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Representing the English: the English people as portrayed by non-English commentators, 1300-1500.

This paper will examine various literary representations and images of English identity, character and activities as observed and recorded by contemporary non-English commentators in the later middle ages. The 14th and 15th centuries witnessed an increase in the quantity of work produced that appears to consider observations made along 'national' lines to be important. I am interested in drawing together and analysing the external viewpoints - how a people were regarded by their neighbours in a variety of contexts, at peace and at war.

There seems to be a general consensus among historians that a greater sense of self-awareness was emerging from around 1300.
 While cultural and political homogeneity prior to this may well be considered an anachronism, determining any degree of heterogeneity and ethno-national difference is an imprecise and subjective process, but one which causes vibrant and caustic references to emerge.

The national nouns (such as England) and adjectives (the English people) are used to refer in a broad sense to the geographical entity covered by the rule of the English Crown in the British Isles, and the inhabitants of the region who nominally recognised an overall single secular authority. In fact, the 'England' we are considering was subject to important regional differences, such as existed in Cornwall or the North.
 We find perhaps disproportionate contributions to the image of the English - as developed by foreign visitors - arising from the south east, although this is not unreasonable when we consider that this was the most populous region. London was the major city, and it is likely that most foreign visitors did not travel widely north and west of the two universities. The 'English' discussed here were therefore likely to come from the home, southern and eastern counties. Similarly, the minority of the population who had actual contact with non-English people have borne much of the responsibility for instilling imagery and associations in the 'European' mindset. Soldiers, travellers and diplomats contributed most to any discernible constructions
: this excluded the vast proportion of English society, including almost all women; English women do not seem to have become established with a role in creating 'Englishness'.

However it is probable that many continentals did not discriminate between Englishmen of whatever region once they arrived on the mainland. This was almost certainly immaterial to the victim of a chevauchee or a defeat, but the influence of the 'English' collective identity was likely to be reinforced by such an event.

Although a nation might well be described by its own denizens, it is important not to overlook the capacity of those who are thus categorised as 'others' to possess agency in shaping, characterising, stereotyping and strengthening that definition.

My sources of material are derived mainly from areas located in closest proximity to England: France, the Low Countries and other regions of Britain. The geopolitical origins of the authors are important, but references to the English have been examined more through their sentiment and language, and the overall picture which it may be possible to form.

Disparate individuals and groups constructed identities based on actual or received experiences, and made different types of contact with the English: diplomatic, mercantile, military and so on. Many sources were compiled during states of hostility, or with war and its effects a major consideration, for example the anonymous account of the English occupation of France by an inhabitant of Paris describes local French feelings and frequently objects to the English presence.

As such we are continually faced with generalisations, prejudice, contradiction and the problem of how 'representative' these accounts can be of the groups from which they arise. There were no unilateral views, and no singular English stereotype, but there are points of congruence and recurring features. While many Englishmen traded similar insults with their neighbours, such as the use of animal metaphors, there are certain descriptions and characteristics which 'become' more specifically English, for example their military prowess.

An examination of source material that contains or utilises patriotic or xenophobic elements - including chronicles, diaries, poetry, correspondence and political theses reveals different ways in which the English were portrayed. If taken collectively, I contend that they display indications of a real sense of 'otherness', and various perspectives explicitly conscious of national sentiment. Contemporary references to the English represent many components of what may be considered criteria of a national identity: cultural apparatus, customs, institutions, ideology and 

language.

It may not be possible to ever comprehend the physical and mental images of the 'English' created in the mind of, for example, a Florentine textile worker whose brother leaves to become a mercenary in the army of Edward III, nor of the Duke of Burgundy as he concludes a peace treaty with the English Crown, but some form of association was becoming more likely in this period. The mere concept of a people is almost as important in determining the actions and attitudes of others as the reality of experience.

Stereotypes and reputations should not be underestimated in significance due to their intangibility, as they may condition international diplomacy, commercial dealings and the relationships of individuals and societies.

The English character appears to have interested a range of writers for a variety of reasons. The extant sources reveal diverse observations made in differing circumstances. Individual habits and traits can be utilised in addition to `racial' characteristics. Personal and societal features can contribute to the overall representation. Examples of French or Scottish praise are rare. It is convenient to divide aspects into three sections: positive, negative and neutral depending on the apparent regard in which the English are held. Limited classes of English society, namely the wealthier and landed aristocracy and gentry, were liable to receive detailed comment, but writers display interesting attempts to classify or standardise different elements of the population. Observations may have been intended to apply to the general populace - such as the penchant for drinking
 - and some claim to epitomise overall English traits like wastefulness.
 

