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Abstract: The Robin Hood tales of the later Middle Ages feature narrative 
elements that reflect real world concerns of social transgression and community 
participation. Despite evidence for the ownership and performance of Robin 
Hood tales in gentry circles, the tradition’s narrative content represents Robin’s 
common, non-elite audiences, associated with the outlaw in earlier literature, 
in a consistently more favourable light than their aristocratic counterparts. 
By  examining both the social landscape of the fourteenth and fifteenth 
centuries, as well as other literary figures in this period’s popular culture, it is 
possible to reconcile the supposedly contradictory elements of social conformity 
and rebellion symbolised by Robin Hood and his outlaws. The way in which 
Robin and his band attack and protect respective social groups is dependent 
on their adherence to Robin’s moral code, which is drawn from the shared 
social framework applicable to all communities in the later Middle Ages. 
This process inherently endorsed the common, middling audiences of Robin 
Hood media, as they were encouraged to identify with the yeoman outlaws 
and their exemplary behaviour, instructing them to contribute meaningfully 
to their communities with an attentiveness that is implied to be lacking in 
representations of elite social groups.

The Robin Hood stories of the fifteenth century, of which only four are 
known to survive, are not uniform in their representation of the outlaw 
and his band of merry men. Robin’s name drew derogatory remarks in 
spiritual texts in the first years of the fifteenth century, yet by the close of 
the English Middle Ages at the turn of the sixteenth century, the outlaw 
was being praised by the king himself in popular literary narratives. 
The  polarising characteristics of the outlaw band persisted, from the 
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gruesome murder of a clergyman in one tale, the harmless humiliation 
of the sheriff of Nottingham in another, to the outlaws loaning cash 
to a poverty-stricken knight. Since the middle of the last century, 
historiography on the medieval Robin Hood texts has been unable 
to agree on by whom these tales were primarily intended to be heard. 
Rodney Hilton’s 1958 Past & Present paper ‘The Origins of Robin Hood’, 
which supposed a plebian audience (as he put it), was swiftly challenged 
by James Holt’s 1960 paper in the same publication that advocated for 
a more genteel original audience.1 The argument has swayed towards 
either end of the spectrum since. The content and ownership of these 
texts has led historians to broadly agree that the social background of the 
outlaw’s audience, like his character, was mixed, as medieval texts could 
not only cater to different audiences at any one time but refer to multiple 
authorial positions.2

This polarisation complicates the question of what kind of literary character 
Robin Hood was intended to be: a social rebel; a loyal subject; perhaps 
both or, indeed, neither—merely a stock figure? Given the unstable 
political landscape of the fifteenth century, which saw the conclusion of 
the Hundred Years’ War and the eruption of the Wars of the Roses, it is 
perhaps unsurprising that one of the period’s most popular literary figures 
displayed inconstant priorities similar to those in patronised poetry and 
chronicles.3 Yet in examining popular media of the later Middle Ages, it 
is apparent that there were consistent, established traits Robin embodied, 
regardless of the action, violence or comedy of individual tales. With both 
literary and performance texts recited publicly, Robin Hood may have been 
a recognisable figure for some audiences and an idealised one for others, 
yet his peripheral social standing—an outlaw living in the greenwood, 
outside civilised society—was key to the successful transmission of the 
tales’ own form of the moral and social instruction that characterised 
outlaw literature.

1  R. H. Hilton, ‘The Origins of Robin Hood’, Past & Present 14 (1958): 34–35; J. C. Holt, 
‘The Origins and Audience of the Ballads of Robin Hood’, Past & Present 18 (1960): 94–98.
2  Stephen Knight and Thomas Ohlgren, ‘A Gest of Robyn Hode: Introduction’, in Robin Hood 
and Other Outlaw Tales, ed. Stephen Knight and Thomas Ohlgren (Kalamazoo: Medieval Institute 
Publications, 2000), 82; Ruth Evans, Andrew Taylor, Nicholas Watson and Jocelyn Wogan-Browne, 
‘Authorizing Text and Writer’, in The Idea of the Vernacular: An Anthology of Middle English Literary 
Theory, 1280–1520, ed. Ruth Evans, Andrew Taylor, Nicholas Watson and Jocelyn Wogan-Browne 
(Pennsylvania: Pennsylvania State University Press, 1999), 14.
3  P. W. Hammond, ‘The Reputation of Richard III’, in Richard III: A Medieval Kingship, ed. John 
Gillingham (London: Collins & Brown, 1993), 134–38.
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With Robin’s diverse audience accepted, the aim of this paper is to speculate 
as to the primary purpose of the outlaw tradition’s instructional elements 
to further understand its position in medieval life. Past historiography has 
typically assigned individual tales to either common or elite audiences, 
yet this binary opposition does not explain the sum of the outlaws’ social 
behaviour found across medieval media. The stories were circulated 
widely and heard in locales from taverns to gentry households, yet the 
moral instruction given by Robin and his men, in all forms of popular 
entertainment and to all rank of audience, consistently favoured the 
allegedly natural virtue of common folk while criticising the fickle elite.

Robin Hood’s England
The country that entertained the earliest Robin Hood stories was 
experiencing continuous social change at the time of the tradition’s 
emergence. In the years immediately following the arrival of the Black 
Death in England in the mid-fourteenth century, between 40 to 
50 per cent of the population perished.4 As A. T. Brown has stressed, 
historiography concerning social mobility in the fourteenth century has 
focused on this period as one of upward social mobility due to the sudden 
loss of life and simultaneous requirement for labour and handicraft.5 
While the turbulence of the pestilence paved the way for a radical shift in 
social relations, this was not a sudden upswing in the luck of the luckless. 
Assertive, reactionary labour regulation, such as compelled servitude 
and wage restrictions found in the 1349 Ordinance of Labourers and 
1351 Statute of Labourers, recognised that social change had occurred 
but did not create that change in and of itself.6 Landlords’ unwillingness 
to gamble their successes in securing new leases enabled peasant and 
gentry entrepreneurs alike to purchase agricultural land, and while these 
endeavours were not always viable, the negotiating power represented by 
these interactions marked an assertiveness that lower social ranks could 

