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Robin Hood, of all medieval literary figures, is the one whose identity 
is most clearly expressed through his longbow. yet there has been sur-
prisingly little investigation of Robin Hood’s archery. Kelly deVries 

has used the changing military status of this weapon to date the early ballads 
and Gest,1 and dean Hoffman saw the archery competitions in these works as 
a means of restoring outlaw order.2 taking a different direction, i consider here 
how archery aids the hero’s social mobility and gentrification in the earliest 
Robin Hood poems: ‘Robin Hood and the Monk’ (1465), ‘Robin Hood and the 
Potter’ (before 1468), ‘Robin Hood and Guy of Gisborne’ (date uncertain), and 
the Little Geste of Robin Hood (before 1496).3

* i am particularly indebted to the following persons for information, ideas and suggestions: 
Peter Arnade, Paul Freedman, Laura Hodges, Keith Roe of Kalamazoo, Michigan, and Hugh 
Soar of the Society of Archer Antiquaries. background material in this article also appears in 
different form in chap. 6 of my Brueghel’s Heavy Dancers: Transgressive Clothing, Class, and 
Culture in the Late Middle Ages (Syracuse: Syracuse University Press, 2010). The Librarians 
of the University of illinois, Urbana-Champaign, and those of Kent State University Salem, 
Lilith Kunkel, and Cynthia Rottenborn were more than generous with their time and expertise. 
Kristen Figg most graciously photographed the brugge Guild Hall of Sint Sebastiaan for me.

1 Kelly deVries, ‘Longbow Archery and the earliest Robin Hood Legends’, in Robin Hood 
in Popular Culture: Violence, Transgression, and Justice, ed. by Thomas Hahn (woodbridge: 
brewer, 2000), pp. 41–59.

2 dean A. Hoffman, ‘“with the Shot y wyll / Alle Thy Lustes to Full-Fyl”: Archery as 
Symbol in the early ballads of Robin Hood’, Neuphilologische Mitteilungen, 86 (1985), 494–505.

3 See Stephen Knight, Robin Hood: A Complete Study of the English Outlaw (oxford: 
blackwell, 1994), Robin Hood: A Mythic Biography (ithaca: Cornell University Press, 2003), and 
Robin Hood and Other Outlaw Tales, ed. by Stephen Knight and Thomas H. ohlgren, Middle 

Robin Hood in Greenwood Stood: Alterity and Context in the English Outlaw Tradition, ed. by 
Stephen Knight, Medieval identities: Socio-Cultural Spaces, 1 (turnhout: brepols, 2011), pp. 67–86
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At first glance archery and gentrification may seem contradictory terms. The 
bow was ignoble to the chivalric imagination idealized as a value by the rising 
english bourgeoisie, as it was not a weapon for close and ceremonial combat,4 and 
deVries points out that it was only in the fourteenth century that the longbow 
acquired cachet for the yeoman class (p. 46), largely as a result of english military 
victories with the weapon. And it did not, unlike the engraveable metal and 
broad wooden surfaces of the crossbow, lend itself to displays of status in material 
culture. Moreover, evidence for how non-military archery was regarded in the 
fourteenth and fifteenth centuries is far scarcer for england than it is for the 
european mainland. All these points may have warned off scholars wiser than i 
from treating the social context of english archery.

nonetheless, by examining archery as a status activity of an emergent mainland 
european bourgeoisie i hope to draw some potentially useful if tentative parallels 
about its standing in england and in particular its interplay with Robin’s concerns 
for gentility, especially in the Gest. to tease out the role of archery in the Robin 
Hood poems that can properly be called very late medieval, i shall be drawing 
on evidence both english and continental: some literary and some visual such 
as Chaucer’s portrait of the Squire’s yeoman,5 Flemish manuscript miniatures, 
english confraternity badges, French chronicles, and records of shooters’ 
associations, largely netherlandish. while it may be dangerous to generalize at 
too great a length from such a different geography, type, urban social context, and 
later time period of these witnesses, they can still offer us valuable insights on the 
status-granting nature of archery in the early Robin Hood poems.

Social organizations of archers seem a likely place to find out about archery 
and class mobility. A characteristic of the new continental urban societies was 
the formation of confraternities, sometimes also called ‘guilds’, which served as 
militias employing crossbows and longbows for local defence.6

 For practice and 

english texts Series (Kalamazoo: Medieval institute, 1997) for the texts and discussions of these 
tales. References to texts will be taken from the edition by Knight and ohlgren and inserted in 
the text. Knight, Robin Hood: A Complete Study, speaks of Robin as being ‘socially mobile’ (p. 19).

4 Arthur t. Hatto, ‘Archery and Chivalry: A noble Prejudice’, Modern Language Review, 
35 (1940), 40–54. 

5 i argue that it is more likely that the yeoman belongs to the Squire than, as is often 
thought, the Knight, in Brueghel’s Heavy Dancers, p. 200. 

