdale,
Under the greenwood tree,

And there he found Robin Hood,
And his merry company.

The knight got off his good palfrey, [254]
Robin when he did see,

So courteously he did off his hood, [254]
And set him on his knee.

‘God save you, Robin Hood,
And all this company.’
“Welcome be you, gentle knight,
And right welcome to me.
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265 Then spoke him Robin Hood,
To that knight so free:
‘What need drives you to greenwood? [254]
I pray you, Sir Knight, tell me.

266 ‘And welcome be you, gentle knight
Why have you been so long?’
‘For the abbot and the high justice [254]
Would have had my land.’

267 ‘Hast you your land again?’ said Robin;
‘Truth then tell to me;’
“Yes, "fore God,” said the knight,
‘And that thank I God and ye.

268 ‘But take not a grief,” said the knight,
‘That I have be so long;
[For as I came to greenwood
There I did tarry long. [254]

268A ‘For as I passed Wentsbridge] [254]
I came by a wrestling
And there I helped a poor yeoman,
With wrong was put behind.’

269 ‘Nay, "fore God,” said Robin,
‘Sir knight, that thank I ye;
What man helps a good yeoman,
His frende then will I be.”

270 ‘Have here four hundred pound,” then said the knight,
“The which you lent to me;
And here is also twenty marks [254]
For your courtesy.

271 ‘Nay, "fore God,” then said Robin,
“You spend it well for aye; [254]
For Our Lady, by her cellarer
Has sent to me my pay. [254]

272  ‘And if I took it twice,
A shame it were to me; [255]
But truly, gentle knight,
Welcome are you to me.”
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When Robin had told his tale,

He laughed and had good cheer;
‘By my troth,” then said the knight,
“Your money is already here.

‘Use it well,” said Robin, [255]

“You gentle knight so free,

And welcome be you, gentle knight,
Under my tristel-tree. [243]

“But what shall these bows do?” said Robin,
And these arrows feathered free?’

‘By God,” then said the knight,

A poor present to ye.”

‘Come now forth, Little John,

And go to my treasury, [255]

And bring me there four hundred pounds;
The monk over-paid to me.

‘Have here four hundred pound,
You gentle knight and true,

And buy horse and harness good,
And gild your spurs all new.

‘And if you fail of spending-money,
Come to Robin Hood,

And by my troth you shall none fail,
As long as I have any good.

‘And use well your four hundred pound,
Which I lent to ye,

And make thyself no more so bare,

By the counsel of me.’

Thus then helped him good Robin,
The knight all of this care:

God, that sit in heaven high,
Grant us well to fare!

The Gest of Robyn Hode



281

282

283

284

285

286

287

288

THE FIFTH FIT [255]

Now has the knight his leave taken,
And went him on his way;

Robin Hood and his merry men
Dwelled still full many a day.

Stop and listen, gentlemen, [255]

And hearken what I say,

How the proud Sheriff of Nottingham
Did cry a full fair game; [255]

That all the best archers of the north
Should come upon a day,

And he that shot best of all there
The game should bear away.

‘He that shot all there best,
Furthest fair and wide,

At a pair of butts,

Under the greenwood side,

‘A right good arrow he shall have, [256]
The shaft of silver white,

The head and the feathers of rich red gold,
In England is none like.”

This then heard good Robin,

Under his tristel-tree;

‘Make you ready, you strong young men;
That shooting will I see.

‘Get ready, my merry young men, [256]
You shall go with me;

And I will know the sheriff’s faith, [256]
To see if true he be.

When they had their bows bent,

Their tackles feathered free,

Seven score of strong young men [250]
Stood by Robin’s knee.
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When they came to Nottingham,
The butts were fair and long;
Many was the bold archer

That shot with bowés strong.

“There shall but six shoot with me;
The others shall guard my head
And stand with good bowes bent,
That I be not deceived.’

The fourth outlaw his bow did bend,
And that was Robin Hood,

And that beheld the proud sheriff,
All by the butt as he stood.

Thrice Robin shot about,

And always they sliced the wand, [257]
And so did good Gilbert

With the white hand. [257]

Little John and good Scathelock
Were archers good and free;

Little Much and good Reynold, [258]
The worst would they not be.

When they had shot about,
These archers fair and good,

Evermore was the best,
Forsooth, Robin Hood.

To him was delivered the good arrow,
For best worthy was he;

He took the gift so courteously, [178]
To greenwood would he.

They cried out on Robin Hood, [259]
And great horns began to blow,
“Woe to you, treason!” said Robin,
‘Full evil you are to know.

‘And woe to you! you proud sheriff,
Thus greeting your guest;
Otherwise you promised me

In yonder wild forest.

The Gest of Robyn Hode


#_Auto_b1ba253
#_Auto_b1ba253

298

299

300

301

302

303

304

305

306

But had I you in greenwood,
Under my tristel-tree, [243]

You should leave me a better guarantee

Than your true loyalty.”

Full many a bow there was bent
And arrows they let glide;
Many a kirtle there was rent,
And hurt many a side.

The outlaws’ shot was so stronge
That no man might [make them flee],
And the proud Sheriff’s men,

They fled away with speed.

Robin saw the ambush coming, [259]
In greenwood he would rather be;
Many an arrow there was shot,
Among that company.

Little John was hurt full sore,
With an arrow in his knee, [259]
So he might neither walk nor ride;
It was a great pity.

‘Master,” then said Little John,
‘If ever you love me,

And for that very Lordés love
That died upon a tree, [215]

‘And for the reward of my service,
That I have served ye,

Let never the proud Sheriff

Alive now find me. [259]

‘But take out your brown sword,
And smite all off my head,

And give me wounds deep and wide;
No life on me be left.” [260]

‘T would not that,” said Robin,
‘John, that you were slain,

For all the gold in merry England,
Though it lay now on a plain.’
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‘God forbid,” said Little Much,
‘That died on a tree, [215]
That you should, Little John,
Part our company.’

Up he took him on his back,
And bare him well a mile;
Many a time he laid him down,
And shot another while.

Then was there a fair castle, [260]
A little within the wood;
Double-ditched it was about,
And walléd, by the rood.

And there dwelled that gentle knight,
Sir Richard at the Lee, [261]

That Robin had lent his good,

Under the greenwood tree.

In he took good Robin,

And all his company;
‘Welcome be you, Robin Hood,
Welcome art you to me;

‘And much thank you of your comfort,
And of your courtesy, [178]

And of your great kindness,

Under the greenwood tree.

‘I love no man in all this world

So much as I do ye;

For all the proud Sheriff of Nottingham, [262]
Safe here shall you be.

‘Shut the gates, and draw the bridge,
And let no man come in,

And arm you well, and make you ready,
And to the wall be gone.

For one thing, Robin, I you promised;

I swear by Saint Quentin, [262]

These twelve days you shall stay with me,
To soup, eat, and dine.’
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Boards were laid, and clothes were spread, [263]

Speedily and soon;
Robin Hood and his merry men
To dinner then have gone.

THE SIXTH FIT

Stop and listen, gentlemen, [263]

And hearken to your song;

How the proud Sheriff of Nottingham,
And men of armés strong

Full fast came to the high sheriff,
The country up to rout,

And they beset the knight’s castle,
The wallés all about.

The proud Sheriff loud did cry,
And said, “You traitor knight, [263]
You keep here the King’s enemy,
Against the laws and right.”

‘Sir, I will avow that I have done,
The deeds you here recite,

Upon all the lands that I have,
AsIam a true knight. [264]

‘Go forth, sirs, on your way,

And do no more to me

Till you know our king’s will, [264]
What he will say to ye.

The Sheriff thus had his answer,
Without any hiding;

Forth he went to London town
All for to tell our king.

There he told him of that knight,
And also of Robin Hood,

And also of the bold archers,
That were so noble and good.

The Gest of Robyn Hode

41



324

325

326

327

328

329

330

331

332

42

‘“He will avow whatt he has done,

To maintain the outlaws strong;

He would be lord, and set you at nought, [264]
In all the north land.

‘I will be at Nottingham,” said our king,
‘Within this fortnight,

And I will take Robin Hood,

And so I will that knight.

‘Go home, you proud Sheriff

And do as I bid ye;

And organize good archers enough,
Of all the wide country.’

The Sheriff did his leave take,

And went on his way,

And Robin Hood went to greenwood,
Upon a certain day.

And Little John was healed of the arrow
That shot was in his knee,

And did him straight to Robin Hood,
Under the greenwood tree.

Robin Hood walked in the forest,
Under the leaves green;

The proud Sheriff of Nottingham
Therefore he had great grief.

The sheriff there failed of Robin Hood,
He might not have his prey;

Then he awaited this gentle knight,
Both by night and day.

Ever he awaited this gentle knight,

Sir Richard at the Lee,

As he went on hawking by the river side, [265]
And let his hawkés flee.

There he took this gentle knight,

With men of armés strong,

And led him home to Nottingham’s ward,
Bound both foot and hand.
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The Sheriff swore a full great oath

By him that died on rood, [215]

He had sooner than an hundred pound
That he had Robin Hood.

This heard the knightés wife,
A fair lady and a free;

She set her on a good palfrey,
To greenwood anon rode she.

When she came in the forest,
Under the greenwood tree,
There she found Robin Hood,
And all his fair company.

‘God you save, good Robin,
And all your company;

For our dear Lady’s love, [265]
A boon grant you me.

‘Let you never my wedded lord
Shamefully slain be;

He is fast bound to Nottingham’s ward,
For the love of you.’

Anon then said good Robin

To that lady free,

‘What man has your lord taken?
[And where may he now be?’] [265]

[‘The Sheriff has my lord taken,]
For sooth as I you say;

He is not yet three miles

Passed on his way.’

Up then started good Robin,

As man that had been mad;

‘Get ready now, my merry young men,
For him that died on rood. [215]

‘And he that this duty forsakesh,
By him that died on tree, [215]
Shall he never in greenwood
The longer dwell with me.”
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Soon there were good bows bent,
More than seven score;

Hedge nor ditch spared they none
That was them before.

‘I make mine avowe to God,” said Robin, [242]
The sheriff would I fain see;

And if I may him take,

Quit then shall it be.

And when they came to Nottingham,
They walked in the street;

And with the proud Sheriff, I know,
Soon then they did meet.

‘Abide, you proud Sheriff,” he said,
‘Abide, and speak with me;

Of some tidings of our king [266]

I would fain hear of ye.

‘This seven year, by dear worthy God, [266]

Never ran I so fast on foot;

I make mine avowe to God, you proud Sheriff, [242]
It is not for your good.’

Robin bent a full good bow,

An arrow he drew at will;

He hit so the proud Sheriff
Upon the ground he lay full still.

And ere he might up arise, [266]
On his feet to stand,

He smote off the Sheriff’s head
With his bright brand.

‘Lie you there, you proud Sheriff,
Evil might you achieve!

There might no man to you trust
The while you were alive.”

His men drew out their bright swords,
That were so sharp and keen,

And laid on the Sheriff’s men,

And drove them [from the green].
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351 Robin started to that knight,
And cut in two his hood, [266]
And took him in his hand a bow,
And bade him by him stand.

352 ‘Leave your horse you behind,
And learn for to run; [267]
You shall come with me to greenwood,
Through mire, moss, and fen.

353 “You shall with me to greenwood,
Without any lying,
Till that I have gotten the grace [267]
Of Edward, our comely king.” [267]

THE SEVENTH FIT

354 The King came to Nottingham,
With knights in great array;,
For to take that gentle knight
And Robin Hood, if he may. [270]

355 He asked men of that country
After Robin Hood,
And after that gentle knight,
That was so bold and stout.

356 When they had told him the case
Our king understood their tale,
And seized in his hand
The knight’s landés all.

357 All the passes of Lancashire
He went both far and near,

Till he came to Plumpton Park;
He failed to find many deer. [270]

358 There our King was wont to see
Herds many a one,
He could not find even one deer,
That bare any good horn.
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The King was wondrous wroth at that, [272]
And swore by the Trinity,

‘I would I had Robin Hood,

With my eyes I might him see.

‘And he that would smite off the knight’s head,
And bring it unto me,

He shall have the knight’s lands, [272]

Sir Richard at the Lee.

‘I give it him with my charter,
And seal it with my hand,

To have and hold forevermore,
In all merry England.’

Then bespoke a fair old knight,
That was true in his faith;

‘Ah, my liege lord the King,
One word I shall you say.

‘There is no man in this country
May have the knight’s lands [273]
While Robin Hood may ride or go,
And bear a bow in his hands,

“That he shall not lose his head,

That is the best ball in his hood: [273]
Give it no man, my lord the King,
That you wish any good.”

Half a year dwelt our comely King [273]
In Nottingham, and well more;

Could he not hear of Robin Hood,

In what country that he were.

But always went good Robin

By nitch and also by hill,

And always slew the King's deer,
And took them at his will.

Then bespoke a proud forester, [273]
That stood by our King’s knee:

‘I ye will see good Robin,

Ye must do after me.
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“Take five of the best knights

That be in your forces,

And walk down by your abbey,
And get you monk’s clothes. [274]

‘And I will be your leadsman, [275]
And lead on you the way,

And before you come to Nottingham, [275]

Mine head then dare I lay,

‘That you shall meet with good Robin,
Alive if that he be;

Ere ye come to Nottingham,

With eyes you shall him see.

Full hastily our King prepared,

So did his knights five,

Every one of them in monk’s clothes,
And hasted them there blythe.

Our King was great above his cowl,
A broad hat on his crown,

Right as he were abbot-like,

They rode up into the town.

Stiff boots our King had on,

Forsooth as I you say; [275]

He rode singing to greenwood, [275]
The company was clothed in gray. [275]

His pack-horse and his great sumpters
Followed our King behind,

Till they came to greenwood

A mile under the lind.

There they met with good Robin,
Standing on the way,

And so many a bold archer,
Forsooth as I you say. [275]

Robin took the King's horse,
Hastily in that stead,

And said, ‘Sir abbot, by your leave,
A while ye must abide.
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377 ‘We are yeomen of this forest,
Under the greenwood tree;
We live by our King's deer, [275]
[No other land have we.]

378 “And ye have churches and rents both,
And gold full great plenty;
Give us some of your spending
For holy charity.” [276]

379 Than bespoke our comely King, [276]
Anon then said he;
‘I brought no more to greenwood
But forty pounds with me.

380 Ihave lain at Nottingham
This fortnight with our King, [276]
And spent I have full much good,
On many a great lordling.

381 ‘And I have but forty pounds,
No more then have I me;
But if I had an hundred pounds,
I vouch it half on ye.” [276]

382 Robin took the forty pound, [276]
And parted in in half;
Half he gave his merry men,
And bade them merry to be.

383 Full courteously Robin did say;
‘Sir, have this for your spending;
We shall meet another day.’
‘Gramercy,” then said our King.

384 ‘But well Edward, our King, greets you, [277]
And sent to you his seal,
And bids you come to Nottingham,
Both to meat and meal.’

385 He took out the broad [shield], [277]
And soon he let him see;
Robin knew his courtesy,
And set him on his knee.
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‘I love no man in all the world
So well as I do my King;
Welcome is my lord’s seal;
And monk, for your tidings,

‘Sir abbot, for your tidings,
Today you shall dine with me,
For the love of my King,
Under my tristel-tree.” [243]

Forth he led our comely King,
Full fair by the hand;

Many a deer there was slain,
And full fast put in the pan.

Robin took a full great horn,

And loudly he did blow;

Seven score of strong young men [250]
Came ready on a row.

They all knelt on their knees,
Full fair before Robin;

The King said himself unto,

And swore by Saint Austin, [278]

‘Here is a wondrous seemly sight;
I think, by God’s pain,

His men are more at his bidding
Then my men are at mine.” [279]

Full quickly was their dinner made

And thereto were they gone;

They served our King with all their might,
Both Robin and Little John.

Anon before our King was set

The fat venison,

The good white bread, the good red wine,
And then the fine ale and brown.

‘Make good cheer,” said Robin,
‘Abbot, for charity;

And for this very tiding,
Blessed may you be.
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‘Now shall you see what life we lead,
Ere you hence journey;

Then you may inform our King,
When you together be.”

Up they started all in haste,

Their bows were smartly nocked;
Our King was never so sore aghast
He feared to have been shot.

Two yards there were up set,
Thereto they did gang;

By fifty paces, our King said,

The marks were set too long. [279]

On every side a rose-garland,

They shot under the trees;

“Who so fails of the rose-garland,” said Robin,
"His gear he shall lose.

‘And yield it to his master,
Be it never so fine;

For no man will I spare,
So drink I ale or wine:

“And bear a buffet on his head,
I order that all bear’ --

And all that fell in Robin’s lot,
He smote them wondrous sore.

Twice Robin shot about,
And ever he cleft the wand,
And so did good Gilbert
With the good white hand.

Little John and good Scathelock,
For nothing would they spare;

When they failed of the garland,
Robin smote them full sore. [279]

At the last shot that Robin shot,
For all his band’s cheers,

Yet he failed of the garland
Three fingers and more.
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404 Then bespoke good Gilbert,
And thus he did say;
‘Master,” he said, ‘your tackle is lost,
‘Stand forth and take your pay.’

405 ‘If it be so,” said Robin,
That may no better be,
Sir abbot, I deliver you my arrow, [279]
I pray you, sir, serve you me.’

406 ‘It falls not for my order,” said our King,
‘Robin, by your leave,
For to smite any good yeoman, [279]
For fear I should him grieve.’

407 ‘Smite on boldly,” said Robin,
I give you large leave.
Anon our King, with that word,
He folded up his sleeve,

408 And such a buffet he gave Robin,
To ground he fell full near: [279]
‘I make mine avowe to God,” said Robin, [242]
“You are a stalwart friar.

409 ‘There is pith in your arm,” said Robin,
‘I know you can well shoot:’
Thus our King and Robin Hood
Together then they met.

410 Robin beheld our comely King
Squarely in the face,
So did Sir Richard at the Lee,
And knelt down in that place.

411 And so did all the wild outlaws,
When they saw them kneel;
‘My lorde the King of England,
Now I know you well.” [280]

412 ‘Mercy then, Robin,” said our King, [280]
“Under your tristel-tree, [243]
Of your goodness and your grace,
For my men and me!” [280]
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“Yes, for God,” said Robin,

‘And also God me save,

I ask mercy, my lord the King, [281]
And for my men I crave.’

“Yes, “fore God,” then said our King,
‘And thereto sent I me, [282]

With that you leave the greenwood,
And all your company;

‘And come home, sir, to my court,

And there dwell with me.

‘I make mine avowe to God,” said Robin, [242]
‘And right so shall it be. [282]

‘I will come to your court, [282]
Your service for to see,
And bring with me of my men
Seven score and three.

‘But if I like not your service,
I come again full soon [282]
And shoot at the dun deer,
As I am want to done.” [282]

THE EIGHTH FIT [282]

‘Have you any green cloth,” said our King, [283]
‘That you will sell now to me?’

“Yes, "fore God,” said Robin,

“Thirty yards and three.’

‘Robin,” said our King,
‘Now pray I you,

Sell me some of that cloth,
To me and my company.’

“Yes, for God,” then said Robin,
‘Or else I were a fool;

Another day you will me clothe,
I know, against the Yule.” [283]
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421 The King cast off his cowl then,
A green garment he put on, [283]
And every knight, I know,
Another had full soon.

422  When they were clothed in Lincoln green, [283]
They cast away their gray;
‘Now we shall to Nottingham,’
All thus our King did say.

423 Their bows bent, and forth they went,
Shooting far and near,
Toward the town of Nottingham,
Outlaws as they were.

424  Our King and Robin rode together,
For sooth as I you say, [275]
And they shot pluck-buffet, [285]
As they went by the way.

425 And many a buffet our King won
Of Robin Hood that day,
And nothing spared good Robin
Our King in his pay.

426 ‘So God me help,” said our King,
“Your game is nought to learn;
I should not get a shot of you,
Though I shot all this year.

427  All the people of Nottingham
They stood and beheld;
They saw nothing but mantles of green
That covered all the field.

428 Then every man to other did say,
‘I fear our King be slain;
Should Robin Hood come to the town, surely
Of our lives he'll leave not one.” [288]

429  Full hastily they began to flee,
Both yeomen and knaves,
And old wives that might hardly walk,
They hoppéd on their staves.
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The King laughed full fast, [288]
And commanded them again;
When they saw our comely King,
Indeed they were full fain.

They ate and drank, and made them glad,
And sang with notés high;

Then bespoke our comely King

To Sir Richard at the Lee.

He gave him there his land again,
A good man he bade him be;
Robin thanked our comely King,
And set him on his knee.

When Robin had dwelled in the King’s court
But twelve months and three,

He had spent a hundred pounds [288]

And all his men’s fee.

In every place where Robin came
Ever more he laid down, [289]
Both for knights and for squires,
To get him great renown.

By then the year was past and gone [289]
He had no man but two,

Little John and good Scathelock,

From him the others had gone.

Robin saw young men shoot

Full far upon a day; [290]

‘Alas!” then said good Robin,

‘My wealth is went away.
‘Sometime I was an archer good,
A stout, also a strong;

I was counted the best archer [290]
That was in merry England.

‘Alas!” then said good Robin,
‘Alas and welladay!

If I dwell longer with the King,
Sorrow will me slay.’
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439 Forth then went Robin Hood
Till he came to our King:
‘My lord the King of England,
Grant me mine asking. [290]

440 ‘I'made a chapel in Barnsdale,
That seemly is to see,
It is of Mary Magdalene, [291]
And thereto would I be.

441 ‘I might never in this seven night
No time to sleep nor wink,
Neither all these seven days
Neither eat nor drink.

442 ‘I long sore to Barnsdale,
I may not be therefro’;
Barefoot and wool-clad I have vowed [292]
Thither for to go.”

443 ’If it be so,” than said our King,
‘It may no better be,
Seven nights I give you leave —
No longer! — to dwell from me.’

444 ’'Gramercy, lord,” then said Robin,
And set him on his knee;
He took his leave full courteously, [292]
To greenwood then went he.

445 When he came to greenwood,
In a merry morning, [292]
There he herd the notés small
Of birds merry singing.

446 ‘Itis long ago,” said Robin,
‘That I was last here;
I lust a little for to shoot
At the dun deer’

447 Robin slew a full great hart;
His horn then did he blow, [292]
That all the outlaws of that forest
That horn could they know. [292]
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448 And gathered them together,
As fast as they could go.
Seven score of strong young men [250]
Came ready on a row.

449 And fair did off their hoods,
And set them on their knee:
‘Welcome,” they said, ‘our dear master,
Under this greenwood tree.

450 Robin dwelled in greenwood
Twenty years and two; [292]
For all dread of Edward our King,
Again would he not go.

451 Yet he was beguiled, I know,
Through a wicked woman, [293]
The prioress of Kirklees, [294]
That nigh was of his kin.

452  For the love of a knight,
Sir Roger of [Doncaster], [296]
That was her own special;
Full evil they did to you!

453 They took together their counsel
Robin Hood for to slay,
And how they might best do that deed,
His bane for to be. [296]

454  Than bespoke good Robin,
In place where then he stood,

Tomorrow I must to Kirklees [294]
Skillfully to be let blood.”

455 Sir Roger of Doncaster,
By the prioress he lay, [296]
And there they betrayed good Robin Hood [297]
Through their false play.

456 Christ have mercy on his soul,
That diéd on the rood!
For he was a good outlaw,
And did poor men much good. [297]
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Introduction: The Robin Hood Legend

It is a rare man that can make a name for himself that lasts across the years. It is still
rarer for a name to make a man. Yet that is what happened with Robin Hood.

It appears that, by 1250 at the latest, the name “Robin Hood” (or some close variant
such as “Robehod” or “Rabunhod”) was commonly used as a name for un-
apprehended prisoners. Knight/Ohlgren, p. 21, mentions a Robert Hod in 1226 who
was a fugitive and whose property was given to St. Peter’s of York. Baldwin, p. 51, tells
of a Robert Hood of Cirencester who committed murder no later than 1216. Holt, p. 188,
lists William Lefevre of Berkshire, who was active 1261-1262, and who came to be
known as “William Robehod.” Baldwin, p. 52, probably following Holt, p. 187, says
there was a “distinct concentration” of people with the surname “Robinhood” in
southeast England in the late thirteenth century. Child noted many more people with
the name during the fourteenth century.

There is no reason to think these Robin Hoods were anything but common criminals,
or that their name had any deeper significance. As Pollard says on p. 187, “That there
was an outlaw persona, possibly based on a person or persons who had once existed,
called Robehod or variations of that name, known fairly widely by the 1260s, is not in
doubt. But we do not know when or by whom stories about this persona were created,
let alone when and by whom some of them were brought together as a narrative
recognizably set in the early fourteenth century.” What is certain is that, over the next
two centuries, “Robehod” became “Robin Hood,” the forest outlaw who defied the law
and still managed to remain free for many years.

The legend has taken many twists over the years. Presumably it started with those
robbers named Robehod. But it came to stand for more. The legend seems to have been
at its best in the period from perhaps 1400 to 1500, when the “Gest” and other early
ballads were written. It took a severe turn for the worse when Anthony Munday wrote
a series of Robin Hood plays, and in the process converted Robin to a banished
nobleman, gave him a wife, and otherwise bastardized what until then had been an
excellent piece of folklore.

We cannot hope to find the “real” Robin Hood. Many scholars have tried to find an
Original Robin over the years; none of their attempts has gained wide support, and
most have convinced no one but the scholar himself. Many would agree with Mortimer-
Angevin’s statement (p. 23) that “The Robin Hood of later legend was not a historical
tigure, but there were plenty of robbers and outlaws who were genuine enough.” Yes,
there are plenty of things named after Robin — for instance, Wilson, p. 138, thinks the
earliest significant record of Robin is the 1322 mention in the Monkbretton Chartulary of
“The stone of Robin Hode,” in Skelbroke in the West Riding of Yorkshire, near a site
which later boasted a Robin Hood’s Well. But the earlier records of outlaws named
Robin Hood show that this stone is not a memorial of an early robber; it is a relic of a
legend. Or, as Holt, p. 106, declares, “the Robin Hood place names illustrate the spread
of the legend, not the doings of the outlaw.”

Holt (pp. 53-61) summarizes attempts to locate the original Robin; all have defects.
Although all can be made to fit some part of the legend, they require ignoring other
parts. Given the vast amount of effort expended, it seems clear that the surviving
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records are not sufficient to find “the” Robin Hood. Either the records are incomplete
(which is possible; to show how poor our sources are for the pre-Tudor period, consider
that we don’t even know the names of two of King Edward I's children; Prestwichl, p.
126) or there was no one man behind the legend. The summary in Baldwin, p. 42, is
probably best: “It is clearly impractical to regard the ballads as even a semi-fictionalized
biography of Robin and his followers.”

The one thing that seems possible is that there was some early storyteller who
created the first cycles of Robin Hood tales. The “Gest” as we have it can hardly be his
work; it clearly contains bits and pieces of earlier materials. But since the “Gest” is
composite, it may well incorporate portions of that original poet’s account. Some of the
other early ballads may also be close to this early myth-making. And for learning about
this early myth, the “Gest” is the single most important source — being as it is far
longer than any truly traditional British ballad on record.

Robin’s situation in some ways resembles that of that other great name in British
legend, King Arthur. There seems to have been an historical Arthur, although all we
know is that he probably fought a battle against the Saxons at Mount Badon. The Welsh
made him into the subject of folktale — but in that case, as arguably in this, a single tale-
teller shaped the modern legend. In the case of the Arthurian myth, it was Geoffrey of
Monmouth whose largely fictional work created the Arthur legend. In the case of the
Robin Hood legend, we probably will never know who was responsible.
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The Background: The Early Ballads

Although we have a few early mentions of “Robehod,” our earliest substantial tales
of Robin are found in the ballads. And, in the early period, even these are few. The
“Gest” is considered by Holt (Holt, pp. 15-34.), following Child and others, to be one of
only five fundamental pieces of the Robin Hood corpus, the others being “Robin Hood
and Guy of Gisborne” [Child 118], “Robin Hood and the Monk” [Child 119], “Robin
Hood and the Potter” [Child 121], and “Robin Hood’s Death” [Child 120].

How certain are we that these tales are early? The strength of the early datings
varies. Let us consider all of these.

Robin Hood’s Death [Child 120]

Robin Hood tells Little John that he is feeling ill; he will go to Kirklees to be bled. The prioress
locks him up and sets out to bleed him to death. Robin, realizing that he has been betrayed, blows
his horn to call for help. Little John breaks into his room, but it is too late; Robin is dying. John
asks if he may destroy Kirklees. Robin denies the request; he has never hurt a woman. In some
versions, he fires a last arrow and asks to be buried where it lands.

The evidence of an early date for the “Death” as a separate ballad is poor; the earliest
known copy is from the so-called “Percy folio” of the seventeenth century. Yet the Percy
Folio contains much older material, and the plot of the “Death” is clearly based on the
same legend as that which underlies the ending of the “Gest.” So while the ballad itself
may not be old, the story it contains is. And its quality is quite high, which cannot be
said for most Robin Hood ballads.

Robin Hood and Guy of Gisborne [Child 118]

Little John and Robin quarrel and separate; Little John is captured after trying to stop an
invasion of the forest by the Sheriff. Meanwhile, Robin meets Guy, a yeoman who is hunting him
to earn a bounty; they fight, and Robin slays Guy. He then takes his clothes and horn and, using
them to join the sheriff's company, rescues John.

The situation for “Guy of Gisborne” resembles that for the “Death.” The earliest
copy — indeed, the only copy, for “Guy,” unlike the “Death,” has never been found in
oral tradition — is from the Percy folio. But there is a fragment of a play from c. 1475
which seems to be based on the same plot. On this basis Child and others consider the
ballad of “Guy” to belong to the fifteenth century.

The “Gest”

We shall speak more of the dating of the “Gest” below, but for now we can say that a
copy was certainly in print by 1535, and the poem almost certainly dates from at least
half a century before that.

Which brings us to the “Monk” and the “Potter.”

Robin Hood and the Potter [Child 121]

Robin Hood meets a potter, who defeats him. Robin purchases the potter’s pots and disguises
himself as the potter. He sells pots at a discount in Nottingham, giving some to the Sheriff’s wife.
She invites him home. He offers to take the Sheriff to where he can meet Robin. In the greenwood,
Robin robs the Sheriff, sending him home with a horse for his wife.

The manuscript of the “Potter” is dated c. 1500 by Child and Ohlgren (and Copland
in his late sixteenth century edition of the “Gest” also printed a play which seems to
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have drawn on the same tradition; Dobson/Taylor, p. 208). In fact there is strong
evidence that the “Potter” is somewhat older than Child’s date. I am not a paleographer,
but the curved subscripts of the “Potter” manuscript clearly did not come into use until
the fifteenth century and continued into the sixteenth (see the samples on pp. 480-490
and 540-560 of Thompson-Paleography). Solely on the basis of the writing, a date c.
1500 for the manuscript (as given, e.g., by Child) seems about right.

However, it appears the sole manuscript of the Potter was owned by someone who
gave the Latin version of his name as Ricardo Calle; his merchant’s mark and signature
(“Iste liber constat Ricardo calle”) are in the manuscript.

Figure 1: Merchant’s Mark (idealized) of “Ricardo Calle” = Richard Calle
Obviously there could have been several Richard Calles in this period. But how
many were literate? Probably only one: Richard Calle, a servant of the Pastons of
Norfolk (Ohlgren/Matheson, p. 21). The Pastons sometimes called him by the initials
“R.C.” (Paston/Davis, p. 177), but often spell it out as “Richard Calle”; (e.g. Fenn/
Ramsay, vol. I p. 109); in vol. I p. 36, we find the man himself signing his name “Richard
Calle.” There are quite a few letters from Calle in the Paston correspondence (e.g.