4  David Stone, ‘The Black Death and Its Immediate Aftermath: Crisis and Change in the Fenland 
Economy, 1346–1353’, in Town and Countryside in the Age of the Black Death: Essays in Honour of John 
Hatcher, ed. Mark Bailey and Stephen Rigby (Turnhout: Brepols, 2011), 213, doi.org/10.1484/M.
TMC-EB.6.09070802050003050305010703.
5  A. T. Brown, ‘The Fear of Downward Social Mobility in Late Medieval England’, Journal of 
Medieval History 45, no. 5 (2019): 599–600, doi.org/10.1080/03044181.2019.1660206.
6  ‘The Statute of Labourers, 1351’, in The Peasants’ Revolt of 1381, ed. R. B. Dobson (London: 
Macmillan, 1989), 64–65.

http://doi.org/10.1484/M.TMC-EB.6.09070802050003050305010703
http://doi.org/10.1484/M.TMC-EB.6.09070802050003050305010703
http://doi.org/10.1080/03044181.2019.1660206
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consistently realise.7 As Brown has also stressed, social mobility was a two-
way street. Wealthy heiresses, for instance, were a lucrative match for 
enterprising, lower-born men, but a far cry from the affluent husband that 
could be expected in more populous times.8 There were not only concerns 
that lesser ranks could rise to their betters, but also that the betters could 
fall to meet them.

The duality of social opportunity and movement was not, however, 
assumed. Medieval concepts of social standing were entrenched in divine 
hierarchy, a sensibility heightened during this time of both upward 
and downward mobility. The long-established three estates of oratores, 
bellatores and laboratores (those who pray, those who fight and those who 
work) was based on hypothetical balance: bellatores and oratores protected 
society physically and spiritually, respectively, while laboratores provided 
sustenance for all.9 Despite the ease with which parties could shuffle along 
the social spectrum, philosopher John Wycliffe (d. 1384) cautioned that 
it was unwise, indeed unnatural, for people to act against their divinely 
ordained station: ‘as it were a foul thing beasts work against their kind, 
so it is a fouler thing [for] men to do against their state’.10 Yet change was 
unavoidable, and more accommodating attempts to arrange social orders 
emerged, such as that found in Geoffrey Chaucer’s (d. 1400) prologue to 
The Canterbury Tales: Chaucer described his motley crew of pilgrims in 
a manner befitting their station ‘so as it seemed [to] me’.11 Yet Chaucer’s 
meticulous categorisation, Maurice Keen has argued, does not indicate 
a straightforward acceptance of new ranks of English town and country 
folk, but calculation as to where the growing orders slot within existing 
social models.12 Reconciliation with the natural order ordained by God 
was attempted, yet constantly challenged.

7  Judith M. Bennett, ‘Compulsory Service in Late Medieval England’, Past and Present 209 
(2010): 20.
8  Brown, ‘The Fear of Downward Social Mobility’, 600; Peter Coss, ‘An Age of Deference’, 
in A Social History of England, 1200–1500, ed. Rosemary Horrox and W. Mark Ormrod (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 2006), 65–69, doi.org/10.1017/CBO9781139167154.
9  S. H. Rigby, ‘English Society in the Later Middle Ages: Deference, Ambition and Conflict’, 
in A Companion to Medieval English Literature and Culture c.1350–c.1500, ed. Peter Brown (Oxford: 
Blackwell Publishing, 2007), 26, doi.org/10.1002/9780470996355.
10  ‘Tractatus De Regibus’, in Four English Political Tracts of the Later Middle Ages, ed. Jean-Philippe 
Genet (London: Royal Historical Society, 1977), 9.
11  Geoffrey Chaucer, The Canterbury Tales (Surrey: Alma Books, 2019), 4.
12  Maurice Keen, English Society in the Later Middle Ages, 1348–1500 (London: Allen Lane, 1990), 
7–8.

http://doi.org/10.1017/CBO9781139167154
http://doi.org/10.1002/9780470996355
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With the turn of the fifteenth century, social terminology was being 
fervently re-examined. Henry V’s first parliament of 1413 specified that 
any legal proceeding ending in an award required the claim to specify 
the ‘estate or degree [or] occupation’ of all parties involved, making the 
assignment of a specific rank of utmost importance.13 There may have 
been mere degrees between one rank and another, yet they were stringently 
fought over. While gentry argued over who deserved the more prestigious 
peerage at the king’s court, lower orders were comfortable adopting more 
general terms to help raise their standing.14

One of the broader terms, and the most important for understanding 
the popularity of Robin Hood, is the rank of yeoman, a term whose 
medieval meaning has drawn endless debate.15 Generally, a yeoman in the 
fifteenth century was something between a gentleman (the lowest rank 
of gentry) and a husbandman (a landowner of low birth), and afforded 
a  generic, though contentious, status for common tenants.16 James 
Holt has suggested that it was the urban use of ‘yeoman’ for middling 
household ranks that caused its spread into rural areas, as such a well-
recognised yet unspecific, and therefore encompassing, category appealed 
to those with little social standing.17 The relative breadth of this lesser title 
allowed anyone from moneyed landowners to household servants to use 
the title freely.18

It is within this environment of social tension that the Robin Hood 
tales gained their popular momentum. Though the oldest extant Robin 
Hood tale dates from 1465, the first literary allusion to the tradition is 
found in the 1377 B-text of William Langland’s allegorical poem Piers 