6 See generally david J. F. Crouch, Piety, Fraternity, and Power: Religious Guilds in Late 
Medieval Yorkshire, 1389–1547 (woodbridge: york Medieval Press, 2000) and Virginia 
bainbridge, Gilds in the Medieval Countryside: Social and Religious Change in Cambridgeshire 
c. 1350–1558, Studies in the History of Medieval Religion, 10 (woodbridge: boydell, 1996). 



ROBIN HOOD AND THE SOCIAL CONTEXT OF LATE MEDIEVAL ARCHERY 69

to gain reputation, the members held inter-urban shooting competitions very like 
those mentioned in ‘Robin Hood and the Potter’ and the Gest, though on a far 
more elaborate and highly organized scale.

it seems reasonable to assume that english archers’ confraternities must have 
developed on similar lines as those in France, Germany, and the Low Countries, 
with patron saints, and members drawn from among small merchants and artisans, 
and they must have reflected the Statute of winchester of 1367 decreeing that 
every englishman be proficient with crossbow or longbow.7 yet aside from one 
such archers’ confraternity recorded in Lincoln in the later fourteenth century, 
no direct evidence remains of such groups.8

there is, however, a certain amount of indirect evidence. that archers’ 
competitions paralleling continental ones also took place in england is suggested 
by John Stow’s Survey of London, where he mentions a practice ground, tazwell,9 
on which the guild of crossbow-makers shot at the popinjay, or wooden bird, 
mounted on a pole or on an distant archer’s butt, the sort of challengingly distant 
backstop mentioned in the Gest: ‘when they cam to notyngham, / The buttes 
were fayre and longe, / Many was the bolde archere / that shot with bowes 
stronge’ (ll. 1125–28). And Salisbury had in the fifteenth century without the 
walls archery butts for competition and practice; even today a new housing 
development between the city and Stonehenge has the nostalgic and upclassing 
name of ‘Archers’ Gate’.

That as late as 1486 england was seen through continental eyes as a land of 
such competitions and collective longbow practice is suggested by the illustration 
by the French miniaturist Robinet testard which decorates Paris, bibliothèque 

See the particularly helpful overview by Caroline barron, ‘The Parish Fraternities of Medieval 
London’, in The Church in Pre-Reformation Society: Essays in Honour of F. R. H. Du Boulay, ed. 
by Caroline barron and Christopher Harper-bill (woodbridge: boydell, 1985), pp. 13–37. 

7 As per the statute of winchester issued by edward i in 1285, all men with income of 
40–100 shillings a year must have a sword, a bow and arrows, and a knife. See English Historical 
Documents, 1189–1327, ed. by Harry Rothwell, english Historical documents, 3 (new york: 
oxford University Press, 1975), pp. 461–62. edward iii in 1363 orders all sheriffs to proclaim 
that men should arm themselves with crossbows or longbows. See English Historical Documents, 
1327–1485, ed. by Alec R. Myers, english Historical documents, 4 (new york: oxford 
University Press, 1969), p. 1182. 

8 on the possible archers’ confraternity of Lincoln noted in Richard ii’s survey return 
of 1389, see Gary Richardson, ‘Christianity and Craft Guilds in Late Medieval england: A 
Rational Choice Analysis’, Rationality and Society, 17 (2005), 139–89, especially the Appendix. 

9 John Stow, The Survey of London, ed. by Henry b. wheatley (London: dent, 1987), p. 150.
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nationale de France, MS fr. 22971, a geographical treatise in seventy-three 
chapters made for Louise de Savoie where the major characteristics of each land 
are presented in a picture showing what will be discussed in the text; in the case 
of england two different confraternities in livery compete at the butts with the 
longbow. That testard had a conception of englishmen as adept with and obsessed 
by the longbow in his day is clear from the fact that the actual French text he is 
illustrating, which comes from the 1370s, says not a word about englishmen and 
the longbow.10 

Figure 10. Robinet testard, ‘english archers’ confraternities competing in  
“bretagne la Grand”’, Secrets de l’histoire naturelle, Paris, bnF, MS fr. 22971,  

fol. 30. c. 1480. Courtesy of bibliothèque nationale de France.

these London bowyers were as a trade organization duplicating exactly the 
social and military behaviour of continental archers. to shoot at the popinjay 
several times a year in public competition was required by the regulations of 
netherlandish longbow and crossbow confraternities and such meetings were 

10 Les Merveilles du monde ou les secrets de l’histoire naturelle, ed. by Anne-Caroline 
beaugendre (Paris: bibliothèque nationale de France, 1996), p. 19. on this artist see Kathrin 
Giogoli and John block Friedman, ‘Robinet testard, Court illuminator: His Manuscripts and 
his debt to the Graphic Arts’, The Journal of the Early Book Society, 8 (2005), 143–88.
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extremely popular with all classes. whoever knocked the bird off the pole was 
acclaimed ‘king’ for a year, obeyed by the other members of the confraternity, 
granted a suit of clothes, wine, and other signs of civic status; if he succeeded 
three years running he was crowned ‘emperor’ and often given hereditary nobility. 
‘Kings’ held for one-year elaborate gilt collars with bow and arrow motifs pendant 
in imitation of the collars of aristocratic orders.11 These ‘mobile’ trophies are 
paralleled by the silver-shafted arrow with gold feathers and broad head won by 
Robin in the competition proclaimed by the sheriff of nottingham in the Gest.