Paston/Davis, p. 17=Fenn/Ramsay, Vol. II, p. 25 is a love letter to Margery Paston).
Ohlgren/Matheson, p. 72, suggests that Calle died some time after 1504, and
conjectures that he was born around 1431. Castor, p. 215, suggest that he was in his late
thirties when Margery Paston was 20 or 21, which comes to about the same date. He is
first mentioned in one of the Paston letters from 1453 (Ohlgren/Matheson, p. 72).
Paston/Davis, p. 61, says that he became head bailiff of the Paston lands around 1455,
four years before the death of Sir John Fastolfe in 1459, which set in motion a decades-
long inheritance problem involving the Pastons (and, as a result, Calle). He kept the
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post for at least a quarter of a century. The Pastons spent many years struggling to make
good their claim to the Fastolfe inheritance (cf. Wagner, p. 196; Kendall, p. 394.
According to Castor, pp. 155-156, Calle was imprisoned in 1461 as an innocent sort-of-
bystander in the dispute).

In 1469, against the family’s wishes, Calle married a Paston daughter. (John Paston
III exploded to John Paston II, “he shall never have my good will for to make my sister
to sell candle[s] and mustard at Framlingham”; Paston/Davis, p. 177=Fenn/Ramsay,
vol. II, p. 24). Castor, p. 215, thinks that their anger was the result of a family newly
risen in status not wishing to have any links to those of lower classes. But, given the
state of the conflict between the Pastons and their neighbors, it appears Calle was vital
enough to the Pastons that they did not deprive him of his office even though he had
stolen their daughter (Kendall, p. 400).

And while we don’t know of any direct connection between Calle and Robin Hood,
we do know of links between the Pastons and Robin; the earliest Robin Hood play;,
which parallels the story of “Robin Hood and Guy of Gisborne” [Child 118], gives
indications of being from the Paston archives, and we know that one of the Paston
servants had played Robin Hood in a drama (see The “Robin Hood” letter in the
appendix). Thus there is a strong Paston link to our earliest substantial Robin Hood
materials. This makes it even more likely that the Calle of the manuscript is the same as
the Paston retainer.

Unless the owner was Richard Calle junior, the third son of Richard Calle and
Margery Paston Calle, or perhaps Richard Calle the nephew of the Paston’s Richard
Calle (he was the son of Richard Senior’s brother John; Ohlgren/Matheson, p. 229 n.
32). This we cannot determine from either the handwriting of the manuscript or the
name. But there are three indications of date in the “Potter” manuscript. One, the
weakest, is the handwriting. The second is the ownership mark of Richard Calle. The
third is a precise but ambiguous date reference. The manuscript refers to the “espences
of fflesche at the mariage of my ladey Margaret, that sche had owt off Eynglonde.”

There seem to be three royal Margarets who fit the bill. One is Margaret Tudor, the
elder daughter of Henry VII of England, who was married to James IV of Scotland in
1503 (Dobson/Taylor, p. 123). Ohlgren/Matheson, pp. 21, suggest that the wedding
involved was that of Margaret of York, the sister of King Edward IV, who married
Charles Duke of Burgundy in 1468 (Wagner, p. 160).

But the phrasing of the inscription is interesting. It sounds as if this Margaret had to
be given some sort of grant to pay her expenses. This fits an earlier royal wedding, that
between King Henry VI and Margaret of Anjou. Margaret brought no dowry at all,
except a brief truce in the Hundred Years” War (Gillingham-Wars, p. 59), and even that
was at the cost of major territorial concessions. And, because the English were broke,
she had to be granted property in Lancashire to pay her expenses (Rubin, p. 231). The
whole wedding was so obscure that most chroniclers didn’t even know where it took
place! This fits the description in the manuscript very well. So, while we cannot be sure,
it seems a good bet that the Potter belongs to the middle of the fifteenth century. It may
be the earliest Robin Hood ballad; certainly it belongs with the “Monk” and the “Gest”
as a member of the earliest class.
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Like the “Monk,” it seems to have been an amateur copy; Mathison notes that it
features an informal hand and a “high frequency of errors” (Ohlgren/Mathison, p. 190).

The language of the “Potter” is intriguing; the dialect is substantially unlike the
“Gest.” The “Gest” and the “Monk” have a number of parallels, linguistically and
thematically; the “Potter” is very distinct. If we were to make a family tree of the Robin
Hood legend, I would have to think the “Potter” split off from the other two at a
relatively early date. Mathison’s analysis seems to support this, if we assume that
geographical distance correlates to distance in time; he thinks the “Monk” comes from
the area around the borders of Derbyshire, Cheshire, and Staffordshire (Ohlgren/
Mathison, p. 199), but the “Potter” he attributes to East Anglia, perhaps on the border
between Norfolk and Suffolk (and hence very close to the home of the Pastons).

Robin Hood and the Monk [Child 119]

Robin Hood decides to take mass in Nottingham. He quarrels with Little John after a
shooting match, and proceeds alone. A monk betrays him to the sheriff. John and Much catch the
monk, learn the story, and kill him. They trick the king into giving them his seal; they go to the
sheriff and rescue Robin.

The manuscript of the “Monk” is widely regarded as the oldest surviving Robin
Hood piece (a statement going back at least to Gutch) — although, except for a probable
fake by John Jacob Niles, it does not seem to survive outside the one manuscript. But
the claim of the early date is somewhat dubious. There are many reasons to think the
manuscript later than the dating of around 1450 proposed by Child. Percy/Wheatley I,
p. 105, date the poem (although not the manuscript) even earlier, “possibly as old as the
reign of Edward II,” but offers no reason for this incredibly early date. Thomas Wright
also suggested this period, but Dobson/Taylor, p. 123n1, are openly contemptuous of
this date. The manuscript, while well-written, is much-stained and hard to read
(Knight/Ohlgren, p. 31); there may be a few textual uncertainties as a result.

The Cambridge manuscript which contains the “Monk,” according to Opie, p. 386, is
sort of a do-it-yourself minstrel kit: 135 pages not only of tales but also prayers and
prophecies. Ohlgren/Matheson, p. 22, declares it as “a priest’s anthology of texts which
served his pastoral and personal needs.” There are two odd points about this
suggestion. First, the book contains such items as”King Edward and the Shepherd” (a
variant on “King Edward the Fourth and a Tanner of Tamworth” [Child 273]) and “The
T[o]Jurnament of Tottenham,” a humorous romance which Sands, p. 314, files under
“Burlesque and Grotesquerie” and suggests is a spoof on chivalry. It is hard to imagine
what use a priest could make of these materials. Also, that the pages of the manuscript
were not ruled (Ohlgren/Matheson, p. 30). The book does not appear to be the work of
someone trained in a scriptorium — an argument against a clerical source.

On the other hand, there were two main scribes involved in copying the manuscript
(Ohlgren/Matheson,p. 29, although their assignment of scribes makes it appear that
several folio were copied by a third scribe). This makes it effectively impossible to
suppose that it is a single minstrel’s collection of useful materials — although it is
possible that a later copyist took an existing book and added the final section (which
contains “Tottenham,” the “Monk,” and several other pieces). However, the portions
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copied by both scribe A and scribe B are quite diverse and appear to represent similar
interests. So odds are that both halves were compiled at the same time.

The single best argument that it is for a priest is that the manuscript contains an
inscription by Gilbertus Pylkyngton (Ohlgren/Matheson, p. 21). If, as they believe, this
is the priest Gilbert Pilkington ordained 1465 in Lichfield, which seems reasonable, then
the argument for a priestly owner is obviously very strong. I should note, however, that
the inscription (given on p. 33 of Ohlgren/Matheson) appears to be a scribal colophon
rather than an inscription of ownership — the formula is very close to that used at the
end of Biblical manuscripts to declare the end of a book and give the scribe’s name.
Hartshorne, p. x, for instance, declares unequivocally that Pilkington is the scribe, not
the owner (while denying the statement found in some sources that Pilkington authored
the material in the manuscript). What is more, it is not unknown for such colophons to
be copied verbatim from a source manuscript to a copy. Yes, including the name of the
original scribe!

Odds are that Gilbert Pilkington was not famous enough to have manuscripts forged
upon him — although it was once suggested, almost certainly falsely, that he was the
“Wakefield Master” responsible for the famous Second Shepherd’s Play (Rose, pp. 13-14).
Still, that leaves us with three possibilities: That Pilkington owned the manuscript, that
he wrote it, or that he wrote the copy of “The Northern Passion” to which the colophon
is attached and which was copied verbatim into the Cambridge manuscript. Indeed,
since the “Northern Passion” is a translation of a French original, it is not impossible
that Pilkington was the translator.

Ohlgren/Matheson, pp. 24, 60-61, suggests that Pilkington was interested in the
subject of sanctuary, which arguably is abused in the “Monk” when Robin is assaulted
in the church (although Robin didn’t go there to claim sanctuary).

It is possible that this is another dating clue, because in 1471 the topic of sanctuary
could have become very hot. In the aftermath of the Battle of Tewkesbury, a number of
Lancastrian lords fled to Tewkesbury abbey. Edward IV, who had firmly reclaimed his
throne by winning at Tewkesbury, hauled them out, subjected them to brief trials, and
executed them (Gillingham, p. 207). There is much disagreement as to whether Edward
IV had the right to behave as he did. If Tewkesbury could be considered a sanctuary,
then Edward’s action was contrary to church and civil law. If this viewpoint is accepted,
one might even consider the “Monk” to be a sort of allegory of Tewkesbury, only with a
happy ending. Certainly the timing is about right.

Pilkington’s name is one of several reasons to think the manuscript is later than the
1450 date often assigned to it. Dobson/Taylor, p. 114, declare that the cursive style used
in the book “would appear to date from the period after rather than before c. 1450, the
date customarily assigned to it.” Hartshorne, p. xii, writing of the “Tale of King Edward
and the Shepherd” in the Cambridge manuscript, says that the language may be “as old
as Edward IV.” Of course there is very little to distinguish the language of the time of
Edward IV from that of his immediate predecessors, but if the poem is truly of the time
of Edward 1V, then the poem can hardly have been copied before that!

The bottom line, I think, is that we probably cannot date the “Monk” much earlier
than 1475. That gives us three poems that we can date fairly firmly before 1500: The
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“Gest,” the “Monk,” and the “Potter.” The question of which is oldest is not really
relevant. The only real question is whether the “Death” and “Guy” can be dated with
them.

Other scholars offer a few variants on Child’s list of early ballads, the usual change
being to omit the “Death” — my guess would be that this is because the Percy version
of that ballad is a mess and all the other copies are late. Holt, pp. 27-28, does not even
acknowledge any of the recent traditional versions of the “Death,” and Knight/Ohlgren
look at the 1786 English Archer version (Child’s B) only where the Percy text fails
(Knight/Ohlgren, p. 599). Nowhere do they look at any other form of the piece, even
though there are other traditional texts, including Arthur Kyle Davis’s Virginia version,
which appears to be a slightly damaged and mixed version of a very good original.
Fortunately, since the “Death” overlaps the “Gest,” its antiquity is not a major concern.

Keen’s list of Robin Hood ballads of “proven early origin” (pp. 116-117) is the
“Gest,” the “Story of Robin Hood and the Potter,” “Robin Hood and Guy of Gisborne,”
and “Robin Hood and the Monk”; he excludes the “Death.” On page 123, Keen in effect
appends “Robin and Gandelyn” [Child 115] to his list (while adding that it is only the
skeleton of a ballad; in his view, it is a sort of proto-Robin tale). He also points out the
connection of the Robin Hood corpus to “Adam Bell, Clim of the Clough, and William
of Cloudesly” [Child 116] — a connection which is widely mentioned by those who
wish to make Adam and Company the folkloric ancestors of Robin.

Ohlgren, p. 217, lists only the “Gest,” the “Monk,” and the “Potter” as early,
seemingly based solely on external evidence: these three, and only these three, can be
shown to predate 1525.

The list of early ballads in Knight/Ohlgren, not surprisingly, is similar to that in
Ohlgren; they file under “Early Ballads and Tales” the “Monk,” the “Potter,” the “Gest,”
“Guy of Gisborne” — and tack on “The Tale of Gamelyn,” “Robyn and Gandelyn,” and
“Adam Bell, Clim of the Clough, and William of Cloudesley.”

EncycLiterature, p. 957, lists the “Gest,” the “Potter,” the “Monk,” and “Guy of
Gisborne” as the “core” of the legend.

Chambers, pp. 132-134, after a nod to “Robyn and Gandeleyn” (which on p. 131 he
calls the earliest tale of Robin Hood, never mentioning that it does not use the name
“Robin Hood”) lists as early ballads “Guy of Gisborne,” the “Monk,” and the “Potter,”
plus perhaps the “Gest,” but not the “Death”; instead he offers “Robin Hood and Friar
Tuck,” i.e. “Robin Hood and the Curtal Friar” [Child 123].

The dating of the “Curtal Friar” is a vexing question. The language of our surviving
versions of the ballad is rather modern, but that is not an indication of date of origin.
The tale as it stands features absurdly many fighters and dogs, but that may be the
result of the inflation common in tradition.

The first apparent linking of the Friar and Robin Hood dates from the fragmentary
play of “Robin Hood and the Sheriff” (for which see page 513), probably based on the
same story as “Guy of Gisborne”; it has a reference to, and perhaps even a part for,
“ffrere Tuke.” Even more explicit is the play printed by Copland around 1560, often
called “Robin Hood and the Friar,” which has three characters: Robin, Little John, and
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Fryer Tucke (see the versions on pp. 286-290 of Knight/Ohlgren or pp. 210-214 of
Dobson/Taylor). Both of these plays predate the earliest surviving version of the ballad

of the Friar (Dobson/Taylor, p. 209).

Figure 2: The Tollet Window
The bottom six panels of the window (out of twelve), based on Gutch’s engraving.
Maid Marian and Friar Tuck are believed to be the characters in the two bottom right
panels; Robin Hood might be the man to their left or the hobby horse above.
From about the same time as the “Robin Hood and the Sheriff”play comes the so-
called Tollet Window — a panel window of the Morris Dances and May games,
reproduced in Gutchl, p. 349, and RiversideShakespeare, p. 1478, and alluded to in
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Dobson/Taylor, p. 62. It was thought by Gutchl, p. 338, to have been painted in the time
of Henry VIII (1509-1547) but based on originals from the time of Edward IV (1461-
1483).

The window shows in its bottom three panels an unknown man, a lady (presumed
to be Maid Marion), and a friar (presumed to be Friar Tuck). There is no overwhelming
reason to think the first figure is Robin — but neither is there any other obvious
candidate. However, RiversideShakespeare, p. 1478, believes that Robin is not the man
to Marion’s left but the hobby-horse above her. Obviously the presence of Robin in this
context is debatable — and, hence, so is this early connection with Friar Tuck. In any
case, we note that this is a century after Langland’s reference to Robin, and more than
half a century after the Staffordshire Friar Tuck whom we will meet below.

Logic says that the Friar is not integral to the legend — if there had been a genuine
cleric in Robin’s band, for instance, why is he not mentioned when Robin dies? And
why do we see Robin going to mass in Nottingham in the “Monk?” The Friar Tuck in
the play version of “Guy of Gisborne” might be the source of, rather than inspired by,
the “Curtal Friar.” Certainly there is no proof, contrary to Phillips/Keatman, p. 8, that
the “Curtal Friar” itself was known to the author of the play fragment.

In sifting through these materials, Keen sounds a useful warning: “we must
remember that we are not dealing with a host of different stories, but with a host of
versions of the same story, and that what is significant is the similarity of tone, the forest
setting, the animus against the law and its officers, the callous indifference to
bloodshed, and not the differences of detail. At the same time we must remember that
we are not dealing with a series of individual characters, but with a type-hero, the
outlaw, who, though he may appear under more than one alias, remains essentially the
same, and what is significant about him is not his name or his individual acts, but his
conventional attitudes” (pp. 126-127). Although, just to show how confusing these
things are, Pollard, p. 12, says that “We are not dealing with one Robin Hood character:
we are dealing with several.”

There isn’t even absolute proof that the “Tuck” of later legend is the same as the
Curtal Friar of the ballad. We are forced to admit that the data is not sufficient to reach a
certain conclusion about Tuck. I personally think him a later addition; in any case, I will
not base arguments on the “Curtal Friar.” For how Tuck came to be associated with
Robin, see the section on “Who Made Maid Marion” on page 163.
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The Text of the Gest

Chances are that we do not have the text of the “Gest” in anything like its original
form. The place names it mentions make it almost certain that it was written by a
Yorkshireman (see the note on Stanza 3) — and a Yorkshireman who rarely travelled
beyond his home county.

Yet the text as we have it is in fairly generic Middle English, with almost no signs of
northern dialect (Brandl, according to Clawson, p. 7-8, detected what he considered
“Northern rhymes” in certain sections, but Clawson notes that such rhymes are in fact
found throughout the poem, and the words are in any case found in other parts of the
country than the north. There is nothing distinctly northern about the poem as we have
it). Chaucer could almost have written it; certainly he would have understood it with
little difficulty. There are some Robin Hood ballads in northern dialect, such as “Robin
Hood and the Bride,” a variant of “Robin Hood and Allen a Dale” [Child 138] found in
the Forresters manuscript, but the “Gest” in its printed forms is not one of them.

And yet, this is the period when regional dialects of English were at their strongest
and most distinct, and because English was only slowly regaining its role as an official
language, “authors in the twelfth, thirteenth, and fourteenth centuries generally wrote
the English that they spoke — whether in London, Hereford, Peterborough, or
York” (Burrow/Turville-Petre, p. 5). Admittedly the “Gest” is more likely from the
tifteenth century. But the expectation would still be that it would contain local linguistic
forms.

The fact that it is so free of Northernisms strongly argues that there was a
recensional (editing) stage when these characteristics were purged. What's more,
because the surviving prints are all in essentially the same dialect, all our surviving
copies must derive from this de-Northernized copy of the text. This needs to be kept in
mind in evaluating our surviving witnesses. Dobson/Taylor, p. 6, suggest that “the next
move in the investigation of the Robin Hood legend would seem to lie with linguistic
scholars.” But this challenge was not taken up until Ohlgren suggested it to Lister M.
Matheson, and even Matheson’s work is very preliminary.

Matheson, on p. 210 of Ohlgren/Matheson, declares that the printed editions of
Pynson, de Worde, Goes, and Notary have all adapted the text to fit their preferred
dialects, but adds that “a number of Northern spelling and forms survived this
process.... Their appearance suggests strongly that the original author was indeed a
Northerner and possibly a Yorkshireman.” I must confess that I do not see how his
methodology can support such a strong conclusion; his method is to compare the prints
against the suggested regional dialects — but not to compare the prints against each
other in a meaningful way. Only by this means could he determine the residual dialect
before the various changes.

Matheson does suggest, based on his analysis, that the source for the Pynson and de
Worde editions was not a lost print by Caxton, because in that case the spellings would
have been more standard. This conclusion is probably strong enough to stand. It does
not mean that there was no Caxton print, but that it was not the common source.
Pynson or de Worde might have used a Caxton original, but not both.
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The Early Copies

Like most of the Robin Hood ballads (and, of course, like the romances), we have no
field collections of the “Gest” — it is likely that it never existed in tradition. What we
have are printed editions. Child’s text is based on seven of these, which he calls a, b, c,
d, e, f, and g — a system usually but not always followed by the later scholars. The
prints may be briefly described as follows:

a. “A Gest of Robyn Hod,” is in the National Library of Scotland. The call number is
Advocates Library H.30.a. Discovered in 1785 (Phillips/Keatman, p. 11). Often referred
to as the “Lettersnijder edition,” based on the font used; also sometimes the “Antwerp
edition” based on where it is suspected to have been printed (Phillips/Keatman, p. 12).
A photo of the front graphic can be found in the photo section preceding p. 223 of
Ohlgren, and a photo of the whole first page is on p. 107 of Ohlgren/Matheson. Isaac’s
plates 92-93 show the layout of two interior pages. Contains all or parts of Child’s
stanzas 1-83, 118-208, 314-349 — just under half the total. Currently consists of leaves
1-5, part of 8, 9-12, and 19-20 of probably 28 original leaves. 33 lines per page. It is
Dobson and Taylor’s A.

b. “A Lytell Geste of Robyne Hode,” printed by Wynkyn de Worde. The surviving
copy is in the library of the University of Cambridge, Selden 5.18. Photos of the
frontispiece can be found in Ohlgren (again, in the section preceding p. 223), on p. 113 of
Ohlgren/Matheson, and in Holt, p. 14. Dobson and Taylor cited it as B.

c. Bodleian, Douce e.12 (called Fragment #16 by Child). Duff-Bibliog #361. Two
leaves. Portions of stanzas 26-60 only, said by Duff-Bibiog, p. 100, to have been taken
from a binding and to be the central leaves of a quire. A photo is on p. 121 of Ohlgren/
Matheson. Dobson/Taylor refer to Child’s ¢ and d under the siglum D.

d. Bodleian, Douce £.1 (called Fragment #17 by Child). Portions of stanzas 280-350
only. A photo is on p. 125 of Ohlgren/Matheson. Dobson/Taylor refer to Child’s ¢ and d
under the siglum D. The pages were placed in binding strips and have been trimmed;
this has resulted in the loss of text at the beginning of lines as well as at the top and
bottom of pages. Unusually, this edition indents alternate lines, so that some lines are
more defective than others.

e. Bodleian, Douce £.51(3) (called Fragment #16 by Child). Portions of stanzas 435-
450 only; from stanza 443 on, only the ends of the lines survive. A photo, showing the
extent of the damage, is on p. 100 of Ohlgren/Matheson. It is reported to have been
extracted from the binding of a book (Oates, p. 3). Dobson/Taylor collectively cite e, p,
and q under the symbol P.

f. “A Mery Geste of Robyn Hoode,” British Library C.21.c. Printed by William
Copland, meaning that it is from 1548 or later although before 1570. Since Copland
registered a Robin Hood play in 1560, and Copland’s print contains two dramas as well
as the “Gest” (Dobson/Taylor, p. 208), it is likely that 1560 is the year of printing —
although Dobson/Taylor suggest that Copland had printed the plays in an earlier
separate form, in which case the date must be after 1560. A photo is on p. 129 of
Ohlgren/Matheson. Dobson and Taylor made the unfortunate decision to ignore
Child’s sigla and cite this as C. A single leaf of another Copland edition is Oxford,
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Cordington Library, All Souls college, k.4.19. It has been hypothesized that this is a later
edition; I do not know if this has been proved.

g. “A Mery lest of Robin Hood,” Bodleian Library, Z.2.Art.Seld. Printed for Edward
White, who was active well into the seventeenth century (e.g. Wikipedia reports that he
printed the 1611 third quarto of Shakespeare’s “Titus Andronicus.” He or a relative was
also among the first to license “Greensleeves”). He may well have known Anthony
Munday, of whom more below. Gutch, p. 141, suggests on the basis of a Stationer’s
Register entry that this copy was printed in 1594.

Since Child’s time, two more small fragments have been discovered. For reasons to
be seen, I am labeling them p and q rather than h and i.These were studied in detail by
Oates, and the descriptions are from his paper.

p. The “Penrose fragment,” formerly owned by Boies Penrose but now in the Folger
Shakespeare Library. A full leaf and a portion of a second, recovered from a book
binding. Stanzas 227.4-235.2, 243.2-250.4, 312.4-319.3, 327.3-335.1. Dobson/Taylor
collectively cite e, p, and q under the symbol P.

q. The University of Cambridge fragment. Found in a book binding and presented to
Cambridge University in 1917. Contains 220.1-227.3, 319.4-327.2. Dobson/Taylor
collectively cite e, p, and q under the symbol P.

Thus far is fact. Beyond that we must rely on inference — information deduced by
looking at things such as the typeface of the prints.

a/Lettersnijder:

The type of a (Lettersnijder) is Lettersnijder 98 — that is, 20 lines are 98 millimeters
tall, making the type 13.9 point (in the modern usage of 72 points=1 inch.) The
orthography is very peculiar. The first page is set entirely as prose, with no line breaks
— Oates, p. 9, makes the reasonable suggestion that it was originally intended to be set
as poetry, but then it was decided to include the woodcut of the mounted archer at the
top, and the text had to be reset and dramatically compressed to make room for it.

Based on the samples in Isaac (plates 92, 93), the spaces between words are very
small — in a lot of cases, there are no spaces at all. The only punctuation marks are
points which are placed almost at random (certainly not where we would place periods;
some hardly even qualify as comma breaks) and a handful of section marks, some of
which indicate line breaks. It also lacks stanza divisions.

The first letters of lines are capitalized, but in Isaac’s first sample, almost nothing
else (e.g. in lines 50.2-58.1, we find the following: “lancaster,” “seynt mari abbey,”
“criste” (christ), and four instances of “robyn” — balanced by one instance of “Robyn,”
as well as “Caluere.” If you can see a pattern in that, you're smarter than I am.) In the
second sample, proper names are regularly capitalized (“Robyn,” “John,” “Scarlok,”
although not “wylluam” or “much”), as is the pronoun “1.” This second section also
typically spells “The(e)” with a p (=th), i.e. y° or p* — a usage not found in the first
sample.

I suspect, based on the usage, that there were two typesetters, one more familiar
with English orthography than the other.
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Gutchl, pp. 80, 142, contends that Lettersnijder was issued by Myllar and Chepman
in 1508, and Holt, p. 122, also refers to it as among “the Chapman (sic.) and Myllar
Prints of 1508.” This is understandable but a mistake. Chepman and Myllar were
authorized to print mass books and other materials in Scotland in 1507. The largest
single collection of works from their press is Advocates H.30. This book contains in one
binding no fewer than eleven quarto books. The first nine of these are typographically
similar, and seven of the nine contain a colophon or other markings associating them
with Myllar and Chepman. The three with dates are all from 1508: Porteus of Noblenes,
Chaucer’s The Maying, and the Knightly Tale of Gologros and Gawaine. (For the full list of
contents, see Isaac or p. 144 of Gutchl)

The natural assumption is that the last two items in the volume are also from Myllar
and Chepman, especially since item #10, The Twa marrit wemen and the wedo, is
attributed to the Scottish poet Dunbar. But it is notable that every one of the properly
attributed Myllar and Chepman prints, according to Isaac, is in a Textura face. The
Advocates copy of the “Gest” is not in Textura; it is, of course, in Lettersnijder.

The link to Myllar and Chepman appears dubious on other grounds. The small
catalog of their known works includes two by Dunbar, one by Henryson, and Blind
Harry’s Wallace — Scots poets all. Their other works, if not as obviously Scots by
authorship, are strongly Scottish in style — Hahn’s edition of Golagras and Gawain
(Hahn, pp. 234-277), based on the Myllar/Chepman edition, is so broadly Scots that it is
not until line 76 that he can go a whole line without a gloss! Whereas at least 80% of the
lines in the “Gest” make perfectly good English sense as printed, without need for
explanation. And, as Clawson says on p. 2 (cf. Isaac), the incipit to the Advocates text of
the “Gest” reads “Here begynneth” (English), not “Here begynnis” (Scots), a reading
which would surely have been “Scotticised” even if nothing else had been.

Thus the strong weight of evidence is that Chepman and Myllar did not print the
“Gest.” There is, indeed, no reason to think that the printer was Scottish. And even if
they did print it, that would make it likely that a is later than b, since Chepman and
Myllar did not go into the printing business until 1507 (and do not seem to have printed
anything after 1510; Isaac, before plate 86).

We can’t say much else about the printer, because the Lettersnijder font was
common around the beginning of the sixteenth century. Most printers who used
Lettersnijder were Dutch, and there are a few instances of errors which make sense in
Dutch (e.g. “mijn” for “mine”; 200.3), so it is highly probable that it was the product of a
Dutch press. Knight/Ohlgren, p. 80, and Ohlgren/Matheson, p. 101, mention an
attribution to Jan van Doesborch of Antwerp, but this is speculation; the only real
support for the belief is the fact that van Doesborch printed books for the English
market. But Isaac, notes to Laurence Andrewe, mentions a belief that van Doesborch
published only books associated with Andrewe, and there is no reason to think the
“Gest” should be so associated.

Because we do not know the printer, the the date is uncertain; the period 1510-1520
is often suggested, but it might be a decade or two earlier. Holt, p. 15, merely suggests
that it was published in Antwerp between 1510 and 1515.
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Apart from not knowing English very well, the compositor also shows signs of
inexperience in his craft. In particular, he seems to have had trouble with inverted
letters, such as n/u and, once or twice, m/w. There may also be a few instances of
mistaking the letter thorn (p) for a d when it should have been transcribed th. (See the
textual note on Stanza 179). This may indicate that the common ancestor of a and b still
used eth (8) and/or thorn. (I have not spotted any instances which might arise from
confusion caused by a yogh (3).)

@ Thefourth fptte
ﬁ“ﬂ;nﬂ;mfomdm i Rotingham
Yewas fapne he wasagone
2nd Aobpu andhis merpmen
wentty wodeanone
Bowetodpuerfapaelictel Pohii
aobpnhodelapdenap

Figure 3: Sample from the Lettersnijder edition, a.
The text above is from Stanzas 205.1-206.2, the beginning of the fourth fit; it reads:
(The fourth fytte

THe sherif dwelled in Notingham

He was fayne he was agone

And Robyn and his mery men

went to wode anone

Go we to dyner sayde littell Johu

Robyn hode sayde nay

Note the use of a suspension (a bar above the letter) in the name “John” in the next to last
line. This indicates that the letter with the suspension is to be followed by an n. Note that the
typesetter has done another of his inversions and spelled the name “Johun” rather than
“Johnn” (a spelling he gets right four lines later) or perhaps “Johan.” Observe also that there is
no indication of stanza divisions and no punctuation.

(Incidentally, although a has the most problems with inversions, b also has a few, in
299.1, 305.3, 363.2. This leads me to wonder if there wasn’t a printed version which
preceded both a and b with many inversions, most but not all of which b corrected.)

Child, p. 40, offered a handful of instances which made him believe a more primitive
than b, and this opinion has been repeated many times. I do not consider Child’s short
list of examples sufficient to be decisive, and Ohlgren/Matheson, p. 101, also admits
doubts.

b/de Worde:

Wynkyn de Worde’s b text is without doubt the earliest of the complete copies. The
piece has no internal dating, but de Worde (the successor of England’s first printer
Caxton) worked from 1492 to 1534. The colophon says that b was “Enprented at
London: In fletestrete at the sygne of the sone” (Ohlgren/Matheson, p. 98). De Worde
did not move to Fleet Street until 1500. Thus the earliest possible date is in that year.
Additional evidence that it dates from 1500 or later is the fact, reported by Plomer, that
almost every dated book printed by de Worde before 1500 was a reprint of an earlier
Caxton volume.
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Binns, p. 109, suggests that the “Gest” was printed around 1498-1500, when de
Worde was busily printing other romances — “Bevis of Hampton,” “Sir Eglamour,” and
“Guy of Warwick.” (E.g. Duff-Hand-List, p. 2, lists as his only four books certainly
dated to 1498 the “Description of Britain,” the “Morte d’Arthur,” the “Canterbury
Tales,” and the “Legenda Aurea.”) This makes excellent sense but suffers from the fact
that a date before 1500 is ruled out by the colophon.

However, de Worde — although his typography was always behind the times
(Binns, p. 110, says that “most of his printing was of indifferent quality and some of it
was thoroughly bad”) — gradually changed his fonts and his collection of clip art (he
started using pure Textura-style blackletter but eventually acquired Roman and Italic
and even an abominably ugly Greek type, as Moran points out on pp. 26-38).