13  ‘Henry V: May 1413’, in Parliament Rolls of Medieval England, ed. Paul Brand, Anne Curry, Chris 
Given-Wilson, Rosemary Horrox, Geoffrey Martin, Mark Ormrod and Seymour Phillips (Woodbridge: 
Boydell, 2005), accessed 19 January 2021, www.british-history.ac.uk/no-series/parliament-rolls-
medieval/may-1413; L. R. Poos and Martha D. Rust, ‘Of Piers, Polltaxes and Parliament: Articulating 
Status and Occupation in Late Medieval England’, Fragments 5 (2016): 111.
14  Coss, ‘An Age of Deference’, 36–42.
15  For debate, see: Hilton, ‘The Origins of Robin Hood’, 36–37; Holt, ‘The Origins and Audience 
of the Ballads of Robin Hood’,100–01; Maurice Keen, ‘Robin Hood—Peasant or Gentleman?’, Past 
& Present 19 (1961): 12–13; Richard Almond and A. J. Pollard, ‘The Yeomanry of Robin Hood 
and Social Terminology in Fifteenth-Century England’, Past & Present 170 (2001): 52–77, doi.org/ 
10.1093/past/170.1.52; R. W. Hoyle, ‘A Re-Reading of the Gest of Robyn Hode’, Nottingham Medieval 
Studies 61 (2017): 90–94, doi.org/10.1484/J.NMS.5.113865.
16  Coss, ‘An Age of Deference’, 65–69; Almond and Pollard, ‘The Yeomanry of Robin’, 53.
17  J. C. Holt, Robin Hood (London: Thames & Hudson, 1989), 117.
18  Philippa C. Maddern, ‘Social Mobility’, in A Social History of England, 1200–1500, ed. Rosemary 
Horrox and W. Mark Ormrod (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2006), 114, doi.org/10.1017/ 
CBO9781139167154.

http://www.british-history.ac.uk/no-series/parliament-rolls-medieval/may-1413
http://www.british-history.ac.uk/no-series/parliament-rolls-medieval/may-1413
http://doi.org/10.1093/past/170.1.52
http://doi.org/10.1093/past/170.1.52
http://doi.org/10.1484/J.NMS.5.113865
http://doi.org/10.1017/CBO9781139167154
http://doi.org/10.1017/CBO9781139167154
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Plowman. The drunken figure Sloth, a village priest embodying the sin, 
claims he cannot say his Pater Noster (‘Our Father’) as priests ought to, 
but can instead recite rhymes of Robin Hood, implying the outlaw’s tale 
was one for lowlier ears.19 Langland’s extended critique of overreaching 
labourers and clergymen following the pestilence links, however casually, 
contemporary thoughts on post-plague idleness and the reception of outlaw 
tales. This reputation appears to make way for a more accommodating 
figure in the next century, with the outlaws hosting knights and kings 
in their greenwood home while targeting civilian figures from artisans 
to clergymen.

The Medieval Robin Hood
As audiences today have their own mental image when hearing the name 
Robin Hood—Errol Flynn, Kevin Costner, a cartoon fox—so too did 
medieval audiences know different Robins from various plays, tales and 
games. Not only did localised literature record Robin’s adventures, but 
fifteenth-century national chronicles in both England and Scotland 
attempted to place the outlaw in a real space and time.20 Even a phrase 
meaning ‘stating the obvious’ was coined at Westminster in 1429: ‘Robin 
Hood in Barnsdale stood’.21 Barnsdale, in South Yorkshire, was named 
as Robin’s home more often than Sherwood Forest, both being used 
throughout the fifteenth century. Chronicles also gave varied locations 
and dates for the outlaw’s deeds, such that by end of the Middle Ages, 
tales of Robin Hood were known widely, but inconsistently.

There are four Robin Hood adventures that survive from the medieval 
period: the manuscript ballads Robin Hood and the Monk (c. 1465) and 
Robin Hood and the Potter (c. 1468), the printed ballad A Gest of Robyn 
Hode (c.  1495) and the manuscript performance fragment Robyn Hod 

19  William Langland, Piers Plowman, trans. A. V. C. Schmidt (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
2009), 55.
20  For Scottish chroniclers, see excerpts from Andrew of Wyntoun (c. 1424) and Walter Bower 
(c. 1447) in: Stephen Knight and Thomas Ohlgren, ‘The Chronicler’s Robin Hood’, in Robin Hood 
and Other Outlaw Tales, ed. Stephen Knight and Thomas Ohlgren (Kalamazoo: Medieval Institute 
Publications, 2000), 24–26. For an English chronicle reference, see: Julian M. Luxford, ‘An English 
Chronicle Entry on Robin Hood’, Journal of Medieval History 35 (2009): 70–76, doi.org/10.1016/j.
jmedhist.2009.01.002.
21  David Crook, Robin Hood: Legend and Reality (Woodbridge: Boydell & Brewer, 2020), 35, 
doi.org/ 10.1017/9781787449411. 

http://doi.org/10.1016/j.jmedhist.2009.01.002
http://doi.org/10.1016/j.jmedhist.2009.01.002
http://doi.org/10.1017/9781787449411
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and the Shryff off Notyngham (c. 1475).22 The earliest tale, Robin Hood and 
the Monk, sees Robin go to St Mary’s church in Nottingham to pray, as 
it has been a fortnight since he had witnessed the Eucharist performed.23 
The outlaw is spotted by a past victim, a monk, who rushes to inform 
the sheriff. Robin is soon captured and, hearing the news, Robin’s men, 
Little John and Much the Miller’s Son, endeavour to rescue their master. 
They intercept the monk and his boy page on the road to London, 
the churchmen intending to inform the king of Robin’s incarceration. 
The  churchmen are both brutally beheaded by the outlaws, who meet 
the king and tell him the news themselves. The king demands they bring 
Robin to him, and so the outlaws return to Nottingham, deceiving the 
sheriff into inviting them into the castle. By night, the outlaws break into 
the gaol and rescue Robin, leaving the sheriff too humiliated to face the 
king. The ballad ends with the king quietly praising Little John’s loyalty, 
noting that he is more loyal to Robin Hood than his own men are to him.

By contrast, Robin Hood and the Potter has a more jovial tone. The tale sees 
Robin and his men halt a potter on the road to Nottingham, attempting 
to extort a road toll.24 After challenging the potter to a fight, Robin is 
beaten by the artisan and playfully offers to spruik his wares at market, 
to which the potter hesitantly agrees. In Nottingham, Robin confidently 
advertises the pots for foolishly low prices, the townsfolk making fun of 
his mercantile talents. The disguised Robin gifts the last of the pots to 
the sheriff’s wife, who invites him to dinner. Robin is soon dining at the 
sheriff’s own table, the lawman oblivious of his guest’s identity. After a 
shooting match with the sheriff’s men, the guest boasts he has shot with 
the infamous Robin Hood and promises to lead the sheriff to him. Robin 
then lures the sheriff into the forest, where he is promptly robbed by the 
outlaw band. After the sheriff is relieved of his clothes and purse, providing 
the potter his profit many times over, he is sent back to Nottingham on 
a new horse, a gift for his wife, who receives her husband with laughter.