Many aspects of Englishness were attacked or framed in derogatory vitriol. 

Hatred, rivalry and loss acted as inducements to write about the English, an attitude summed up by Noel de Fribois in 1459: “whenever I come to something which concerns the English, I can't control my pen”.
 Abuse ranged from minor jibes to savage insult; from a European literary perspective, there was very little of which they remained innocent. Contact with English people was more frequent in and around the home of the writer, leading in many cases to the defensive, critical or condescending tones present in sources such as Fribois and Commines. Their appearance and dress were mocked in lampoons and satires, although these were perhaps directed at individuals - a poem in Brut mocking the “long beard heartless, painted hood witless” is likely to be a jibe at Edward I,
 but others are critical of beards and garments which are useless, and induce cowardice, and associate these with effeminacy.
 The upper classes seem to have had a name for being fashion-conscious, and enjoy extravagant dress and - An English embassy to Paris in 1413 was so well-attired that the French were “sorely amazed”.

A famous purported English physical feature was the tail. The Scots especially appeared to favour this idea - before the battle of Dupplin Moor (1332) they sang songs about punishing their enemies by hanging them by their tails - until John Major's 16th-century history conceded that they “now had no tails, yet did previously”.
 Fazio degli Uberti believed the phenomenon was isolated in “one islet where folk are born with tails ... [such as] that of a stag”.
 Bestial qualities are attributed to the Englishman: Bower likens him to a “crafty and deceitful fox” and a “wolf”. English rapaciousness in France led them to “bleed and dismember [the French] like fierce beasts”
 and to act like “birds of prey”. The degeneracy of the English reduces them to further subhuman levels and leads to criticism of their “idleness...frivolity... [and] licentiousness”.

Their habits were identified and derided. Gluttony was a common vice, even in the midst of war, as was a love of alcohol.
 This perhaps contributed to their blasphemous and quarrelsome nature. They were uncouth and uncivilised to their continental counterparts: Commines received a letter that was “written in such an elegant style, and in such polite language, that I can scarcely believe any Englishman wrote it”
 and Petrarch wrote that the English used to be the “meekest of barbarians”.
 They were bad at languages and had a system which (according to the Italian) placed a low rating on education.
 This was perhaps reflected in the naivety and immaturity demonstrated by English diplomats. Commines frequently suggested the English were easy to deceive.
 They acted with jealousy towards each other and foreigners, and compromised themselves by their pride and self-importance. An air of superiority was occasionally adopted by European commentators: in a patronising tone, Commines suggested the English required special education as soldiers and councillors. The French herald (in a rhetorical debate with his English counterpart) belittled England's achievements, and this echoed the endeavours of the French delegation to the Council of Constance (1417) to question the right of the English to retain the status of 'nation'.

A belief in the English tendency towards xenophobia is also evident: English suspicion and distrust of foreigners is linked to a persecution complex and paranoia bordering on hostility. To Europeans, the English were isolationist: “the world did not exist apart from England”.
 A “natural animosity” towards the French was normal, and the danger posed to Calais was a public concern. Froissart notes that the alien merchants - Flemings and Lombards - were targeted in the London riots.
 There was perhaps a natural inclination to identify visible alien wealth as the basis of social injustice, equating ‘difference’ with ‘threat’. English xenophobia was reciprocated in expressions of enmity by non-English commentators, yet “execration of England, however fashionable, was neither uniform nor absolute”.
 French authors utilised tradition and circumstance to develop a distinctly anglophobic mentality towards their foes
 who were duplicitous, reneged on peace terms and broke truces. Others disliked what they saw as English capriciousness in negotiations - Blondel “employed [history] to prove the infidelity of the English”.
 Commines recommended that “a man must be cautious ...for it is dangerous meddling with them”, and an embassy to Paris in 1406 was sent away due to past “deceit”.
 They used treachery to conquer territory and failed to obey conventions of war.
 They were disloyal “turncoats and perverse” and Bower urged the Scots to be more vigilant as “the Englishman is an angel whom no-one can believe”.
 Scottish Anglophobia was confirmed by at least two independent authorities, Pope Pius II and Commines.