That they were also opportunities for social advancement is clear from medieval 
manuscript miniatures depicting them, and the silver arrow just mentioned recalls 
the status-conferring and ceremonial prizes offered in such con tests. At one of 
these interurban shooting competitions held in Gent in 1371, Chaucer’s patron, 
John of Gaunt, the duke of Lancaster, was present, and we must assume that 
such events were well attended by other middle- and upper-class englishmen. 
Some of the best visual evidence for how these archery confraternities and their 
competitions served as a site for upward mobility in the material culture of the 
late Middle Ages lies among the magnificent urban scenes painted by the Flemish 
realists, whose social canvas is rigidly hierarchical as to status positioning.

Crossbow practice depicting guests of the crossbowmen’s St George guild, 
who were moving up the social ladder, appears among the labours of the months’ 
scenes in Simon bening’s Hennessy Hours of c. 1530.12 The rituals, festivities, and 

11 See L.-A. delaunay, Étude sur les anciennes compagnies d’archers (Paris: Champion, 1879), 
who publishes many examples of such collars, and more recently, Anthony black, Guilds and 
Civil Society in European Political Thought from the Twelfth Century to the Present (ithaca: 
Cornell University Press, 1984); Marc de Schrijver and Christian dothée, Les Concours de 
tir à l’arbalète des guildes médiévales (Antwerp: Antwerps Museum en Archief den Crans, 
1979); Theo Reintges, Ursprung und Wesen der spätmittelalterlichen Schützengilden (bonn: 
Röhrscheid, 1963); Raymond Van Uytven, ‘Scènes de la vie sociale dans les villes des Pays-bas 
du xive au xvie siècles’, in  Actes du colloque: La sociabilité urbaine en Europe du Nord-Ouest du 
xive au xviiie siècle (= Mémoires de la société d’agriculture, sciences, et arts de Douai, 5th ser., 8 
(1983)), pp. 11–32; and Paul Voituron, Notice sur le local de la confrérie de Saint George à Gand, 
1381–1796 (Gent: Vanderhaeghen, 1890). 

12 on the Hennessy Hours, see Joseph destrée, Les Heures de Notre-Dame dites de Hennessy: 
Étude sur un manuscrit de la Bibliothèque Royale de Belgique (brussels: Lamertin, 1923); eugène 
bacha, ‘Les Heures de notre dame dites d’Hennessy’, in Mélanges Godefroid Kurth: Recueil de 
mémoires relatifs à l’histoire, à la philologie et à l’archéologie, ed. by Faculté de Philosophie et 
Lettres de l’Université de Liège, 2 vols (Paris: Les belles Lettres, 1908), ii, 233–38; Jethro M. 
Hurt, ‘The early ownership of the Hennessy Hours’, Scriptorium, 27 (1973), 43–46; Camille 
Gaspar, Le Calendrier des Heures de Hennessy (brussels: À l’enseigne du Coeur Couronné, 
1943); and most recently, the commentary by Thomas Kren in Thomas Kren and Johannes 
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competitions of such groups formed an integral part of what walter Prevenier and 
wim blockmans have called the ‘burgundian theater state’, involving the symbolic 
display of wealth and material magnificence.13 Registers of members show that a 
variety of citizens, from the same urban merchant and artisan class that Thomas H. 
ohlgren and others have associated with the ‘yeomen’ of the Robin Hood poems,14 
belonged to these groups and participated in their festivities, as well as weekly target 
practice and thrice-yearly public displays of skill. Membership in such a group gave 
important marks of status: the opportunity to wear livery, carry special banners, 
bear weapons in public, train in public spaces, and own meeting-houses, chapels, 
and hospitals near their shooting grounds in fashionable parts of the city.

From a study of charters in his Realms of Ritual, Peter Arnade has concluded, 
at least for Gent, that ‘an attention among confraternity brothers to the world 
of aristocratic chivalry’ is evident from the documents’ ‘stress on fine behavior 
and armed grace’, even though membership lists surviving from the shooters’ 
confraternities make clear that they included artisans and merchants.15 For 
example, such lists for the dutch St George Guild from 1454 in The Hague 
indicate that only 25 per cent of the militia were nobles and members of the civil 
service, and the rest were ordinary citizens.16

Rathofer, Flämischer Kalender / Flemish Calendar: Clm 23638 Bayerische Staatsbibliothek, 
München (Luzern: Faksimile, 1988), pp. 235, 246–54. 

13 walter Prevenier and wim blockmans, The Burgundian Netherlands (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1986), pp. 223–25. 

14 For the meaning of this term, see Richard Almond and Anthony J. Pollard, ‘The yeomanry 
of Robin Hood and Social terminology in Fifteenth-Century england’, Past and Present, 170 
(2001), 52–77 (esp. p. 59).