22  Lister M. Matheson and Thomas H. Ohlgren, ‘Robin Hood and the Monk and the Manuscript 
Context of Cambridge University Library MS Ff. 5. 48’, Nottingham Medieval Studies 48 (2004): 
95, doi.org/10.1484/J.NMS.3.362; Lister M. Matheson and Thomas H. Ohlgren, ‘Richard Call, the 
Pastons, and the Manuscript Context of Robin Hood and the Potter (Cambridge, University Library 
Ee.4.35.1)’, Nottingham Medieval Studies 45 (2001): 217–18, doi.org/10.1484/J.NMS.3.327; 
Thomas H. Ohlgren, Robin Hood: The Early Poems, 1465–1560—Texts, Contexts, and Ideology 
(Newark: University of Delaware Press, 2007), 97–108; Crook, Robin Hood, 31.
23  ‘Robin Hood and the Monk’, in Robin Hood and Other Outlaw Tales, ed. Stephen Knight and 
Thomas Ohlgren (Kalamazoo: Medieval Institute Publications, 2000), 37–56.
24  ‘Robin Hood and the Potter’, in Robin Hood and Other Outlaw Tales, ed. Stephen Knight and 
Thomas Ohlgren (Kalamazoo: Medieval Institute Publications, 2000), 62–72.

http://doi.org/10.1484/J.NMS.3.362
http://doi.org/10.1484/J.NMS.3.327


ANU Historical Journal II, Number 3

10

These relatively short tales provide contrasting impressions of the outlaw 
band. The Monk sees the outlaws gruesomely execute a clergyman and 
a child, whereas The Potter sees Robin whimsically undermine not only 
the cohesion of the marketplace, but also the sheriff’s competence. Robin 
and his band are consistently described as yeomen across medieval media 
but, as with the historical term, exactly how the outlaws embody the 
rank is uncertain, as the purpose for describing the outlaws as such varies 
between stories. While the term is a passive descriptor in The Monk, its 
use in The Potter is specific. The scribe takes pains to both interpellate and 
flatter this social rank:

Harkens, good yeomen, comely, courteous, and good, one of the 
best that ever bore bow, his name was Robin Hood. Robin Hood 
was the yeoman’s name, that was both courteous and [generous].25

The Potter manuscript was owned by Richard Call, a bailiff to the Pastons 
of Norfolk, the gentry family famous for their letter writing, whose copy 
was included in a collection designed to instruct its audience on table 
manners and market etiquette.26 The Potter’s forceful hailing of urban 
yeomanry is, therefore, fitting. Moreover, by assigning the outlaws to this 
rank, encouraging fellowship and trust between them and the potter, the 
tale instructs cohesion between men of this standing regardless of their 
condition as outlaw or freeman.

More curious, however, is the moral implied in the older tale, Robin Hood 
and the Monk, which survives as part of a didactic collection transcribed by 
a secular priest based in the West Midlands.27 There was vocal opposition 
against the recitation of Robin Hood stories in church, despite even the 
lives of saints being told with exaggerated gore and excitement to hold 
a congregation’s attention and hammer home a spiritual lesson.28 The 1405 
scriptural commentary Dives and Pauper bemoans that congregations 
would rather go ‘to the tavern than to holy church [to] hear a tale or a 
song of Robin Hood … than to hear mass or matins or [any] word of 
God’.29 Thomas H. Ohlgren has detailed that it was likely a feud between 

25  Ibid., 62.
26  Matheson and Ohlgren, ‘Richard Call’, 212–23.
27  Matheson and Ohlgren, ‘Robin Hood and the Monk’, 109–14.
28  Michael P. Carroll, ‘The Early Robin Hood and “The Myght of Mylde Marye”: Revisiting the 
Lived Experience of Catholicism in Late Medieval England’, Studies in Religion 43, no. 1 (2014): 120, 
doi.org/10.1177/0008429813513231.
29  ‘Commandment I’, in Dives and Pauper, ed. Priscilla Heath Barnum (London: The Early English 
Text Society, 1976), 189.

http://doi.org/10.1177/0008429813513231
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the scribe’s diocese and another that motivated their transcription of 
The Monk, featuring as it does the vengeful punishment of a treacherous 
clergyman.30 Yet, in the wake of Dives and Pauper, that the scribe was 
a churchman at all is telling of how Robin’s tradition was mobilised in 
the period. It did not matter that a monk was slain, but that he broke 
his spiritual oath of protection, even despite Robin’s outlawry. While the 
yeomen hailed by The Potter were instructed in fellowship and trust, the 
audience of The Monk, some of which were likely church-bound, were 
instructed in the treachery of forsaking divine communal purpose.

The outlaws’ servile behaviour in the later tale, A Gest of Robyn Hode, 
similarly appears to conform to contemporary thoughts of divine 
function, yet it is the men’s agency in their social interactions that betrays 
a deeper significance. The Gest is a single narrative composed from at 
least four separate stories, surviving in several printed copies from the 
early sixteenth century but known to have been printed in London in 
1495.31 The Gest features Robin’s men apprehending a poor knight on 
the road from Barnsdale and inviting him to dinner, and, as per the 
outlaws’ regular scheme, the knight is expected to pay for his meal.32 
However, the knight is destitute, having mortgaged his lands to the abbot 
of St Mary’s, York, to pay compensation for his son killing two men in 
a tournament. If he does not repay the loan imminently, the abbot will 
acquire his property. Appreciating the knight’s reverence for the Virgin, 
Robin’s own patron, the outlaw loans the knight £400 to be repaid the 
following year. Twelve months later, the outlaws apprehend the cellarer of 
St Mary’s; after the cellarer lies about the amount of money he carries, the 
band rob him of over £800, with Robin happily accepting this fateful turn 
as repayment from the Virgin. The knight soon returns with gifts of gilt 
bows and arrows, and the £400, but Robin insists he has been overpaid 
his due, and instead gives the knight a further boon. The Gest continues 
with treacherous archery tournaments, swashbuckling sword fights and, 
ultimately, a pardon for the outlaws from the king himself.