The various English invasions were criticised for doing harm to civilians, bringing violence and chaos, and reducing areas to waste. The Parisian occupation is well-documented; the anonymous writer reveals thievery and destruction: “they respect nothing ...they will not leave a single corporal cloth”. The devastation of vines seemed worse than that of pigs, and villages outside Paris were pillaged and razed.
 Jean de Venette laments the treatment of his own village, a harrowing vision of ruin and destruction, and Jean de Montreuil expresses similar sentiments relating to the entire kingdom using more extreme language.
 The English were like undergrowth or weeds violating the tree of France.
 Associations with natural phenomena were part of literary tradition - the English were “a great storm cloud”, like “thunder” or “fire”.
 There were also accusations of sacrilege. Offence was caused to God by the killing of Christians in neighbouring countries.
 A church had allegedly been burnt, and monks attacked in 1332.
 Doom was prophesied as the eventual fate of the English, and Welsh poetry contained references to deliverance from the English in the form of a future hero.
 

Invasions of Scotland, Wales and France were followed by attempts to establish forms of government, which brought criticism of its illegal imposition, its lawlessness and the unrest produced. The concept and practise of English rule abroad and in England was met with opposition in literature. Christine de Pisan asserted that it was a disgraceful and unjust experience. The English were cruel masters, “worse than Saracens”, and in Fougeres had “perpetrated and committed villainies and wrongs”.
 The English denied justice and agency to people in their own lands - Dafydd ap Edmund sighed “why not ...apply Hywel's law”, a reference to an ancient Welsh law-maker, and others lamented the “maltreatment of [an] oppressive regime".
 Discrimination placed Welshmen outside the law who waited “in the greatest pain that is [subjection]”.
 Gransden suggests: “Scottish nationalism developed because it was frustrated”, and it manifested itself in articles such as the Declaration of Arbroath (1320).
 Robert Bruce was to become “the stick which beat the English”.
 English rule was apparently characterised by crime and disorder; it was denounced by the Parisian as crops failed, and hooliganism was rife.
 The English regents were apparently ineffectual, and it was hinted that the authority they claimed might be better used in establishing peace. They were often unable to maintain order in Normandy, bringing insecurity and oppression.
 Soldiers were derided and accused of being thieves and murderers. Retribution was meted out once the English were in retreat. At Rouen the garrison was forced to hide in the keep and, after the French capture of Pontoise, prisoners were tied up and some drowned. Prevented from taking physical action or shouting anything other than their names, Parisians shouted “English” as a term of abuse to the soldiers leaving the city in 1440: this was intended to be insulting enough.

Domestic English government came under foreign scrutiny, and it was suggested that it could not provide equitable justice and peace for its own subjects. Erasmus wrote “I fear [England's] tumults”, and the Italian pointed out legal corruption and fears of nocturnal crime, despite a purported English love of justice.
 Froissart saw real dangers in a peasantry seeking to subvert servitude and in riots arising from rumour. For Commines, they were “wavering and fickle ...at best”.
 Further disdain arose from the perceived “regicidal proclivities” of the English as this practise was seditious. Disquiet and agitation was expressed in discrediting the English regime. Jean Juvenal des Ursins felt justified in criticising their “way of changing their kings whenever it seems to suit them”, and such kings had been “falsely deposed, betrayed and murdered”.
 Commines regretted that “near fourscore persons of the blood royal” been killed in the Wars of the Roses.
 Despite possible exaggeration, these attacks can be aligned with the growth of an ideology of French supremacy. Beaune has discussed the concept of nation, mythology and real events contributing to a literature stressing the propriety of the French position; their “difference was imagined to be a superiority” which inevitably resulted in antipathy towards their English foe. 

There were also positive images of the English. Occasionally ‘good’ rulers or influential figures are upheld as examples, either as representative of them collectively, or as notable exceptions. Commines regarded Parliament as a respectable institution “consisting for the most part of sober and pious men”, and “of all the countries in the world ...the government is nowhere so well-managed... than in England”. Wavrin praised its “very high, excellent and powerful kings” who operated in an “energetic” government.
 The Italian makes clear how readily the population contributed to war funds, reflecting the capacity of the central administration. The 

English evidently matter in European affairs: Basin displays a keen interest in England and its political activity.
 Exceptions to their misrule existed in Gascony, where the subjects “in return for peace would put up with any ruler capable of giving it”. With some sarcasm, Venette identified the post-English period as being less safe “except the houses were not set on fire, or men taken captive”; he was prepared to credit the English with establishing a form of order.
 The Parisian expressed surprise when mentioning how well treated Norman merchants were, suggesting Parisians were more harshly dealt with.