Based on the facsimiles, it appears de Worde published the “Gest” using his Textura
95 font (Duft’s #8; facsimiles in Isaac, figures 2, 3, 7, 8 and Duff-Bibliog, plate XIV, where
it is called #4). As with the “98” in Lettersnijder 98, the number “95” refers to the size of
the type — it means that 20 lines of type were 95 mm. tall. In other words, 20 lines
equalled 270 points, meaning that it was about 13.5 point type. The use of Textura is
hardly a surprise — Textura was about as venerable as a face could get; the Gutenberg
Bible was printed in a Textura, and that face was based on contemporary German book
hands (Binns, p. 182 — although Gutenberg’s Textura was more legible than the Pynson
and de Worde versions; I would guess that Gutenberg used higher-quality metal for his
type).

Isaac, facing figure 1, says that Textura 95 was “the most frequently found of all de
Worde’s types in the sixteenth century”; he used it for his entire career. Duff-Bibliog, pp.
127-129, lists 103 books believe to have been printed by de Worde before 1500; 82 of
these use at least some Textura 95, and 26 appear to use it exclusively. However, it did
evolve somewhat; in this period, there were multiple forms of the letters a, d, h's, v, w,
and y (Isaac, figure 1). The heading line of de Worde’s edition of the “Gest” uses four of
these letters, in states a-1, d-1, h-1, and y-2. The y is datable: de Worde was using y-1
in 1502, but by 1506 had shifted to y-2 (Isaac, notes to plates 2 and 3).

So the date almost has to be after 1503. But on other grounds, the sooner after the
move to Fleet Street, the better. The illustration at the head of the print shows a woman,
a man carrying a sword backwards, and a man who appears to be a herald. The artwork
has no relevance at all to the “Gest,” and de Worde gave up a large portion of his clip
art (as well as some fonts of type) when he made the move; much of the material, in
fact, ended up in the hands of another printer, Julian Notary (Duff-Printers p. 131). Had
de Worde printed the “Gest” before his move, or long after, he could probably have
used better art.

Another argument for a not-too-late date is the fact that, in around 1507, de Worde
and his rival Richard Pynson began a policy of cooperation (Isaac, notes on Pynson).
This ended a strong rivalry that had existed between the two. Given that de Worde and
Pynson both seem to have produced editions of the “Gest,” this is an argument that the
de Worde edition was printed before their agreement.

Although none of the individual points is decisive, collectively they are strong
evidence for Ferguson’s date of around 1506 (Oates, p. 7); this date is also found in the
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Short Title Catalogue of Book Printed in England, Scotland & Ireland, 1475-1640 (Ohlgen/
Matheson, p. 112). My own date, based on examination of the facsimiles independent of
the above, was c. 1505.

All that being said, someone really needs to examine the actual printed copy, not just
facsimiles (which may not be the exact size of the original), checking all the letters; my
suspicion is that, using Isaac’s data, we could offer a much more exact date.

Of all the copies of the “Gest,” de Worde’s appears to have been the most used. No
fewer than three readers put their names in it (Ohlgren/Matheson, p. 117). One called
himself “George Poll” (Powell) and urged readers to kiss his “briche and buttocks.” A
second simply says “By me John”; this is perhaps John Cony, who signed that name to
two other books which were bound with the Gest, “The assemble of goodes” and “The
Frere and the Boye” (interestingly, another copy of the latter poem is also bound in the
volume containing sole copy of the “Potter”).

Audrey Holman of Titsey, Surrey: a Genealogy
After Thomas Ohlgren

Jenkin Cole of Oxted

H

Audrey Cole Holman —— Richard Holman of Godstone
b. c. 1546
\ \

Richard Holman — Elizabeth Obbard ~ George Holman — Ajjce

of Godstone T of Titsey of London
George Holman Audrey Holman — William Masters Audrey Holman — John Hall

of Flore 15737-after 1621 of Oxted 1581-? Of London
1571-1624

George Masters  Ellen Masters

Figure 4: The family of Audrey Holman

The third name is entered twice, with different spellings: One claims the book is
“Avdary Holman[']s,” the other says it is “By me avdery homan of titsey.” Audrey
Holman also put her name in two of the other books bound with the “Gest.” Ohlgren
devoted significant effort to trying to locate Audrey Holman, eventually coming up
with three candidates (Ohlgren/Matheson, pp. 117-120). His most likely candidate is
his #2, the daughter of Richard Holman. We don’t have her dates, but her older brother
was born in 1571 (meaning that she was probably a few years younger), and she was
still alive in 1621. She eventually married William Masters and had two children. Her
cousin, the daughter of George, is also a good candidate, and her grandmother Audrey
Cole also a possibility although a lesser one. No matter which Audrey it is, she cannot
be the original owner. Still, the fact that the book went through at least three and
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probably four owners before being entered into the Bagford collection shows how
popular it was.

Fragments (c, d):

It is has been stated that ¢ and d are from the same original — note, e.g., that
Dobson/Taylor cite them under the same siglum, although they do not quite state that
they are the same edition. However, even a casual glance at the letter forms shows they
are distinct.

Ritson thought ¢ to have been printed by Wynkyn de Worde — but dated it 1489
(Child, p. 40). Duff-Bibliog, p. 100, has no doubt that it is by de Worde, noting that
“though in the earlier type it has the later I, and Caxton’s I does not occur. It cannot be
earlier than 1500, and quite probably was printed a year or two later.” Ritson’s date, at
least, is impossible, because de Worde was Caxton’s assistant until Caxton died in 1491
(Duff-Printers, p. 23); de Worde could not produce a book of his own before 1491, and
the evidence is that it took him several years to start publishing large numbers of books
(perhaps because he did not have Caxton’s skills at compiling and editing). Knight/
Ohlgren, p. 87, mention the attribution but not the year. Oates, p. 6, accepts the
attribution to de Worde, and allows that it predates b, but does not offer a date.

The type is a good argument for the attribution to de Worde, but because there are so
many Texturas floating around, it isn't quite proof. And, if it is from de Worde, why
then are there so many differences from b? The differences are rarely substantial, but
they are numerous.

Farmer instead suggested John Rastell as a printer (Child, p. 40). Rastell’s dates are
disputed; Child claims 1517-1536, but Isaac’s introduction to Rastell suggests that he
was in business from about 1512. (He also has the distinction of being the first English
printer to handle music and text in one pass.) However, Rastell is another printer using
those ubiquitous Textura types, so I doubt this can be demonstrated with certainty. I
will say that, based on the facsimiles in Isaac, it doesn’t look like Rastell’s style.

As a specimen of typography, d leaves much to be desired. Note that in its few
stanzas it manages three times to omit four-line sections (323.3-324.2, 332.3-333.2,
324.1-4). There are other signs of incompetence on the part of the typesetter as well.
Probably we should not give great weight to d’s readings unless they have support of
one of the other prints.

f/Copland:

Gutchl, pp. 80, 141, follows Ritson in saying that Copland’s f print seems to have
been derived from b, and Clawson, p. 3, declares it “apparently a reprint of b.”
Phillips/Keatman, p. 13, say it “appears to be a reprint of b.” Although “reprint” is too
strong a word (the dialect has been modernized and there are some lines have been
heavily changed), it is clearly true that b is the source; I noticed the matter
independently before I saw the (brief and undocumented) claim in Gutch. It is strange
to note that Child and other recent editors seem to have paid little attention to this fact
— Child cites the variants in f without saying anything about the ancestry of that print.
(He did note in his very short introduction to the “A Lytell Geste of Robyn Hode” in
Child-ESB that f is “apparently made” from b, but does not pursue the fact.)
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It is hardly surprising that William Copland followed the text of de Worde, because
it is believed that William Copland was either the younger brother or the son of another
printer, Robert Copland — and Copland actually worked for Wynkyn de Worde early in
his career (Isaac, introduction to Copland; Duff-Printers, p. 146), and apparently was
responsible for editing some of de Worde’s editions (Duff-Printers, p. 7); he was also
mentioned in de Worde’s will (Duff-Printers, p. 139).

Thus it is very likely that William Copland would have worked from a copy of de
Worde’s own earlier printing — indeed, it is possible that Robert Copland worked on b.
Ohlgren seems to think it more than possible; on p. 114-115 of Ohlgren/Matheson, he
suggests that the “rose garland” used in the archery contest of stanza 398 may have
been an interpolation by Copland. It is true that Robert Copland worked “at the sign of
the Rose Garland in Fleet Street” (Plomer). The obvious difficulty with this is, if
Copland had been rewriting the “Gest,” why didn’t he fill in the several lacunae in the
poem? And we find other mentions of rose garlands in the Robin Hood literature; see,
e.g, Knight, p. 7.

Figure 5: One version of Robert Copland’s printer’s mark with rose garland emblem
Ohlgren/Matheson, p. 186, notes the somewhat curious fact that there seem to have
been many early editions of the “Gest,” but that production then slacked off. Ohlgren
thinks there was a forty-five year gap between the Notary and Copland editions. Since
his date for Notary’s print is conjectural, the gap may not have been that long — but it
was probably substantial. Ohlgren’s suggestion is that copies ceased to be printed
because Henry VIII turned Protestant and Robin Hood was very Catholic. This does not
account for the whole gap, because Henry was still quite Catholic, thank you, in 1520
(and even 1530), and never ceased to regard himself as Catholic. But it might explain
part of the gap.

g/White:

White’s g text rarely gets much attention, simply because it is so much later than the
others. It is instantly clear that the text has been much modernized, although this does
not prove whether it is from a good or a bad source. We will cover its affinities below.

Fragments (e, p, q):

From the pagination and lineation, it will be evident that the two p and q fragments
are from the same edition. It is also generally accepted that e is part of the same print
(although not necessarily part of the same copy of that print). It is also clear from the
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fact that the first verses of q come before the first verses of p, but the last verses of p
come before the last verses of q, that the two were not properly bound in a single quire.
Oates, pp. 5-6, is convinced that they were mis-collated — that is, the edition had its
pages out of order.

This raises an interesting point. The epq text is widely attributed to Richard Pynson.
The suggestion seems to go back to Duff-Bibliog, p. 100, based on a single leaf of q (even
though he admits that the “collation [is] not known”). Duff’s argument convinced Isaac
(preface to images 92 and 93 of the “Gest”), and was accepted without question by
Oates (p. 4), Dobson/Taylor (pp. 71-72), and Ohlgren (Ohlgren/Matheson, p. 98). In
terms of the type, this fits — epq seems to be in the Textura 95 that Isaac (in the notes
preceding plate 13) says was Pynson’s standard type.

But almost everyone had a Textura 95: de Worde (Isaac, before plate 1), Pynson
(Isaac, figures 13, 14, 15, 19 — indeed, based on figure 19, Pynson’s collection of
ornaments includes several which appear to me to be exactly the same as those de
Worde used in the “Gest”), Hugo Goes (Isaac, before plate 35; Goes acquired his Textura
from de Worde), Robert Copland (Isaac, before plate 45), John Scolar (Isaac, plate 47; he
and his successor Charles Kyrfoth, like Goes, had their Textura from de Worde), John
Skot (Isaac, before plate 50), Thomas Berthelet (Isaac, introduction to Berthelet, says he
is another case where that printer acquired the type from de Worde), John Byddell (yet
another had worked for de Worde and may have gotten some of his type; Isaac,
introduction to Byddell), John Herford (Isaac, introduction to Herford).

Plus Julian Notary had a Textura 92 (Isaac, before plate 26), as did Ursin Mylner
(Isaac, before plate 44). There were Textura 93s in the library of John Rastell (Isaac,
before plate 36; Rastell, interestingly, printed a book called The Twelve mery gestys of one
called Edith), Henry Pepwell (Isaac, before plate 48), Peter Treveris (Isaac, before plate
53), and Richard Bankes (Isaac, before plate 55). Even Chepman and Myllar, in Scotland,
used a Textura 93 similar to de Worde’s Textura 95 (Isaac, introduction to Chepman and
Myllar).

This list could easily be extended, especially given how freely de Worde spread his
favorite font around. Plomer goes so far as to suggest, regarding the Textura family,
that “there seems reason to believe, from the great similarity both in size and form of
the fount in use by De Worde, Notary, and Pynson at this time, that it was obtained by
all the printers from one common foundry. Nor is it only the letters which lead to this
conclusion, but the common use of the same ornaments points in the same direction.
The only difference between the black letter in use by Pynson in the first years of the
sixteenth century and that of his contemporaries, is the occurrence of a lower case ‘w’ of
a different fount.” And, as Duff-Bibliog points out on p. ix, “it is clear that almost all
early English printers well understood what is now called ‘leading,” that is, producing a
greater space between the lines by inserting slips of metal, so that we find the same type
often with two, sometimes with three, different measurements.” Thus simply measuring
the height of the type is not sufficient to determine which font it is.
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Figure 6: The Textura 95 Types of Richard Pynson and Wynkyn de Worde
The top sample is from Pynson’s 1504 edition of The Imitation of Christ
The bottom is from de Worde’s 1502 The Ordinary of Christianity or of christian men
Although similar, the types are not identical; compare the letters d, h, m, o, [, w, and
y. Differences in type do not necessarily indicate a different printer; De Worde had

twelve different forms of w, four of h and s, three of u/v and y, two of a and d.

Ohlgren says on p. 101 of Ohlgren/Matheson that epq uses the forms of “w” and
found in Pynson’s Textura 95. This appears to be correct based on the samples in Isaac,
but the sample is too small. The fact that epq seems to be in Pynson’s type is not quite
proof.

Matheson, on p. 203 of Ohlgren/Matheson, affirms that the orthography of epq
matches Pynson’s. This too is strong evidence at a time when different printers followed
very distinct standards. But it appears from the footnote on p. 249 that Matheson used
only a small collection of facsimiles, meaning he didn’t have much material to work
with.

According to Binns, pp. 110-111, Pynson was a Norman; he perhaps began as a
bookseller rather than a printer. He probably learned the printing trade from Guillaume
Le Talleur of Rouen, and in 1490 took over the printing business of William de
Machlinia of Belgium. He moved to Fleet Street in 1500, began to work on government
documents in 1503, became Royal Printer in 1508, introduced Roman type into England
in 1509, and retired in 1528, dying two years later. According to Binns, p. 512, his listed
output consists of law books, official publications, and missals. Steinberg/Trevitt, p. 48,
declare that Pynson “obtained a virtual monopoly of law codes and legal handbooks.”

And note the description of Pynson’s work. Steinberg/Trevitt, p. 48: “Pynson
published some 400 books, technically and typographically the best of the English
incunabula.” Plomer declares, “Wherever he came from, Richard Pynson was the finest
printer this country has yet seen, and no one, until the appearance of John Day,
approached him in excellence of work.” Or Binns, p. 112, “Pynson was without doubt
the finest printer of his day. He had a fine range of types and used them well. His press-
work was superior to that of his contemporaries. He used illustration more sparingly
and more effectively than de Worde, and was much more successful with his decorative
initials and borders.” And yet he decided to print something completely different in the
“Gest,” and when he did so, he got the pages in the wrong order?

£ _ 7
S

The Gest of Robyn Hode 77



The matter is trivial; we are less concerned with the printer of epq than its text, but I
do think caution is indicated. The one important result of Ohlgren’s examination is that,
if epq is indeed by Pynson (and I think it likely, just not certain), then it almost certainly
dates from 1505 or earlier, when Pynson adopted a different form of w.

Ohlgren manages to assign printers to every edition except a (Ohgren/Matheson, p.
98). In addition to Pynson for epq, de Worde for b, Copland for f, and White for g, he
argues that c is the work of Hugo Goes of York, while d comes from the press of Julian
Notary.

I wouldn’t consider either attribution to be very strong. The connection of ¢ with
Goes is also found in the Short Title Catalog, but the font (as noted above) proves
relatively little. Since Goes, de Worde, John Scolar, and Thomas Berthelet all had copies
of de Worde’s Textura 95, and Pynson had something quite close, any of them could
have been responsible — indeed, the way the text is printed looks to me a bit more like
the sample of Scolar in Isaac than the sample of Goes. The Short Title Catalog suggests
1506-1509 as the date, but with a question mark.

Our knowledge of Goes is very limited; according to Isaac, we have three addresses
for him (London, Beverly, and York), but the two former addresses were taken from
materials now lost; our only datable book was printed at “York, in the Street called
Steengate” in 1509 (Isaac). We have records of only three books by him (Binns, p. 129),
and only one — the Directorium Sacerdotum — still survives.

We certainly cannot rule out the possibility that Hugo Goes printed the “Gest” — a
work which would likely be popular in Yorkshire. On the other hand, we note that his
one known book was in Latin, and the other two also sound like they were intended for
clerical use and were in Latin. From such works to the “Gest” is rather a stretch. And
while the survival of early books is rather a matter of chance, the fact that we have so
many surviving books by de Worde, and so few by Goes, is at least a slight argument
against Goes as the printer.

Ohlgren does not absolutely deny the possibility, mentioned above, that de Worde
published c. On p. 122 of Ohlgren/Matheson, he says that if it is by de Worde, it must
be earlier than b — a statement which he does not justify. But he goes on to mention the
point made above, that b and ¢ have significant differences, which he considers strong
evidence that c is not by de Worde. I think we must consider the printer of ¢ uncertain.
What the differences do prove is that ¢, even if by de Worde, can be treated as an
independent witness.

Ohlgren does point out on p. 123 of Ohlgren/Matheson a suggestion that the Goes
edition might have encouraged people to name all sorts of places in Yorkshire after
Robin. This is another thing that is possible but beyond proof.

Ohlgren’s attribution of d to Julian Notary is based on the use of Textura 92
(Ohlgren/Matheson, p. 126), but the difference between Textura 92 and Textura 93 (or
even Textura 95) is really only a difference in leading. Plus Notary wasn’t the only
printer using a Textura 92. Ohlgren says he was the only “major London printer” to use
Textura 92, but offers no reason to think d came from a London printer. The Short Title
Catalog dated it “c. 1515?” — but this was apparently only a guess.
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There are several arguments against the attribution to Notary, starting with the list
of materials Notary printed. The list on p. 129 of Duff-Bibliog includes seven items. Six
are in Latin and appear to be church books — Plomer says that Notary’s “printing lay
principally in the direction of service books for the church.” Even his non-church books,
such as the Golden Legend and the Chronicle of England, were probably intended mostly
for a highbrow audience. The only exception is a print of Chaucer’s “Mars and Venus.”
Notary seems to have been aiming for a market both educated and clerical; the “Gest,”
with its popular tone and bias against the church, hardly fits!

Also, Notary had a liking for odd publication formats; McMurtrie, pp. 310-311,
points out that he published the smallest book ever produced in the early printing
period, the Horae ad unum Sarum, with a printable area of only about one inch by one
and three-quarters.

Finally, although the font fits, the composition of d just doesn’t look like Notary’s
work to me. Duff-Bibliog, plate XIX, is of Notary’s edition of Mirk’s Liber Festiualis,
printed 1499 in Textura 92. It uses a very large mark for a period — almost a bullet
rather than a dot — and it regularly uses suspensions in the word “and” (that is, “ad”
instead of “and”). Isaac, figure 27, is of Henry VII's statutes of 1507. This tends to spell
out “and” but uses other suspensions (e.g. “Londd” for “London”). Such usage is not
found in the sample of d shown in Ohlgren/Matheson. Nor does d use variant forms of
the letter “r” (sort of a z shape) as found in both Notary samples. It is true that d a
superscripted form of “the” (y) that is also found in Duff’s facsimile. But that is
common.

There is agreement that all these prints have a recent common source, possibly a lost
printed copy but more probably (given the dates of Pynson and de Worde) a
manuscript, and clearly not the original, since all copies share certain defects. Further
evidence for a recent source is shown by the fact that all the copies are fairly similar. I do
not think any reasonable scholar would dispute this point.

What, then, is the relationship between these prints?

Dobson/Taylor, p. 8, suggest that a is “apparently a cheap reprint of a previous and
now lost edition by Richard Pynson,” i.e. of epq. This follows from a comparison made
on p. 9 of Oates, who compared the 70 lines for which epq and a both survive. Oates
found several significant differences between a and epq, but six times as many cases
where the two agree with each other against b. It is clear that they represent a single
phase of the text, and it is likely that one is a copy of the other.

Oates is convinced that a is a copy of epq. And his evidence extends beyond the
textual. The woodcut at the head of the Lettersnijder edition is a copy of one used by
Pynson in his edition of the Canterbury Tales. But (contrary to, e.g., Holt, p. 122) it is
emphatically a copy — the images can be seen side by side on pp. 104-105 of Ohlgren/
Matheson, and the Canterbury version differs in the face, the spurs, the ribbons on the
horse, and other details from the Lettersnijder version; in addition, Lettersnijder is
cropped more closely. Oates believes — and I think it almost certain he is correct — that
Pynson used that same illustration in his edition of the “Gest,” and the Lettersnijder
printer then copied it (and, as mentioned, forgot to leave room for it!).
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Figure 7: The illustrations of the Pynson Chaucer and Lettersnijder “Gest.”
Differences shown in color. Black shows items that are roughly the same in both
woodcuts. Green shows material found in the Pynson Chaucer but not in the
Lettersnijder “Gest”; red shows items from the “Gest” not found in Pynson. Both
illustrations have frames; note how the “Gest” frame is much smaller than the Chaucer
— i.e. the Pynson illustration is larger, showing the end of the horse’s tail and some
additional grass. The “Gest” shows more decoration on the horse’s gear. The faces of
the archer are also quite different, although this is difficult to illustrate.

Matheson seems to confirm Oates’s conclusions regarding a on other grounds,
declaring on pp. 200, 203 of Ohlgren/Matheson that the spelling of a closely matches
epq. He does note a few variants in a which are valid English alternatives rather than
errors, and suggests that this might mean that a native English speaker was involved in
the typesetting of a. It strikes me as at least as possible that the copy of epq used to
create a had a few corrections written into it — but it might also be that these variants
are from the typesetter who knew English, as opposed to the one (responsible for the
majority of the remaining text) who did not.

There is a secondary point: If the Lettersnijder edition is derived from Pynson, it
must be post-1490, when Pynson began printing, and likely post-1495. Probably
Lettersnijder is later than that. If Duff is correct in dating Pynson to 1500, then a date
after 1510 seems likely for Lettersnijder. (On the other hand, Ohlgren/Matheson, pp.
107-108 suggests a date in the early 1490s for Pynson, which allows Ohlgren on p. 110,
to claim a date of c. 1495 for Lettersnijder.)

Looking at the other substantial copies, it is instantly clear that f and g go together
— g in fact looks like a modernized copy of £, perhaps compared with a partial copy of
b; most of the differences between f and g are cases of an archaic form in f being
replaced by a more modern form in g. Clawson, p. 3, calls g “very similar” to f.
Phillips/Keatman, p. 13, call it a “second generation” copy of b, without mentioning
that f is the intermediate generation — but there really isn’t much doubt.

On this basis, I would be inclined to date g as late as possible — a Jacobean date
would be far better than an Elizabethan, and frankly, I'm inclined to suspect that the

80 The Gest of Robyn Hode



attribution to White is deceptive and the piece was actually printed in the reign of
Charles L. f also has some signs of modernization, although far fewer than g,

It is also clear that f and g go with b. The relationship between b and f is noted on p.
130 of Ohlgren/Matheson, with the observation that f has had its language modernized
— although Ohlgren seems to have missed a few points about the copy of b used to
produce f (Ohlgren does not examine g in any detail, merely calling it a “close copy” of
f— which is true of the basic text, but g modernizes f even more than f modernized b).
Ohlgren/Matheson, pp. 132-133, suggests that Copland printed the work in part
because of its anti-clerical tone.

There are strong indications that the copy of b used by the compositor of f was
damaged. A good example is in Stanza 305. The text of b has Little John say “No lyfe on
me be lefte.” All fg can offer is “That after I eate no bread,” which is so utterly feeble
that the only possible explanation is that the exemplar was damaged. In Stanza 400, b
has “And bere a buffet on his hede, I-wys right all bare,” while fg give us “A good
buffet on his head bare, For that shal be his fine,” which fails to rhyme and is inept
anyway. These readings suffice to prove the kinship of fg. The relationship to b is less
instantly obvious but will be evident to anyone who goes over the collation.

Child does seem to have realized that fg were relatives of b, but he does not really
describe the situation, if indeed he even thought in terms of a stemma. But it seems
clear that we have two basic groups, which we might call Pynson and de Worde.
Pynson consists of epq and a, with a having value only where epq is defective
(admittedly, more than 80% of our knowledge of the Pynson text comes from a). de
Worde consists of bfg — and, because b is complete, this means not only that g has no
value (as was recognized, e.g. by Dobson/Taylor and Ohlgren) but also that f has no
value.

Unfortunately, the fragments ¢ and d are both so short that their affinities cannot be
tirmly established. My feeling is that ¢ and d are closer to the b group than to a, but not
as close to b as are fg. This conflicts with the opinion of Ohlgren, p. 122, who thinks (on
the basis of spelling rather than text) that c is another copy of Pynson. But if that is the
case, why is it so distinct from a? I don’t think Ohlgren’s opinion can be sustained. The
best guess is that it is independent.

Where the fragments ¢ d are extant, they can give us some help. But the two
combined include less than a quarter of the “Gest.” For the largest part of the poem, we
are stuck choosing between a and b — or, indeed, between b and conjectural
emendation.

Although we cannot prove whether epq/a or b is the older text, Child (p. 40),
Dobson/Taylor, and Knight/Ohlgren (p. 80) all consider a to be the more primitive —
but Child’s evidence is summarized in a single note on p. 40 listing about a dozen
variants. The primary evidence, really, is that a was incompetently typeset (note that
there is a homoioteleuton error as early as the second stanza), meaning that the typesetter
wasn't fiddling with it. Child in particular takes a as his copy text insofar as it is extant;
he uses other readings only where it appears badly corrupt. Both Child and Knight/
Ohlgren follow their copy text so closely as to alternate between spelling Little John’s

The Gest of Robyn Hode 81



name “Lytel” where b is the copy text and “Litell” where a is extant — an obvious
absurdity.

As Ohlgren/Matheson states on p. 101, “Since 1899.... all of the poem’s editors have
repeated Child’s assertion that the Lettersnijder edition [a].... is the earliest surviving
edition.... and hence it has been given pride of place in various critical editions, even
though it is in an incomplete state. It has even supplanted the almost-complete Wynkyn
de Worde edition [b].” This even though, as Ohlgren continues, “Lettersnijder is not
only a decidedly poorer version of the text but also an almost incompetent copy of an
earlier version by Richard Pynson, which now must be recognized as the earliest
surviving edition of the poem.”

Even before reading Ohlgren’s comments, I didn’t buy Child’s argument. Child’s
collation method has a bad tendency to obfuscate differences (particularly since he was
inconsistent in how he recorded variants), but if we convert it to an inline collation, it
was easy to see the two groups mentioned above: a on the one hand and bfg on the
other.

It is at this point that the fact that the text we have is not northern becomes
important. The common ancestor of a and b was not the original — and if a preserves
this edited text better than b, that doesn’t really make it much closer to the original.

Hence I think Child’s extreme preference for a exaggerated. True, it has older
grammatical forms. Streeter, p. 42, observes that manuscripts written by “ill-educated”
scribes or created in out-of-the-way places often preserve earlier forms. But some of the
manuscripts preserving these forms are in fact very bad copies — in one case, heavily
edited. Recall that a is probably Dutch, typeset by a Dutch compositor. Many of its
errors are pure and simple goofs — e.g. in 6.4, “vnkoutg” for “vnkouth”; 15.4 “mynge”
for “mynde.” Clearly the compositor of a simply transcribed the original mechanically.

Wynkyn de Worde, although born in the Low Countries, was thoroughly familiar
with English, and his work was designed to make English audiences comfortable —
and, indeed, to standardize the language. His press made a habit of updating
grammatical forms (Steinberg/Trevitt, p. 58). His text of the “Gest” has surely been
touched up, so if the question is solely one of grammatical form, a is generally to be
preferred. But there is no hint that de Worde made substantial revisions. Where the
difference is one of fundamental meaning, as opposed to grammatical form, it seems to
me that b has as much authority as a, and the poem should be re-edited on that basis.

The fact that Pynson and de Worde and (apparently) three other printers all issued
versions of the “Gest” around the beginning of the fifteenth century is obviously a
testimony to its popularity. But the fact that Pynson and de Worde have noticeably
different texts is also noteworthy. If two printers, who sometimes worked together and
were for very long based on the same street, produced substantially different versions,
this clearly implies that one is not dependent on the other, although it is likely they are
based on a common recent source.

Bottom line: The text of the “Gest” needs to be re-edited eclectically, based on the
Pynson and de Worde types, with ¢ and d consulted where extant and conjectural
emendation sometimes necessary, especially in the places where Pynson is lost. The text
of this edition is based on this principle.
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Fortunately very few of the differences between the texts are substantial — the main
reason why the texts are considered to go back to a single fairly recent original. But at
least one variant, in Stanza 53, is potentially significant; see the note on that verse.

If we were to grade the condition of the text, we would probably list it as “fair.”
There is no real doubt as to the general course of the narrative, meaning that the text of
the “Gest” is in better shape than, say, the text of the “Death.” But the amount of minor
damage is extensive. As a result, I have included a textual commentary on page 395
following the commentary on the content of the “Gest.”

Based on the close similarity between the surviving texts, the archetype of the
surviving versions (that is, their most recent common ancestor) probably dates from the
reign of Henry VI or Edward IV (i.e. between 1422 and 1483), with the latter reign more
likely than the former; this is obviously the latest possible date of composition. But it is
nearly certain that there were several generations of copies between the poet’s
autograph manuscript and the last common ancestor of our surviving copies. The
various common errors, such as the lost first line of Stanza 7, demonstrate this.
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The Date of the Gest

If the “Gest” is not contemporary with the events it describes, when was it in fact
written?

The dating of the poem remains a matter of controversy. Gutchl, p. 81, claimed a
date from the time of Chaucer, or the reign of Richard II (1377-1399) or Henry IV (1399-
1413), which is not quite the same thing, but almost. Chambers, p. 134, thinks he can
detect signs of fourteenth century language in the “Gest.” Child rejected this but left
room for a date c. 1400. Knight/Ohlgren, p. 81, reject even this — but their argument
that the poem had a short life in manuscript is questionable. Ohlgren, p. 217, argues that
the original was made in the reign of Henry V (1413-1422) or the first reign of Henry VI
(1422-1461), but advances no direct evidence.

Even if we allow for the possibility of rewrites to modernize the language, the
“Gest” is unlikely to be earlier than the fourteenth century, simply because the saga of
Robin Hood seems to be exclusive to Britain. Unlike, say, the story of King Arthur, the
Robin Hood tradition seems to be solely the possession of the English and English-
speaking Scots (Holt, p. 114). Given that the poem is clearly the work of a professional
composer (see the section on the “Gest” as a romance on page 87), this requires a date
after English was reasserting itself as a language of the middle and upper classes, which
can hardly be before 1300 (it was not until 1362 that a statute, in French, allowed
allowed pleadings to be made in English; Chrimes/Brown, p. 85).

Clawson, pp. 5-6, goes over Child’s text of the “Gest” and counts instances of
inflexional endings in -e and -es, counting 252 in all, or about one every other stanza. He
argues for these as instances of fourteenth century usage (repeating the claim on p. 128),
but this is far from decisive. These endings certainly were still used by Chaucer, and
were gone by the time of Malory (c. 1470), but there are a few still in Charles of Orleans,
and a provincial dialect might have preserved them longer than London did.