The Gest contrasts with earlier episodes in its adherence to outward social 
performance. The attentiveness of the outlaws’ hosting duties reflects 
the expectations of household guests in the fifteenth century; a 1475 

30  Matheson and Ohlgren, ‘Robin Hood and the Monk’, 104–06.
31  The oldest complete prints of the Gest (c. 1506–10) are close copies of this earlier print of 1495, 
surviving only as a damaged, single-page fragment. See Ohlgren, Robin Hood, 103–06, 112.
32  Knight and Ohlgren, ‘A Gest of Robyn Hode’, 90–148.
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behavioural guide describes how guests should bestow ‘words lovely, sweet 
[and] blessed’ upon their hosts, and only then would they receive a warm 
welcome.33 The poor knight’s reception at Robin’s feast follows period 
expectations to the letter. The guide advises that when ‘you enter into 
your lord’s place, say first, “God speed”’; upon approaching Robin’s feast, 
the knight acknowledges the outlaw’s role as host, saying ‘God thee save, 
good Robin, and all thy fair many’.34 Despite Robin’s dual identity as both 
yeoman and host, Holt argues that as the Gest accurately reflects social 
etiquette, the stories at large were intended for gentry households who 
would recognise these social interactions.35 Yet, as R. W. Hoyle indicates, 
the knight’s financial strain reads as a ‘gentry nightmare’ wherein he 
is ostracised by his peers, hunted by authorities and is only pardoned 
by the direct intervention of the king.36 This latter point is a staple of 
outlaw literature, and it is by this direct intervention that Robin himself 
is pardoned in the Gest. Despite this similarity with other outlaw tales, 
however, the Robin Hood tradition adopts a uniquely defiant attitude 
towards established social groups and authorities.

Tradition and Transgression
As has been seen, medieval literature dealt with social mobility by 
attempting to either discourage careerism or absorb variation and dissent 
into pre-existing models. However, social mobility was not discouraged in 
outlaw tales if the elevation in status was earned, with this validation often 
coming by the king’s own hand. This convention was borrowed from 
fictionalised ballads based on real outlaws, such as Hereward the Wake 
(d. 1072) and Fulk FitzWarin (d. 1258), romantically ending in pardon 
or royal favour.37 A primary feature of adventure literature of this kind is 
an aristocratic protagonist learning from a damaging social transgression, 
stemming from either their own cruelty and foolishness or someone else’s.

Adam Bell, Clim of the Clough, and William of Cloudesley, a text popular 
during the fifteenth century, features outlaws who experience as much 
adventure and excitement as Robin Hood’s men. Identified as yeomen, the 

33  ‘The Babees Book’, in Middle English Literature: A Historical Sourcebook, ed. Matthew Boyd Goldie 
(Oxford: Blackwell Publishing, 2003), 193.
34  Ibid., 193; Knight and Ohlgren, ‘A Gest of Robyn Hode’, 94.
35  Holt, Robin Hood, 110.
36  Hoyle, ‘A Re-Reading of the Gest of Robyn Hode’, 95–96.
37  Maurice Keen, The Outlaws of Medieval England (Abingdon: Taylor & Francis, 2001), 130.
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trio became outlaws by their own act of shooting royal deer for venison.38 
Yet by the ballad’s end, after seeking a remorseful audience with the king, 
and earning the pity of the queen, the three are pardoned and made 
yeomen of the royal household. The story of Adam Bell and company 
reflects a common theme of returning to social normality. This resolution 
ensures that while rebellious outlaw adventures can be enjoyed, the tale is 
ultimately appropriate for elite reception, with the outlaws neutralised and 
absorbed into the world of the king’s justice. Alongside moral instruction, 
the violent landscape that maintained social order in the period is ever-
present in its literature.39 William of Cloudesley is shown to have a family 
who are besieged in their household, reinforcing the importance for him 
to revert to subservience to safeguard them.

This theme of violent retention is present even in knightly adventures, 
such as The Tale of Gamelyn. This mid-fourteenth-century ballad pits two 
brothers against one another, sons of a wealthy, recently deceased knight.40 
Gamelyn is cheated of his inheritance by his eldest brother, who has him 
beaten, bound and exiled as an outlaw. Gamelyn ultimately overcomes 
his treacherous brother with the help of his more honourable siblings and 
his new outlaw fraternity. The two brothers are of noble blood, but it is 
Gamelyn who adheres to the idealised quality of spiritual strength and 
truth of their status. Similarly, the late fifteenth-century tale of wicked 
Sir Gowther sees the man rape and pillage his way across Christendom, 
his behaviour considered extreme but typical of his standing as a noble’s 
son.41 Only once his true paternity is revealed, his mother having been 
impregnated by a demon, does he attempt to atone for his actions, now 
incompatible with his ignoble origins. In period literature, then, a figure’s 
social behaviour must conform to the expectations of their rank, with 
transgression either punished or atoned for. While protagonists of medieval 
ballads and romances engaged in morally questionable adventures, there 
are narratively constructed explanations for them. The transgressions and 

38  ‘Adam Bell, Clim of the Clough, and William of Cloudesley’, in Robin Hood and Other Outlaw 
Tales, ed. Stephen Knight and Thomas Ohlgren (Kalamazoo: Medieval Institute Publications, 2000), 
241–62.
39  David Raybin, ‘Critical Approaches’, in A Companion to Medieval English Literature and Culture 
c.  1350–c.  1500, ed. Peter Brown (Oxford: Blackwell Publishing, 2007), 20, doi.org/10.1002/ 
9780470996355.
40  ‘The Tale of Gamelyn’, in Robin Hood and Other Outlaw Tales, ed. Stephen Knight and Thomas 
Ohlgren (Kalamazoo: Medieval Institute Publications, 2000), 194–219.
41  ‘Sir Gowther’, in The Middle English Breton Lays, ed. Anne Laskaya and Eve Salisbury 
(Kalamazoo: Medieval Institute Publications, 1995), accessed 20 January 2021, d.lib.rochester.edu/
teams/text/laskaya-and-salisbury-middle-english-breton-lays-sir-gowther.
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hardships of the yeoman Adam Bell, the elite Gamelyn and the demonic 
Sir Gowther must have an origin for their narrative cycles to function, 
each struggling to return to social normality.