Yet English people and their activities could be liked and praised. Even otherwise negative sources reveal examples of grudging respect or admiration for English qualities. This is most evident in the medieval recognition of their military capacity and skills as soldiers. Though not averse to pointing out English deficiencies, the Italian recognised English application and prosperity. They were courteous and intelligent, mindful of custom and tradition, and devout in religion.
 The latter is evident elsewhere particularly before battles, and before drinking.
 English nobles went with “joyful devotion” to Chartres cathedral when peace was agreed in 1360. A common domestic response in wartime was to organise prayers and processions for deliverance.
 Pride in their appearance and their country is both admired and slighted, and the former could lead to ostentatiousness.
 Money was regarded as important, and resulted in some moderation in private. The Italian claimed to like 

English beer, and its quality appears to be confirmed by Iolo Goch.
 Erasmus liked many aspects of England; it was a  “citadel of virtue and learning”.  Dunbar respected the literary capabilities of the English: Englishmen were honest, “sensible and intelligent”.
 The country was rich and the people kind, preferring integrity in government. Commines admired the “free and generous nature” of those he encountered in England. Froissart saw the value placed on fair play and rules.
 The English were capable of honourable actions, such as the fraternal association with Burgundy. Ambassadors received an enthusiastic reception in Portugal.
 Here, rarely, Englishmen were augmenting rather than reducing the resources of the area they visited, and as such they were trusted.

There are few completely one-sided portrayals, as English faults and foibles are identified in most sources, and the attitude of the commentator can be perceptibly swayed by his own experiences. There are observations of a more ‘neutral’ nature, describing characteristics which add colour to already comprehensive and complex representations. Some may seem trivial or incidental, such as the English love of singing, or propensity for superstition,
 but they contribute to the concept of identifying a specific ethnic group. There was a perception of physiological difference - foreign climates and foods had adverse effects on English health, and they were 

more prone to disease in hot weather.
 Typical appearances were recognised, and their physiognomic distinctions are reiterated with praise of “both men and women of 

all ages [being] handsome and well-proportioned”. Erasmus asserts how attractive English girls are.

On the basis of these observations, it would seem difficult to pinpoint a popular stereotype, or even to suggest consistency within regions of Europe. Changes in such views are hard to monitor considering the paucity of evidence pertaining to social inquiry. Also, it must be conceded that associations and images were personal and largely dependent on the degree of actual experience of the English people. Close contact with the English allowed deeper insights and greater subtlety in noting their habits and attitudes. Distinctions between English social backgrounds and situations are evident - for example commoners' occupations - as is a concept of regional difference, albeit on a basic level.
 Naturally, the best location for obtaining an informed account about the English might be England, and this in conditions of peace, but few descriptions like that of the Italian appear to have survived. Far more material was created as a result of the English presence overseas, which invariably involved conflict and combat.
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Representing the English: Sources and Texts

●     Jean de Venette, Chronicle, ed. R A Newhall, New York, 1953.

Jean was a French clergyman in a small village some 100km north of Paris. His work covered the middle two decades of the 14th century. He is almost singularly partisan in his negative attitude towards the English and their behaviour, focussing on 'atrocities' at a local level. One of his main objections to the war is the destruction and disorder that resulted.

●     Jean Froissart, Chronicles, ed. G Brereton, London, 1978.

Born c.1337 in Valenciennes, Hainault, Froissart was a traveller and chronicler who served in the entourage of Philippa of Hainault, wife of Edward III. She became his first patron, but he began writing his chronicles (which covered the history of the period 1322-1400) for Robert of Namur from around 1369, relying heavily on the work of Jean le Bel for material up to1360. He made later revisions to his work, partly in deference to his patron from 1373, Guy de Chatillon. He is perhaps the most famous traditional chivalric author.

●    A Parisian Journal, trans. J Shirley, Oxford, 1968.

This was the account written by an anonymous author living in Paris during the time of the English occupation - the 'journal' begins in 1405 and ends in 1449. His viewpoint is distinctly Parisian; he does not seem overly concerned about conditions in other parts of France, although he recognises English cruelty and misrule. He becomes angry when English depredations occur in and around his home city.

· Enguerrand de Monstrelet, Chronicles, trans. T Johnes, London, 1840.