15 See generally, Peter Arnade, Realms of Ritual: Burgundian Ceremony and Civic Life in 
Late Medieval Ghent (ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1996); david nicholas, ‘in the Pit of 
the burgundian Theater State: Urban tradition and Princely Ambitions in Ghent, 1360–1420’, 
in City and Spectacle in Medieval Europe, ed. by barbara A. Hanawalt and Kathryn L. Ryerson 
(Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1994), p. 277; and more recently Anne-Laure 
Van bruaene, ‘Harmonie et honneur en jeu: les compétitions dramatiques et symboliques entre 
les villes flamandes et brabançonnes aux quinzième et seizième siècles’, in Le Verbe, l’image et les 
représentations de la société urbaine au moyen âge: Actes du colloque international tenu à Marche-
en-Famenne du 24 au 27 octobre 2001, ed. by Marc boone, elodie Lecuppre-desjardin, and 
Jean-Pierre Sosson (Antwerp: Garant, 2002), pp. 227–38; and her ‘“A wonderfull tryumfe, for 
the wynning of a pryse”: Guilds, Ritual, Theater, and the Urban network in the Southern Low 
Countries, c. 1450–1650’, Renaissance Quarterly, 59 (2006), 374–405. i am particularly grateful 
to Peter Arnade for help on this matter. 

16 For Holland, see Fred J. w. van Kan, ‘Around Saint George: integration and Precedence 
during the Meetings of the Civic Militia of the Hague’, in Showing Status: Representations of 
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Figure 11. Simon bening, ‘Flemish Crossbow Confraternity at Practice’,  
Heures de notre dame (or Hennessy Hours), brussels, bibliothèque Royale Albert ier,  

MS ii.158, fol. 11v. 1530. Courtesy of the bibliothèque Royale Albert ier.
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the bening scene of archery practice 
is full of information about social 
class. A  crossbowman wearing a broad-
shouldered, heavily pleated, knee-length 
patrician robe with the diagonally 
patterned blue and red livery of the 
brugge St George confraternity prepares 
to shoot at a large target on a butt. A 
servant crank-cocks another bow for 
the shooters while in the immediate 
background similarly liveried members of 
the confraternity carry their crossbows.

Most important for our social con-
cerns is the line of citizens not in the 
con fraternity’s livery who wait their 
turn to shoot. these represent the city 
fathers, aldermen, guild masters, and the 
like often invited to these competitions 
by the archers. they are arranged — 
to judge by their markedly decreasing 
gorgeousness of costume — in order of 
social importance, and show the social 
fluidity and opportunities for display 
of material culture among the shooters’ 
confraternities.

So far, we have been considering 
the confraternities of crossbowmen of 
St George. Similarly organized archers’ 
societies were dedicated to St Sebastian, 
who was martyred with arrows, as in the 
dramatic fifteenth-century originally 
polychrome wood sculpture in Quimper 
Cathedral, brittany. These societies were 

Social Position in the Late Middle Ages, ed. by wim blockmans and Antheun Janse (turnhout: 
brepols, 1999), pp. 177–95; and Schutters in Holland: Kracht en zenuwen van de stad, ed. by 
Marijke Carasso-Kok and J. Levy-van Halm (Zwolle: waanders, 1988) and M. van doorn, 
‘de Sint Sebastiaansschutters in den Hague’, in Sebastiaan, martelaar of mythe, ed. by Johanna 
Jacobs (Zwolle: waanders, 1993), pp. 89–95.

Figure 12. ‘Saint Sebastian martyred by 
arrows’, Polychrome votive wooden figure, 

perhaps for a confraternity, brittany, 
Quimper Cathedral. c. 1500.  

Author’s photograph.
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for ordinary villagers and townsmen who could not afford the costly crossbow, 
and their social and civic functions were much closer in spirit to the shooting 
matches held in the early Robin Hood poems.

Figure 13. Sint Sebastiaan Guild Hall, brugge. 1562. Photo courtesy of Kristen Figg.

For example, the present-day Sint Sebastiaan Guild Hall, Carmersstraat 174, 
in brugge, now a state monument, was erected in 1562 on the site of an earlier 
building. its defensive tower is placed at the city walls on the edge of a shooting 
practice field — now a little park area — with a windmill on whose vanes may 
have originally been placed the popinjay (Fig. 14). A meeting hall for the Guild, 
which is still active, houses a variety of portraits of the saint and archives that go 
back to the fifteenth-century foundation. The nearby Crossbowmen’s Guild of 
Sint Joris in brugge — a much richer and more elaborate structure — has the 
popinjay pole still on the grounds.