Yet, Robin Hood and his band have no such origin. They are, instead, 
always already subjects of adventure stories. In each tale, the band are 
already positioned in the greenwood, already enemies of the sheriff and 
evidently already familiar to the audiences of the tales, featuring no 
introductory exposition as to the cause of their outlawry. This introduces 
an element of symbiosis to the outlaws and their environment. Robin 
belongs in nature or, rather, it is natural that he be there, always a yeoman 
of middling social rank. While the servile elements of the Gest can be 
read as conservative conformity on the part of Robin’s outlaws, no doubt 
fuelling theories such as Holt’s, it is the agency of the outlaws’ social 
performances that characterise the Robin Hood narrative cycle. Indeed, 
their conformity is all the more noteworthy as the social and moral 
instruction characteristic of the outlaw genre—the punishment and the 
favour—is administered by those who are typically reformed by it. There 
is a tension between social conformity and its enforcement that must be 
resolved, and it is at this point that the performance fragment Robyn Hod 
and the Shryff off Notyngham can be explored.

Contemporaneous with manuscript and print media, dating to 1475–76, 
the single-page fragment Robyn Hod and the Shryff off Notyngham is more 
stage direction than narrative, featuring punchy dialogue designed to be 
improvised around by actors playing the respective roles in a public space.42 
The piece opens with a knight promising the sheriff he will capture Robin 
Hood.43 After meeting the outlaw and playing at various sports, such as 
archery and stone throwing, the pair fight and the knight is killed and 
posthumously beheaded by Robin. The scene then shifts to gaol where 
Robin’s men are held by the sheriff, the latter goading Robin into rescuing 
them. The manuscript is important for assessing the reception of Robin 
Hood media as it, too, has been connected to the Paston family. In 1473, 
John Paston II wrote to his brother that he had taken a man into his service 
to ‘play Saint George and Robin Hood and the sheriff of Nottingham’.44 

42  Knight and Ohlgren, Robin Hood and Other Outlaw Tales, 269.
43  Stephen Knight and Thomas Ohlgren, ‘Robyn Hod and the Shryff off Notyngham’, in Robin 
Hood and Other Outlaw Tales, ed. Stephen Knight and Thomas Ohlgren (Kalamazoo: Medieval 
Institute Publications, 2000), 275.
44  John Paston, ‘To John Paston III. 1473, 16 April’, in Paston Letters and Papers of the Fifteenth 
Century: Part I, ed. Norman Davis (Oxford: The Early English Text Society, 2004), 461.
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As  John Marshall concludes, the letter is the only reference to a Robin 
Hood play in East Anglia across the whole Middle Ages, and so it is likely 
that Paston’s performance was based on the same tradition represented in 
the performance manuscript.45 So strong is the connection that the play 
now takes its name from Paston’s letter.

Robyn Hod and the Shryff off Notyngham bears strong resemblance to the 
seventeenth-century ballad Robin Hood and Guy of Gisborne, whose archaic 
language, and similarity to the earlier play, has led analysts to accept, 
though not guarantee, its medieval origin.46 The plot of a bounty-hunting 
knight is expanded in Guy of Gisborne, with the full rescue of Robin’s 
men also depicted. Both Robin and Sir Guy are described as yeomen, 
which is crucial in understanding Robin’s striking reaction to Gisborne’s 
attempt on his life. In the tale, Robin encounters Sir Guy in the forest, 
the latter seeking the outlaw to claim the sheriff’s reward.47 After a friendly 
shooting match, Robin reveals his identity and the yeomen fight, resulting 
in Gisborne’s death. Robin stands over the dead man with targeted venom 
and strikes off his head: ‘He took Sir Guy’s head by the hair, and [stuck] 
it on his bow’s end: “Thou hast been [a] traitor all thy life, which thing 
must have an end”.’48 Gisborne is a yeoman promoted to knighthood, yet 
he hunts his fellow yeomen and breaks his knightly oath of protection. 
Robin cannot let that pass unpunished.

Once again, the Robin Hood tradition demonstrates a contrasting 
attitude towards the yeomen protagonists of its narratives and the elite 
groups of which several of the manuscript owners were part. That an elite 
audience might find casual entertainment in seeing a member of their rank 
beheaded, and their body desecrated, while lesser men go unpunished 
is questionable. Robin Hood performances may have been simple 
entertainment, yet at a time so concerned with maintaining an impression 
of social order, there must be more to the representation of unchecked 
yeomen targeting whomever they so choose. This is not to suggest that the 
stories, particularly public performances, functioned as a form of popular 
resistance to authority. In England, such performances were primarily 
benign fundraising entertainments, and any discord that may have arisen 

45  John Marshall, ‘“goon in-to Bernysdale”: The Trail of the Paston Robin Hood Play’, Leeds Studies 
in English 29 (1998): 186–88.
46  Crook, Robin Hood, 30–32.
47  ‘Robin Hood and Guy of Gisborne’, in Robin Hood and Other Outlaw Tales, ed. Stephen Knight 
and Thomas Ohlgren (Kalamazoo: Medieval Institute Publications, 2000), 173–80.
48  Ibid., 178.
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was incidental from the tradition.49 What is being suggested, however, is 
that the medieval Robin Hood retained the disreputable characteristics 
hinted at in earlier literature, continuing to champion the virtue of 
his original, common audience despite his elevated reception within 
secondary, elite circles.