Holt, p. 192, after mentioning Clawson’s observation, points out that no study of the
language has been made since Clawson’s 1909 work — unfortunate, since knowledge of
Middle English dialects has greatly increased since them. And inflexional -e alone can’t
prove much, since spelling can be conservative.

Vocabulary isn’t really much help either. There are a few strange words in the
“Gest,” some of which will be mentioned in the notes, but they are no hint to date
because we don’t know their meaning! Nor are there many words which changed their
usage between the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries. We do note that there is no
mention of the office of ranger, an office probably instituted in the early fourteenth
century and known to have been in existence in 1341 (Young, p. 163) — but there is only
one mention of the older office of forester (“fostere,” 367.1), so that may not mean much.

Ohlgren argues that the poem, although written in Lancastrian times, was set in the
reign of Edward III, because the “Gest’s” king is referred to as “our comely king,” a
term similar to that used by Laurence Minot, c. 1300-1352? (see note on Stanza 353).
That the poet tried to set the “Gest” in the reign of Edward III is certainly not inherently
impossible, but it is not compelling. Minot seems to have been a northerner (Kunitz/
Haycraft, p. 358), but his poems apparently survive in only a single manuscript, so there
is little reason to think he was popular outside court circles. Nor can I detect any other
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allusions to his work (e.g. Minot often referred to Edward III as a boar — Sisam, p. 254
— and there is no hint of that in the “Gest”). There is a common vocabulary, but that’s
presumably just because both authors are northern.

Keep in mind that Edward III, once a hero-king, “outlived his own generation and
his own usefulness, and became a considerable liability to the throne during his last
years” (Ormrod, p. 35). Also, Edward III relied on parliament far more than earlier
kings, and while he was anything but a constitutional monarch, that did mean that he
had to redress grievances. And this was remembered. Why would a Robin Hood have
arisen in this time? A date in the reign of Edward III is tempting to us now because (as
we shall see) Langland’s 1377 mention of Robin Hood is the earliest datable reference.
But the elements of the poem suggest several different dates. We shall deal with these
below.

In this connection we might note that Henry V (reigned 1413-1422) kept very tight
reign on criminals, but his son Henry VI (1422-1461 plus 1470-1471) did not, and his
government was riven by faction (Wolffe, pp. 116-117). There was also much disorder in
the reign of Henry IV (1399-1413), as that king tried to hold the throne he had usurped
from Richard II. Might the disorder of the one of those kings’ reigns have given rise to
an interest in an alternate source of order?

Holt, p. 10, observes that “Robin.... was the product of a society where the threshold
which separated lawful behavior from self-help by force of arms was indistinct and
easily crossed.” This, of course, was true for most of the middle ages. On the other
hand, it was probably never more true than in the 1450s, at the beginning of the Wars of
the Roses (see, e.g., Wagner, pp. 186-187, regarding the Percy-Neville feud).

Ohlgren, in his later writings, seems to have reconsidered his original dating. On p.
185 of Ohlgren/Matheson, he strongly urges a date for the poem toward the end of the
Yorkist period, choosing 1483 as a somewhat arbitrary approximation. This, I think, is
impossibly late, given that Ohlgren is arguing that Pynson’s first printing was from
around 1495. Although the primary texts of the “Gest,” by de Worde and Pynson, are
similar enough to have a recent common ancestor, they are also defective enough that it
is hard to believe the original could be only twelve years old at the time Pynson printed
it!

I think we are forced to admit that we don’t know the date of the final editing of the
“Gest,” but it is probably fifteenth century, although very likely with older components.
If it were much older than the second quarter of the fifteenth century, given the
northern base of the legends, it would probably be much harder to understand.

Keen, followed by Holt, pp. 35-36, does note that the three shorter early ballads
have very different “feel”: The “Potter” is humorous, with little real violence but a lot of
tricks. Pollard, p. 12, in fact calls Robin a “trickster” in this tale — although, in the
“Gest,” it really appears that Little John, not Robin, is the trickster. Nor is that the only
instance of John as trickster — e.g. in “Robin Hood and Allen a Dale” [Child 138], John
is impressed into the role of Bishop, and rather than asking three times whether there
are objections to the marriage, he asks seven times.

The “Death,” if it be granted as ancient, is of course more a tale of treachery than
anything else.
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By contrast, The “Monk” and “Guy,” especially the latter, are very bloody; in
describing the latter, Pollard (p. 12) calls Robin a “cold-blooded killer.” Pollard, p. 96,
counts “nine homicides in the early ballads,” although on p. 97 he grants that this is far
fewer than the hundreds slain in “Adam Bell” and admits that the outlaws rarely inflict
injury on the victims they rob. Compare this to Fulk FitzZWarin, who kills fourteen of
King John's knights on their first meeting (Ohlgren, p. xix), and more thereafter.

Pollard’s suggestion, on pp. 98-99, is that Robin is appropriating forms of violence
allowed by the rules of chivalry — although, it should be noted, he has to take several
of the ballads collectively to make this argument.

If the diverse nature of these ballads tells us anything, it is that the material of the
legend is old enough that several different fifteenth century poets worked on it, each
taking it in a different direction. We observe that the “Gest,” although composite, does
not use any elements of the “Monk,” the “Potter,” or “Guy,” and merely uses the
content, not the lyrics, of the “Death.” This implies a very large amount of Robin Hood
material, of which the “Gest” perhaps takes only a small subset.

I will admit that I have held very different opinions over the date of the “Gest.” Any
suggestion must be extremely tentative. Right at the moment, however, I would be
inclined to a date around the early 1450s, although based on materials from the earlier
fifteenth and perhaps even the late fourteenth centuries. And the historical framework,
if there was one, probably dates from the early fourteenth (which may, indeed, be the
period when the name “Robin Hood” ceased to be that of simply a successful outlaw
and became that of a courteous outlaw concerned with justice and propriety). It also
seems likely that there was a revision of sorts, cleaning up the northern dialect although
not changing the plot. Ohlgren’s suggestion that the latter took place in Yorkist times is
plausible, although I would prefer the period prior to 1475 to give more time for
divergences between texts to crop up.
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The Gest: A Romance and Its Sources

Child included the “Gest” among the ballads. As a result, it tends to be discussed as
a ballad. But this is really a mistake. The “Gest” is not a ballad. It is a romance.

Of course, this mostly a matter of definition. But the similarities of the “Gest” to the
romances are strong and its similarity to the common ballads slight. Dobson/Taylor, p.
8, say it is “not strictly a ballad in any conventional sense” and add on p. 10 that “the
‘curteyse outlaw” of the Gest has many of the attributes of the well-born chivalric hero of
medieval tradition. In other words the contents as well as the form of the early Robin
Hood ballads reveal the strong influence upon them of the conventions of late medieval
English romance.”

Wilgus, p. 36, declares explicitly, “the Robin Hood ballads [combine] the features of
the chanson de geste and the literary romance.” CHEL1, p. 300, says, “Of Robin Hood
[presumably the ‘Gest’] and Adam Bell and many more, it is hard to say whether they
are to be ranked with ballads or with romances.” Clawson, p. 49, looks at the first fifteen
stanzas of the “Gest,” which provide a thumbnail description of Robin, and declares,
“The combination of a direct opening with characteristic description is not a ballad, but
an epic construction.”

And yet, these scholars do not take the next step and move the “Gest” to the
romance category. They probably should have. For this, a comparison of the “romance”
of Gamelyn and the so-called “ballad” we call the “Gest” is instructive.

If you see “Gamelyn” and the “Gest” on a printed page, they may at first glance
appear rather different (see, e.g, the version of Gamelyn on p. 194 of Knight/Ohgren, or
that on p. 156 of Sands) — but this is because “Gamelyn” is printed in long lines, with
each pair of lines rhyming, and is not divided into stanzas. The “Gest” is usually
written in short lines and with stanza division. But the choice between long and short
lines is arbitrary, and the stanza division found in Child does not derive from the
sources — b, ¢, d, epq, and f all print it without stanza divisions, and a not only lacks
stanza divisions, it doesn’t even have line breaks in the first portion.

The similarities between the two works are many — the first long line of the “Gest”
is “Lythe and listin, gentilmen That be of frebore blode”; the first line of “Gamelyn” is
“Listeth and lestneth and herkneth aright” (a tag Knight/Ohlgren use to divide
“Gamelyn” into fits similar to the fits of the “Gest”). And the “Gest” as printed by
Knight/Ohlgren has 1824 short lines = 912 long lines; “Gamelyn” has 902 long lines in
Sands, 898 long lines in Knight/Ohlgren — in other words, it is almost exactly the same
length as the “Gest.”

And it is the “Gest,” not “Gamelyn,” which does not fit its alleged category — the
“Gest” is five times longer than the longest non-Robin Hood ballads in Child’s
collection. But if we look at the dozen romances in Sands (whose collection includes
most of the best of the English romances), we find that their lengths are 1542 lines
(“King Horn”), 3001 lines (“Havelok the Dane”), 810 lines (“Athelston”), 902 lines
(“Gamelyn”), 580 lines (“Sir Orfeo”), 1044 lines (“Sir Launfal”), 408 lines (“Lay Le
Friene”), 1131 lines (“The Squire of Low Degree”), 1083 lines (“Floris and
Blancheflour”), 234 lines (“The Tournament of Tottenham”), 855 lines (“The Wedding of
Sir Gawain and Dame Ragnall,” although this is damaged and must have been much
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longer), 660 lines (“Sir Gawain and the Carl of Carlisle”). The median length of these
dozen romances is 879 lines — just less than the length of the “Gest.” The mean
(average) is 1020 lines, or just more than the “Gest.”

Taking the more than eighty Middle English romances I identified in Waltz-Orfeo
(pp. 61-94), 32, or substantially more than a third of those to which we can assign a
length, are shorter than the “Gest.”

The fact that the length of the “Gest” is typical of romance does not make it a
romance, of course. But the style of the “Gest” is the style of the romance: Sands, p. 1,
says “Very generally, one can say that the Middle English romance is usually metrical,
and the most favored prosodic convention is the iambic tetrameter couplet. The
narrative concerns a series of incidents often very loosely strung together” — a
description which, except for the length of the lines, perfectly fits the “Gest.””

BaughConvention also says, p. 141, that “the weakest point in medieval romance is
characterization.” The characters in romance are mostly stock — gallant knights, hostile
giants, beautiful princesses. The “Gest” succeeds in giving us new types, but mostly
they are just sketched out. We have some insight into the behavior of Robin, John, the
knight, perhaps the Sheriff, and the King, but very little of Scathelock or Much, and
none at all into the others — we don’t know why the Prioress of Kirklees did what she
did, for instance.

Hahn, p. 10, lists as characteristics of the contents of romances “chivalry, Arthurian
legend, prowess in combat, personal love, intrigue, encounters with the marvelous, and
the decisive resolution of every real or personal conflict.” Of these seven, the “Gest” has
at least four and arguably as many as six.

Some, to be sure, demand that a romance be “concerned with love” (so Hollister, p.
275). And the “Gest” patently does not have a love interest. On the other hand, Robin’s
love of the Virgin Mary particularly suffuses the tale of Robin, the knight, and the abbot.

This is not to say that the “Gest” is a typical romance. It assuredly is not. A typical
romance is a courtly tale, usually about knights, stressing certain themes such as
physical prowess and loyalty to one’s superiors and duties (BaughConvention, pp. 123).
Mortimer-Angevin, p. 27, observes that “The fine sentiments of loyalty were what the
aristocracy liked to hear about and be told they possessed” — in other words, loyalty
tales were what they wanted in their romances. Little wonder, then, that they enjoyed
tales like “Floris and Blancheflour,” of a couple who were loyal even when threatened
with death, or “Sir Gawain and Dame Ragnall,” where Gawain marries a hag out of
loyalty to Arthur — and is rewarded for it.

Ohlgren declares on p. 136 of Ohlgren/Matheson that “the creators of the early
Robin Hood poems deliberately cloaked them in courtly ideology, not because of
‘ideology lag’ but because the poems themselves marked a stage in the dialectical
process of transforming the knightly adventurer to merchant adventurer.” This whole
chapter of Ohlgren/Matheson — the longest in the book — is an argument that Robin
should be seen as “the ‘marchaunt’ of Sherwood” and that the target audience is the
guilds. Ohlgren offers many cases of actions taken by Robin which fit with guild
practice — although almost all of them have other significance as well, and many of
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them were forced on him by his outlaw status. There is nothing in Ohlgren’s list which
forces us to consider Robin a guildsman.

I truly don’t think the “Gest” fits in a category as simple as any of the suggestions
above — it is certainly true that the “Gest” is not like other romances, but it isn’t like
ballads, either. As Holt, p. 66, declares, “The ballads are not bred in simple fashion from
the romances. Mutation has intervened.”

A mutation bred perhaps of the decline of the romances. BaughDefinition, pp.
349-350, notes, “The romance in its beginning was an aristocratic type appealing to the
tastes of the upper classes.... [Rlomances in English are not to be expected until English
begins to displace French as the language of polite society, that is, until the middle of
the thirteenth century. There is only one English romance that can be dated with
certainty earlier than 1250. Unfortunately by this time the romance in France, and
indeed in Europe generally, had passed its prime. The great creative period of medieval
romance was the twelfth century, and the beginning of the thirteenth. By the end of the
latter century the type begins to deteriorate. Poets, chewing over the old straw, are
driven to desperate measures to make it seem more palatable.”

The “Gest” does a more than usually thorough job of this. It takes all the standard
romance themes and diverts them from the gentry to the yeomanry — perhaps because
more minstrels were being forced to cater to the common people rather than the nobility
(Loomis, p. ix, suggests that this is because the nobility was becoming literate — all
Kings of England from at least Edward III on could read and write; Mortimer-Traitor, p.
245 notes that we have an actual signature of Edward III's from 1329 — so minstrels had
to find someone still illiterate to hear their tales). Robin is not the greatest knight; he is
the greatest archer. He is not loyal to his superiors; he is loyal to his fellows, as when he
rescues Sir Richard from the Sheriff, or refuses to abandon Little John to be killed.

To accomplish this change of type, the “Gest” naturally must include new themes
and perhaps some unusual materials, and at times the result is rather clumsy (as
witness the fact that the “Gest” never figures out whether Robin is based in Barnsdale
or near Nottingham). But overall it does a good job of reinventing the romance form.

As an aside, we might note that the popularizing tendency in the “Gest” was an
early step in what became a general trend. In 1957, Northrup Frye wrote The Anatomy of
Criticism, in which he classified literature into “myth” (a very poor term; he means
supernatural tales, not ancient traditions which explain something), “romance” (which I
would summarize as tales of extraordinary but not fully divine creatures) “high
mimesis (tales of exceptional men),” “low mimesis (the typical mode of modern fiction
about rather ordinary people),” and “irony.” (Summarized on pp. 33-34 of Frye.)
Shippey, p. 211, points out perhaps the most important fact of Frye’s analysis — that
fiction has tended to move down the scale over the centuries.

Shippey wanted to make the point that J. R. R. Tolkien was bucking the trend (which
he assuredly was), but his discussion helped me to see that the “Gest” is like Chaucer in
accelerating the trend. As Chaucer took the format of the “Decameron” and changed it
to a tale of ordinary people, the author of the “Gest” took the romances (most of which
fit Frye’s “romance” genre) and — while retaining the form — converted it to a tale of
high mimesis. Robin is a great archer, and an honest judge — but there is no magic in
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the tale (by contrast, e.g., to Hereward the Wake, whose magical power was so great
that they hired a witch against him; Alexander, p. 130; Head, p. 104), no Gawain whose
courtesy overcomes all, no Roland so mighty that he can die only by blowing a horn so
hard that he causes himself to suffer internal injuries!

(To be sure, Wimberly, p. 216, is convinced that there is a witch active in the Percy
version of the “Death.” But we can’t be sure of this — the old woman is banning Robin,
but we have no evidence that anyone thought she actually was a witch or had the
power to make curses stick. And this element in any case is missing in the “Gest.” This
seems to be the only reference in all of Wimberly of magic in the Robin Hood ballads.
All the magical elements we hear about today — hobgoblins and the like — seem to be
modern accretions to the legend.)

The “Gest” seems to have been written at a time when authors were experimenting
with escaping the romance straightjacket. “The Tournament of Tottenham,” a burlesque
of the chivalrous romance, is from the same era as the “Gest,” and indeed found in the
same manuscript as the “Monk.” What is more, its dialect, like the “Gest’s,” is rather
northerly (Sands, pp. 314-315). Perhaps not much later is the Yorkshire pseudo-romance
of “The Felon Sewe of Rokeby and the Freers of Richmond” (“The Felon Sow of Rokeby
and the Friars of Richmond”; Bell, pp. 346-357), which features a battle between men
and a fierce animal — but in which the animal comes off very well indeed. It seems
clear that the north in the late fifteenth century was seeing some sort of revolt against
the conventions of romance.

The “Gest” in fact turns a common romance trope upside-down. In romance, a
knight often goes hunting in the forest (as Hahn, p. 169, points out, this is the opening
action of many of the Gawain romances, and occurs even in some of the Welsh
romances, such as the tale of Pwyll; Ford, p. 35). In the “Gest,” a knight is hunted in the
forest!

This is in many ways a dramatic improvement in the romance genre; CHEL1, p. 319,
complains of the general trend of the usual epics: “Sated with the sight of knights and
ladies, giants and Saracens, one longs to meet an honest specimen of the citizen class,
but such relief is never granted.” Never granted, that is, as long as one defines the
romances as containing only knights, ladies, giants, and Saracens, but not Robin Hood.

It is noteworthy that Frye, p. 34, says that the hero of a tale of high mimesis is “a
leader” — of an outlaw band, say. Frye also suggests, pp. 36-37, that many tales of
myth, romance, and high mimesis end with the death of the hero — and that, in the first
two type, the death seems to imply the coming of a new, but probably inferior, age. This
is what is called “thinning” in fantasy circles. Clute/Grant mention on p. 942 the most
famous example of this: “The passing away of a higher and more intense REALITY
provides a constant leitmotif in the immensely detailed mythology created by J. R. R.
TOLKIEN. The Lord of the Rings (1954-1955) comes at the end of aeons of slow loss.” Nor
did the conclusion halt the destruction; the book ends with the departure and loss of
much that came before: The destruction of the Rings of Power brings the end of Sauron
— but also the devastation of the power that created Rivendell and Lérien, and the
passing of the Elves; it hastens the decline of the Ents and the fading of the dwarves.
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Even the word “romance” itself has ceased to refer to a tale of honor and wonder
and become simply a word for a love affair.

The Norse gods fail, and fall, at Ragnarok. Brien Boru wins at Clontarf, but dies in
the battle. The death of Beowulf ends the heroic age of the Geats and leaves them
exposed to outside attack. The death of Arthur means the end of Celtic Britain. The
books about them end in elegy.

The tale of Robin ends in death and elegy, but the world is not changed. Not only
did the prioress kill him — the final triumph of the organized church over its tormenter
— but, according to the “Death,” she is not even slain in her turn. In the long run, Robin
has made little difference. This is by clear contrast with many of the (alleged) source
romances.

The romances most often connected with the tales in the “Gest,” and cited as its
sources, are the stories of Gamelyn, Hereward the Wake, Fulk FitzWarin, and Eustace
the Monk.

Hereward the Wake

Hereward “the Wake” — whom Toynbee, very fancifully, compared to Giuseppe
Garibaldi (Head, p. 58) — lived around the time of the Norman Conquest, although
“Nothing certain is known of [his] background or of his early life” (Linklater, p. 238).
Supposedly he was rebellious from his youth (Head, p. 38), was condemned by Edward
the Confessor at about the age of 18, perhaps around 1057 (Head, p. 58), and was an
outlaw even before the Normans came (Cawthorne, p. 136) — advantageous from the
standpoint of the tale, because he was untainted by the conquest (Ohlgren, p. 17). In
1070 he apparently joined a Danish invasion in an attempt to regain lands he thought
were his.

When the Danish invasion failed, he based himself on the easily-defended island of
Ely until the monks of the island betrayed him (Baldwin, p. 35; Ohlgren, p. 13; Head, p.
1071ft.). He reportedly escaped when the rebels were dispersed, but is not heard from
again in sober history (Linklater, p. 239). As Douglas, p. 222, puts it, “Hereward, having
escaped with difficulty, passed out of history into legend.’

StentonEtAl, p. 106, notes that “Hereward and a few companions cut their way out
to further adventures, in which Normans and English came before long to find a
common interest.” But we cannot really tell which of these are based on actual events
and which are pure fiction; Hereward’s Gesta is very bad history at its best (e.g. it never
mentions the Danes who helped Hereward establish his base at Ely; Ohlgren, p. 15), and
mixed with that bad history are many items which, flatly, are not history at all — if the
exploits described in Cawthorne, pp. 137-145, were even partly true, we would have
learned of it from the chronicles!

Hereward’s Gesta claims to be based partly on materials left by his priest Leofric
(Ohlgren, p. 14; Wilson, pp. 124-125 says that it does appear that there were two sources
used; Head, p. 25, seems to think that some of the inaccuracy derives from the fact that
two accounts of the siege of the island of Ely were treated as two different sieges). Apart
from that we have little information about him. The fourteenth century Croyland
Chronicle says that women mentioned Hereward in their songs and dances (Chambers,
p. 73). Knight/Ohlgren, p. 633, quote Charles Plummer’s 1889 quip that Hereward had
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a brief life in history and a long one in romance. Indeed, Charles Kingsley wrote about
him in the nineteenth century (Benet, p. 498).

It is possible that Hereward was eventually reconciled with William (Ohlgren, p. 13),
but clear proof is lacking; the hypothesis is based on a short reference in Gaimar plus
some references to Herewards (not necessarily the same Hereward) in Domesday Book
(e.g. a Hereward held property in Marston Jabbett in Warwickshire at the time of
Domesday, and had held it in the reign of Edward the Confessor also; Domesday, p. 658;
there was also a Hereward with land in Lincolnshire; Holt, p. 63). Head, pp. 28-29, lists
lands held by a Hereward whom he considers to be the Hereward.

Hereward’s saga contains two close parallels to Robin Hood tales, one in which he
disguised himself as a potter, as in the “Potter” (as well as in, e.g., “Robin Hood and the
Bishop of Hereford” [Child 144]), and one in which he fought with a cook, as Little John
tights the Sheriff’s cook in the “Gest” (Baldwin, p. 36). Hereward also quarrels with an
abbot, although Ohlgren, p. 16, notes that in this saga abbots are not all wicked; foreign
abbots are distinguished from native. We also see an instance where he finds himself in
trouble when his sword breaks (Cawthorne, p. 148), which resembles what happens to
Robin in the “Monk.” We also see Hereward, for revenge, decapitating a man after he is
dead (Head, p. 69), which resembles the way Robin treated the Sheriff of Nottingham
(Stanza 348).

There is also a legend that Hereward was murdered by jealous knights (Hole, p. 129)
as Robin was murdered by Roger of Doncaster. But this isn't even the only legend about
Hereward’s end; we can surely discount it. In any case, the story is very unlike Robin’s;
Hereward supposedly took fifteen men with him to his death (Hole, p. 136).

There are other differences between Robin and Hereward. Hereward'’s reconciliation
with the King is very distinct from Robin’s; as best we can tell, Robin was always loyal,
whereas Hereward was supposedly exiled by Edward the Confessor (Head, p. 40) and
rebelled against William the Conqueror. Thus Hereward had a genuine quarrel with
two kings; Robin had none. Also, Hereward had a wife (Head, p. 67); Robin, in the
“Gest,” clearly has none.

It's possible that we see even older folklore in the story of Hereward: when
Hereward was holding out on the island of Ely, William the Conqueror supposedly built
a causeway out to the island to attack him (Cawthorne, p. 134). This is reminiscent of
the well-known story of how Alexander the Great took Tyre fourteen centuries earlier.

Ohlgren, p. 17, observes that the saga of Hereward is too early to really partake of
the greenwood legend, but some of its elements may have contributed to the eventual
formation of that legend.

The story of Hereward survives in only one copy (Ohlgren, p. 13).

Eustace the Monk

Although the story of Eustace the Monk is often compared to that of Robin Hood, its
parallels in the “Gest” are primarily to the story of Little John taking service with the
Sheriff of Nottingham in Fit 3. Eustace, like John, quarreled with his master (in this case,
the Count of Bolougne) and turned outlaw, taking particular care to hunt the Count
(Cawthorne, p. 120). In this, he was noteworthy for his use of disguise, as well as for
playing the “Truth or Consequences” game with those he robbed (Cawthorne, p. 125).
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In addition, Eustace eventually went to sea as a pirate. I wonder if this part of his
story didn’t inspire an equivalent story about Robin, which became “The Noble
Fisherman, or, Robin Hood’s Preferment” [Child 148]. Eustace was in fact a servant for a
time of King John, “and well known in the streets of Winchelsea” (Powicke, p. 10). But
he then went to serve the French, and was a vital supporter of the French invasion of
England.

Ironically, the man who is said to have tricked so many opponents finally
succumbed to a trick; at a sea battle in 1217, an English ship seemed to be falling behind
their fleet, and the lords Eustace was carrying in a last bid to reinforce the rapidly-
failing French invasion of England insisted on attacking it. The English threw powdered
lime into the wind and incapacitated the French. Eustace’s ship was captured. Although
the nobles aboard were ransomed, Eustace was executed on the spot (Powicke, pp. 12-
13; Cawthorne, p. 122).

Although Eustace’s robberies are somewhat like Robin’s, the differences in his story
are very great. Whereas Robin served only himself, Eustace’s services as a mercenary
were available to the highest bidder (DictPirates, p. 115). His success is attributed to
necromancy (Ohlgren, p. xviii), which Robin of course never would have considered.
Eustace was executed as a pirate. And he felt no qualms about exposing innocent
bystanders to questioning and even beatings by the authorities (Cawthorne, p. 127).
Plus his use of disguise was far more complete than Robin’s — he even disguised
himself as a woman and lured a man with sex (Cawthorne, pp. 128-129).

It strikes me as highly ironic that the story of Robin, who detested monks and
abbots, would be based on the story of Eustace, who was a Benedictine monk
(Cawthorne, p. 121), although one who had little use for his vows.

There is only one copy of the story of Eustace, and that is in Old French (Ohlgren, p.
61). This reduces the odds that it was a direct source of the Robin Hood legend,
although romances did get translated on occasion, especially from French to English
(perhaps a quarter of the known English romances are translations from the French).

Fulk FitzWarin

Fulk FitzWarin (sometimes FitzZWarrene or Fitz Waryn) was the name of three post-
conquest barons. The romance of “Fouke le Fitz Waryn” (found in translation in
Knight/Ohlgren and Ohlgren) is about the third of these, although it is guilty of
conflating the careers of the first two (Cawthorne, pp. 96-97). Fulk the third was a rebel
against King John, and became the subject of a romance similar in theme to the tale of
Robin’s forgiveness by the King — although with many unrelated elements (such as a
tale that Fulk and John grew up together, but quarreled over a game of chess, causing
John to hate Fulk; this is perfectly reasonable, since it fits John’s youthful temper and we
know little else of the prince’s childhood, but completely unverifiable; Warren-John, pp.
96-97).

Interestingly, Fulk, like Robin, has a giant sidekick — in this case, his brother Alan
(Cawthorne, p. 101). I also note with interest that the tale of Fulk contains an incident in
which the outnumbered FitzWarins fight off their attackers, killing many and leaving
only one whole (Cawthorne, p. 99). The similarity to ballads from “Earl Brand” [Child
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7] to “Johnie Cock” [Child 114] to “The Dowie Dens o Yarrow” [Child 214] will be
obvious to ballad scholars.

Keen hints that the tale of Robin, which probably started as a story of one of the
Kings Edward, was attracted to the Richard I/John period by the similarity to the plot
of Fulk. On the other hand, Fulk’s tale is full of supernatural elements (Keen, p. 39;
Ohlgren, p. xix and Simpson, pp. 56-57, point out conflicts with giants, serpents, and
dragons); Robin’s tale has none. (To be sure, Hole, p. 100, notes a few late mentions of
natural features which Robin Hood supposedly marked, but these have no part in the
early legend. Similarly, Wells, p. 17, links Robin with the “hob-thrush,” a sort of
Yorkshire brownie, but this seems based only on the alleged kinship of the names
“Hob” and “Robin.”) And Fulk supposedly still has descendants today, who use a
dragon crest (Simpson, p. 57).

Phillips/Keatman, pp. 121-122, imply that the tale of Fulk is composite — one part
greenwood tale, one part wonder tale. They argue on p. 124 that the wonder tale is
almost identical to some versions of the Arthurian legend. The other half, the
greenwood tale, is the one that has contributed to the Robin legend. While not entirely
convincing to me, this bifurcation obviously suggests that neither tale actually
contained Fulk — or Robin! — in its original form (so Phillips/Keatman, p. 130, and the
same point occurred to me as soon as I read their claim of two sources in Fulk’s tale).

In light of the claim, made below, that the “Gest” is set in the reign of Edward II, it is
interesting to note that the prose tale of Fulk is believed to have been set down around
1325 (Phillips/Keatman, p. 112) — in other words, in the reign of Edward IL

Fulk’s tale also has a number of elements which are historically impossible (e.g. the
great battle with King John described on p. 106 of Cawthorne). Either the compiler of
the “Gest” knew a version of Fulk’s tale which omits all the falderol, or he ruthlessly cut
it out. Although any conclusion must be tentative because we know so little of the
historical Fulk, I would be more inclined to see Fulk’s tale as deriving from the same
elements as Robin’s but elaborated in a different direction — especially since (as Keen
admits on p. 50) Fulk was a nobleman seeking noble position; Robin was a yeoman
trying to survive a justice system which did not respect him.

As Cawthorne says on p. 120, “Certainly Robin of Locksley, the dispossessed earl of
Huntington, bears a closer similarity to Fulk FitzWarren than he does to the Robin Hood
of the ballads.”

Like the tales of Hereward and Eustace, there is only one copy of the romance of
Fulk, British Library, Royal MS. 12.C.XII (Knight/Ohlgren, p. 687), which is in Anglo-
Norman although we have a partial summary of a Middle English version (Ohlgren, p.
106). The manuscript, which is certainly not the original, was written in the first half of
the thirteenth century, making it clearly older than the “Gest” — and hence a possible
source if someone produced an English version now lost.

Gamelyn

We’ve already mentioned the romance of Gamelyn, which is perhaps from around
1350 (Holt, p. 71). Pollard, pp. 13-14, suggests that the Tale of Gamelyn is a sort of a link
between the Robin Hood tales and the aristocratic romances; CHEL1, p. 298, offers it as
an example of native English romance without French influence and calls it “As You
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Like It” without Rosalind or Celia, adding that Thomas Lodge used it as the basis of a
novel.

Gamelyn is the youngest of three brothers. When his father dies, the oldest brother
seeks to dispossess Gamelyn, who is still a minor. Gamelyn rebels and flees to the
greenwood with the sheriff in pursuit. His brother then becomes sheriff, and Gamelyn
submits but is condemned along with the middle brother. Gamelyn and his outlaws
then free the middle brother, kill the eldest, and are pardoned by the King, who
appoints Gamelyn a royal official (Baldwin, p. 178).

“Gamelyn” is not only similar to Shakespeare’s “As You Like It,” it is believed that
it helped inspire that play (at several removes). The parallels to the Robin Hood story
are obvious; Gamelyn kills the sheriff (in this case, his brother), and he is pardoned by
the King — but “Gamelyn” is largely about family dynamics (a topic of intense interest
to the aristocracy), not outlawry. Plus the tale of Gamelyn is extremely violent — at least
as violent as the “Monk” or “Guy of Gisborne,” and over a longer period; it is much
more bloody than the “Gest,” where Robin only uses actual violence when attacked by
the sheriff.