This difference in social hierarchy is evident from a scene of archers exercising 
their skills in a calendar miniature from Paris, bibliothèque nationale de France, 
MS lat. 1872 (Fig. 16). Here we find an archers’ competition for the month of 
May where longbowmen shoot at the popinjay. Children and spouses look on; 
one liveried member holds the banners of the group, while others play the fife 
and panelled drum. The emphasis on rich livery, musical performance and ritual, 
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and spectators’ adulation suggests that shooting even the longbow was at times an 
elite pastime.17

Archery could be the occasion for ostentatious display both of material 
culture and political power. As has been shown, crossbowmen’s confraternities on 
the continent used their parades and competitions to show off rich costume that 
actually formed part of their prowess at those events where prizes for the most 
luxurious dress were offered. Similarly, royal entries also allowed for spectacular 
lavishness on the part of longbow archers. For example, Mathieu d’escouchy, 
Charles Vii’s chronicler, describes the king’s entry into the newly subjugated 
Rouen in 1449. His personal company of one hundred and six archers was 
better dressed than all the others. They had sleeveless cote armor ‘de vermeil, de 
blanc et de verd, tout chargiez d’orfeveries’, having plumed helmets in matching 
colours and with silver-chased swords and leg-armour, which set off the king’s 
tyrannical power and gave a special cachet to the longbow.18 Such miniatures and 
contemporary descriptions indicate clearly that archery was a nexus for social 
mobility and display during the period of the early Robin Hood poems.

Lower down as a social witness are the english lead and tin badges proclaiming 
the group identities so important a part of late medieval life and, like livery, 
indicating social status. Several late fifteenth-century lead badges depict sheaves 
of arrows tied by a cord or belt.19 They suggest the sheaves of twenty-four arrows 
held by Robin in a pentrial in Lincoln, Lincoln Cathedral, MS 132 — ‘ffour/
And thuynti arowus he bar in his hondus’20 — or carried in the belt of Chaucer’s 

17 See Paul durrieu, La Miniature au temps de la cour de Bourgogne, 1415–1530 (brussels: 
Van oest, 1927), p. 96. the scene of archers in bnF, MS fr. 1872 is published and briefly 
discussed in wilhelm Hansen, Kalenderminiaturen der Stundenbücher: Mittelalterliches Leben 
im Jahreslauf (München: Callwey, 1984), p. 219 and fig. 80. i am most grateful to Jacqueline 
Leclercq-Marx and Melanie Schuessler for help with details of this manuscript.

18 Chronique de Mathieu d’Escouchy, ed. by Gaston du Fresne de beaucourt, 3 vols (Paris: 
Renouard, 1863–64), i, 234–35.

19 Such badges are published by brian Spencer, Salisbury and South Wiltshire Museum 
Medieval Catalogue, Part 2: Pilgrim Souvenirs and Secular Badges (Salisbury: Salisbury and 
South wiltshire Museum, 1990), no. 189, fig. 248 (the discussion of the image is on p. 106). 
See also the excellent reproductions of some tin and lead archers’ badges in Michael Mitchiner, 
Medieval Pilgrim & Secular Badges (London: Hawkin, 1986), p. 95, figs 216 and 217 and two 
fifteenth-century smaller badges, p. 188, figs 634 and 635. 

20 These verses make up the earliest known Robin Hood poetry and date from the first 
decades of the fifteenth century. See George e. Morris, ‘A Ryme of Robyn Hood’, Modern 
Language Review, 43 (1948), 507–08. See for more recent discussion, Knight, Robin Hood: 
A Mythic Biography, p. 7. 
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Squire’s yeoman that were emblematic of the practising archer and so may indi-
cate fraternal associations of longbowmen.21

other more enigmatic badges of archers with longbows, recovered from the 
Thames foreshore, may suggest membership in archers’ confraternities among the 
upwardly mobile guildsmen and yeomen recently posited by Thomas H. ohlgren 
as the primary audience for the Robin Hood poems. His argument, largely 
concerning the Gest, points to the

incongruity between Robin’s social class — yeomanry — and his repeated display 
of knightly customs and etiquette, such as offering liveries and fees to newly 
recruited gang members, granting a boon to the wife of the bankrupt knight, not 
eating until an ‘uncouth gest’ arrives, and hand washing before meals [so appealing 
to the] urban merchant and artisan classes who are the producers and consumers of 
the Robin Hood poems.22

early and socially modest archers’ associations may have been responsible for the 
‘sharpening’ marks to be found as early as the 1360s on the lintels of the south 
porch of St Leonard’s Church in the parish of Thorpe about three miles (5 km) 
north of Ashbourne in derbyshire’s Peak district. Apparently, during the reign 
of edward iii Sunday afternoons were devoted to archery practice on the south 
side of the church and parishes were instructed to keep a supply of bows and 
arrows in the church for those who could not afford their own. So the church not 
only supplied the arrows but the means of sharpening them!23 

with this background in mind we can now examine the practice of archery in 
the early Robin Hood poems, where it comes to have both practical and status-
revealing roles. in archery’s practical aspect, warfare, hunting, and shooting 
competitions show off Robin’s prowess and further the narrative. but archery 
also begins to acquire value in the material culture of the period, where the bow 
changes from a utilitarian implement to an objet de luxe tied to Robin’s acquisition 
of gentility through his dealings with Sir Richard at the Lee.24

21 For a discussion of the belt or girdle method of carrying arrows, see Kenneth J. Thompson, 
‘Chaucer’s warrior bowman: The Roles and equipment of the Knight’s yeoman’, The Chaucer 
Review, 40 (2006), 386–415 (p. 397), and Lawrence besserman, ‘Girdles, belts, and Cords: A 
Leit motif in Chaucer’s General Prologue’, Papers on Language and Literature, 22 (1986), 322–25.