Born c. 1390-95 to a noble family in Picardy, he held office as a tax collector in the Cambresis under the Duke of Burgundy. He wrote his chronicle in Cambrai from 1438-1444 at which point another author took it up to 1453. Monstrelet's object was to "preserve the memory of those wars which in his time desolated France" and the heroes thereby produced. He is reasonably impartial in the Armagnac-Burgundy dispute but consistently expresses anti-English sentiment.

●     The Scotichronicon, ed. J & W MacQueen, Aberdeen, 1887-93.

A large (9 vol.) work, the first books of which were written by John Fordun (1320-1385) and which was continued by in the 1440s by Walter Bower, abbot of Inchholm near the Firth of Forth. It was a history of Scotland and Britain, and emphasised origin myths and the importance of holy relics. It includes poetry, some apparently drawn from history like one describing a Danish victory over the English. There is vehement antipathy towards the English people and characteristics, and forms part of a pro-Scottish literary movement including Wyntoun's 'Orygynale Cronykill'.

●     Jean Wavrin, A Collection of Chronicles, ed. W Hardy, Rolls Series 40, 1864.

Born c.1394 in Wavrin, a village in Artois, Jean was the illegitimate son of the lord of Wavrin. Both were present at Agincourt where the father was killed. Jean served in the retinue of the Duke of Burgundy till 1435 when he retired to Lille, where from 1445 he researched and composed a chronicle of England in 6 volumes. This covered the start of history up to 1471 - it was not an uncommon pattern to trace the development of a people in this way, beginning with origin myths and expanding in depth as the narrative moved forward. A reasonably judicious account, notwithstanding his clear affinity with Burgundy.

●      The Herald Berry, Narratives of the Expulsion of the English from Normandy, ed. J Stevenson, Rolls Series 32, 1863.

This account written by the French king's herald covers a short period, 1448-1450. It is largely Anglophobic in content; the English are represented as devious and a destructive force.

●      Basin's History of Charles VII and Louis XI, ed. M Spencer, Niewkoop, 1997.

Thomas Basin was a native of Normandy, educated in law, who became Bishop of Lisieux in 1447. He was loyal to Charles VII but fell out with Louis XI and was exiled. He wrote his histories from 1470, partly as a personal vindication and an attack on Louis. His account is largely unsympathetic to the French regime and uses the English actions throughout to demonstrate its failings. 

●     Philip de Commines, Memoires, ed. A R Scoble, London, 1855-56.

An attendant at the Burgundian and later the French courts in the second half of the 15th century, Commines' wrote his memoires from 1488-1501 covering his participation in politics. His motive was to provide the government of France with information with which to conduct diplomacy. He is highly critical of the English in certain places, but not exclusively so.

●     A Relation, or Rather a True Account of the Island of England, ed. C A Sneyd, Camden Series 37, 1846-47.

Probably written by a secretary attached to Andrea Trevisano's Venetian embassy sent to England from 1496-1498, this formed the report which all embassies had to compile for the Senate. It includes extensive coverage of many geographical, climactic, demographic, financial, political and cultural topics relating to England and the people. It remains fairly neutral in tone, revealing minor errors but keen observation.

 ●      Erasmus, Life and Letters, ed. J A Froude, London, 1895.

A native of Rotterdam, this humanist and author visited England in the early part of the 16th century and recorded his experiences in correspondence with other leading intellectuals, and in other works. He appeared to like England as a country but seldom expressed explicit admiration for the people - he was well treated by his hosts but regarded the men as proud and suspicious, and he feared the "tumults" of the mob.

●      Welsh Poems: 600 to 1600, ed. G Williams, London, 1973; A History of Welsh Literature, ed. T Parry, Oxford, 1955.

Throughout the period there was a strong tradition of Welsh poetry, frequently based on heroism, prophecy and mythology, whose authors frequently composed works at the courts of local Welsh-based nobles. Many were keen to adhere to the cause of Welsh identity, which did not automatically entail hatred of the English (who were often their patrons) but did result in material in which it is possible to sense an oppressed or colonised people. Key poets included Iolo Goch (1320-1398), Dafydd ap Edmund (fl. 1380) and Sion Cent (fl. 1400-1430).

●      Other relevant commentators of the period 1300-1500 include:

 John Fordun (Chronica Gentis Scotorum, [written] c.1365-c.1385) 

 Jean le Bel (Chronicles, c.1360-1377)

 John Barbour (The Bruce, c.1375)

 Eustace Deschamps (Ouevres, 1380) 

 Jean de Montreuil (fl. 1411)

 Jean Juvenal des Ursins (fl. 1445) 
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