There are textual similarities between the “Gest” and “Gamelyn”; both are in
rhymed couplets (although Gamelyn has shorter lines; it almost seems to hint at Anglo-
Saxon alliterative verse) and they open with similar stereotyped invocations (see the
tirst line in Sands, p. 156).

It is far from clear how popular “Gamelyn” actually was; it owes its survival to an
odd chance. In the Canterbury Tales, the Cook’s Tale is only a stub; either Chaucer never
finished it (the more likely explanation) or his intended tale has been lost. Some scribe,
sensing a need, plugged in the Tale of Gamelyn (Chaucer/Benson, p. 1125, although
Sands, p. 154, and CHELI1, p. 298, mention with approval Skeat’s suggestion that
Chaucer might have planned to convert it into a tale for the Yeoman; perhaps it was
among his papers). This means we have dozens of copies of Gamelyn, but odds are that
every copy derives from the original manuscript copied into the Canterbury Tales.

In “Robin Hood Newly Revived” [Child 128], Robin welcomes Young Gamwell into
his band; Sands, p. 155, suggests that Gamwell is Gandelyn.

The Gawain Legend

These four romances — Hereward, Fulk, Eustace, and Gamelyn — are linked to the
“Gest” by almost all scholars. But these are not the only romances which share elements
with the “Gest.” We should also note several links between the “Gest” and the Gawain
legend. Child’s “A” version of the late ballad “Robin Hood and Queen
Katherine’ [Child 145] goes so far as to state that Sir Richard Lee comes from “Gawain’s
blood” (stanza 22; cf. Holt, p. 164), but this is too recent to have any value.

The list of common elements the the “Gest” and the tales of Gawain is long,
although none of the parallels are close. Robin’s refusal to eat dinner before something
interesting happens (Stanzas 6-7) is also found in Sir Gawain and the Green Knight as well
as the fragmentary romance of The Turk and Gawain (Hahn, p. 355, note to 1. 169).
Gawain, like Robin, has a strong reliance on the Virgin Mary (Tolkien/Gordon, p. xxi.)
The Turk and Gawain hints at a hitting game such as the “pluck-buffet” of Stanza 424.
And Hahn, p. 26, notes that more than half his Gawain tales “begin with a forest
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episode.” Hahn suggests that these were interludes to, in effect, let the audience settle
into their seats — but it would be no great stretch to create a romance which never left
the greenwood.

Hall, pp. 12-13, observes that, although the Gawain tales seem mostly to have been
committed to writing in the fifteenth century, the equipment they describe is mostly
fourteenth century — the era of the three Edwards, and hence the presumed era of the
“Gest.”

In referring to the Gawain romances, Hall, p. 10, says that four of his seven romances
are in Scottish dialect, and five of seven are set in Inglewood or Carlisle. Hahn, whose
definition of a “Gawain romance” is distinctly broader, says on p. 4 n. 6 that seven of his
Gawain works are set in Carlisle but that only five other Middle English romances, all
with some Arthurian links, even mention Carlisle! And Gawain was said to be the son
of the King of Orkney, who was also Lord of Lothian near the Anglo-Scottish border
(Hahn, p. 4). Was Gawain some sort of local hero in Cumbria or Northumbria?
Obviously this is close to Robin Hood’s haunts.

Child called Robin Hood “a popular Gawain” because of his courtesy (a remark
which seems to have been noticed only by Gummere, p. 314), but he did not pursue the
matter. Still, courtesy is a key component of both the Gawain cycle and of the
“Gest” (see the note on Stanza 2). It seems reasonable to assume that the author of the
“Gest” was familiar with the various Gawain stories floating around the north of
England, and that they influenced his writing.

Clawson, in fact, compares the compiler of the “Gest” to the Gawain/Pearl poet
(Clawson, p. 128). This is about like comparing Spike Jones to Stephen Foster — too
absurd even for consideration. But it is another token of the similarities in genre.

And the “Gest” is somewhat like the Gawain legend in its ending. The other tales —
Hereward and Gamelyn and such — mostly end happily, as is proper in a romance. But
while most of the Gawain romances end well in the short term, their listeners would all
have known that, in the end, the Arthurian universe will be destroyed. And, at the end
of the “Gest,” Robin Hood dies — not a heroic death, but a death by treachery, at the
hands of his kin, as Arthur was betrayed by his near kin Mordred.

The Bible and the Miracles of the Virgin

The analogies between Robin and the Biblical King David perhaps don’t get enough
attention from folklorists. Like Robin, David was regarded as a mannered outlaw —
according to the Bible, he never raided Israel, but only Geshurites and Girzites and
Amalekites and other non-Hebrews (1 Samuel 27:8-10, although few Biblical scholars
actually believe this — the statement is thought to be pro-Davidic propaganda). He
remained loyal to his king, having refrained from killing Saul when he had the chance
(there are two versions of this, in 1 Samuel 24 and 26). Like Robin, David was famous
for piety. Even the story of Nabal, Abigail, and David (1 Samuel 25) has some parallels
to the tale in the “Potter,” although the differences are too great for them to be truly
considered related (the similarity lies in the fact that, in the “Potter,” Robin gets along
well the the Sheriff’s wife and is relatively merciful to the Sheriff because of her; in the
tale of Nabal, it is because of Abigail, whom he later marries, that David refrains from
destroying Nabal’s property).
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We should remember that, although literacy was becoming more widespread in the
time the “Gest” was written, for many centuries the only people who could read and
write were clergy, and what they read was mostly the (Latin Vulgate) Bible. The authors
who wrote this tale would certainly have a lot of Biblical stories and quotations stored
up in their heads.

The other religious element underlying the “Gest” is the form known as the
“Miracles of the Virgin.” Mary was the “mother of mercy,” with tremendous miracles
being asked of her (Southern, p. 305). The best-known English example of this genre is
Chaucer’s Prioress’s Tale (Burrow/Turville-Petre, p. 306). In this, a young boy neglects
his other studies to give all his attention to learning a song of the Virgin Mary, which he
is able to sing beautifully. A group of Jews, despising the singing, cut his throat and
throw his body away. But — here is the miracle — even having taken a death wound,
the boy continues to sing the Virgin's song. As a result, he is found, the Jews are
punished, and the boy finally given release and taken to heaven.

LindahlEtAl, p. 254, offer a catalog of Miracles of the Virgin illustrated in the
Smithfield Dicretals, which was probably given its illuminations in the 1300s: the pact of
Theophilus and the Devil (Thompson type H1273.1, demanding fulfillment of contract
from the Devil), the sacristan and the knight’s lady, the lost foot restored (V411.3, a very
charitable man restored to wholeness), the Jew of Bourges, and the painter and the
Devil (P482.1; the Devil knocks the painter from a chair, but the Virgin holds him until
help arrives).

A rather gentler Miracle is found in one of the additions to Chaucer, the self-
proclaimed Ploughman’s Tale. A rich Frenchman places his son in a monastery and
instructs him to pray regular prayers to the Virgin Mary. She appears to him in a
sleeveless garment and instructs him in how to pray more correctly. He obeys, and she
reappears to him, properly dressed, and tells him that he will be elected an abbot, then
after seven years die and go to heaven. All of which, naturally, comes to pass. (The tale
is on pp. 27-30 of Bowers.)

The popularity of these tales is shown by the fact that Gautier de Coinci’s extremely
long poem about the Miracles of the Virgin, which contains fully fifty-eight examples,
survives in more than eighty manuscripts, some of them fabulously illuminated
(Voronova/Sterligov, p. 48) — a figure comparable to the total for the Canterbury Tales.

It is sometimes claimed that “Brown Robyn’s Confession” [Child 57] is a Miracle of
the Virgin (Wimberly, p. 381), but it would better be described as a song offering the
possibility of such a miracle than one in which it actually happens.

Ohlgren/Matheson, pp. 152-153, and Clawson, p. 31, offer a parallel to the “Gest’s”
tale of the Knight from the Vernon MS. (Bodleian MS. Eng. poet.a.1), “The Merchant’s
Surety,” in which one Theodorus seeks a loan from a Jew, Abraham, offering the Virgin
Mary as guarantee. An image of Mary reveals gold hidden by Abraham from
Theodorus. (For more on this, see the note on Stanza 65.) Clawson, pp. 35-36, also
points to the German tale of “Schimpf und Ernst,” which is much like the story of
Robin, the Knight, and the Monk, but is not a Miracle of the Virgin but rather a variation
on the tale of “The Master Thief” (Thompson-Folktale, p. 174); again, see the note on
Stanza 65.
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It is interesting to realize that Wynkyn de Worde, who published the b text of the
“Gest,” in 1496 published a book of The Miracles of Our Lady (Duff-Bibliog, pp. 83-84).

Clawson, pp. 25-30, notes a number of tales in which making a loan to a man with
poor security is rewarded supernaturally, although not all of these are Miracles of the
Virgin. One of these, described on p. 26, describes an instance, similar to the “Gest,” in
which the creditor is paid back twice, once rather miraculously — but it is an Arabic tale
that surely is not a source of the “Gest.” His next two examples are Arabic and Russian.
The only one of his examples which might be an actual source is a variant of “The
Merchant’s Surety.”

Most of these tales are literary, but there is good reason to think that these miracles
were well-known to the common folk as well. The manuscript of the Wakefield mystery
plays, for instance, was significantly revised at the time of the Reformation. Twelve
pages seem to have been excised entirely. It is believed that these pages were devoted
mostly to the life of the Virgin Mary (Rose, p. 17).

Chaucer/Benson, p. 913, notes that Miracles of the Virgin were often violently anti-
Semitic (like the tale in Chaucer). Yet, here again, our poet has transformed the type. We
still see a conflict between religious groups — but the conflict is not between Christians
and Jews, it is between true Catholics and the wealthy church hierarchy.

Goodich, p. 2, says that the fourteenth century saw a major upswing in “rescue”
miracles, noting on p. 3 that one class of these was “protection of both victim and
accused against the vagaries of an unjust judicial or social system.” He adds on p. 25
that “the distressing conditions prevalent in the fourteenth century encouraged... belief
in the efficacy of the rescue miracle among all classes.” Clearly the sort of “miracle”
described in the “Gest” was a popular theme at the time of its composition.

It's worth noting that there were actual Church definitions of miracles; Augustine
and Aquinas among others had written extensively on the matter (Goodich, p. 147). The
knight’s story in the “Gest” clearly does not qualify; there is no instance of something
which goes against the way the universe normally works. But the church also had an
actual checklist of data to be gathered to authenticate a miracle (outlined on pp. 7-8 of
Goodich), and there are a few hints of Robin and John checking off items on the list.

The Greenwood Legend; The King In Disguise; Truth or Consequences; minor sources

The “Greenwood Legend” is such a broad term that is can hardly be considered a
source for anything; it is more a theme. But English tales of the forest as a refuge go
back at least to “Beowulf,” where we find people using it to hide from the dragon
(Young, p. 2). Young (p. 164) firmly declares that the Robin Hood legends can only be
understood in the light of the forest laws — although he also says on p. 170 that the
conflicts over the forest were between the King and the nobles, not the upper and lower
classes.

The “King in Disguise” is a commonplace now best known from the (later) tale of
the Scottish King James V, but which also occurred in a late Middle Scots romance, “The
Taill of Rauf Coilyear,” which is probably from about the same time as the
“Gest” (Sands, p. 2). There are Biblical examples (Saul visiting the Medium of Endor;
1 Samuel 28:8; Ahab going into battle in disguise; 1 Kings 22:30), although both end
badly; we see an angel in disguise in the Book of Tobit.
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Knight/Ohlgren, pp. 2-3, and Ohlgren, p. 316 n. 12, point out that the “Truth Or
Consequences” game of outlaws asking travelers how much they have, and of the
visitors being robbed only if they lie (for which see Stanza 37), is also found in the tales
of Eustace the Monk and Fulk FitzZWarin.

The reconciliation with the king motif is found in the tales of Fulk FitzWarin and of
Hereward the Wake.

The Outlaw in Disguise, used especially in the “Potter” and in “Guy” but also
implicit in Robin’s and Little John’s dealings with the Sheriff (cf. Holt, p. 35), is found,
in much fuller form, in the tales of Eustace the Monk, Fulk FitzWarin, and Hereward the
Wake.

Several sources even compare Robin to William Wallace, especially as portrayed
after the fact by Blind Harry, who makes Wallace a great archer (Baldwin, pp. 39-40;
Keen, pp. 75-76). But Blind Harry is more recent than the earliest reports of Robin
Hood.

The theme of the bankrupt knight, which occupies so much of the “Gest,” is known
in several other romances; see the note on Stanza 21.

Less often mentioned as a possible source, but with real parallels to the story of
Robin and the King, are the stories of “King Edward and the Hermit” and “King
Edward and the Shepherd,” with the former being particularly interesting.

“King Edward and the Hermit” is summarized on pp. 418-423 of Briggs-Dictionary.
In the story, the king is on a hunting party (in Sherwood no less), gets lost, and meets a
hermit who does not recognize him and eventually treats him to a meal of the King's
own deer. In the end, presumably, the hermit goes to the court and the king is revealed
(Shuffleton, paragraphs 2-3).

“King Edward” exists in only one copy, in Codex Ashmole 61, and that is defective
at the end (Shuffleton, paragraph 1). Ashmole 61 is of the fifteenth century (Sisam, p.
13), meaning that it was probably written within a few decades of the composition of
the “Gest.” And the manuscript’s contents are very intriguing; it also has copies of “Sir
Orfeo” and other romances such as “Sir Isumbras” and “Sir Cleges,” plus several dozen
other miscellaneous items.

We also note that a copy of “King Edward and the Shepherd” is found in the same
manuscript as “Robin Hood and the Monk” [Child 119] (Dobson/Taylor, p. 9), MS.
Cambridge Ff. 5.48 (a fact that Child curiously failed to mention).

Another generic name for this type of tale is “The King and the Barker”; still another
version is “The King and the Miller of Mansfield.”

Child prints relatives of this tale under the title “King Edward the Fourth and a
Tanner of Tamworth” [Child 173], but the Ashmole 61 version, in which the King is an
anonymous Edward, seems to me to fall closer to the “Gest” in feel as well as in date,
and is long enough to count as a romance rather than a ballad — Shuffleton prints it in
twelve-line stanzas (although the aabccbddeffe rhyme scheme is far more complex than
the “Gest”), and the surviving portion is 520 lines long, implying a total length of
probably about 600-700 lines. My guess is that “King Edward and the Hermit” and
“King Edward the Fourth and a Tanner of Tamworth” are a romance-and-ballad pair,
similar to “Sir Orfeo” and “King Orfeo” [Child 19] or “King Horn” and “Hind
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Horn” [Child 17]. So the compiler of the “Gest” very possibly knew this other romance
of a King Edward.

There is also a version of this, known as “John the Reeve,” found in the Percy Folio;
according to Clawson, pp. 107-108, Edward I is the hero of this version. But the plot is
generic to tales of this type and could apply to any king. Clawson, pp. 109-111, cites
several other tales of the type, but most of these are either too late to be relevant or are
tales unlikely to have been known in northern England (e.g. one is about Charlemagne).

Ohlgren/Matheson, pp. 148-149, classes all of these as “The King and the Subject,” a
genre name going back to Child, and observes that the king of “King Edward and the
Shepherd” is clearly Edward III, while the “Tanner of Tamworth” is of course referred to
the reign of Edward IV. The lineage of these poems may be one of the reasons why the
“Gest” sets itself in the reign of a King Edward. But, treated collectively, the “King and
Subject” tales are an amalgam of many reigns — and many Edwards.

We might hypothesize that there was a romance, now lost, of Ranulf Earl of Chester
which also contributed to the “Gest.” This would make sense in the light of Langland’s
link between Robin and Ranulf (discussed extensively below), but unless it should
somehow come to light, this remains pure speculation. Still, one story of Ranulf sounds
a little like a part of the story of Robin and the knight: Ranulf was leading an army into
Wales, but in the face of superior forces had to take refuge in Rothelan castle. He was
rescued by a crowd of locals, supposedly led by minstrels (Wilson, pp. 128-129). We
have this tale only from a rather fictional-sounding chronicle (Dugdale’s Baronage);
perhaps there is a more Robin Hood-like version in the original source.

The one other hint of a Ranulf romance comes in “Havelok the Dane.” At the end of
this romance, we find Havelok, restored to his kingdom, marrying Gunnild daughter of
Grim to the Earl of Chester (Bennett/Gray, p. 161). But there is no hint that the earl
involved was Ranulf.

Some of the aspects of the “outlaw tale” may predate the Norman Conquest and go
back to Old Norse elements. IcelandicFaulkesJohnston, p. xxv, says that “there are some
similarities between the outlaw sagas of Iceland and English outlaws like Robin Hood.”
If these actually go back to common roots, they would almost have to stem from the
period of the Danish invasions of the late tenth and early eleventh centuries.

IcelandicFaulkesJohnston, p. xxv, makes an interesting observation about outlaws
and their bands, “Although Gisli spends his outlawry in solitude or being sheltered by
his wife, and Grettir on remote heathland or island with an occasional male companion,
and they only occasionally attract other outlaws, Hord gathers together a band of
outlaws and lives with his wife and children in a community with a hierarchy
resembling that of society in general. Both Gisli and Grettir employ tricks to escape their
enemies, often disguising themselves or impersonating other people, and Grettir, like
Robin Hood, attends assemblies of his people in disguise, obtaining safe-conduct from
them, and competing in games (which he of course wins). Grettir, again like Robin
Hood, manages to get on good terms with the king (of Norway), though he fails to
become integrated back into society.”

The “Gest” may also have some elements derived from stories of actual historical
outlaws. There is a genuine tale of a man who gave support to a King of England while
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based in the woods: Early in the reign of the boy king Henry III, the French were
occupying much of southeast England. Most of the barons who opposed the invasion
were in the north and west — but in the heart of the French-occupied territory was the
great forest of the Weald. William of Kensham, a local bailiff, organized resistance to the
French in the forest, and came to be known as “Williken of the Weald” (Powicke, p. 10).
He played a significant part in the expulsion of the French, and I wonder if this might
not have vaguely influenced the tale of Robin.

Baldwin, pp. 104-106, mention a band of criminals, the Coterels, who lived in the
early to mid fourteenth century; they were active during the reign of Edward III, and
according to Bellamy “poached, ambushed, had a spy in Nottingham, ill-treated clerics,
were pursued by bounty hunters and the sheriff, operated in Sherwood, entered royal
service, had as an ally a member of the gentry who had lost his inheritance [Sir William
Aune], and were pardoned by the King” (quoted by Baldwin, p. 111; see also Dobson/
Taylor, p. 27).

On the other hand, Cawthorne, p. 196, says that Sir Richard Ingram, sheriff of
Nottinghamshire and Derbyshire, was in league with them, which doesn’t sound much
like Robin Hood!

Dobson/Taylor, pp. 27-28, although mentioning the Coterels (and the Folvilles,
whom we will meet below), think a closer parallel to Robin Hood is the band which
William Beckwith led in Knaresborough forest in Lancashire in the period 1387-1392.
Bellamy had much to say about this group, but of course their date is very late — after
Langland’s first mention of Robin Hood.

Dobson/Taylor, p. 28, add that there is one very strong difference between the Robin
Hood cycle and the actual outlaws: “the early Robin Hood ballads lack the theme of
feuding between neighbours which seem to have been such a dominant element in the
exploits of fourteenth-century gangs.”

The Forest Law

The action in the “Gest” seems largely to be driven by the forest laws. These may
have caused Robin to be outlawed (we can’t tell), and Robin apparently violates them
with impunity. To understand the legend, we must understand the laws as well.

There is a summary of the forest laws in Knight/Ohlgren, pp. 164-165, and much
detail (naturally) in Young, who notes on p. 3. that “the royal forest was first of all an
area in which a special kind of law — the forest law — applied.” On pp. 28-29, Young
lists twelve major points of the laws as enforced by Henry II. Several of these are of
great significance to the Robin Hood legend, including #2, that no one should have
bows, arrows, or dogs in the royal forest; #3, that wood could not be taken from the
forests; #4-#7, assuring that foresters guarded the forest; #7, charging the foresters with
guarding venison (game) and vert (trees and habitat); and #8, that a forester was
responsible for any unexplained destruction in the forest (making the forester
responsible for suppressing people like Robin).

The forest laws before the Norman Conquest were relatively mild, but William the
Conqueror started putting lands into royal forests, eventually including about a quarter
of England (Young, p. 5), meaning that much “forest” was not woodland but merely
land designated for the King’s purposes. The primary purpose of the laws was to
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preserve trees and game where they existed. They also brought in some revenue from
the farming out of the office of forester (Young, p. 14; on p. 52, Young mentions a case of
a man paying 900 marks=600 pounds to become forester of Cumbria!), so Robin’s band
might be costing the King money as well as game.

The punishments for violating the laws varied over time, at least in practice if not
officially; item #30 or so in the lengthy list of proofs that Richard I was not Robin’s king
comes in the fact that Richard ordered poachers of the deer to be blinded and castrated.
Only in the period of the Magna Carta were these penalties relaxed — the forest charter
of 1217 declared that no one would be executed or mutilated for violation of the forest
laws (Young, p. 67).

Even before the Forest Charter, fines were a more typical punishment, and even
those were often forgiven (Young, p. 30) — but a fine could destroy a serf as thoroughly
as mutilation. And the fines could be huge — one year, forest eyres brought in twelve
thousand pounds, although between one thousand and two thousand was more typical
(Young, p. 39). Even these often were kept on the books for decades because they went
unpaid (Young, p. 40). A man who failed to pay could, under the later forest laws, be
imprisoned for a year and a day and then exiled (Young, p. 68).

There is another footnote: “Park,” like “Forest,” was an officially designated area.
The forest laws applied, but with some modifications (Young, p. 45). The custodians of a
park were not foresters but, logically, parkers. A park was fenced to keep the game
within (or without), and one of the tasks of the parker was to maintain the fence — a
park could be seized by the king if the enclosure was not tight (Young, p. 96). I gain the
impression that parks were much more closely controlled than forests, so for Robin to
be raiding Plumpton Park in Stanzas 357-358 was a significant accomplishment.

The Components of the “Gest”

Almost all commentators see the “Gest” as composite to some degree. Even at the
linguistic level, the evidence is strong (and could use a truly thorough analysis). For
example, the phrase “I make mine avowe to God” occurs in clumps (see the note on
Stanza 158); probably it was a favorite of one of the sources. But usually the sources are
identified based on plot, not vocabulary.

Keen, p. 101, regards the “Gest” as a combination of elements from four other
ballads or tales, which he titles “Robin Hood and the Knight,” “Robin Hood, Little John
and the Sheriff,” “Robin Hood and the King,” and “Robin Hood’s Death.” He derives
this list from Child (page 42), slightly changing the name of the first. Except for the last,
they do not correspond to any extant ballads, although some of the four were imitated
in the later legends. Keen also notes that, for all its length, the “Gest” opens with Robin
already in the greenwood; he simply appears there, almost like a wood sprite. There is
no early legend of where Robin came from.

Pollard’s list of components of the “Gest,” on p. xvi, is “Robin Hood and the
Knight,” “Robin Hood and the Sheriff,” “ Little John and the Sheriff” (a tale which he
suggests is for comic relief; p. 6) “Robin Hood and the King,” and “The Death of Robin
Hood.”

Brandl sees three different components, consisting (according to Clawson, p. 7 n. 4)
of fits I+1I+IV, V+VI, and III+VII+VIII — which we might perhaps call “Robin and the
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Knight,” “Robin and the Archery Contest,” and “Little John, the Sheriff, Robin, and the
King.”

Holt, pp. 24-25, suggests that the “Gest” is based on at least two cycles, one being
the account of the indebted knight and the other being the rest — although Lord, p. 206,
reminds us that even the creators of modern epics often produce tales which are
episodic, with stories of the same hero all being jumbled together. He cites as an early
English example the case of “Beowulf,” with the episodes of Grendel and the Dragon.
On p. 13, Lord explicitly contrasts the performers of epics with those of folk singers
(although, we should note, an epic is not precisely the same as a romance — and Lord
was not speaking of actual folk singers anyway but of professionals who called
themselves “folk” performers.)

Clawson digs even deeper than the other scholars, seeking to identify individual
ballads which became components of the “Gest.” His analysis strikes me as too detailed
— he assumes too many ballads which have the same form as the “Gest.” But some of
them may be real:

* A ballad of Robin Hood and the Knight, in which Robin, upon learning of the
Knight’s difficulties, pays his debts (Clawson, p. 24, 41), which forms the primary
basis of the first fit.

* A possible tale of the knight going to Calvary and/or repaying the Abbot
(Clawson, p. 42), which is the main element of the second fit, although Clawson
was not certain this was in ballad form. He does suggest that there was, at
minimum, a ballad about a knight on crusade (Clawson, p. 44). He says on p. 125
that the compiler treated it very freely, and compares it to “The Heir of
Linne” [Child 267].

* A ballad about a wrestling (Clawson, p. 47), which underlies the wrestling at the
end of the second fit. This may be somehow related to the tale of Gamelyn
(Clawson, p. 48; see line 171fff. in the Tale of Gamelyn).

* A ballad about someone infiltrating an enemy’s household, which underlies the
tale of Little John becoming a servant of the Sheriff and then convincing the cook
to desert at the beginning of the third fit (Clawson, pp. 63-64).

* A ballad about a robber in disguise tricking a high official into the forest and then
robbing him, which underlies the tale of Little John tricking the sheriff with the
tale of the green hart at the end of the third fit (Clawson, p. 75). He also suggests a
“Robin Hood Meets His Match” ballad was used here (Clawson, p. 126).

* A ballad of Robin Hood robbing two monks, which in the “Gest” is turned into a
tale of Robin robbing the High Cellarer (Clawson, pp. 19-20), which is the
primary source of the fourth fit (Clawson, pp. 23-24, 41).

* A ballad of Robin Hood and his men participating in a shooting contest in
Nottingham, being recognized, and fighting their way out (Clawson, p. 80), which
provided the bulk of the fifth fit. He compares this not only to the tale of Fulk but
of William Wallace.

* A ballad of Robin Hood organizing a rescue and killing the Sheriff, which
occupies most of the sixth fit from stanza 329 on (Clawson, p. 86). Clawson, pp.
86-87, says that many of the elements of this are similar to “Robin Hood Rescuing
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Three Squires [Child 140],” although that song contains many details not found in
the “Gest.” Clawson also notes on p. 89 a similarity to the story of Wulric the
Heron, an ally of Hereward the Wake, as well as of Gamelyn’s rescue of his
brother Ote. These are, however, parallels of theme only, with no detailed
similarities.

* A ballad in which the Sheriff places a price on Robin’s head (Clawson, p. 96).
Clawson does not attribute any portion of the “Gest” to this ballad but
hypothesizes it to explain the enmity between the two. That there was such a
tradition seems likely; there is no evidence that it was in ballad form.

* Some sort of ballad about Robin and the King (Clawson, p. 119), probably built
around a visit to the royal court (Clawson, p. 127).

e The tale of Robin Hood’s Death, which the poet merely excerpts to provide the
last half-dozen verses (Clawson, pp. 123-124).

e In addition, Clawson posits elements which he does not claim existed in ballad
form: The tale of a miraculous repayment of a loan (Clawson, p. 36), an
exemplum about the Virgin Mary (Clawson, p. 38). Later scholars would, of
course, redefine this in terms of the Miracles of the Virgin, for which see the
section on “The Bible and the Miracles of the Virgin.”

All of these sections have at least some stanzas by the compiler of the “Gest.” In all,
Clawson attributes all or parts of stanzas 1-16, 44-61, 69-78, 80-85, 126-134, 143, 144,
150-153, 205-207, 253-254, 266-269, 276-280, 281, 309-328, 354-364 to the “Gest” poet
(see list on pp. 125-127 of Clawson). But Clawson, p. 86, suggests that only one major
section — stanzas 309-328, in which the Knight takes Robin Hood into his castle, thus
setting up the confrontation with the King — is a really independent part of the “Gest”
supplied by the compiler.

There are two problems with Clawson’s view. One is primarily a matter of
terminology: The sections he claims are from “ballads” often include stanzas with
highly irregular meter. These can hardly be from ballads as we would understand the
term, although they could well be from metrical romances, where the metrical rules are
looser. The other problem is that his hypothesis simply requires too many sources. Holt,
p. 200 n. 11, says cautiously, “Clawson may have been a little to ready to multiply the
number of separate components which must have underlain the Gest and to assume
that those components already took the form of ballads.” I would go farther: To
postulate as many different ballads as he does is possible but too complicated to be
convincing,.

(In Clawson’s defence, he was simply following in a venerable tradition that goes all
the way back to the great Karl Lachmann’s analysis of Homer, which also split that epic
into smaller oral pieces; Lord, p. 10. Lachmann was a great textual critic, perhaps the
greatest innovator in that field. As a folklorist... eh....)

Personally, I agree with Keen: there are at least four different parts, which (with the
exception of the story which became “Robin Hood’s Death”) survive largely intact in
the “Gest” but with a little glue to hold them together. This is not necessarily
incompatible with Holt’s two-source hypothesis, because the component stories could
have been gathered into two smaller cycles which were then combined by the “Gest”
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poet. The one thing that we must keep in mind is that any particular feature we find
might come from the source or the compiler or from some other stage in this complex
history.

If it be objected that this scheme is incredibly complex and that this use of sources is
more than a composer could normally juggle, it is worth noting that the Odyssey —
universally acclaimed as one of the greatest of epic poems — is generally considered to
be just such as composite, combining multiple sources in a continuous narrative (Finley,
p. 35). The difference lies not in the nature of the combination but in the skill with which
the elements were combined.

What the Gest Represents: The Audience of the Poem

Comparisons of Robin to other figures of folklore can be tricky. Robbers are just
robbers — but Keen, p. 128, suggests that the Robin Hood of legend, from the very start,
was completely unlike an outlaw such as Dick Turpin or Jesse James: Robin “was the
enemy of the existing order, not a parasite on it.” Similarly, Cawthorne, p. 71, says that
he represented anarchy in the May Games — “a rebel against the normal order of
things.” On this basis it has been suggested that he functioned as a control on or outlet
for social unrest.

Perhaps it would be clearer to say that Robin stood outside the existing order than
that he was its enemy, but he was certainly something unusual. Jones-Larousse, p. 371
goes so far as to maintain that “it seems likely that he is an entirely fictitious character,
in whom was embodied the rebellious disquiet during the turbulent years from the end
of the 12th century, which culminated in the Peasants” Revolt of 1381.” Keen, in his
chapter “The Outlaw Ballad as an Expression of Peasant Discontent,” also connects Wat
Tyler’s 1381 rebellion with balladry (pp. 166-167), although he does not mention Robin
Hood in this immediate context, and on p. 173 denies a direct connection. Ohlgren/
Matheson, p. 144, compares Robin with the rebel Jack Cade — even though Cade’s
rebellion took place in 1450, after the legend was established.

Holt objected to the connection on the grounds that Robin was a northern hero, with
no connection with the southern rebels (Tyler and Cade are both associated primarily
with Kent), and Dobson/Taylor, p. 30, agree. In any case, we know from Langland that
the legend was already in existence in some form before Tyler’s and Cade’s revolts.
Chances are that later poets would have wanted to explicitly deny a connection
between Robin and Wat Tyler — Tyler, after all, failed to accomplish anything.