Social Immobility
Class consciousness such as that of Robin Hood and Guy of Gisborne is 
not a theme explicitly repeated in the remainder of the medieval canon, 
yet underlying tensions can be seen, even among the outlaw band itself. 
Though Robin is the leader of the outlaws, denoted ‘master’, there is an 
agreed equality in their everyday conduct. In Robin Hood and the Monk, 
Robin casually tells Little John to bear his bow as they walk to Nottingham, 
that is, to carry Robin’s bow as a yeoman or page would for a lord when 
hunting. John rebukes this—‘Thou shall bare [your] own, [Master], and 
I will bare mine’— implying that Robin should have known better than to 
ask in the first place.50 Indeed, Robin’s poor sportsmanship in a shooting 
wager leads to John abandoning him, and it is only once Robin is captured 
that John revoices his support. Robin later renounces the leadership of 
the band in favour of John, who refuses and firmly confirms his existing 
fellowship with his master. So universal is Robin’s code that he himself is 
punished should he forget his place and pretend to elitism.

The outlaws’ behaviour towards their social superiors exaggerates their 
insistence on adhering to a lower social standing. Though Robin receives 
the poor knight of A Gest of Robyn Hode as a host of the period ought, 
and the knight respects him as such, the outlaws insist on providing for 
the knight to ‘maintain him in his right’, which includes regaling him 
with clothing, equipment, a horse and even John as a manservant, for 
‘it were great shame [for] a knight alone to ride, without squire, yeoman, 
or page, to walk by his side’.51 Robin is sure to maintain his own right, 
too, when he slyly remarks: ‘It was never the manner [for a] yeoman to 
pay for a knight.’52

49  Katherine L. French, The People of the Parish: Community Life in a Late Medieval English Diocese 
(Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2001), 127–34.
50  Knight and Ohlgren, ‘Robin Hood and the Monk’, 38.
51  Knight and Ohlgren, ‘A Gest of Robyn Hode’, 98–100. 
52  Ibid., 94.
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While the origin of Robin’s outlawry is unknown, his objective is clearly 
established. His manifesto, so to speak, found in the Gest, makes clear 
his intention to target only those who do not fulfil the obligations of 
their estate:

Look you do no [husbandman] harm, that tills with his plough. No 
more ye shall no good yeoman that walks by green wood [thicket], 
nor no knight nor no squire that will be a good fellow. These 
bishops and these archbishops, you shall them beat and bind; the 
high sheriff of Nottingham, him hold you in your mind.53

It is not that people ought to be attacked for their birth and breeding 
alone, reflecting what Keen describes as vicarious peasant discontent, 
robbing the aristocracy of their undeserved wealth.54 Rather, Robin 
Hood’s outlaws measure their targets by whether they are ‘good fellows’, 
a term used throughout the Gest to align folk in fraternity-like bonds, or 
whether they are cruel or deceitful.55 There is demonstrated balance in 
how these judgements are made, evidenced in Robin’s treatment of fellow 
yeomen and artisans on the one hand, and elite figures on the other. In the 
case of the former, Robin is furious at the class traitor Gisborne, a yeoman 
who has betrayed his breeding. The potter, despite being an artisan, is 
challenged like any other traveller, yet his hearty spirit and fighting skill 
wins both Robin’s favour and a hefty payday. In the case of elite ranks, 
there is no better example than the precise contrast of the poor knight 
and the cellarer of St Mary’s in the Gest. When told who leads Little John’s 
band, they each reply inversely: the knight declares, ‘[Robin] is good 
yeoman, [of ] him I have heard much good’, while the cellarer curses, 
‘[Robin] is a strong thief, [of ] him heard I never good’.56 Both are given 
the chance to receive a cash loan from Robin if they disclose the contents 
of their coffers, yet only the honest knight receives the boon. It does not 
matter what position an individual holds in the world so long as they are 
true to that standing, not betraying it, as Gisborne did, nor betraying the 
purpose for it, like the greedy churchmen of The Monk and the Gest.

53  Ibid., 91–92.
54  Keen, The Outlaws of Medieval England, 145.
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By contrast, and contrary to other outlaws like Adam Bell and company, 
Robin Hood’s outlaws avoid careerism entirely. In The Monk, John and 
Much deliver the news of Robin’s capture to the king, who immediately 
awards them £20 and employs them as ‘yeomen of the crown’.57 In the 
Gest, the sheriff of Nottingham recruits John while he is on loan to the 
poor knight, with the outlaw living in the sheriff’s home.58 In both cases, 
John is offered a secure life of service, indeed in the king’s own household, 
yet he never thinks to accept this turn of fortune’s wheel. In The Monk, 
John merely uses the king’s seal to enter Nottingham and rescue Robin, 
whereas in the Gest, John gleefully makes his intentions for his new 
position clear: ‘I shall be the worst servant to him that ever yet had he.’59 
Towards the end of the Gest, the king invites all the outlaw band to join 
his household; Robin agrees yet boldly warns that if he doesn’t enjoy his 
new life, ‘I come again [to the forest] full soon, and shoot at the dun 
deer, as I am want to do’.60 After 15 months at court, Robin does indeed 
return. Despite conforming to literary convention by receiving pardons 
and careers, the outlaws ultimately refuse them.

The outlaws are, in modern terms, staying in their lane. They refuse to 
act against their natural state as divinely ordained yeomen of fortune, 
even when elevated by invitation of the king. Robin and his band retain 
their identity as yeomen despite living outside the society that requires 
a labelled identity. Indeed, the outlaws of the ballads self-identify as 
‘yeomen of [the] forest’, continuing in roles of lesser rank despite being 
autonomous inhabitants of their own domain.61 As has been seen, Robin 
is always already an outlaw, naturally and perpetually so, and following 
literary custom he is punished for any social transgressions that jeopardise 
the harmony of the forest. Yet there is no final closure on his outlawry, 
as he either remains in or returns to the greenwood. The redemptive 
narrative of other literary outlaws is missing here. In short, there is no 
conclusion.62 There is no reconciliation between social transgression 
and final redemption in Robin Hood media, only reward for adherence 
and punishment for betrayal. Any redemptive element in the narrative 

57  Knight and Ohlgren, ‘Robin Hood and the Monk’, 44.
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would imply that God’s own order can be rewritten by humanity. Stories 
appropriate for elite courts, such as that of Adam Bell and company, 
feature this unnatural element, as William of Cloudesley, for example, is 
transformed from a yeoman into a gentleman.63 As Sir Guy of Gisborne 
discovered, this type of transgressive transformation is not acceptable 
in the world of Robin Hood. Robin’s story, therefore, is appropriately 
bookended, beginning and ending with the yeoman in the forest.