22 Thomas H. ohlgren, ‘The “Marchant” of Sherwood: Mercantile ideology in a Gest of 
Robyn Hode’, in Robin Hood in Popular Culture, ed. by Hahn, pp. 175–90 (pp. 175–76). 

23 i am most grateful to Keith Roe of Kalamazoo, Michigan for providing me with pictures 
of these marks and the local lore explaining them. 

24 For information on the longbows and bowmen of this period see Robert Hardy, 
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Though Stephen Knight has noted that most of the fighting in the ballads and Gest 
is done with swords, implying that bows had hardly any combat presence,25 in fact 
Much shoots and kills a monk. in the Gest, an arrow seriously wounds Little John, 
and Robin’s men use bows to fight and drive off the sheriff of nottingham’s men. 
Moreover, Robin Hood shoots the sheriff with an arrow, though he cuts off his head 
with a sword. in ‘Robin Hood and Guy of Gisborne’, the sheriff ’s man william a 

Longbow: A Social and Military History (new york: bois d’Arc, 1992); Paul Hitchin, ‘The 
bowmen and the bow’, in Agincourt, 1415: Henry V, Sir Thomas Erpingham and the Triumph of 
the English Archers, ed. by Anne Curry (Stroud: tempus, 2000), pp. 37–52; Robert e. Kaiser, 
‘The Medieval english Longbow: Characteristics and origin’, The Society of Archer-Antiquaries 
Journal, 21 (1980), 21–29; Clive bartlett, English Longbowmen, 1330–1515 (London: osprey, 
1995); Hugh d. Soar, ‘Crooked Stick & Grey Goose wing: An Archer Antiquarian Looks at 
the Medieval Long-bow’, Medieval Life, 37 (1995), 28–31 and his ‘Medieval Hunting and the 
Longbow’, Primitive Archer, 1 (1993), 21–26. The archery materials found aboard the tudor 
war ship Mary Rose may be accessed from the Mary Rose Museum’s website <http://www.
maryrose.org/ship/bows2.htm>, pp. 7–9 [accessed 3 december 2011].

25 Knight, Robin Hood: A Mythic Biography, pp. 2, 25.

Figure 14. ‘Shooting practice  
field with windmill’,  

Saint Sebastian’s Guild,  
Carmersstraat, brugge.  

Photo courtesy of Kristen Figg.

Figure 15. ‘Saint Sebastian’s Guild at Archery 
Practice with drummer and Family Members’, 

Calendar miniature from Franco-Flemish horae, 
Paris, bnF, MS f. fr. 1872, fol. 7. c. 1550.  

Courtesy of the bibliothèque nationale de France.
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trent is killed by a badly aimed arrow, and the sheriff himself dies by an arrow shot 
by Little John. So archery plays an important role in relatively close combat fighting 
nearer to the chivalric ideal.

More complex and less obvious is its symbolic and status-conferring sig-
nificance. An important thread in the Gest’s narrative is furthered by archery 
associated with Robin’s nostalgia for a leisured Golden Age hunting life ruled by 
natural law; it serves him as an aide mémoire to return him to his true home, the 
forest. when the king invites him into his service at court Robin agrees to come 
and bring his men, but with the proviso that unless he likes court life he will quit 
and come back to shoot at the ‘dunne deer’ (l. 1667).

After fifteen months at court, his awareness that his wealth is gone and his 
recollection that he was once an outstanding archer are triggered by the sight of 
young men shooting, and he decides to leave. Returning to the forest, he realizes 
his wish and reaffirms his Golden Age identity through archery: ‘He slew a full 
grete harte’ (l. 1785).

A little-noticed set piece of description in the Gest’s Second Fitt marks the moral 
and spiritual equality of Robin and the knight Sir Richard in a Franklin’s Tale-like 
competition for who can be the most ‘gentle’.26 As part of his plan to repay Robin’s 
loan of four hundred pounds with interest Sir Richard ordered a hundred bows,

The strynges well ydyght, 
An hundred shefe of arowes gode, 
The hedys burneshed full bryght;

And every arowe an elle longe, 
with pecok wel idyght, 
inocked all with whyte silver; 
it was a semely syght. (ll. 522–28)

These weapons, which seem more ornamental than practical, are again referred to in 
a later conversation: 

‘but what shall these bowes do?’ sayd Robyn, 
‘And all these arowes ifedred fre?’ 