Pollard, p. 109, declares that Robin uses “righteous violence to maintain true justice
precisely when the officers of the law have failed.” Pollard, pp. 157-158, follows
Hobsbawm in seeing Robin as the “Noble Robber.” It is hard to deny that this is what
the Robin Hood tale became, but this is far less clear in the early ballads than in modern
folklore. Ashley, p. 86, believes Robin represents a different sort of protest: “Robin Hood
of Sherwood Forest was to become a popular hero because he defied the forest laws.”

But to create a legend needs more than a feeling of discontent. John Ball, who
actually preached the sort of message that Jones-Larousse describes (Ball’s catch phrase
was “When Adam delved and Eve span, who then was the gentleman?”; see “John
Ball’s Letter to the Peasants of Essex”), is barely remembered — and, as Dobson/Taylor
point out on p. 32, “The strong sense of Christian fraternity expressed in the mysterious
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letters (possibly written by John Ball).... has left little imprint on the outlaw ballads....”
Similarly, the Lollards, who represented many of these same ideals and who were as
much against wealthy clerics as was Robin, never had any great success.

Some moderns have produced more extreme speculations — to them, Robin became
a wood spirit; he is “Robin Hood, whom modern criticism has transformed from a
forester into a forest elf, a kinsman of Herne the Hunter. It can hardly be considered a
dry or destructive criticism which thus metamorphoses Robin Hood and Maid Marion
into Oberon and Titania!” (Garnett/Gosse, p. 305). This is particularly problematic since
Herne apparently wasn’t traditional until the time of Henry VIII! (Hole, p. 33); Phillips/
Keatman, p. 143, would offer the Celtic god Cerne as a replacement.

Thomas Wright in 1846 made Robin a figure in Saxon myth — again, a spirit of the
forest (Phillips/Keatman, p. 67); Hole, p. 72, mentions this and adds that W. H.
Stevenson said that Robin emerged from “the mists of Teutonic paganism.” Silliest of all
was the claim in the Dictionary of National Biography that Robin was a forest elf because
elves wore hoods! (Hole, p. 72).

Child too (p. 47) mentions a scholar who claimed Robin was a manifestation of
Woden, the Anglo-Germanic chief god, and CHELI, p. 218, says explicitly that in the
period around 1200 “the ancient figure of Woden was being slowly metamorphosed
into the attractive Robin Hood.” Phillips/Keatman, p. 68, mention folklorists who have
linked him to the Teutonic elf Hodekin, but this seems to be based solely on the name.
Pollard, p. 78, mentions scholars who have equated him with figures of legend such as
the Green Man, or even Robin Goodfellow!

Frye, p. 196, proposes that “The characters who elude the moral antithesis of
heroism and villainy generally are or suggest spirits of nature.... Kipling’s Mowgli is the
best known of the wild boys; a green man lurked in the forests of medieval England,
appearing as Robin Hood and the knight of Gawain’s adventure.”

If you think that’s bad, consider this: Wilgus, p. 315, mentions a whole movement —
the “Cambridge School” — which make the claim that Robin was “the grand master of
a witch coven and therefore the survival of a pagan god.” This, however, was based on
claims by Margaret Murray, who said that Robin was originally “Robin with a
Hood” (Hole, p. 72); these claims were definitively exploded by P. Valentine Herris in
1951 (Phillips/Keatman, p. 69). (Murray was a sort of modern witch hunter; Simpson/
Roud, pp. 253-254, 389, 395 credit her with inventing many of the modern notions of
Wicca.)

Happily, Child declared (p. 48) that he could not ‘admit.... even the shadow of a
case” for any such interpretation. Similarly Anderson, pp. 147-148: “Efforts to attach
Robin Hood to the tradition of the Huntington family or of the family of Ralph [sic.] of
Chester, as well as efforts to give him a purely mythological kinship with Woden, come
to nothing.” Phillips/Keatman, p. 68, observe that if Robin were a pagan sprite, there
would surely be hints in the ballads — and there are none. As a result, this sort of
silliness has largely faded. (At least among scholars, if not in modern “retellings.”)

Much more likely is W. E. Simone’s conclusion, quoted on p. 316 of Wilgus: “A
historic figure may be at the matrix, and he may wear the tatters of a god, but certainly
the legend has been built, ballad by ballad, overwhelmingly, if not exclusively, by the
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ballad maker. His imagination wove a rich diversity into the ballads which, surprisingly
enough, will support almost any theory for the origin of the great English outlaw.”

As Wilgus summarizes on pp. 316-317, “Simone has restored Robin Hood to his
rightful place in a pattern, not of ritual myth, but of the outlaw from before Hereward
the Saxon to Jesse James and beyond — ‘a story that has been created before and will
undoubtedly be created again.”” Pringle, p. 14, is even more succinct: “The psychology
of Robin Hood is very plain. There was no Robin Hood, so it was necessary to invent
one.”

(It appears, in fact, that one recounting of the Jesse James story actually borrowed
from the “Gest.” It was told by Homer Croy in 1949, and is found on pp. 79-81 of
Dellinger. The James Gang comes upon a woman who is about to lose her land. They
give her the money to redeem the property, tell her to get the receipt, then as the
mortgage agent leaves her land, rob him and take the $800. Note that this not only is the
basic plot of the story of Robin, the Knight, and the Monk in the “Gest,” but the sum of
money involved even matches, in a different currency, that stolen from the Monk!)

The audience of the tales has been much debated. The very first line of the “Gest”
calls on “gentilmen” to listen to it (pointed out by Pollard, p. 173), yet follows that up by
speaking of those of freeborn blood — much more likely to be a reference of yeomen
and guildsmen than the aristocracy or gentry. And CHELLI, p. 276, observes that our
surviving medieval epics gradually become more popular: ”Beowulf was composed for
persons of quality, Havelok [the Dane] for the common people.”

Dobson/Taylor, p. 10, declare that ““yeoman minstrelsy” remains the most
appropriate description for the Gest” as well as the two other earliest poems, the
“Monk” and the “Potter” — but they hardly explain the term; as Holt, p. 110, declares,
“the words leave much to be defined.” Similarly, LindahlEtAl, p. 346, say that “the
Robin Hood ballads may represent the assertion of a yeoman ethic,” but don’t explain
what this ethic is except a push for greater rights.

Dobson/Taylor add on p. 32 that “An unprejudiced reading of the Gest leads one to
the inescapable conclusion that the outlaw leader’s famous acts of liberality derive less
from any notion of social distribution of wealth than from the aristocratic virtues of
largesse and display,” which seems to imply an audience of people trying to climb the
social ladder. But they go on to add on p. 33 that “in the last resort it is the differences
between Robin Hood and his counterparts [such as Hereward the Wake and Fulk]
rather than their similarities which deserve most attention.” Robin, they point out,
shows no desire to take a high place in the legitimate social hierarchy. This even though,
we should note, he is described as having enough money and followers to be a baron
(see the notes on Stanza 49 and Stanza 229).

Besides, simply being “yeoman minstrelsy” does not automatically make the “Gest”
unique; other romances may have been meant for the same market. According to Sands,
p. 56, “the majority of the sixty-odd extant Middle English metrical romances are
bourgeois in that they are designed to satisfy a nonaristocratic palete (sic.).” Sands makes
this remark in connection with “Havelok the Dane,” whose author probably shared
some concerns with the author of the “Gest”: “He is distressed over current inequities in
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law; unquestioningly he accepts, not birth and power, but work, virtue, and integrity as
paramount.”

Bennett/Gray, p. 126, give us an interesting way to view the standard romance: It is
everything Chaucer parodies in his tale of “Sir Thopas”: “Sir Thopas figures as the
valiant knight who is also a mighty hunter... he rides through a forest, filled with love-
longing... finally, the general setting and situation gives opportunity to describe
minstrelsy, feasting, arms, and armour... and excuse to ‘lay it on” with both hands.”

Observe how the “Gest” reverses all of this. Instead of the hero going from habited
lands into the forest, the “Gest” (and, for that matter, the “Monk” and the “Potter”)
show Robin our hero go from the forest into civilization. He does not hunt wild animals;
he hunts people. Robin has a love-longing — but not for a woman, for the Virgin Mary.
The feasting consists of Robin entertaining his guests — a good meal, but not one they
are likely to enjoy. As for the battles — they have become archery contests, and by no
means does the hero always succeed. The “Gest” is not, like “Sir Thopas,” a satire — but
it does turn all the conventions on their heads.

Holt, p. 128, believes the legend as a whole was addressed to the various clerks and
other officials of feudal households, many of whom would have borne the title
“yeoman.” Yet he also notes that Robin Hood plays were at least known to, and very
likely performed before, the Pastons (Holt, p. 142) — who were of the gentry, and fairly
substantial even by the standards of that class. He also has a throwaway comment, on p.
157, that the tales were targeted to “young men without responsibility” (this on the
basis of the lack of women in the early stories).

Ohlgren suggests, p. 220, that the target audience of the “Gest” was the rising class
of merchants and guildsmen. Ohlgren/Matheson, p. 25, claims that “another ideological
subtext promotes the interests of the London guilds by portraying Robin as a cloth
merchant. The poem, I believe, was originally commissioned in the mid-to-late fifteenth
century... [for use] at the election dinner of one of London’s major cloth guilds.”

The logic strikes me as a stretch — yes, there are some points of contact between
Robin’s acts and the behavior of the guilds. But Robin is too much the critic of society
for him to be a close fit with the guilds. The lack of business-like language in the “Gest”
is no proof, since most of the modern terms such as “profit” did not come into English
until quite late (Shippey, p. 85) — but Robin doesn’t think like a merchant, as his refusal
to make a profit on his dealings with the Knight show. The contacts Ohlgren sees arise, I
think, because the “Gest” poet came from a mercantile background, not because they
were his audience.

Ohlgren/Matheson, pp. 26-27, also allude to the widespread belief, mentioned
above, that Robin Hood plays and legends were an “outlet valve” created by the upper
classes to keep the lower classes from getting out of hand. This strikes me as even more
improbable — for one thing, the many ballads in which a lord marries a commoner
seem to imply that the primary goal of the lower classes was to move up the social
scale, not overthrow it. And would even the stupidest lord be tempted to give his
villeins ideas about running off? I strongly doubt it.

Pollard, although pointing out on p. 29 that the “Potter” is clearly written for a
yeoman audience, on p. xi, suggests that from a very early time the legend “appealed to
both gentry and the commons. There are elements of both chivalric romance and lewd
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ribaldries” in the extant materials. He suggests on pp. 8-9 that the “Potter,” the “Monk,”
and “Guy of Gisborne” were addressed to common people, but that different portions
of the “Gest” were addressed to gentle and humble audiences.

Anderson, p. 148, says that “Robin Hood is, in his prime, a fine archer and
woodsman; he is something of a socialist, even a communist; he is an outlaw, but a
beloved outlaw who represents the commoner’s itch for opportunity at the expense of
his feudal masters. He is decent, self-respecting, and chivalrous (though not chivalric);
he is God-fearing, devout, but carefree; he has, in short, all the middle-class virtues.”
This obviously would seem to imply a middle-class (yeoman) audience.

Ohlgren, on p. 112 of Ohlgren/Matheson, suggests that the “Gest” has a “pro-Yorkist
bias” and so would have appealed to the Yorkist exiles in France and Burgundy in the
period after Richard III was overthrown in 1485. There were Yorkist exiles, of course,
and it is not impossible that the Lettersnijder edition a was produced for them — but
I'm somewhat pro-Yorkist myself, and I completely fail to see evidence of a “Yorkist
bias” in the “Gest.” And, if the Tudors had seen even a hint of such a thing, how could
so many printers working under the Tudors (Pynson, de Worde, Copland, and — if
Ohlgren is right — Goes and Notary) have produced editions?

It is obvious that printers of the period thought the tale would appeal to an educated
audience; were it not so, the “Gest” would not have been printed. The fact that it was
printed, and repeatedly, proves that either the business classes or the aristocracy read it.
The initial invocation also sounds rather like that in a lot of the romances, hinting at an
attempt to appeal to the same audience. Still, it seems likely that it originated with the
people. It seems even more likely, as Knight/Ohlgren observe on p. 82, that the ultimate
audience was mixed.
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Historical and Literary Sources for the History of Robin Hood

Although Robin Hood is primarily a figure of folklore and folktale, we do see some
references to him in other sources. Since literary references and chronicles can generally
be dated, as folktales cannot, these are our primary basis for the history of the Robin
Hood legend.

Piers Plowman

Other than the ballads, the first literary reference to Robin Hood — and the first
source to explicitly treat him as a figure of legend — is in Langland’s Piers Plowman. In
the “B” text, Passus V, lines 395-396, we read

I kan [ken, know] noght parfitly my Paternoster as the preest it syngeth,

But I kan [ken] rymes of Robyn Hood and Randolf Erl [Earl] of Chestre

(so Langland/Schmidt, p. 82, but there are no major variants in these lines —
although the numbering varies; Dobson/Taylor on p. 1. n. 1 call these lines 401-402. In
the C text, according to Dobson/Taylor, p. 1, the reference is found in passus VIII, line
1). It is believed that this was written around 1377, at the very end of the reign of
Edward III or early in the reign of Richard II, implying that by that date the Robin Hood
legend had already entered the ballad tradition.

There is no particular reason to think that Langland means that Robin and Ranulf of
Chester were contemporary with each other. We do find a statement in the Forresters
manuscript text of “Robin Hood’s Progress to Nottingham” [Child 139] that “Randolph
kept Robin fifteen winters” (Knight, p. xvii, with the actual text on p. 2), but there is no
reason to think that that Randolph is the Earl of Chester (a point even Knight admits on
p- 2).

Even if Ranulf and Robin are linked in Langland’s mind, it isn’t much help. Several
Earls of Chester were named Ranulf, with the second and the sixth being probably the
most important (Child, in his note on p. 40, seems to refer to the sixth earl).

The first Ranulf became Earl of Chester in 1121 when his uncle died in the famous
sinking of the White Ship (Tyerman, p. 146). His son, the second Ranulf, succeeded to
the Earldom in 1129 (Tyerman, p. 146) but did not become heavily involved in politics
until the time of King Stephen (reigned 1135-1154). Bradbury, p. 144, calls him the
fourth earl of Chester, and notes on p. 175 that he died in 1153.

Warren-Henry, p. 25, says of him: “In the extent of lands he held and the number of
his vassals, Earl Ranulf de Gernons eclipsed all the other barons of the realm. The
marcher lordship of Cheshire was only one element, and not the most important, in an
honor which embraced wide estates throughout the midlands, major holdings in
Yorkshire and Lincolnshire, and manors scattered over most of the southern counties. In
addition he held important lordships and hereditary fiefs which made him a
dominating influence in western Normandy as far as the confines of Brittany.”

According to Bradbury, p. 37, “Ranulf de Gernons (the mustachioed) was a vitriolic
individual.” During the civil war between Stephen and the rightful queen Matilda, he
had reason to dislike Stephen, but generally stayed neutral — until Stephen made an
attack on his position. Ranulf called on the forces of the Empress Matilda and her half-
brother Robert of Gloucester. The combined armies routed and captured Stephen
(Warren-Henry, p. 26); had Matilda’s behavior been even slightly more reasonable, she

110 The Gest of Robyn Hode



might have been able to assume the throne. When she failed, Ranulf went back to
Stephen’s side — only to be arrested by that King (Bradbury, p. 137). This forced Ranulf
back into rebellion, and prolonged the civil war — which, until that moment, Stephen
had been winning.

There is an interesting sidelight on this Ranulf. We know that he had an ongoing
quarrel with the constable of Nottingham, William Peverel, whom he accused of
poisoning him (Bradbury, p. 164). So he might have passed on his hatred of the
Nottingham official to Robin — except that he lived too early to be involved with a
longbow-bearing yeoman.

A later Ranulf of Chester — the “third Randle” of Child, p. 40 — became earl in 1181
and held the dignity for half a century, i.e. during the late reign of Henry II, through the
entire reigns of Richard I and John, and into the reign of Henry III. He seems to be the
standard nominee for Langland’s earl; Ohlgren/Matheson, p. 50, notes several other
recent scholars who have accepted this link. Phillips/Keatman, p. 43, says
unequivocally that he is the one. And he does have a link of sorts with the tale of Robin
Hood, since this Ranulf is mentioned in the story of Fulk FitzZWarren. This is at least
historically possible.

Baldwin, p. 28, says that “The only thirteenth-century Randolf (more usually
Ranulf), Earl of Chester, was Ranulf ‘de Blundeville’ (i.e. of Oswestry), who died in
1232” — although he is honest enough to add that “it is unclear if he was associated
with Robin in some way.” Nor, of course, can we arbitrarily assume that Robin lived in
the thirteenth century, although this is Baldwin’s position.

Powicke, p. 2, observes that when the barons wished to make the Earl Marshal
regent over the new King Henry III in 1216, who was still a young boy, “The marshal
was reluctant. In any case he felt that they should await the coming of Ranulf de
Blundevill, earl of Chester, the greatest baron of the realm.” Only when Ranulf arrived
did the marshal finally accept the office of protector — although, when an attempt was
made to bring Ranulf into the Marshal’s government in 1217, the barons rejected it
(Jolliffe, p. 267). Eventually they drove Ranulf to the brink of rebellion (Jolliffe, p. 268) —
which makes a certain amount of sense for an associate of Robin.

Langland /Schmidt, p. 427, thinks this is the Ranulf that Langland meant, since his
note on the verse refers to the Earl who lived from 1172-1232. Langland/Goodridge, p.
274, says “The Earl of Chester may be the one who married Constance [of Brittany], the
widow of Geoffrey Plantagenet and mother of Prince Arthur (Earl from 1181 to 1231).
Though his exploits are known, no ballads about him have survived.”

Except that this Ranulf is involved in the tale of Fulk FitzWarren (Knight, p. 2;
Cawthorne, p. 114), which is considered a source of the “Gest.” This almost makes me
wonder if Langland’s reference to Robin and Ranulf might actually be to the tales of
Robin and Fulk. But this is pure speculation.

Although the ballads are lost, Wilson, p. 128, says that Dugdale’s Baronage has a
“long unhistorical story, ascribed to an “old monk of Peterborough,”” of the deposition
of King John, with Ranulf of Chester defeating a French invasion and crowning Henry
III — obviously something that sounds a lot like a romance.
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Ranulf’s career was certainly ballad-worthy. How often, for instance, do you hear of
a man kidnapping his own wife? Yet Ranulf did so (Gillingham, p. 260): When in 1199 the
throne of England became vacant after the death of Richard I, Ranulf had to decide
whether to support John or Ranulf’s own stepson Arthur of Brittany as the new King of
England — and he chose John. Arthur’s mother, Constance of Brittany, who was now
his wife, obviously wasn’t happy with that. She preferred to be separated from him, and
to live in Brittany, while Ranulf preferred England, so he had to capture her to assert
control over her (Cawthorne, p. 32; according to Tyerman, p. 333, the marriage was
finally dissolved not too long after).

Late in his life, according to Tyerman, p. 334, Ranulf was a participant in the Fifth
Crusade (the one that attacked Egypt). And crusaders always tended to attract romantic
tales.

Apart from the mention of “rhymes of Robin Hood,” there are two other comments
in Langland that may have some very tangential interest to the Robin Hood legend (cf.
Holt, p. 156). In the A-text, V.234 (Langland/KnottFowler, p. 82), we read

Roberd the robbour on Reddite [making restitution] lokide.

In the B-text, V.462 (Langland /Schmidt, p. 85), this becomes

Roberd the robbere on Reddite loked.

Despite the disagreement on the spelling of “robber,” (and the fact that the C-text
changes “robbere” to “ryfeler”; Mustanoja, p. 62), there is no question but that
Langland’s Robert was one. And Robin is the diminutive of Robert. It may be
coincidence — Piers the Plowman is alliterative, and Langland may have simply wanted
a name beginning with “R” — but it is of note that this robber has the same name as
Our Hero. Indeed, one manuscript actually reads “Robyn” for “Roberd” (MS. W,
according to Mustanoja, p. 61; this is at Trinity College, Cambridge, MS. B.15.17,
according to Langland/Schmidt, p. liv,, which James, volume 1, p. 480, dates to the
fourteenth century; the binding contains fifteenth century materials)

In addition, Langland mentions “Folvyles Laws” (Passus XIX, line 248 in Langland/
Schmidt). According to Baldwin, pp. 107-108, and Holt, p. 155, this is a reference to the
Folville Gang, a band of robbers active in the reigns of Edward II and Edward III who in
1332 robbed a justice of the King’s Bench (Baldwin, p. 106); they were last active in 1347
(Alford, p. 187). Baldwin, p. 105, says that they eventually made peace with the
authorities (perhaps because they were willing to fight for Edward III in France), and
says on p. 107 that they were admired in certain quarters. Despite Langland’s reference,
which seems to imply that “Folville Laws” were instances of “might makes right,” the
account of their deeds and their pardon could have influenced the Robin Hood legend.

John Ball, the hedge priest who helped incite Wat Tyler’s 1381 rebellion, told his
listeners to bid “Piers Plowman go to his work and chastise wel Hobbe the
Robbere” (for full text of the remark, see John Ball’s Letter to the Peasants of Essex in the
Appendix). Since there is at least one instance of a man being called both “Hobbehod”
and “Robehod,” Cawthorne, p. 40, thinks this might be a reference to Robin. It is
interesting to note that the letter’s salutation says it is from “Iohan Schef, som tym
Seynte Marie prest of 3ork” [York] — the very religious house with which the knight of
the “Gest” was involved. But Sisam’s extensive notes on this verse do not link it to
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Robin Hood; the one historical figure he cites is Robert Hales, the Treasurer of England
who was killed in 1381 — although Sisam thinks even that link unlikely. Sisam also
notes that “lawless men” were called “Robert’s men” starting in the fourteenth century.

Geoffrey Chaucer

Curiously, from about the same time as Langland and John Ball comes a mention of
a yeoman archer, clad in much the same forest costume we see in most Robin Hood
stories: lines 101, 103-105, 108 of the prologue to the Canterbury Tales read as follows
(Chaucer/Benson, p. 25):

AYEMAN [yeoman] hadde he and servantz namo...

And he was clad in cote and hood of grene.

A sheef of pecok arwes, bright and kene,

Under his belt he bar ful thriftily...

And in his hand he baar a myghty bowe...

In line 118, Chaucer goes on to call the yeoman a “forster” = forester.

For the peacock feathers, see the note on Stanza 132 of the “Gest.” For foresters, see
the note on Stanza 1. On this basis, Dobson/Taylor, p. 35, suggest that “this may have
been Chaucer’s own portrait of Robin Hood,” and Pollard seems convinced (pp. 47-48)
that Chaucer’s yeoman is patterned on Robin, although we of course have no proof that
Robin was called a forester, or even was considered to live in the forest, at this time.

Keen also mentions a line in Troilus and Criseyde which reads “From haselwode,
there joly Robin pleyde” (V.1174 in Chaucer/Benson), which Keen — without
manuscript support that I can see — converts to “hazellwood there Jolly Robin plaid.”

Keen thinks this passage a reference to Robin Hood, and Knight/Ohlgren, p. 1, call it
“probably a glimpse of the outlaw at a distance.” Chaucer/Benson, p. 1054, mentions
the possibility but regards it as improbable, noting that “Joly Robin was a common
name for a shepherd or rustic.” Chaucer/Mills, p. 274, and Mustanoja, p. 64, appear to
think it a reference to the French Robin-and-Marion traditions — in other words, not a
reference to Robin but perhaps part of the connection that led eventually to Maid
Marion. Cawthorne, p. 31, seems to accept it as a reference to Robin, and Baldwin, p. 28,
mentions it without even quoting the doubts. Chaucer/Warrington’s notes don’t even
mention Robin Hood. Chaucer/Benson and Chaucer/Warrington both think the
hazelwood is a place divorced from contact with society — an otherworld — rather
than part of the greenwood.

What is certain is that Chaucer never mentioned Robin Hood by name, though the
Miller and several others in the Canterbury Tales are named Robin. However, some
manuscripts do mention Robin. The trail here begins with a piece called The Reply of
Friar Daw Topias (Wilson, p. 139; Chambers, p. 130). It reads

And many men speken of Robyn Hood,

And shotte nevere in his bowe.

Cawthorne, p. 40, also notes this proverb in an edition of Dives and Pauper, which he
cites as being a few years older than Friar Daw Topias. Dobson/Taylor, p. 2, observe that
Dives was published by Pynson in 1493, but never really critically edited; it refers
elsewhere to Robin Hood as a figure of song.
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What Wilson believes to be a variant this proverb, minus the name of Robin, is
found in Troilus and Criseyde, iii.859-861 (actually ii.861). And two manuscripts of
Chaucer, H4 and Ph, make the line to refer to Robin (although neither manuscript is
considered very good; Chaucer/Benson, pp. 1161-1162. Holt, p. 141, also thinks this a
de-Robinized version of the proverb).

For full discussion of this proverb, see Dobson/Taylor, p. 289. This is their section on
proverbs of Robin Hood, but this appears the only true proverb of the bunch.

To me, it appears that the amorphous “Greenwood Legend” was known to Chaucer,
but I don’t think the evidence strong enough to claim that he knew Robin himself.

Walter Bower

Robin occurs in several chronicles, but they place him in very diverse contexts. At
one time it was believed he was mentioned by John of Fordun c. 1386 (Benet, p. 934), but
Fordun’s Chronicle was continued by Bower, and it is now accepted that Bower
interpolated the reference to Robin (Keen, p. 177). Bower himself (c. 1445, according to
Holt, p. 40) called Robin a “famous murderer” and links him to Little John; he dates
them to 1266 (reign of Henry III; Holt speculates that this might make him one of the
defeated followers of Simon de Montfort; compare Keen, p. 177, Chambers, p. 130;
Dobson/Taylor, p. 16; Cawthorne, p. 36).

Pollard, p. 3, makes the interesting observation that Bower’s tale of Robin is not
attested elsewhere. There is a Latin text in a footnote on p. 41 of Child, and a translation
on p. 26 of Knight/Ohlgren. It involves Robin being trapped while hearing mass and
managing to escape. Bower thus is in the odd situation of calling Robin a murderer and
saying he was saved because of his religious devotion!

Baldwin, in fact, makes Bowyer’s dating the basis for his whole book. He thinks
Robin is based on Roger Godberd and Little John on Walter Devyas. Godberd was a
rather rambunctious member of the yeomanry who fought for de Montfort, and Devyas
was his ally (their biography occupies pp, 153-166 of Baldwin). The knight of the
“Gest,” on this argument, is Sir Richard Foliot (Baldwin, p. 169), one of whose castles
resembled the description of Sir Richard’s in the “Gest” (Baldwin, p. 170), and who did
shelter Godberd for a time (Holt, p. 99).

The parallels to the story of Robin, the Knight, and the Abbot are impressive enough
that Holt allows the possibility that Godberd’s story was a source for the “Gest.”
Baldwin, p. 172, compares several of their actions to the events in the “Monk.” Some
have even claimed that he operated in Sherwood Forest (Baldwin, p. 182).

There are difficulties, however. Even Baldwin admits, p. 168, that Roger Godberd
was not known as an archer — and, surely, if there is one thing Robin Hood must be, it
is an archer! Nor was Godberd notably pious, and he had a wife and children (Baldwin,
p. 174). Plus he was taken into custody in 1272 (Cawthorne, p. 152), and stayed there
long enough to plead a case (Baldwin, pp. 183-184, 187). And Holt, p. 98, observes that
the association of Godberd with Sherwood was a misreading of the source manuscript;
it actually reads “Charnwood.”

Plus the story of Gilbert de Middleton has parallels to the story of the Knight which
are about as close as those of Roger Godberd (see note on Stanza 292) — and allow us a
more consistent chronological framework. And, if the story of Roger Godberd is so
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carefully preserved that even the description of the Knight's castle is accurate, why does
the “Gest” not tell any other parts of Roger Godberd'’s story?

And Baldwin, p. 172, quotes a section in Bower about Robert Hood, who was one of
the rebels against Henry III — but in a context separate from his mention of Robin
Hood. Bower’s information about Robert Hood may be from a historical source, but his
information about Robin Hood is from legend, and there is no reason to equate the two.

Admittedly, some secondary support for Bower’s date in the reign of Henry III
comes from the fact that Henry, in his 1251 Assize of Arms, includes bowmen for the
first time; men with property of 40 to 100 shillings were to bear a sword, dagger, and
bow (Featherstone, p. 26; this contrasts with the first known assize, of 1181, in which a
freeman with land worth 16 marks was supposed to have a hauberk, helmet, shield, and
lance, according to Mortimer-Angevin, p. 54). Thus the time of Henry III is the period
when the longbow was first coming to prominence.

It is true that Gerald of Wales refers to what sounds like a longbow in 1188 (Baldwin,
p. 46). But we are referring to English, not Welsh, use of the longbow. Even Henry III's
son Edward I still took mostly spearmen when he fought in Wales in the 1280s, and
archers do not seem to have been important at the great battles of Lewes and Evesham
in the 1260s (Chandler/Beckett, p. 9). In any case, Lewes and Evesham were battles
between the barons and Henry III; it doesn’t make much sense for Robin to be a
follower of Earl Simon de Montfort unless he was at least of the gentry.

This does not mean that Roger Godberd’s exploits could not have contributed to the
general outlaw legend; they might well have. But that does not make him the Original
Robin, or even a direct source.

Chandler/Beckett, p. 9, claims that it was “not until the 1330s that [longbowmen’s]
full value began to be recognized.” This is an argument that Robin-the-famous-archer
should be dated between about 1251 (when bows were becoming common) and 1330
(when they were all but universal).

Andrew Wyntoun

The Scotsman Andrew de Wynton/Wyntoun (c. 1415, according to Holt, p. 40;
Knight/Ohlgren, p. 24, dates him c. 1420; EncycLiterature, p. 1218 gives his dates as c.
1350-c. 1423; ScottishComp, p. 303, notes that his history runs through 1408) mentions
Robin and John; see the note on Stanza 3. Wyntoun — who was an old man at the time
he wrote his octosyllablic chronicle, and so would probably have known had the legend
arisen in recent decades (Baldwin, p. 59), dates Robin to 1283-1285 (reign of Edward I),
and places him in “Ynglewode and Bernysdale” or “Ingilwode and
Bernnysdaile” (“Inglewood and Barnsdale”). Keen, p. 176, thinks the mention of
Inglewood, not normally associated with Robin, may be by confusion with “Adam Bell”
— although we there is no evidence that Adam’s tale existed at this time.

Interestingly, Young, p. 118, shows a chart of forest receipts for Inglewood in the
1300s, and it reveals a decline in the 1320s, hitting bottom in 1323, followed by a sharp
spike in 1324 and rising to a peak in 1328 before declining again. In the chronology
below, the low point corresponds exactly to the time when Robin was most active in the
greenwood, and the ascent begins the year he was gone. Of course, the most likely
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explanation is that all this has to do with Edward II's wars with Scotland, the Duke of
Lancaster, and the bad weather of the time, not with Robin Hood.

Alternately, Knight/Ohlgren, p. 24, suggest that the linkage of Inglewood and
Barnsdale derives from the Barnsdale in Rutland, associated with the Earls of
Huntingdon, who were Kings of Scotland. Except that the Scots king had lost the
Huntingdon earldom a century before Wynton's time.

Robyn Hod in Scherewod stod

From about the same time is a scrap of poetry beginning

Robyn Hod in Scherewod stod,

Hodud & hathud, hosut & schod... (Wilson, p. 140. cf. Ohlgren/Matheson, p. 18).

The fragment is only four lines, and the date of the handwriting is only a guess
Baldwin, p. 28, would place it around 1410; but Wilson says only that the most likely
date is early fifteenth century. Ohlgren/Matheson place c. 1425 based on the fact that it
uses linguistic forms which were just coming into use.

