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DAVID MATTHEWS, Writing to the King: Nation, Kingship, and Lit era -
ture in England, 1250–1350, Cambridge Studies in Medieval Literature,
77 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2010), 221 pp. ISBN 978
0 521 11137 9. £50.00. US$85.00

In the book under review here David Matthews looks at various
forms of political literature which he locates in a grey area between
literary writing and chronicles. His main argument is directed
against the widespread view that Middle English only became inter-
esting with Chaucer. He wants to show that in the decades before
Chaucer, Gower, and Langland, there were texts in Middle English
that influenced these writers (p. x). In an introduction and five chap-
ters he examines how the English language conveyed political satire
and instruction in these works. He also asks to what extent these
writings to and about kings related to a political community in
England, or wanted to create one through writing by contemplating
ways of achieving political harmony.

In his first chapter, ‘Defending Anglia’, however, Matthews be -
gins by discussing Latin texts that originated around 1250. But he
assumes that there was an English tradition of political satire at this
time, citing the ‘Song Against the King of Almaigne’. His second
chapter, ‘Attacking Scotland: Edward I and the 1290s’, focuses on
Langtoft’s chronicle, which provides a commentary on Edward I’s
invasion of Scotland. Matthews looks at this text in the context of the
discussion about the emergence of an English national self-
conscious ness. The third chapter, ‘Regime Change’, discusses texts
written in connection with the deposing of Edward II that reflect on
kingship and justice in the context of the political turbulence of the
years between 1307 and 1330. 

Chapter four, entitled ‘The Destruction of England: Crisis and
Complaint c.1300–41’, looks at texts written around 1337–40 in reac-
tion to Edward III’s (domestic) political difficulties, including
William of Pagula’s Speculum Regis Edwardi III and English poems
such as ‘Against the King’s Taxes’ and the ‘Song of the Hus band -
man’. These texts complain about the burdens placed on peasants by
direct taxes and the purveyance (the right of the crown to requisition
goods and services for military purposes). The rural population suf-
fered from high levels of abuse, especially of the purveyance. The
mood was so tense in parts of the kingdom that some observers
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thought a revolt was likely. William of Pagula, for example, appealed
to Edward III to stop the abuse of the purveyance and to instruct his
officials to treat the peasants fairly. As William pointed out, Edward
was responsible for the actions of his officials and needed to fear for
the salvation of his soul if he did not force them to behave appropri-
ately. He also reminded the king of Edward II who, through his own
stupidity, had allowed many bad things to happen in the land. In the
end, he had been deposed. Matthews suggests that this sort of lan-
guage and advice were not necessarily welcome, and that the inde-
pendent, critical thinking displayed here must have required courage
(p. 111). Even if we do not know whether William’s letter ever
reached Edward III, Matthew believes that this letter represents the
voice of the ‘little man’ who had found ways of dealing with the
authority of the king, or even criticizing it (p. 113). Other texts which
give voice to the political views of the ‘little man’ include poems such
as ‘King Edward and the Shepherd’. These poems demonstrate that
even simple subjects had access to the king and could make their
complaints directly to him. But because the king appears in disguise
in these poems, his subjects mostly only notice too late who they are
talking to, and are unable to grasp the chance offered. In these
poems, the king controls the situation. 

In this chapter Matthews also looks at poems which deal with the
experiences of disappointed royal officials, such as the ‘Outlaw’s
Song of Trailbaston’. (Trailbastons were itinerant judicial commis-
sions first set up by Edward I but also used frequently by Edward III
until well into the 1340s, and were highly unpopular among the peo-
ple.) The narrator in the poem had been in the royal service, was
unjustly dismissed, and now has to live as an outlaw in the forest,
where he purports to have composed the poem. According to
Matthews, the poems do not advocate active resistance to improve
the situation. In fact, they have no solutions at all to offer. As
Matthews points out: ‘Where reforming documents fail, when writ-
ing is worth nothing, the only answers are transcendent’ (p. 119).

Chapter five, ‘Love Letters to Edward III’, focuses on Laurence
Minot’s (1300–52) positive presentation of Edward’s leadership in
war and his successes. Minot praised the close connection between
king and people/nation, and generated an aggressive feeling of
English national identity. Minot’s poems, dating from 1333 to 1352,
were not written for the court; his world was that of the northern
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English gentry. For him, the victories of the English army, led by
Edward III, against the Scots and the French (for example, at Crécy in
1346) were important. He was not interested in praising chivalrous
behaviour, but emphasized the victory of English warriors over those
of other empires (p. 138). Matthews interprets Minot’s eleven poems
as a connected narrative about the war, as they were all written to -
gether in 1352 or shortly thereafter, and appear as a coherent text in
the only surviving manuscript. This argument goes against current
scholarly opinion, which suggests that the poems were composed in
stages, as a direct reaction to political or military events (p. 143). But
whatever the case, the poems can be seen as a political narrative. For
Minot, threats to the English kingdom came from abroad, from the
Scots and the French. Unlike William of Pagula and the husbandman
of the song, Minot’s theme is not domestic conflict. As far as Minot
was concerned, Edward’s rule only began properly with his victory
over the Scots at the Battle of Halidon Hill (1333); this was revenge
for Bannockburn (1314), and was able to erase unsavoury memories
of the English monarchy’s history between 1324 and 1330.

Matthews regards Minot’s poems as an expression of English
nationalism in the mid fourteenth century. Minot, he argues, saw
Edward III as the personification of nationalism in that he described
his military and political actions as embodiments of the deed (pp.
148–9). He described the French and the Scots as members of an out-
group in order to develop a specific idea of what distinguished them
from the members of the English in group. This brings Matthews up
against Benedict Anderson, who argues that nationalism is only con-
ceivable with the spread of printing and the end of strong monarchy.
Matthews responds that there was a culture of pamphlets, and that
while printing accelerated the spread of ideas, they had already exist-
ed in the fourteenth century.

Whether Matthews has succeeded in his attempt concerning an
archaeology of Middle English before 1350 must be decided by liter-
ary scholars. But historians can certainly read his book with profit
because he discusses texts that are significant for an understanding of
English political culture in the late Middle Ages. It remains for histo-
rians to draw on these texts more often than they have done in the
past when analysing politics. It may well prove to be worthwhile.
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