26 For some discussion of the issues see Richard barrie dobson and John taylor, ‘“Rymes of 
Robin Hood”: The early ballads and the Gest’, in Robin Hood: The Many Faces of that Celebrated 
English Outlaw, ed. by Kevin Carpenter (oldenburg: bibliotheks- und informationssystem 
der Universität oldenburg, 1995), pp. 35–44, and Rymes of Robyn Hood: An Introduction to 
the English Outlaw, ed. by Richard barrie dobson and John taylor (Pittsburgh: University of 
Pittsburgh Press, 1976), stanza 26, p. 80 and stanzas 131–32, p. 88. The editors note that ‘goose 
feathers were cheaper and more usual’ (p. 88, n. 6). See also Stephen Knight, Robin Hood: A 
Com plete Study, pp. 70–81.
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‘by god, than sayd the knyght 
A pore present to the’. (ll. 1097–1100)

we recall similarly fletched arrows in the belt of Chaucer’s Squire’s yeoman, ‘A 
sheef of pecok arwes, bright and kene, / Under his belt he bar ful thriftily’;27 they 
too were not intended as much for practical use as they were to affirm status. For 
Chaucer was calling attention to him through his arrows as a person out of the 
run of common archer yeomen. indeed, he took particular pride of ownership in 
his equipment and wished it to make a social statement about him. He may have 
been carrying arrows more ceremonial than practical on the trip because it was 
a pilgrimage, but as well by them he may have wished to display his wealth and 
social status as insignia to encourage advantageous social interaction.

if we identify Robin and the Squire’s we are merely reaffirming an earlier 
association. Richard Pynson, as ohlgren has shown, recognized their affinity by 
using the yeoman’s woodcut portrait from his edition of the Canterbury Tales 
(1492) for the title page when he printed A Lytell Geste of Robyn Hode in 1496, 
so that bundles of arrows become prominent in the iconography of both men.28

London wills of this social milieu show an interest in archery gear as legacies. 
Richard yonge, a London brewer, in 1413 promised his executors ‘a gode bow’, 
and the will of John Rogertsson of London, whose trade was not noted, in 
1419–20 bequeathed a pair of sheets and a dagger and a ‘bowe with-owte pecis’ 
(i.e. laminations).29

numerous examples of the Squire’s yeoman’s peacock-feathered arrows as 
legacies in the geographical area of the Robin Hood poems come from the class 

27 All quotations from Chaucer are drawn from The Riverside Chaucer, ed. by Larry d. 
benson (boston: Houghton Mifflin, 1987), ll. 104–05. Holt believed that ‘Chaucer, indeed, 
constructed his knight’s yeoman in the unmistakable image of Robin Hood’ (p. 222), from James 
C. Holt, ‘The origin and Audience of the ballads’, in Robin Hood: An Anthology of Scholarship 
and Criticism, ed. by Stephen Knight (woodbridge: brewer, 1999), pp. 211–32. A useful survey 
of criticism about the yeoman is offered by Caroline d. eckhardt, Chaucer’s General Prologue to 
the Canterbury Tales: An Annotated Bibliography, 1900–1982 (toronto: University of toronto 
Press, 1990). A detailed though largely non-interpretive discussion of the yeoman’s portrait is 
that of emil Markert, Chaucers Canterbury-Pilger und ihre Tracht (würzburg: drössler, 1911), 
pp. 19–33. See also Jill Mann, Chaucer and Medieval Estates Satire: The Literature of Social 
Classes and the General Prologue to the Canterbury Tales (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 1973), p. 172. 

28 See for discussion, ohlgren, ‘The “Marchant” of Sherwood’, pp. 106–07, and Knight, 
Robin Hood: A Complete Study, p. 28. 

29 Fifty Earliest English Wills in the Court of Probate, ed. by Frederick J. Furnivall, eetS, 
o.s., 78 (London: oxford University Press, 1964), pp. 22, 41.
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of what du boulay called ‘upward strivers’.30 in 1390, the will of a prosperous 
york tailor, Peter barleburgh, details such a gift in conjunction with his otter furs: 
‘omnes pelicios meos de otter et xxiiij sagittas plumatas cum pavon’, and the will 
of John Palman, alias Coke, a durham bowyer or arrow-maker notes, ‘item lego 
filio meo j arcum optimum cum j sheef arowys de pecok’, while Thomas Hirste, a 
york skinner, left ‘arcum meum cum le grene batt et vij sagittas pacockfederde’.31 

That someone in the bow trades should have owned such arrows strongly suggests 
a ceremonial function for them in guild processions and the like. Hirste’s will, 
moreover, with its reference to ownership of a personal archery target makes clear 
that he was apparently a sport or ceremonial archer, probably engaging in guild 
or confraternity competitions like those regularly practised by the brugge Sint 
Sebastiaan Guild.

30 Francis R. H. du boulay, An Age of Ambition: English Society in the Late Middle Ages 
(new york: Viking, 1970), p. 79.

31 See Testamenta Eboracensia, ed. by James Raine, the younger and John william Clay, 
Publications of the Surtees Society, 4, 30, 45, 53, 79, 106, 6 vols (London: nichols, 1836–1902), 
i, ed. by Raine (1836), pp. 143–44, (item no. 115); and The Registers of Thomas Langley, Bishop 
of Durham, ed. by Robin L. Storey, Publications of the Surtees Society, 164, 166, 169, 170, 177, 
182 (durham: Andrews, 1956–70), v (1966), p. 7 (item no. 1251), 20 december 1436. 