Dobson/Taylor, p. 18, go so far as to call it “the very first poem on the subject of
Robin Hood,” but it tells us nothing. Its main significance, apart from being a very early
“ryme of Robyn Hood,” lies in the fact that it places him in Sherwood (a name which is
not mentioned even in the Nottingham portions of the “Gest”) rather than Barnsdale.
On the other hand, the mention of Sherwood is the only reason to assume the Robin
Hood of this poem is the legendary outlaw.

Balancing that reference is a 1429 mention (supposedly as a legal maxim!) “Robin
Hode en Bernesdale stode” (Dobson/Taylor, p. 18). Given the uncertainty of the date of
the Sherwood reference, we really cannot say whether the Sherwood or Barnsdale
reference is earlier. There are two copies of the Barnsale version (DIMEV #4508), one of
them a print by John Rastell, who was active c. 1512-1536 (Isaac, introduction to Rastell),
only one of the Sherwood verse (DIMEV #4509).

Miscellaneous References

Dobson/Taylor, p. 23, point to a chartulary of (probably) 1422 which mentions a
Robin Hood’s Stone; it seems to be on the same site as one of the places now known as
Robin Hood’s Well (in Barnsdale, on the Great North Road about four miles south of
Saylis and Wentbridge).

A 1439 petition to parliament compares a certain Piers Venables to “Robyn-hode and
his meyne” (Dobson/Taylor, p. 4, Chambers, p. 130). The next year, we find a gang
making some sort of demonstration and declaring that they were
“Robynhodesmen” (Baldwin, p. 28).

A ship Robyn Hude was at Aberdeen in 1438 (Chambers, p. 131, Dobson/Taylor, p
40), although we don’t know why it was so named. Perhaps vaguely linked to this is a
report of an “early fifteenth century sermon” which mentions prophecies of “Thomas of
Asildowne [Thomas of Ercildoune, i.e. Thomas the Rhymer] and Robyn
Hoode” (Pollard, p. 163. This seems to be the only early mention of a supernatural side
to Robin — and, at that , it might not by prophecies by, but rather prophecies about,
Robin. It would appear that this is the sermon mentioned by Ohlgren/Matheson, pp.
50-51, which was preached to parliament by Chancellor Robert Stafford in 1433).
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A letter from Sir William Monypenny, a French ambassador to the English court,
reports in 1468 that “In another county, named ‘Surforchier’ [South Yorkshire?
Sherwood Forest?], there have risen full three hundred archers and have made a captain
like Robin and have sent to my Lord of Warwick to know if it is time to act...” (Lander,
p. 113). This event is not otherwise known from the chronicles, but it sounds like an
allusion to Robin. Could Monypenny have heard one of the Robin Hood ballads? And
could it have given Warwick the idea for Robin of Redesdale’s rebellion? (Lander points
out that it cannot be a reference to Redesdale himself, since he came later.)

Our next mention of Robin probably comes from the ballads themselves, probably
either “Robin Hood and the Monk,” which occurs in ms. Cambridge Ff. 5.48 of about
1475, or “Robin Hood and the Potter.” Soon after, we find a dramatic fragment of the
story of “Robin Hood and Guy of Gisborne” scribbled on the back of a slip of financial
receipts dated 1475/6 C.E. (Note, incidentally, that Guy is not “Sir Guy”; he is a yeoman,
not a knight.) The play is not the ballad itself, but it is clearly the same story. The
Complaynt of Scotland (1549), which mentions many ballads, also mentions shepherds’
tales of “Robene Hode and litil ihone” (Chambers, p. 165).

A note in the margin of a reference work, Higden’s Polychronicon, mentions Robin
Hood as a robber. The Polychronicon was written by Ranulf (or Ralph) Higden (or
Hyden, or Hygden), about whom little is known except that he probably died in 1364. It
was a seven-book history of the world, popular enough to exist in about a hundred
copies. In its original form, it seems to have ended with the year 1327, although there
were continuations, including a common one taking the history to the year 1342
(Kunitz/Haycraft, p. 269). As a history, it is of slight significance, and the text does not
itself mention Robin Hood. But because it was so common, it would easily pick up
glosses about other historical events. That seems to be the case with this particular note.

The note is not contemporary with the text; it is believed to have been written in
about 1460. It gives no date and few other details, but it is written in a part of the
Polychronicon dealing with the late period of Edward I's reign (implying a date for
Robin c. 1295). Although the newspapers at the time made a lot of noise about the
discovery of this note (Baldwin, pp. 60-61), the uncertainty about its date dramatically
reduces its value. Its interest lies in the fact that it is in a history copied in England
(Baldwin, p. 62). Every previous mention is either Scottish (Bower, Wyntoun, Major; see
Holt, p. 51) or literary rather than historical (Langland). (Indeed, Pollard, p. 64, makes
the curious comment that, although the Robin Hood legend is clearly northern, the
references to it in historical sources are all from southern England.)

Robin of Redesdale

The story of Robin of Redesdale shows just how hard it is to reconstruct history....

During the Wars of the Roses, a certain Robin, surname unknown, led a gang in
Yorkshire which supported the Earl of Warwick in 1468 (Ross-Edward, p. 119). One
Robin of Redesdale raised a rebellion against Edward IV in 1469. This fellow also called
himself “Robin Mend-All” (Ross-Edward, p. 126). The name is patently a disguise
(Warkworth’s Chronicle declares that Robin was really Sir William Conyers; Dockray, p.
69), and he was commissioned by the Earl of Warwick and other rebels, but Scott/
Duncan, p. 531, calls him an “avatar” of Robin Hood, and I agree that the name seems a
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clear attempt to invoke Robin’s legend. This marks an interesting change; in the early
1400s, rebels called themselves “Jack’” — in 1450, it was Jack Cade, and a rebel of the
1430s called himself Jack Sharp (Wolffe, p. 66).

On the other hand, another rebel of the period was called Robin of Holderness, and
although Holt, p. 58, links both Robin of Redesdale and Robin of Holderness with Robin
Hood, the rebel of Holderness had few Robin Hood characteristics; it seems much more
likely that “Robin” was just a common name for “ordinary folks.” Note, however, the
fact that Little John in Stanza 149 of the “Gest” claims to be from Holderness.

It is fascinating to note that Robin of Redesdale’s rebellion prompted Edward IV to
come north to try to suppress him (Ross-Edward, p. 129), just as the king in the “Gest”
came north to deal with Robin Hood. Edward, in fact, seems to have based himself at
Nottingham for a time (Ross-Edward, p. 131). And, somewhat later, Edward formally
pardoned Conyers/Robin (Ross-Edward, p. 144).

Edward IV’s attempt to deal directly with Robin of Redesdale was, however, a
complete flop; Redesdale was an open rebel, and Edward’s attempt to suppress him
never got off the ground; Edward in fact was captured soon after by the Earl of Warwick
and temporarily removed from power (Ross-Edward, p. 133). And Redesdale beat
forces sent by Edward to deal with him at the battle of Edgecote (Dockray, p. 65)

Fitting this into the Robin Hood legend is tricky, however. Our sources for this
period are extremely poor (Ross-Edward, pp. 130-131), so we may not know what
actually happened. Ross-Edward devotes an appendix to the sources for the various
Robin-the-rebels (pp. 439-440), noting that they are so confused that different scholars
have proposed four different explanations:

1. That there was a single rebellion, by Robin of Redesdale;

2. That there was a single rebellion, by Robin of Holderness (or “Robert
Hulderne”);

3. That there were two rebellions, one by Redesdale and one by Holderness;

4. (this is the one that Ross tentatively follows:) That there were three rebellions, by
Redesdale, by Holderness, and a revived rebellion by Redesdale. Reid, pp. 431-
432, has a variant on this in which Robin of Holderness came first, then Robin of
Redesdale, who was “suppressed” but then revived his rebellion.

Curiously, there seems to have been another “Robyn of Riddesdale” scare after the
overthrow of Richard III in 1485 (Goodman, p. 96), but this seems to have been only a
scare, not an actual uprising.

About all we can say for certain is that one of the rebellions seemed to invoke Robin
Hood. But we can’t really say what parts of the Robin legend it involved.

The Paston Records

At almost this same time, Child notes a mention of Robin Hood in the Paston Letters
(1473) — the legend inspired one or more Paston servants (the stableboy W. Wood,
according to Ohlgren/Matheson, p. 57; Holt, p. 142, mentions a “Kothye Plattyng”) to
run off to Barnsdale! We know that the Pastons had a boy who acted the parts of “Saint
George, and Robin Hood and the Sheriff of Nottingham” (Phillips/Keatman, p. 4).

It may be that the servant was inspired by that play of Guy of Gisborne; it has been
suggested that the play came from the Paston correspondence (Dobson/Taylor, p. 204;
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Pollard, pp. 12, 164), and the glue on the back of the paper seems to imply that it was
extracted from a larger collection of materials (Cawthorne, p. 68). Dobson/Taylor, p. 18,
suggest that Paston’s reference to Barnsdale is a joke, but it still links Robin with
Barnsdale.

Note further the point made above that the manuscript of Robin Hood and the
Potter was probably owned by the Paston associate Richard Calle. Thus we have three
substantial Paston links to Robin Hood: The “Potter,” the play of Guy, and the servant
who ran away. It seems Robin was very well known in the Paston area of Norfolk by the
1460s.

The May Games

The Tollet Window, mentioned above in connection with Friar Tuck, is only one of
many pieces of evidence showing that, by the late fifteenth century, Robin Hood was a
character in the May games — Holt, p. 194, thinks that this was how most people knew
him around 1500. And most scholars, including Dobson/Taylor, p. 41 and Holt, p. 160,
think this is how he came to be associated with Maid Marion.

The first known instance of Robin in the games comes from Exeter in 1427 (Keen, p.
228). But, except that he was a bowman associated with Little John, little can be learned
from these early games. Although we do read that Robin collected tolls for the games,
which might link to the notion of robbery (so Holt, pp. 195-196). Supposedly playing
the role of Robin Hood was very popular, and men had to wait years for the chance, at
least in the town of Yeovil (Cawthorne, p. 70).

Pollard, p. 91, seems to suggest that the revival of the forest laws under Henry VII
Tudor (reigned 1485-1509) would have renewed interest in that most noteworthy of
poachers, Robin Hood — which might be why the “Gest” was printed at least twice
around this time. But the number of mentions of Robin in the century before 1485 rather
reduces the force of this argument.

Henry VIII

Supposedly Henry VIII played around at being an outlaw in 1510 — “he made a
carefully prepared invasion of Queen Catherine’s chamber one morning, with a dozen
companions, all in short coats of Kentish Kendal with hoods on their heads, each with
his bow and arrows, sword, and buckler, ‘like outlaws, or Robin Hood’s men, whereof
the Queen, the ladies, and all others there were abashed.”” Only after dancing did the
men reveal their identity (Williams, pp. 46-47).

Ohlgren/Matheson, p. 186, suggests that this was associated with the 1515
publication of Julian Notary’s edition of the “Gest” (Child’s d), but since we cannot
prove either that Notary produced an edition or that he did it in 1515, this is obviously
speculation.

Dancing with women is utterly unlike the early legend, but the gear is Robin Hood-
like. Indeed, Edward Hall, the source for the story, compares them to Robin Hood’s men
(Cawthorne, p. 72; Dobson/Taylor, p. 42; the text of Hall's report is in Ohlgren/
Matheson, pp. 127-128) — but he was writing a third of a century later and is not a very
reliable author. Ohlgren nonetheless suggests on p. 128 of Ohlgren/Matheson that there
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is some sort of link between Hall’s account and the events of the last two fits of the
“Gest.”

Kendall Green was a color associated with outlaws, see the note on Stanza 422.

We shouldn’t make too much of Henry’s games; Mattingly, p. 129, says of this event,
“Once when the court was at Greenwich, a party of masked invaders, all in Kendal
Green, burst into the Queen’s apartments, conveniently followed by a band of music.” It
was obviously evident at once that this was Henry VIII — and the fact that he chose
outlaws is not unusual, because he and his fellow revelers did this sort of thing
regularly, invading the Queen’s apartments in the guise of “Turks or Moors or
Germans.”

Later, in 1515, Henry saw a Robin Hood pageant (Knight/Ohlgren, p. 9; Williams, p.
47; Cawthorne, pp. 72-73), although we have few details; it seems to have involved a
longbow exhibition. This is perhaps most significant because Anthony Munday (of
whom more below) used this as a framing device for his plays: The opening phase of
“The Downfall of Robert, Earle of Huntington” features actors playing Henry’s
courtiers presenting a play before King Henry, with the courtiers then taking the roles of
Robin and colleagues, making it a “play within a play” (Dobson/Taylor, p. 221; Knight/
Ohlgren, p. 298, plus the cast of characters on p. 303, etc.).

John Major and his followers

In 1521, John Major (according to Holt, p. 41) dated Robin to 1193/4 (reign of
Richard I), although he called this an “estimate” (Keen, p. 177; Knight/Ohlgren, p. 27,
quotes him as saying that Robin lived “About this time.... as I conceive”). Major
confirms that tales — and songs — of Robin were widespread (Dobson/Taylor, p. 5),
that he defended women, that he robbed abbots, and that he had a large band of a
hundred men (compare Stanza 229, where Robin is credited with seven score followers).
Major condemned his acts but called him the “humanest” of robbers.

Baldwin, p. 29, points out that Major credited Robin with helping rather than
robbing the poor. Major also calls Robin the “dux” of robbers, which Knight/Ohlgren
render as “chief.” Cawthorne, p. 38, points out that “dux” was also the root of the
English word “duke,” and suggests that this was the first attempt to link Robin to the
nobility — which is perhaps possible, but the context seems to imply merely that Robin
was the foremost robber. And to call Robin a shadow duke, rather than a shadow earl, is
impossible in Major’s context — the first English Dukes were not created until the reign
of Edward III (OxfordCompanion, p. 557; Barber, p. 20), and it was not until some time
later that England saw its first non-royal duke.

In any case, Major published his work after the “Gest” was published, and probably
long after it was written, so we have no reason to believe that the author of the “Gest”
had even heard of a date in the era of Richard and John. Phillips/Keatman, p. 52,
believe Major originated the dating to the reigns of Richard and John.

Major’s date was followed by John Leland (fl. 1530) and later by Richard Grafton (fl.
1550), who claims to have found records of Robin in the exchequer rolls — records
which, however, cannot now be found. Grafton, who seems to have published in 1569
(Knight/Ohlgren, p. 27), also claimed an “ancient pamphlet” (but what are the odds
that he would have an unprinted pamphlet? And if it was printed, then it wasn’t very
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ancient.) Ohlgren/Matheson, p. 187, suggests that the pamphlet was a copy of the
“Gest,” but if this were so, why would Grafton have dated Robin to the reign of Richard
I? The suggestion on p. 52 of Phillips/Keatman, perhaps slightly more reasonable, is
that the “ancient” pamphlet is in fact John Major’s tale of Robin — then about thirty
years old!

Leland was the first to claim that Robin was a nobleman (Phillips/Keatman, p. 29).
Grafton’s claims of documentation seem to have given his claims extra weight (Knight/
Ohlgren, p. 28), but there is every reason to think the claims were false. For more on
Grafton, see the notes to Stanzas 451, 454.

Baldwin, p. 30, observes that Grafton claimed Earl Robin was outlawed for debt —
and points out that this is extremely unlikely. Earls certainly went bankrupt from time
to time, but they didn’t get outlawed, they just had to forfeit properties.

Other Sixteenth Century Mentions

The Scotsman Gavin Douglas in 1501 mentions “Robene Hude, and Gilbert with the
quhite hand” (Dobson/Taylor, p. 5) — the first mention of Gilbert. Dobson/Taylor think
this an allusion to the “Gest,” but why, in that case, link Robin to such a minor
character?

William Tyndale, the first man to translate the Bible from Greek into English, in 1528
denounced Robin Hood stories as “ribabldries” (Pollard, p. 10).

Around 1550, Bishop Hugh Latimer mentions “Robin Hood’s Day” in a sermon to
Edward VI (reigned 1547-1553), and gripes that he cannot find people to preach to on
this day (Dobson/Taylor, p. 39); this is probably a complaint about the May Games
(Hazlitt, p. 519).

The Stationer’s Register for 1557-1558 contains a mention of the “ballett of
Wakefylde and a grene” (Dobson/Taylor, p. 47). If, as seems likely, this is an early
printed version of “The Jolly Pinder of Wakefield,” that would make it perhaps the first
Robin Hood piece printed after the “Gest,” and the first true broadside print. There was
also a “ballett of Robyn Hod” entered in 1562-1563, but this we cannot identify at
present. Dobson/Taylor, p. 48, observe that Robin Hood broadsides are commonly
registered starting in 1624; a handful of these survive today.

In 1560, William Copland registered a Robin Hood play in the Stationer’s Register
(Cawthorne, p. 74). This is very likely the play which appears at the end of the f print of
the “Gest,” although the matter cannot be proved.

Our first tune associated with Robin, according to Bronson, comes from the period
from 1575-1591, but as it is simply called “Robin hoode,” and has no lyrics, we do not
know whether it was for one of the extant ballads or is something else.

Knight/Ohlgren, p. 5, observe that a “remarkable number of plays and games of
Robin Hood” are attested, from all parts of Britain, by 1600. Indeed, in 1577-1578, the
Scottish Kirk felt the need to go beyond its action of 1555 and suppress “playes of Robin
Hood, King of May, and sick others, on the Sabboth Day” (i.e. the May Games) and
later to ban them entirely (Child, p. 45). Robin even begins to appear on the London
stage in the 1590s (Cawthorne, p. 77) — at least once in association with the Pindar of
Wakefield (Cawthorne, p. 78). One of these plays includes the unlikely stage direction
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“Enter Robin Hood in Lady Faukenberg’s nightgown, a turban on his
head” (Cawthorne, p. 80).

But these are only mentions; we do not have the scripts of the plays themselves, and
cannot know what state of the legend they reveal. Knight/Ohlgren think Robin is used
in them to raise money for community projects. On p. 6 they suggest that the surname
“Robinhood,” mentioned also by Holt, arose because it became hereditary in some
families for someone to play Robin in village pageants. Knight/Ohlgren, p. 7, suggest
that the plays may have preceded and given rise to the ballads. Chronologically this is
certainly possible — but the difficulty is that it is much easier for a ballad to spread than
a play. The first play might have preceded the first ballad — but in general, it seems
likely that the ballads preceded the legend and the plays followed.

The London stage had certainly seen Robin in drama by 1593, when George Peele’s
Edward the First, sirnamed Edward Longshanks was published (Dobson/Taylor, pp. 43-44).

Anthony Munday

We do not kow the exact date when Anthony Munday started working on Robin
Hood plays, but we know that he was paid five pounds for one in February 1598
(Knight/Ohlgren, p. 296).

Munday died in 1633; he born 1553 according to his tombstone, although there are
indications that he was younger, according Kunitz/Haycraft, pp. 370-371; Boyce, p. 453,
gives his birth date as “c. 1560.”

Munday had apparently been a printer and an unsuccessful actor before turning his
limited talents to writing. Kunitz/Haycraft, p. 371, give an amazing summary of his
early career: “First he imitated the Mirror for Magistrates in two gloomy poems, The
Mirror of Mutability and The Pain of Pleasure. Then he imitated Lyly’s Eupheues in his
prose romance Zelauto. Next, he turned informer against his Catholic friends and was
instrumental in having several of them executed. In 1581-82 he wrote several anti-
Catholic pamphlets and The English-Roman Life... ” It was apparently around 1585 that
he turned his talents to drama.

His two dramatic works on the Robin Hood theme were “The Downfall of Robert,
Earle of Huntington” and “The Death of Robert, Earle of Huntington.” Knight/Ohlgren
suggest that this was originally intended to be one play, but was too long. Henry
Chettle was called upon to break it into two items (making it one of the small handful of
items we still have from Chettle’s pen; Kunitz/Haycraft, pp. 104-105), although
Dobson/Taylor, p. 221, think the plays are substantially as Munday wrote them.

The pair of plays seem to have been produced in 1599, although Kunitz/Haycraft, p.
371, date them to 1601 (the date they were printed) and Boyce, p. 453, to 1598
(apparently on the basis that Philip Henslowe commissioned “antony monday” to write
a Robin Hood play in that year; Dobson/Taylor, p. 221).

Whether one play or two, monograph or collaboration, a primary source seems to
have been Michael Drayton’s 1594 poem “Matilda, the Fair and Chaste Daughter of
Lord. R. Fitzwater” (Dobson/Taylor, p. 222) — a long work now almost impossible to
find. But Munday used his sources with “a freedom which occasionally bordered on
violence” (Dobson/Taylor, p. 222, quoting the Malone Society edition of Munday).
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It has been suggested (Knight/Ohlgren, p. 296) that the Robin Hood plays inspired
Shakespeare to write “As You Like it.” However, of the four Shakespeare references I
checked, only one even mentioned the possibility, and only as a possibility. Perhaps the
Munday plays suggested a play in the greenwood — but Shakespeare also used the
greenwood in “A Midsummer Night’s Dream” without evident external prompting.
Such vague thematic links as exist probably derive from the fact that Shakespeare’s
source for “As You Like It” used “The Tale of Gamelyn” for his plot.

There is an actual link between Munday and Shakespeare (as well as Chettle), but it
is quite indirect: Munday seems to have been the primary scribe, as well as the primary
author (perhaps with Chettle), of the play “Sir Thomas More,” which Shakespeare (and
three or four others) were called upon to rewrite because it was so lousy
(RiversideShakespeare, p. 1683).

Although he had a modest success as a translator of French and Spanish romances,
Munday seems to have been a hack; only one other of his unquestioned plays survives
(“John a Kent and John a Cumber,” written in 1594 according to Craig, p. 187), although
Kunitz/Haycraft, p. 371, also credit him with “Fidele and Fortunio” (1585) and “Sir
John Oldcastle” (1600).

None of these products is regarded as memorable; Craig, p. 109, is the most
charitable, and praises the Robin Hood plays and the poem “I serve a mistress whiter
than the snow’” (which does absolutely nothing for me), yet even Craig admits that
Munday was “not a great author.” FordEtAl, p. 126, quotes an early source which calls
him a “dismal draper of misplaced literary ambitions” (a wisecrack that is widely
quoted but somehow never attributed). He would be almost completely forgotten were
it not for his work on the Robin Hood plays and “Sir Thomas More.”

It is an interesting comment on the power of Elizabethan theater that such a lousy
work as Munday’s plays could have so much influence on tradition. Admittedly
Shakespeare’s so-called “history” plays, which have about as much history in them as
Hitler had friendship for Jews, have distorted people’s understanding of the
Plantagenets for centuries — but that’s Shakespeare. Knight/Ohlgren, p. 10, describe
Munday’s works as the best of the “gentrified” stories of Robin Hood, but grant that the
Munday version “lacks an inner thematic and political tension,” resulting in the
enfeebling of the tradition.

Dobson/Taylor, p. 44, point out ironically that another alleged Munday play,
“Metropolis Coronata, The Triumphes of Ancient Drapery,” completely changes the
scenario and makes Robin the son-in-law not of Lord Fitzwater but of Henry Fitz-
Aylwin, the first Lord Mayor of London. However there seems to be significant doubt
about whether Munday wrote the 1615 pageant. In any case, it had far less influence
than his earlier work. For Ohlgren’s suggestions about this piece, see the notes to Stanza
310.

Dobson/Taylor’s conclusion about Munday is that “No English writer has ever
handled the Robin Hood legend in a more high-handed and cavalier fashion” (p. 45) —
which does not alter the fact that he completely altered the shape of the story as told by
future writers.
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(Briggs, in her summaries of the Robin Hood tales, notes on p. 474 of volume A.2
that there is “no satisfactory treatment of the subject of the noble outlaw” in the various
motif indices, which is truly unfortunate in examining tales such as this. It makes it
hard to track what elements Munday might have used.)

The Garlands and Other Late Sources

From around the same time as Munday is the biography of Robin found in British
Library MS. Sloane 780. This seems to agree with Munday in making Robin a nobleman
(Holt, p. 42, although damage to the manuscript at the key point, and the fact that it is
generally quite hard to read, make this unsure).

In 1632, Martin Parker published “The True Tale of Robin Hood,” which lists Robin’s
death date as December 4, 1198, very late in the reign of Richard I (Holt, p. 41).

The first of the surviving garlands was published in 1663 (and, according to
Dobson/Taylor, p. 52, it cannot have been the earliest); it is the primary basis for many
of Child’s texts. Another garland followed in 1670. Eventually the garlands ran 80-100
pages and included 16-27 ballads (Dobson/Taylor, p. 51), although hardly what we
would consider the best of them. We might note the comment of Dobson/Taylor (p. 50)
that “generally, the Robin of the broadsides [and hence the garlands] is a much less
tragic, less heroic and in his last resort less mature figure than his medieval
predecessor.” This was the Robin Hood of the middle seventeenth and eighteenth
century.

The Percy folio, the earliest source for, among others, “Robin Hood and Guy of
Gisborne,” “Robin Hood’s Death,” “Robin Hood and the Butcher,” “Robin Hood and
the Curtal Friar,” “The Jolly Pinder of Wakefield,” “Robin Hood Rescuing Three
Squires,” and “Little John A Begging,” is thought to date from the mid-seventeenth
century; so is the Forresters manuscript, discovered in 1993, with texts, often edited or
expanded, of 22 Robin Hood ballads (Knight/Ohlgren, p. 13). Knight, p. xviii, suggests
that it might have been compiled as the basis for a new and improved garland.

In 1661, the town of Nottingham was publishing a play, “Robin Hood and His Crew
of Souldiers” (Dobson/Taylor, p. 237). This obviously implies that Robin was well
known by then — and that Nottingham thought him worth claiming, even though the
tale heavily rewrites the legend and is really quite poor.

The papers of Thomas Gale (d. 1702) say that the inscription on Robin’s alleged
tombstone dated his death to 24 Kalends of December 1247 (this is not a legitimate
Roman date, but may mean December 24; in any case the language of the inscription is
far too modern for 1247 and Keen, p. 180, notes clear evidence of fakery: “Neither
[English] spelling nor its pronunciation were ever so hideously mauled as here.” (This
was, of course, written before the days of Nigerian scams and sex sites pretending to be
by illiterate Asians.) Those wishing to see the absurd thing for themselves may see
Percy-Wheatley I, pp. 103-104, or — with a different spelling which is doubtless
revealing — Holt, p. 42.

Cawthorne, p. 44, points out that Gale had the education to know better than to use
a date of 24 Kalends, so he probably didn’t invent it. And Ritson accepted this death
date (Cawthorne, p. 45), even though it forced him to make Robin eighty-seven years
old at the time! (Which, notes Hole, p. 86, makes the whole tale of the “Death” rather
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absurd — if Robin were in fact eighty-seven, then there is no particular reason to think
the fatal bloodletting was malicious. eighty-seven-year-olds who fall sick and are let
blood have a strong tendency to die on their own!)

Phillips/Keatman, p. 37, think that the Gale inscription is based on Parker’s “A True
Tale of Robin Hood” [Child 154].

Other sources report a grave at Kirklees, with the inscription “Here lie Roberd Hude,
William Goldburgh, Thomas” (names not otherwise found in Robin Hood lore, unless
William Goldburgh was the real name of the man known in tradition as William
Scarlock/Scathelock/Scarlett. A “Goldburgh/Goldborow” was associated with Havelok
the Dane, according to Sands, p. 56, but I don’t see that this helps much. We do find the
names in Grafton; see the notes on Stanzas 451, 454. It has been suggested that the
stone’s inscription was taken from Grafton rather than the reverse). The grave was
copied by Johnston in 1665, but was no longer legible in the time of Gough (1786),
apparently because people had been chipping off portions as souvenirs or maybe even
relics with curative powers (Cawthorne, p. 45; Baldwin, p. 75), although Gough
reprinted Johnson’s version.

Phillips/Keatman, p. 39, make the interesting point that the alleged grave is some
650 yards from the gatehouse at Kirklees priory — far beyond longbow range. Thus we
can be certain that it either is not the grave of the actual Robin or that the story of the
last arrow is false.

Today the grave slab can no longer be found — presumably because the artifact-
hunters and seekers of toothache cures kept pounding on it — and Keen, pp. 180-182,
notes conflicts in our sources regarding it. Gough did report that the ground under the
slab was undisturbed, meaning that the slab was either a trick or had been moved (Holt,
p. 44). Holt, p. 41, is convinced that the slab was real, because so many witnesses
reported it, but while the actual stone might have given us some useful information, the
stories about it don't.

There are many other alleged relics. We know of a “Robin Hood’s Stone” in
Barnsdale, which apparently was seen by Henry VII in 1486 (Pollard, p. 70; Baldwin, p.
79, observes that this is the first spot which can be documented to have been named for
Robin). Also attested at a fairly early date (1622) is “Robin Hood’s Well” -- but in fact
there are at least two Robin Hood’s Wells, according to Baldwin, p. 78, one near
Nottingham and the other near Barnsdale; Betts, Legends, p. 17, says they are near
Doncaster and Fountains Abbey).

Betts, pp. 16-17 in the “Legends” volume, gives a catalog of (mostly unlikely) sites
and objects associated with Robin, such as Robin Hood’s Penistone, a great rock which
he is said to have kicked from the next town; a Robin Hood’s Tower at Richmond Castle
in Yorkshire; Robin Hood’s Picking Rods in Derbyshire; and even Robin Hood’s Bog in
Northumberland.

Some may have been named for him long ago, but they are simply too widely
scattered for all of them to have been originally associated with his legend. Indeed,
Dobson/Taylor, pp. 295-311, give a catalog of artifacts and places traditionally
associated with Robin Hood, and while the great majority are in Derbyshire,
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Nottinghamshire, and Yorkshire, there are items in some two dozen counties, scattered
from Kent to Essex to to Shropshire to Cumberland to Northumberland to Norfolk.

In addition to Robin’s alleged gravestones, Keen, p. 182, notes three graves for Little
John, one English (plates 7 and 36 in Baldwin offer a photo and an enhanced sketch of
the English gravestone, which is in Derby), one Scottish, one Irish (where one legend
says he was executed; Cawthorne, p. 80, who also notes a piece of wood at Barnsley
alleged to have been John's bow). Will Scarlet’s grave is said to be at Blidworth in
Nottinghamshire (Carthorne, pp. 80-81). But all such relics are either lost or too-recent
inventions. And, of course, some could refer to other people named Robert Hood.

Percy’s Reliques was published in 1765, containing “Guy of Gisborne” — the first
publication of one of the older ballads since the White edition of the “Gest.” Plus, of
course, it sparked the “ballad mania” which eventually let to much more serious
scholarship (Dobson/Taylor, p. 53).

In 1795, Joseph Ritson published his Robin Hood. It is to him that Dobson/Taylor, p.
54, give credit for the “rehabilitation” of Robin — and in one sense his book is
invaluable, as it contains a vast amount of Robin Hood material not accessible
elsewhere (note how many of the Child references are to Ritson; Dobson/Taylor, p. 54,
remark that he published versions of all the major ballads except the “Monk.” On p. 55,
they mention some evidence that Ritson’s work actually influenced the later tradition).

Ritson also marked an important change — for the first time, we see analysis of
tradition. Kunitz/Haycraft, p. 437, say of him “Ritson was the first ‘scientific’ editor of
such material, and he was savagely critical of editors who (like Percy) ‘improved” their
originals or (like Pinkerton) wrote spurious folk poetry.”

Unfortunately, Ritson’s skills did not match his ambitions; his editions of Robin
Hood material retail a lot of late rubbish, making little attempt to separate early from
late. Ritson, e.g., says that Robin was born in 1160, in the reign of Henry II (Holt, p. 45),
providing what seemed like a basis for the Gilberts and Reads who “retold” the legend.