It is Robin’s conformity that perpetuates his natural virtuous state, 
contrasted with the inherent transgression of elite stories of social 
reconciliation. This potential for shaming makes Robin’s instructional 
element somewhat awkward when considering his elite audience. It is 
unlikely that elite audiences would appreciate being instructed how to 
behave from a mere yeoman, and an outlaw at that, making the tales’ 
attacks on elite figures all the more compelling. If the tales were intended 
to be equally as instructional for all its potential audiences, readers could 
expect to find in the tales more sympathetic elite characters who learn the 
error of their ways as the outlaws do. There are no such figures.

The Natural Order
It is in representation that the omnipresent issue of conflicting audiences 
and attitudes can be reconciled. There is a tendency to assign each tale to 
a single, representative audience, that is, either common or elite. Holt, 
for instance, staunchly places A Gest of Robyn Hode in solely aristocratic 
arenas.64 Hoyle, having dismissed the likelihood of gentry enjoying the 
tale, complicates matters by supposing that even yeomen audiences may 
have found nothing to appreciate in the Gest, as yeomanry are not given 
a similar, fantastic, financial boon as the poor knight.65 Yet it is more 
revealing to consider who is better represented across Robin Hood media, 
a view enabled by removing the binary argument as to who materially 
benefits the most from Robin’s behaviour. While the knight benefits 
monetarily in the Gest, it is not because of his status but rather because 
of his conformity to it. Like Robin, he is an exemplary member of his 
rank, the only positive elite representation. As Krista A. Murchison has 
outlined, there is an unreasonable tendency for narrative variation and 
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adaptation in medieval English texts to be understood as either clumsy 
composition or simply poor writing.66 What has historically been seen 
in Robin Hood tales as contradictory behaviour towards social equals 
and superiors in fact indicates a more simple, spiritual and social form of 
positive representation.

Considering Robin’s notorious early reputation, the character’s 
enforcement of social norms in later literature reads as a retention of non-
elite identity despite the increasing popularity of lower ranks’ popular 
culture. Traces of the earlier, common, fourteenth-century audience can 
be seen in the later, socially mixed, fifteenth-century Robin Hood tales 
when considering the confidence with which the outlawed yeomanry, 
regardless of this rank’s identification as household or rustic employment, 
command their social betters, from knights, to clergy, to the king himself. 
It is not that the outlaws are dissident; indeed, it is quite the opposite, 
as Robin proudly declares: ‘I love no man in all the world so well as I do 
my king.’67 Even the rebels of the 1381 Peasants’ Revolt accepted that 
service was a normal part of life, albeit that it ought to be ‘at [a man’s] own 
will’.68 Considering that the later manuscripts hail from the collections 
of priests, gentry and their officers, it is noteworthy that Robin’s negative 
reputation from this same period was not as diluted as it could have been. 
The outlaws perform an exaggerated form of the intermediary social role 
they are expected to perform, remaining servile not to their detriment but 
to similarly exaggerate the shortcomings of their social betters. Robin’s 
outlaws take the enforcement of social norms out of the hands of the 
failed, transgressive elite and into their own. This element, then, must 
have been perceived as essential to Robin Hood’s character.

It has been established that Robin had a mixed social audience, but that 
is not the same as suggesting that the stories had a mixed social message. 
Indeed, the moral instruction found in the tales is essentially the same for 
all social ranks: do not betray your breeding. Non-elite audiences could 
learn social harmony from Robin’s misguided feud with Little John in 
Robin Hood and the Monk just as elite audiences could learn humility 
and charity from the tale of the poor knight, abandoned by his wealthy 
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friends yet befriended by humble outlaws.69 However, where common 
groups learn and grow, elite groups, save only the poor knight, are 
fundamentally prone to transgression. That common groups are more 
willing to be self-reflexive in correcting their transgressions for the sake 
of their fellows, while elite groups greedily exploit their own, aligns the 
Robin Hood tradition with the former. That Robin’s reputation remained 
stained despite his popularity confirms the legend’s firm attachment to its 
common roots. Though elevated to national record in fifteenth-century 
chronicles, all mention Robin’s misdeeds, not his successes. Walter Bower 
described Robin in 1447 as a ‘famous murderer’ celebrated by fools, 
while a 1460 addition to Ranulf Higden’s Polychronicon describes Robin 
attacking the ‘faithful servants of the king of England’.70 That chronicles 
were commissioned by and for elite circles does not explain this reputation 
out of hand, as the clerical transcription of The Monk and performance 
of Robyn Hod and the Shryff off Notyngham demonstrates. It was Robin’s 
staunch adherence to established, shared social models as a platform for 
transmission that allowed for the championing of common virtues while 
simultaneously protecting this element from being dissolved, primarily 
by elite commentators whose ire was drawn by having their own virtue 
criticised in their own terms. Only once the medieval period ended, with 
both chronicles and stage plays claiming redemptive noble blood in the 
outlaw’s veins, did Robin resemble his literary contemporaries.71

Conclusion
Throughout the later Middle Ages, Robin Hood and his band of outlaws 
retained their fundamentally common characteristics despite their 
elevation to national popular culture as they actively enforced adherence 
to normative social hierarchy. The lack of a narratively redemptive quality 
in the outlaw reveals not a neglect of social matters, but an insistence that 
Robin already fulfils his social role, and indeed corrects the transgressive 
behaviour of others. The way in which Robin and his band attack and 
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protect respective social groups is dependent on their adherence to 
Robin’s moral code drawn from the shared social framework applicable 
to all communities in the later Middle Ages. This process inherently 
endorses the non-elite, middling audiences of Robin Hood media, as 
these audiences are encouraged to identify with the yeoman outlaws and 
their exemplary behaviour, instructing them to contribute meaningfully 
to their communities with an attentiveness that is implied to be lacking 
in elite groups. While both groups are ultimately taught the same moral 
lesson, it is the elite who must work consciously to fulfil their social role, 
lest Robin Hood choose to remind them of their obligations.
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