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Over the past five centuries many historians have researched into the history of Robin Hood. There are countless theories related to the legend, and who could have been the inspiration behind it. It continues to be an intriguing topic for historians today. Nigel Cawthorne’s A Brief History of Robin Hood is a popular history book, which brings together the arguments of historians over the years, showing evidence for and against each theory regarding the legend of Robin Hood. Despite not being a scholarly text, A Brief History captures all elements of the history of Robin Hood’s legend from the original ballads, real historical figures, literature, and film.
Although it is not a scholarly text, Cawthorne gives his thoughts on the legend, believing Robin Hood may have been a real historical figure rather than purely fictional, stating in the Introduction that ‘there are indications that such a person did exist and several real people may have contributed to the legend’. (p.1) The Introduction is Cawthorne’s perspective as an historian, the only part of the book in which he gives his own opinion. He goes on to say that ‘the story of Robin Hood also has a story of its own’ (p.1), meaning that the story is a history in the making, evolving through each century, an ever-popular legend that will continue to capture imaginations well into the future. This ideal is present throughout the book, with Cawthorne giving the reader all the facts and theories to develop their own opinion of the legend.
Cawthorne does well to carry the reader smoothly through each part of the history. It is written in an easy-to-read format, where a non-historian or someone who does not know much about Robin Hood can immerse themselves in the rich history and learn about the evolution of the story from beginning to end. The book is sectioned into chapters about different aspects of the legend, making the process easier when a reader only wants to learn about a specific element. Some chapters tell chronological information about the timeline of a character, while others, such as Robin Hood and His Merry Men, tells the story of Robin Hood from different sources. This is cleverly done, with Cawthorne writing as if it is a fictional novel, enabling the reader to be transported into that world.
The chapter titled The Birth of the Legend is intriguing in the way it uses the real lives of historical people to pin down the period Robin Hood is set in. It chronologically goes through the transitions of the legend through time and how different authors created different versions of the story. It also goes into depth about the different people named Robin Hood that existed in actual records, usually criminals that may have been nicknamed Robin Hood, suggesting they had based the name on a real person who may have been a criminal years before. As the story has been set in different periods over the centuries, Cawthorne is concise in explaining the reasons for and against placing Robin Hood in each era, allowing the reader to come to their own conclusion with all the facts, rather than attempting to lead down just one route.
The most unique and useful part of Cawthorne’s A Brief History is the Chronology. It offers an insight into the timeline from the Norman Invasion of 1066 through all the major Robin Hood periods. It includes details about the different contenders who could have been the real Robin Hood, as well as when the many versions of the stories were published, all the way through to 2010 with the release of the film Robin Hood starring Russell Crowe. There does not appear to be another chronological timeline of the legend as thorough as this, and it shows the amount of research undertaken by Cawthorne. It allows those with a specific interest in elements of the legend to further explore elsewhere after they have attained the knowledge available in this book.
The bibliography is the only section in this otherwise thorough account that falls short, comprising of only twenty-two sources, a small number considering the amount of detail within the book. Cawthorne does include information throughout the chapters about the sources he has used, but it is not included in any footnotes, which makes it harder to find specific sources without the need to read everything over again. However, Cawthorne does include a comprehensive index at the back, enabling the reader to access specific sections of the text that are of particular interest to them.
A Brief History is far more accessible than most historian authors’ Robin Hood books, which are often challenging to read for those without a thorough knowledge of the legend. Cawthorne includes theories and research by many historians including Joseph Ritson, Joseph Hunter, Eric Hobsbawm and P. Valentine Harris, making the history of the legend available to anyone with an interest. The only recent book similar to this is Nick Rennison’s Robin Hood: Myth, History and Culture, where Rennison follows a similar chapter layout, and comparable ideas are also expressed. However, Rennison’s book was released two years after A Brief History of Robin Hood, suggesting that Cawthorne was an inspiration to other authors. 
Altogether, A Brief History of Robin Hood is an informative and educational guide for anyone wanting to learn about the history of Robin Hood. Cawthorne’s book is easy to read and follow, with a story-like approach, enabling the reader to use their imagination, rather than just stating facts. He gives all points of view, with information about each historical figure, character, period or record, allowing the reader to make their own informed decisions. Cawthorne’s main argument is simply that whether Robin Hood was real or not, it is a history of its own, evolving over the centuries, and remains popular to this day.
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