It was Ritson, too, who is largely responsible for the notion of “robbing the rich to
give to the poor”; Major in 1521 had hints of it (Holt, p. 154), but it is not mentioned in
the ballads. (Although Holt, p. 194, thinks it not unlikely: The poor weren't worth
robbing, and by helping them even a little, Robin would build a support system).
Dobson/Taylor, p. 55, suggest that this is a consequence of Ritson’s radicalism — he
was one of the few British supported of the French Revolution, and was a follower of
Tom Paine.

It is hard to imagine how the notion of robbing the rich to give to the poor could
have arisen out of history. Almost all historical highway robbers were in it exclusively
for the money. Sharpe, pp. 49-50, notes the case of James Hind, or “Captain” Hind, who
lived in the time of the English Civil War and boasted that “most of the robberies he
committed had parliamentarians as their victim” (making him a curious parallel to the
oh-so-loyal-to-the-monarch Robin Hood) — but the main reason that Hind was so
noteworthy was that a robber with a political agenda was such a rare thing.

Interestingly, Hind was eventually to be credited to refusing to rob the poor (Sharpe,
p. 54). It may well be that he was credited with this trait before Robin Hood was.
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The lack of the theme of giving to the poor, so vital to the legend today, raises an
interesting question: Why the Robin Hood legend became so widespread? If it wasn't
due to transferring wealth from rich to poor, then why was he remembered? Perhaps for
being free when few were? But this would not explain his survival after the reign of
Edward III. It is yet another point on which we have no clear answer.)

Sir Walter Scott was apparently the first to suggest that Robin was a Saxon opposed
to the Norman Conquest. In 1820, he made Robin an opponent of the “Norman”
dynasty of Henry II, Richard I, and John (Holt, p. 183). But as Holt observes, the Saxon/
Norman dichotomy was false by 1189 — and to place Robin in, or before, the actual
Norman period (which ended in 1154) is absurd; prior to William the Conqueror, there
were no forest laws (Keen, p. 26)

Knight/Ohlgren, p. 164, mention that forests were in the law codes of Ine, Alfred,
and Cnut, but these rules were not onerous; Young, p. 7, says that the Norman creation
of royal forest and forest law “provoked more negative comments from chroniclers than
any of their other acts.” Nor was the longbow in use at the time. It is true that
Cawthorne, p. 134, sees an antagonism between “the Saxon peasantry and the Norman
gentry” in the Robin Hood tales — but there is absolutely no sign in the “Gest” of a
distinction between Saxons and Normans (neither word is used; the only ethnic or
national designation is “Englond(e)”), or even between those who speak English and
those who speak French.

Robin’s place as a Saxon rebel could be by confusion with the tale of Hereward the
Wake (itself mostly legend) — a suspicion strengthened by the parallels between “Robin
Hood and the Potter” and a similar tale of Hereward’s disguise, as well as by the fact
that Hereward, like Robin, is said to have eventually reconciled with the King. Keen, p.
21, calls Hereward the “lineal ancestor of Robin Hood.” But, although the link is
obvious, Hereward was a political rebel, Robin an economic rebel. Robin has no quarrel
with the King, only with the King’s laws.

The forest laws offer additional evidence against an eleventh or early twelfth
century date. There is no evidence that either Barnsdale or Sherwood was royal forest in
Norman times. Young, p. 10, says “there is no mention of Sherwood forest [in Norman
times], and its condition in the eleventh century can only be a matter of speculation.”
On p. 9, Young shows a map of known Norman forest sites. There are many along the
Welsh border, and in the New Forest area in Hampshire and Suffolk. There are scattered
sites in south-central and east-central England. There are none in Nottinghamshire or
Yorkshire.

By the thirteenth century, we know that Sherwood was a royal forest (see map on
pp- 62-63 of Young, or the simplified version below). So were Inglewood and Allerdale
in Lancashire, plus Farndale, Pickering, and Galtres in Yorkshire and vicinity — but not
Barnsdale. In the early years of Edward IIl's reign, Sherwood, Inglewood, Galtres, and
and Pickering were still forest, and Farndale had transformed into Spaunton. There is
still no report of Barnsdale as a forest — although Knaresborough in Yorkshire, which is
very close to Barnsdale (according to Holt, p. 86, it was the closest royal forest to
Barnsdale), is now on the list.
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Figure 8: Sketch of the Royal Forests in the “Robin Hood Period.”
Only forests with possible significance in the “Gest” are named.

A noteworthy point about the forests and forest law is how much the enforcement
fell off during the Edwardian period. After all Edward I's attempts to take advantage of
the forest, things slipped under Edward II and Edward III. Young, p. 154, notes an
extreme decline in forest eyres in the fourteenth century, with typically only a few
counties visited year by year. He notes that “Only Yorkshire had as many as four eyres
in the fourteenth century (1334, 1336, 1337, and 1339).” It is fascinating to note that this
is exactly the period when Robin Hood might have been lurking in Barnsdale after
fleeing Edward II's court, if my reconstruction of the history behind the “Gest” is
correct.

The one thing that comes out clearly in looking at the early chroniclers is how much
they disagree. Clearly they have no more reliable data than we do. Holt, p. 185, compares
the accretions of Scott and Ritson to an ivy strangling the old oak of the Robin Hood
legend. This is partly false — in many ways the modern version is in better shape than
when the seventeenth century broadsides made Robin a buffoon. But Scott and Ritson
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made permanent the false image of Robin the nobleman of the time of Richard I; we can
dismiss it and pass on to more useful speculation as we seek the date. For example,
Robin Hood is Catholic, so we can obviously eliminate the period of Henry VIII and all
later kings; the official religion in the legend is clearly Catholicism.

The Common Elements of the Early Ballads

If the chronicles are useless, we can only try to glean information about the
evolution of the legend from the early ballads, especially the “Gest.” These give us a
surprisingly limited picture. Robin is an outlawed yeoman (see notes on Stanza 1 and
Stanza 2), attended by a band of unknown size (see the notes on Stanza 4, Stanza 17,
Stanza 229). Little John is certainly one of this band, but the others (Much the Miller’s
Son and Will Scathelock/Scarlock/Scadlock/Scarlett/ whatever) are not really
characters, just names. They live in the north of England, in Yorkshire or
Nottinghamshire or possible Lancaster or Cumbria.

Holt, p. 86, makes the interesting note that Robin’s band may not even have lived in
the greenwood; there is, for instance, little or no mention of the King’s Deer in the early
sources. The “Gest” is rather confusing on this point; deer are mentioned several times
(see the notes on Stanzas 32-33, Stanzas 357-358, Stanza 377) — but do not seem very
important in the tale of Robin and the Knight. Toward the end, however, the King meets
Robin because he’s angry about the lack of deer in Plumpton Park. Perhaps the deer
were a motif only in the source that gave us the tale of Robin and the King.

The forest laws, according to Young, p. 4, protected “the red deer, fallow deer, roe
deer, and the wild boar until a judicial decision in 1339 [reign of Edward III] removed
the roe from the list,” and points out on p. 5 that the purpose of the law was not just to
protect the animals but their habitat. This was the reason, e.g., why people were
forbidden to cut down trees in royal forests. But Holt does make an important point: We
don’t see foresters in the “Gest.” It is not clear why.

As far as his character goes, Robin is genuinely religious, clearly Catholic (and
devoted to the Virgin Mary; see note on Stanza 10) — but no friend of high church
officials such as abbots and bishops (see note on Stanza 19), whom he happily robs.
Note too that it was a prioress who murdered him! (Stanzas 451-455). He is willing to
rescue those in need, but he does not seem to go out of his way to do so. He very likely
eventually meets the King, who is coming to investigate troubles in the North (Stanzas
357-358, etc.)

What is absent from these accounts is notable. Holt, pp. 35-38, catalogs what is
missing: Maid Marion, Richard the Lion-Hearted (recall that Gest’s king is Edward;
Stanza 353), Robin’s birth as Robin of Lockesly and/or Earl of Huntingdon (in the early
legend, Robin is clearly a yeoman; Stanza 1), and the theme of robbing the rich to give
to the poor. Pollard, p. 188, offers a similar list of famous elements of the modern telling
which are absent from the early stories: robbing the rich to give to the poor, Robin the
Anglo-Saxon earl fighting the Normans, the Sheriff as agent of “Prince” John who is
attempting to overthrow King Richard, and the tale of Maid Marion. (Pollard attributes
all these changes to the rise of class consciousness, which I must say I find a stretch.)

Can we possibly add more details from the later ballads?
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The Later Robin Hood Ballads

If we look at the later ballads with true traditional attestation, the list is longer than
the list of early ballads, but still rather thin. It appears that we can list only about fifteen
songs, or fewer than half the Robin Hood pieces printed by Child, as being genuinely
“folk,” and only about four of these have a strong hold in tradition:

* Willie and Earl Richard’s Daughter [Child 102] (traditional in US, but possibly

from print)

* Robin Hood’s Death [Child 120] (traditional in US)

* The Jolly Pinder of Wakefield [Child 124] (traditional attestation somewhat

dubious)

* Robin Hood and Little John [Child 125] (traditional in Scotland, Canada, US)

* Robin Hood and the Tanner [Child 126] (traditional in England, US)

* Robin Hood and the Prince of Aragon [Child 129] (traditional in US, although

much damaged; the tune may have come from a non-traditional source)

* Robin Hood and the Ranger [Child 131] (traditional in England)

* The Bold Pedlar and Robin Hood [Child 132] (traditional in England, Scotland,
US, Canada; probably the most popular Robin Hood ballad in tradition)

Robin Hood and the Beggar II [Child 134] (traditional in Scotland)

Robin Hood and Allen a Dale [Child 138] (traditional in Scotland)

Robin Hood’s Progress to Nottingham [Child 139] (traditional in Canada)

Robin Hood Rescuing Three Squires [Child 140] (traditional in England, Scotland,
US; probably second only to #132 in popularity)

* Robin Hood Rescuing Will Stutly [Child 141] (traditional in US)

* Robin Hood and the Bishop of Hereford [Child 144] (traditional in England)

* Robin Hood Was a Forester Bold (traditional in US)

These add little useful information to the sources we already identified. Most of
them are clearly late poor imitations of the basic handful — as Keen notes (pp. 99-100),
“Most, at least in the form in which we have them, are compositions of the sixteenth
and seventeenth centuries, when Robin Hood’s traditional world already belonged to a
half-forgotten past. The cruel forest laws have fallen into desuetude; archery was no
longer a national exercise; the abbeys whose monks the outlaws had robbed had been
dissolved. Robin Hood’s legend belonged, in fact, to a world so far away in time that
almost anything could be believed of it, and as a result his story was sometimes
changed out of recognition.” In seeking the source of the legend, therefore, we must
work mostly with the small collection of early ballads. The only one late text to which
we will pay much attention is the “Bishop of Hereford.” Whatever the quality of the
newer ballads (a point on which critics may perhaps disagree), they shed no light at all
on the old.

Having catalogued our sources (such as they are), we can attempt to wring some
meaning from them.

Outlaw Or Not?

Both Munday and the late ballad “Robin Hood’s Progress to Nottingham” [Child
139] offer explanations for how Robin was driven to the greenwood. Holt, p. 44, also
notes a tale transmitted by Roger Dodsworth, in which Roger Locksley killed his
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stepfather and was forced into the wood; in this version, it is apparently Little John who
was the disgraced nobleman.

The references to Locksley/Loxley as Robin Hood’s home are first found in the
Sloan manuscript biography. There were Loxleys in Yorkshire and Warwickshire.
Phillips/Keatman, p. 137, suggest on the basis of the latter that Robin might have been
Robert Fitz Odo, who came from the Yorkshire area and lived in the reigns of Richard I
and John. They suggest that this might be the basis of the dating of Robin to the reign of
Richard I. All I can say is, it’s an incredibly long chain of suppositions to hang on the
name of a town that isn’t even in the early versions of the legend.

Even Phillips/Keatman, p. 138, ask, “Was Robert Fitz Odo truly linked with the
Robin Hood legend? He certainly lived during the reign of Richard I, he seems to have
been outlawed, and his name might have been rendered Robert or Robin Ode.
Moreover, he was a lord of Loxley.” They also note a grave slab which seems to be
similar to the traditional Robin Hood inscription. They suggest, on weak evidence, that
an actual grave slab might have been moved from Kirklees to Loxley (p. 141).

Phillips/Keatman, p. 144, combine this material to conclude that Robin Hood is
actually a composite of three actual characters. The Robin of the early ballads — the one
who, as we shall see, so clearly lived in the reign of Edward II, was “Robert Hood of
Wakefield.” The Robin Hood of Munday and the Renaissance writers was “Fulk Fitz
Warine of Shropshire.” And the original Robin Hood was “Robert Fitz Odo of Loxley in
Warwickshire.” The obvious problems with this are its complexity and the lack of data
about all three characters; all are extremely shadowy figures, and only Fulk is a
character of folklore.

All these stories of outlawry stories are all different — and all late. There is no clue
in the early materials how Robin came to be outlawed (Holt, p. 9). Pollard, p. 13, points
out the parallel in the tale of Gamelyn, in which Gamelyn is dispossessed by his
brothers, but there is no sign of this in the “Gest” or other early ballads. In fact, we don’t
even know that Robin was outlawed, at least at the time when he first went to the
greenwood; he may simply have been forced off his land, or perhaps away from his
employment. Kings and lords of this period were good at that.

Since we will have to deal in time with the claim that Richard I was Robin’s king, we
should note Richard was particularly rapacious, because of the financial demands of his
crusade — and later of his ransom, which resulted in an almost unendurable 25% tax,
according to Gillingham, p. 230. Many people must have been forced off their lands to
pay for their lion-hearted, pea-brained king.

But would Robin then side with Richard? I think not. If Robin were simply
dispossessed, as opposed to outlawed, a date in the reign of one of the Edwards would
seem more likely even if the “Gest” didn't refer to King Edward. And if Robin’s
ancestors were in fact squatters (which is perfectly possible), then there is a high
likelihood that they took over the land in the lawless period after the Norman
Conquest, and the sooner after the Conquest they did so, the more time for them to
think the land was theirs.

Even Edward I, often held up as a lawgiver, was a land-grabber in his personal
capacity as king, and Prestwichl, p. 105, comments that “The methods he used did him
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little credit: he was devious and grasping.” For more on his techniques, see the
discussion on Stanza 47.

Edward I's queen was even worse about grabbing land (Prestwichl, pp. 124-125; on
p- 124 and again on p. 262, he quotes a fragment of what sounds like a folk rhyme,
although apparently it was taken down in Latin: “The king he wants to get our gold,
The queen would like our lands to hold”). And if other kings weren’t as concerned as
Edward I with updating the statute books, they certainly were just as eager to latch onto
any cash they could.

Around 1298, Edward I had had a major dispute with local residents about the
boundaries of the royal forests (Prestwichl, p. 518), which had been at their greatest in
the reign of Henry II and since steadily been reduced (Young, p. 19). Many locals tried
to encroach upon the forests, leading to the conflict with the King (Prestwichl, p. 527;
Young, p. 139).

Edward I being Edward I, this might well have caused him to punish harshly
anyone whom he could lay his hands on. Edward, under pressure, reduced the total
area of the royal forest — but in 1305 “laid down that those people who had been
placed outside the Forest boundaries would no longer be allowed to exercise any rights
of common within them.” In 1306, he reneged and took back some of that forest land
(Prestwichl, p. 548).

This raises an interesting possibility, that the reason we never see Robin go to the
greenwood is that he never did — he was there all along. He lived in the wood on what
he thought was his personal land, until the king reclaimed it. There is a tradition (found
e.g. in “Robin Hood'’s Birth, Breeding, Valor, and Marriage” [Child 149], although this is
a very poor source) that Robin’s father was a forester. This raises the possibility that
Robin was a yeoman forester, and was displaced as a result of someone eventually
enforcing the 1306 law.

Prestwichl, p. 286, adds that, in Edward I's time, due to some legal changes which
made legal penalties stiffer but convictions harder to obtain, “Fairs and markets were
the scene of a good many crimes, as when a royal bailiff was assaulted by Thomas de
Aston and his two brothers, pursued, and beaten up publicly in the market at Stafford.”
Several similarities to “Robin Hood and the Potter” [Child 121] will surely be evident.

Another possibility relating to the forest laws has to do with the way they treated
guilt. Young, p. 107, describes the “climate of fear” they generated: If someone was
found near the dead body of a deer, that person was often punished — severely — for
its death. It was difficult to establish innocence unless the real killer of the beast could
be found. So Robin might simply have been in the wrong place at the wrong time.

Although it is usually assumed that Robin was an ordinary yeoman, it may be that
Robin might have been a royal yeoman, in service to the king (Holt, p. 120, argues
strongly for this). In that case, it is not unlikely that he was cast out of the royal service
during a purge of the household Edward I conducted in 1300 (Prestwich1, p. 159). 1300
however seems early for him to be active based on him still being the active head of his
band in 1322 (if we can trust the one genuine chronological peg we have in the “Gest”).

“Robin Hood’s Birth” also has the tradition that “His mother was neece to the
Coventry knight, Which Warwickshire men call Sir Guy, For he slew the blue bore that
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hangs up at the gate.” This presumably is a reference to Guy of Warwick, a famous saga
hero who indeed was credited with killed a great boar although one who is claimed to
have lived in the reign of Athelstan (Simpson/Roud, p. 158, Pickering, p. 128. Don’t ask
me what someone named “Guy” was doing in tenth century England.... He was
popular enough, however to have inspired two extremely long and tedious romances
about him, plus one about his son).

The period of the Wars of the Roses (roughly 1455-1485) were also tough on
landowners. Since the crown changed hands so many times, there was a real danger
that one might be attainted if one supported the wrong side. We don’t know of any
great lords turning outlaw, but a yeoman might. There are, however, two problems with
a date this late: First, the “Gest” was probably already in existence, and second, of the
two kings who reigned for most of this period, Henry VI was not active enough for the
role given him in the “Gest” and wasn’t named Edward anyway, and Edward IV, while
obviously named “Edward,” hardly had enough time as King.

If we had to make a wild guess about how Robin came to be outlawed, Pollard’s
suggestion that he had been a yeoman of the forest (pp. 41-43; see also the note on
Stanza 222) does make a certain amount of sense. Perhaps he — or, more likely, his
father — had been yeoman of the forest displaced during Edward I's reign, and he
stayed in the forest to maintain his claim to what he considered his home and
occupation. But while reasonable, this is clearly beyond proof.

The bottom line is, we simply don’t know why Robin was outlawed (oz, rather, why
the earliest hearers of the tradition thought he was outlawed). But the circumstances of
the Edwardian period certainly offer many opportunities.

Dobson/Taylor, p. 29, make the interesting comment that “the royal courts of
medieval England degraded the severity of sentences of outlawry by its over-use.
During the course of the fourteenth century the application of the process of outlawry
to cases of misdemeanor and even civil offenses lessened its deterrent effect still
further.” Outlawry, intended to be a hideous sentence which drove the victim away
from home or forced him to appear in court, became more like having outstanding
traffic tickets — something which might even be considered a virtue to some.

Even in the reign of Henry VII, when government was much more centralized,
outlawry was mostly a failure. Chrimes, p. 162, notes its frequency and its lack of
effectiveness: “In the course of Michaelmas term 1488, when some two-thirds of the 958
cases [before the King’s Bench] were civil suits, outlawing, which was seldom reversed,
was resorted to in the bulk of cases, and few final judgments were recorded.” About the
only effect was to bring revenue to Henry VII, since he could latch onto the lands of
outlaws.

Perhaps we should just conclude, with Shippey, p. 233, “in romance it is a good rule
that not everything should be explained.” If we truly knew why Robin went to the
greenwood, it would probably detract from the legend: If he committed a true crime
and was outlawed, it makes him less of a good man, but if he was simply went broke,
that is far too mundane. The best answer, from a dramatic standpoint, is doubtless the
one adopted by modern retellers: That he was driven from his land by unjust superiors.
But even this runs the risk of reducing his motives to petty jealousy....
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Dating the Legend: The Setting of the Gest

In trying to date the origin of the Robin Hood legend, we must recall that we are
dealing with multiple sources — half a dozen different ballads, the most important of
which, the “Gest,” is itself compiled from multiple sources. Sorting through this
material necessarily involves us in contradictions. Dobson/Taylor, p. 14, observe that
the legend changed in the sixteenth century, and on p. 37 point out that there were at
least two major periods of alteration of the story, the sixteenth century change coming at
the hands of Elizabethan and Jacobean playwrights and a later alteration by early
nineteenth century romantics.

Pollard, p. x, points out that, since Robin’s story changed completely in the sixteenth
century, we cannot discount the possibility that it also changed completely between
1377 and 1450 — and he adds on p. 2 that all our extant early sources date from the
tifteenth century. Thus any pattern we perceive in the various sources might be just the
coincidental agreement of independent sources, or a side effect of the evolution of the
legend.

To show how confusing it all is, the “Gest” says Robin’s King is “Edward.” Knight,
p- xx, says that in the Forresters manuscript, three pieces name the king
“Richard” (presumably Richard I). Two call him “Henry” (presumably Henry II,
although Henry III is not an unreasonable possibility), and Knight thinks that one other
Forresters piece also points to a King Henry — although in this case either Henry V or
Henry VIII, since his queen is Catherine. The tradition simply is not unified.

So there is no single “point of origin” that we can recover, nor an “original Robin
Hood Legend” from which all surviving tales are directly descended. We can only look
at the individual tales and seek their settings. And the more I looked at the scattered
hints, the more I have become convinced that the intended setting of the “Gest” is a
particular period: The reign of Edward II. This section tries both to present that case and
to offer the evidence for other periods.

As Baldwin points out on p. 48, we have conflicting evidence regarding the setting
of the various Robin Hood pieces, some “suggesting an earlier date of composition
[probably in the reign of Henry III or Edward I], the other later [probably the reign of
Edward III].” On p. 84, Baldwin stoutly maintains that there were five kings in “what
may loosely be called the Robin Hood era,” referring to Richard I through Edward II. In
fact, the evidence of names found by Holt shows there is every reason to think that the
legend originated before Edward II. The content of the later ballads seems to indicate a
date in the reign of Edward III or later. This by itself is modest support for the reign of
Edward II as the meeting point, so to speak, of the two types of evidence.

What follows will at first seem like a disorderly collection of historical facts. Indeed,
it is a disorderly collection of historical facts. The goal is to bring in as much data as
possible, then add it up.

The references to Robin’s skills with the bow really do seem to imply that he was a
bowman even in the earliest tales — which by itself is a dating hint. The mention of the
longbow requires, at the earliest, a post-conquest date for Robin; it also gives a latest
possible date before the time of Henry VIII — probably well before. Keen, p. 138, dates
the decline of the longbow to the Battle of Castillon in 1453, when French gunnery
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destroyed an army of English bowmen. This is accurate, in a way, although the English
continued to use bows for many decades (e.g. they were a key weapon in the Wars of
the Roses).

But Robin the Legendary Archer must have lived long before Castillon. Edward III,
more than a century before that, commanded regular competitions with the bow (see
the note on Stanzas 145-146) — something often seen in the Robin Hood tales. And yet,
once these competitions were well-established, it would be almost impossible for a band
of outlaws, gathered at random, to all become exceptional bowmen. The longbow
demands great skill (contrary to what is implied by Keen, p. 138). Longbows required
more pull than short bows, but even the strongest muscles could not compete with a
crossbow in power and range. To compete with crossbows, longbowmen had to aim in
an arc far above their targets. This took long practice; archers, for the most part, had to
be brought up to the bow, and stay with it throughout their lives — in the reign of
Edward III, we find the king complaining that the common people weren’t spending
enough time with the bow (Chandler/Beckett, p. 10).

That was the main reason no one other than the English and Welsh took to the
longbow; it was too tricky. But the longbow won battles for the English at Halidon Hill
(1333) and Crécy (1347) during the reign of Edward III. Featherstone, p. 31, in fact
claims that archers from Sherwood Forest were given conditional pardon to serve the
King at this time. It is true that Edward III gave pardons to outlaws willing to fight in
France — Ormrod, p. 57 — but Ormrod says nothing of archers from Sherwood.
Ormrod does tell us that this was new; no earlier King had offered such pardons.
although Prestwichl, p. 561, says that Edward I pardoned soldiers who served in his
campaigns. For the conditions attached to such pardons, see the notes on Stanza 439.

Robin of course received a pardon from his king, and one suspects his skill with the
bow played role. Hewitt, p. 30, finds that Edward III offered at least 850 pardons to
those willing to serve in his wars in 1339-1340, several hundred more in 1346-1347, 140
in 1356, and 250+ in 1360-1361 — and that very many of these pardons were for
murders. Also, Edward II pardoned a number of murderers in 1326 when England was
invaded by his wife and Mortimer (MortimerTraitor, pp. 150-151), although Robin
obviously wasn’t one of those pardoned then. Hewitt believes that as many as an eighth
of the soldiers in some English armies may have been pardoned criminals, and observes
that some — Sir Robert Knowles and Sir Hugh Calveley being obvious examples —
held quite senior commands.

We known that, as early as the reign of Edward I, longbow training was required of
ordinary folk (Seward, p. 53), just as it would be in the time of Edward III. Yet we note,
in Stanzas 397-398, that the marks set by Robin Hood’s men are very distant. So they
must be exceptional archers. In turn meaning that they are at a time when there aren’t
many other exceptional archers — i.e. before the time of Edward III.

So we can say that, starting from 1333 and Halidon Hill, the longbow was a
universal weapon, and the odds of Robin’s men being exceptional is slight. For them to
be as unusual as they clearly are is evidence for a date before 1333.

It has been argued that we must look much earlier than that: since the longbow was
already common as early as the time of Edward I (reigned 1272-1307), we are forced to
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a date in the reigns of Henry II (1154-1189), Richard I (1189-1199), John (1199-1216), or
Henry III (1216-1272).

This is not compelling, even if we ignore the several contests with the bow in the
“Gest” (which of course are evidence that the longbow was becoming common).
Although Edward I had encouraged the use of the bow at times in his reign, he was not
consistent. For his preparations for the invasion of Wales in 1277, Edward I ordered
cartloads of crossbow bolts (Prestwichl, p. 179), leaving little if any room for arrows.
Edward II (1307-1327) largely turned his back on the use of the bow. This was a major
reason he lost at Bannockburn in 1314 (Phillips, pp. 236-237, who notes that a military
revolution was going on at the time; both at Bannockburn and at Courtrai in 1302,
mounted knights had lost to infantry, forcing a reassessment of tactics. The English
learned the lesson after 1314, and Edward III began to depend on longbows; the French
would need another century to learn).

To sum up, the use of the bow means that the only serious candidates for the Kings
in the Robin Hood legend are Henry II (reigned 1154-1189), his son Richard I (1189-
1199), his brother John (1199-1216), his son Henry III (1216-1272), his son Edward I
(1272-1307), his son Edward II (1307-1327), and his son Edward III (1327-1377). Many
would restrict the period even more — e.g. McLynn, p. 244, would examine only the
period 1215-1381. Phillips/Keatman, p. 58, say it must be between 1282 (when
Edward I beat the Welsh at Orewin Bridge) and 1377 (when Langland mentions Robin).

Within that range, the single strongest clue, as repeatedly mentioned, is the fact that
Stanza 353, Stanza 384, and Stanza 450 of the “Gest” give the name of the king of
England as Edward. At first glance. since we are not told which Edward, we might
think this was Edward I. In many ways Edward I fits the content of the legend better
than Henry II (his great-grandfather), Richard I (his grand-uncle), or John (his
grandfather), notably since the longbow was not widely used in the time of the early
kings, at least outside Wales. The flip side is, there is nothing in the “Gest” which
sounds specific to this reign.

Joseph Hunter, as mentioned in the notes to Stanzas 357-358, pointed out that
Edward II had made a trip to the north in 1322-1323 which fits the ballad. The real
problem with his reconstruction is that Hunter then went on to try to ring in a Robin
Hood who was active around Wakefield at the time, and who was a follower of the
Lancastrian rebels (Cawthorne, p. 49). Phillips/Keatman, pp. 56-57, note that Lancaster
actually occupied the important Robin Hood site of Wakefield at this time.

Hunter was also able to find a Robert Hood who was in Edward II's service at the
right time (Philipps/Keatman, p. 74). And a later scholar, J. W. Walker, in publications
from 1944 to 1952, found that a Robert Hood was supposed to fight under the Earl of
Lancaster (Phillips/Keatman, pp. 74-75), but he does not give source documentation. In
any case, there is no reason to think either of these is “our” Robin.

Indeed, the chronology of this Robert Hood of Lancaster will not fit into the “Gest,”
because we find him still on his land in 1322, when Lancaster summons him against the
King (Phillips/Keatman, p. 167). This does not leave time for him to be driven from his
land, gather wealth as a robber, give some to the knight, wait a year, get it back from the
monks, pass more time, and then be pardoned by Edward II.
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The link to Lancaster in fact badly weakens Hunter’s case, because the “Gest”
implies that Robin was always loyal to the King. Robin doesn’t just hope for pardon; he
appears to expect it. Hunter’s full reconstruction cannot stand up, and many have
rejected all of it on that basis — but the evidence he found for the 1322-1323 visit to the
north does stand up. If (and this is a substantial if!) the “Gest” is supposed to be based
on actual events, 1323 is an extremely strong candidate for the King's visit to Robin.

On the basis of the date it has been suggested that Robin was a former Knight
Templar (Phillips/Keatman, p. 76). This fits chronologically; the Templars were
suppressed in France in 1307 to get at their money (see the note on Stanzas 56-57), and
Edward II was eventually induced to go along, but seemingly without much zeal. The
difficulty with this hypothesis is that Robin shows no inclination whatsoever to fight
like a knight.

Therefore Holt, p. 192, affirms that fits 7-8 of the “Gest” must be based on Edward
II's northern trip, and I agree. If we assume, for argument’s sake, that Robin was a
Lancastrian tenant driven out by Lancaster for his support of the King, much makes
sense.

The 1322-1323 dating is suitable on other grounds. We know that Edward II was
very concerned with forests and forest management at this time (Young, p. 145).

The context fits as well; it was a time of great social displacement. There was a major
famine and economic downturn in 1315-1317 (Prestwich3, p. 92); Phillips, p. 238,
blames it on excessive rain beginning in 1314, adding on pp. 252-253, that the years
1315 and 1316 were unusually cold, that 1317 brought only a brief respite, and that
1318-1321 also saw bad weather and poor harvests).

The problems were especially bad in the north; according to Wilkinson, p. 124, the
bad harvest of 1315 was “followed by famine ‘such as our age has never seen.”” It didn’t
help that many of those who should have taken in the harvest in 1314 had been slain at
Bannockburn (Mortimer-Traitor, p. 72).

Kelly], p. 14, says that worldwide conditions were so awful that some think they
may have started the chain of events which led to the Black Death thirty years later.
Kelly], p. 56, observes that large tracts of land were left unpopulated — sometimes
because they were no longer productive in the poor climate. On pp. 58-59, he notes that
some parts of Yorkshire had all their topsoil eroded away. The rain was so heavy that in
Yorkshire and Nottinghamshire some farm fields became lakes — he calls them “inland
seas.” There were widespread reports of cannibalism (p. 60).

Allen, p.11, shows a chart of economic conditions in London in this period. Even in
that prosperous city, the average resident in 1325 had only about 1.75 times the bare
minimum needed for survival. So bleak was this period that it inspired a tremendous
recovery; the next half century saw a rate of economic growth a