Figures 16a and 16b. Arrow sharpening marks 
(with detail, right), door frames of Saint Leonard’s 
church, Thorpe, Ashbourne, derbyshire. c. 1360. 

Photographs courtesy of Keith Roe.
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Figure 17. ‘Squire’s yeoman’, from printed edition of Chaucer’s Canterbury Tales,  
London, Richard Pynson. 1492. Public domain image.
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A Lower Rheinish, possibly netherlandish, panel painting now in dresden 
(c. 1500) ties such arrows to other aspects of social status. it memorializes a well-
off member of an archer’s confraternity wearing a patrician neck chain, and a 
matching archer’s gold link bracelet, a gold brooch or badge on his hat, and several 
rings. He holds three arrows whose fletching is of the striped greenish iridescent 
(with two light brown stripes) cast we might associate with the untrimmed or 
very slightly trimmed peacock wing feather. The arrows form a prominent part 
of his image.32

the panel belongs with a large body of late medieval northern european 
portrait paintings by Jan Van eyck, Petrus Christus, and others, in which a person 
of artisanal or bourgeois status — a goldsmith, a banker, and so on — is very 
realistically presented with the tools of his trade, gems, coins, scales, and the 
like.33 These arrows then, must make part of the ceremonial accoutrements of 
the archer, displayed as his finery. Thus, the picture suggests that Sir Richard’s 
gift of such arrows was intended to confer upward mobility and splendour on 
Robin; the ‘fre’ fletching of the peacock-feathered arrows hints at the aristocratic 
largesse that Robin and Richard show to each other and elevates Robin to the 
knightly class. by this period, as ohlgren notes, the word ‘yeoman’ was blurred 
and indicated a permeable and shifting social group. it could 

denote a potter, a tanner, a friar, a page, a groom, and various other kinds of servants 
[…]. if anything emerges from the use of the word ‘yeman’ in the ballads it is once again 
its unusual social mobility in contrast to the typical fixity of medieval social relations.34

in conclusion, this opulent gift is the culmination of a gentrifying process. in 
‘Robin Hood and the Potter’ this was indicated by the washing of hands before 
meals, Robin’s instinctive understanding of courtesy, and his gifts of a gold ring 
and a palfrey to the sheriff ’s wife. in the Gest it is evident that a concern for 
gentility will dominate the narrative from the opening address to an audience 
of ‘gentlemen of freeborn blood’, and from Robin’s Arthurian desire not to dine 
until he sees a wonder. other instan ces of this concern are Little John’s use of 

32 See Ronald w. Lightbown, Mediaeval European Jewellry with a Catalogue of the Collection 
in the Victoria and Albert Museum (London: The Victoria and Albert Museum, 1992), p. 296, 
published as pl. 87.

33 See Robert G. Calkins, ‘Secular objects and their implications in early netherlandish 
Painting’, in Art into Life, Collected Papers from the Kresge Art Museum Medieval Symposia, ed. 
by Carol Fisher and Kathleen Scott (east Lansing: Michigan State University Press, 1995), 
pp. 183–211.

34 ohlgren, ‘The “Marchant” of Sherwood’, p. 349.
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Figure 18. ‘Robin Hood’, from printed edition of A Lytell Geste of Robyn Hode,  
London, Richard Pynson. 1496. Public domain image.
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the term ‘chorle’ twice for the ill-behaved monk (ll. 873, 905), for, as Robin says, 
‘curteyse can he none’ (l. 908), and the hand-washing at an elaborate swan and 
pheasant meal.

The putative owner of Cambridge, University Lib rary, MS ee. 4. 35, in which 
‘Robin Hood and the Potter’ is found, was Richard Calle, the Pastons’ bailiff, 
who mar ried a Paston daughter over strenuous family objec tion.35 the book 
shows the interest in upclassing and eti quette (the manuscript also contains some 
of the Little Childrens’ Little Book, a courtesy manual) on the part of an owner 
and possible compiler.36 Less is known about the Gest’s early history. However, 
that such a large part of the narrative is devoted to Sir Richard at the Lee and his 
financial problems illustrates the view that to the author behaviour has more to 
do with class than birth or even money, and that class ascent and descent by the 
end of the fifteenth century have become so common that even a popular tale 
of Robin Hood could illustrate this social blurring in matter-of-fact terms, and, 
indeed, in a way draw on the changed social meaning and the gentrification of 
archery.

35 The Pastons were an important family in the english gentry of norfolk and are known 
today for large number of letters they wrote each other about their own affairs and their dealings 
with others around them between 1402 and 1509. These letters are now in the british Library but 
have been published and extensively annotated. They are an important window on late medieval 
english society and the customs, values, and material culture of the norfolk english gentry.

36 Thomas H. ohlgren, Robin Hood: The Early Poems, 1465–1540: Texts, Contexts, and 
Ideology (newark: University of delaware Press, 2007), pp. 70–77. See also his ‘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), 210–33.




