
Robin Hood: yeoman of the forest. This image, a late-fifteenth- 
century woodcut, was recycled both to illustrate Robin Hood in 
Chapman and Myllafs printing of the Gest in 1508 and to represent 
the knight's yeoman in Pynson's edition of The  Canterbuty Tales 
in 1491. 
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in 1 170 BC to be its first king. But just as the compiler of Tbe Brut 
I .' 

'i: 1 and Geoffrey of Monmouth fixed these stories as historical 
. . fictions of a supposed past, so also the anonymous authors of the 

Robin Hood stories created a fiction about an English past which 

% I  not only entertained their audiences, but.atso recounted for them 
::I&. a history. That history was not what the twenty-first century 

understands to be history, but the stories derived some of their 

j relevance from the notion that they were indeed about a past that 

, ,  I had once existed 'while lie walked on ground'. Scholars try to 

'j; \ 
track down an 'ur' Robin Hood, just as they do a King Arthur, and 

. ." , . :$ I 
there is an undeniable fascination in the quest, but the more 

,;.; 1 
%, - .  ! pertinent question concerns what collective memory of which 

Audiences listening to or reading the Gest when it w past the setting and incidental detail of the stories woven around 

compiled were emphatically reminded that Robin Hood had bee the hero reveal. 
a living person, with the implication that the adventures to Some historians have treated the rymes of Robin Hood, and 

' recounted had actually happened. especially the Gest, as quasi-historical sources, seeking to 
demonstrate that they are grounded in events that actually 

Robyn was a prude outlaw, happened and are thus accounts of them. John Bellamy 

Wbyles be walked on grounde ingeniously sought to identify the models for Robin Hood, Little 

So curteyse an outlawe as be was one John, Will Scarlock, the Sheriff of Nottingham and Sir Richard at 

Was never nonefounde.' the Lee in the 1320s and arguedthat the Gest, commissioned by 
a later Lee, was a genuine account of the exploits of an outlaw 

The Gest is constructed as a tale of his deeds, just as the Gesta Hen band led by a man named Robin. Hood.2 Ifi an article published 

Quinti was the tale of Henry V's deeds. It is, however, unlike Hen seven years earlierJ. R Maddicott more cautiously proposed that 

Quinti (we suppose) a fiction, and one would be surprise the Gest was composed in the mid-fourteenth century, drawing 
listeners or readers thought it other than a fiction. One w upon events and people active between 1334 and 1338. He 
similarly be amazed if late-fifteenth-century readers of suggested that the Sheriff of Nottingham was modelled on the 

Morte D'Arthur took literally as historical facts the stories he to notorious John de Oxenford, who held that office from 1334 to 
the exploits of the knights of the round table. Robin Hood c 1339, the abbot of St Mary's based on Thomas de Multon, abbot 

no closer to ever having actually walked on ground 1332-59, and the 'high justice' on Sir Geoffrey le Scrope, chief 
Romano-British leader who defeated the Saxons and briefly rallied justice of the King's Bench, 1324-38. Much of the action took 

the British peoples in the fifth century AD, and possibly as close as place in  and around York because in that decade the king's 

Brutus of Troy, the great-grandson of Aeneas, who came to government was frequently based there.3 
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While not going as far as M ecifically identifying 5 subplots of a completely different tone. One might 

persons with the events in. th n and Ayton have e central narrative of 'Robin Hood and the Knight', 

*aested aspecific military context in the same decade in which with the abbot of St Mary's, their brush with the 
th;figure of the sorry knightlsir Richard at the Lee and the sheriff and reconciliation with the king, did in fact draw upon such 

outlaw band can be set. The knight goes off to fight the wars 'in 
q:& I a specific milieu, but an immediate or even later composition of 

Englonde ryght' in Brabant, or Flanders, or Brittany after 1337, and + ; the Gest in the precise form in which it later came to be written 

returns enriched to repay his loan to the abbot. 'England's right' down is, to say the least, unlikely. It is even more difficult to 

was, as Ohlgren points out, Edward III's rallying cry at the . identify the other surviving stories, including the story of 'Little 

beginning of the Hundred Years War. This argument depends, 
' John and the Sheriff' interpolated in the Gest, as historical evldence 

however, on an ambiguous line in the text.4 Ayton similarly has of events of the first part of the reign of Edward 111. 
looked to the late 1 3 3 0 ~ ~  inspired by the rema Historians are agreed, however, and this consensus needs no 

which a member of the royal garrison on the Isle further elaboration, that the setting of the stories is, at its widest, 

gave his name to the musterer as Robin Hood, as a starting p the era encompassing the reigns of the first three Edwards up to 

for his suggestion that Robin Hood's 'meynf is modelled on c. 1340. Whether or not the legend of Robin Hood, as opposed to 

of the many gangs of discharged soldiers who for a while plagued articulated stories about him, already existed is impossible to tell. 

England in that decade.5 One can add to this the copious evidence 
. 

'It may well have been in the 1320s and 1330~'~ Barrie Dobson 

of social conflict in the royal forests in the early fourteenth wrote in 2000, 'that the legend began to expand, to explode 

century, the tensions between lesser landowners a d  indeed, and to be adapted to narrative form and to take on many 

corporations which still echoed after the passing of the of what we regard as its critical defining  feature^'.^ But then again 

Nortmain, and the conflicts between some urban it may not have been. One might agree that one can go further 

and their neighbouring Benedictine monasteries in 139'ir.B If mQQ: than the earlier more cautious proposition that the tales 'may be 

the story of an actual outlaw band, a powerful argument a&& at their most historically revealing in exposing, if through a glass 

made that the Gkt Qew upon knowledge of circums darkly, social attitudes to authority and disorder during the reigns 

and events that happened in the early fourteenth century. , + ' of Edward I1 and Edward 111 rather than earlier or later' .8 But as 

It is, however, difficult to sustain the argument, as both Bellam#* Maddicott, Ohlgren and Ayton have suggested, more than 

and Maddicott did, that the Gest itself, as a compl attitudes to authority and disorder is revealed. 

form we now have, was compiled almost immediately after t;W That there was an outlaw persona, possibly based on a person 

events it thus describes. The Gcst was not itself or persons who had once existed, called Robehod or variations of 

pre-eminence depends on a combination of havi that name, known fairly widely by the 1260s, is not in doubt. But 

and of being the first known attempt to create we do not know when or by whom stories about this persona were 

story. The text itself is clearly a later compilation of diffe first created, let alone when and by whom some of them were 

stories, coming from different .traditions and in different tones brought together as a narrative recognisably set in the early 

one loose narrative. It also has more than the one plot v fourteenth century. Do we possess early-fourteenth-century 
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