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What I want to do in this book is to define popular literature, to trace its development in England from the beginnings of printing to the year 1897, and finally to provide a critical survey of sources available for its study. I have not attempted to discuss the growth of newspapers or periodicals. Both are related to my theme, but seem to me to require entirely separate treatment. Any attempt to be comprehensive in a book of this size would result in a superficiality which I hope, by taking a more narrow view, to have avoided.

It is more than thirty years since a French historian, Lucien Febvre, urged a change in the direction of historical studies, so that what he described as ‘l’histoire des mentalités collectives’ should be given greater prominence. By this phrase he meant the assumptions, beliefs, feelings and modes of thought of men and women in the past. Only during the last ten years or so, however, have serious efforts been made in this country to look with sympathy and understanding at the world of the inarticulate. In the continuing process of its exploration it becomes increasingly clear that the study of popular literature has an important role to play, for it can throw light upon what the relatively unlettered members of society were really like — how they thought and felt, their attitudes and values, the way they looked at life.

Similar claims for popular literature were made over one hundred years ago by J. O. Halliwell, who wrote:

A student who is anxious to obtain that extensive knowledge of the habits, customs, and phraseology of our ancestors, without which the humour of Shakespeare and his contemporaries can only be imperfectly appreciated, will do well to turn his attention to the ancient literature of the cottage, and make himself acquainted with the tales that were familiar ‘as household words’ to the groundlings of the Globe or the Blackfriars … Let us ask, where would a reader turn for explanations of the jocular allusions in a modern farce or extravaganza. Certainly not to the works of Faraday or Mrs Somerville, but oftener to the ballads of Seven Dials.1

1 A Catalogue of Chapbooks, Garlands and Penny Histories in the Possession of James Orchard Halliwell Esq. (for private circulation, London, 1849), Preface, p. ii.

At the time of its writing this claim went unheeded; but today we are inclined to look at it very much more sympathetically, in the realization that it is no longer valid to see working men and women of the past within the framework of what their ‘betters’ thought or assumed they believed. If we are to discover them on their own terms, then we have something to learn from what they read for pleasure. Put another way, popular literature offers us a window — and it is certainly no more than this — upon the world of ordinary men and women in the past. The view is both partial and qualitative. It will yield no data that can be quantified. At best we shall get something of the ‘feel’ of this world which lies beyond our grasp; at worst we shall lapse into a formless antiquarianism. The risk is worth taking, for however we qualify this view of the past, it does seem an exceptionally fruitful method of penetrating the mental universe of people.

At its simplest, popular literature can be defined as what the unsophisticated reader has chosen for pleasure. Such a reader may, of course, come from any class in society, although the primary appeal of popular literature has been to the poor — and, by the end of the eighteenth century, also to children. Generally this literature has comprised non-establishment, non-official publications; but it has also included the religious tracts which one group in society thought that another group ought to read for its own good — and these were distributed in extremely large numbers. Then, too, in the nineteenth century there was an increasing amount of cheap ‘improving’ literature, which comprised for the most part cheap editions of the classics, including the Penny Poets; and these became in a very real sense equally ‘popular’, as the concept of self-help grew.

The study of popular literature in England today is scarcely accepted as an academic activity. In France, where, we are told, they order things better (in some respects at least), this is not true, and in the last ten years or so a number of scholarly studies in this field has appeared. It may well be that the sociologists have to some extent pre-empted things in this country, and while television programmes, newspapers — the ‘mass media’ — are subject to varying kinds of scrutiny, such investigations so far have generally lacked an historical perspective. Such a perspective will not, of course, provide some magic ingredient by which everything will be understood, but it will, I believe, add significantly to our understanding of both past and present.

Since the existence of printed material presupposes that someone will read it, it is necessary to speculate briefly about the ways in which men and women came to terms with the printed word in such numbers as to make a mass reading public an actuality.

Central to my argument is the assumption that mass literacy is a powerful force in society, and that there was a mass reading public in this country by the end of the eighteenth century. Let us look at these two important issues.

The growth of the working class, with its increasing involvement in politics at a number of levels, would have been impossible in this country without the ability to read. Long after the demagogue and the orator have finished their speeches, long after the crowds have dispersed, long after the spoken word has slipped from memory, the written word remains. One of the earliest mass movements in modern British history, Methodism, relied a great deal upon the personal charisma of John Wesley and George Whitefield. Nevertheless, Wesley saw clearly the need to follow up the spoken exhortation with something more permanent, and a continuing concern of his long working life was with the provision of cheap books, and with the encouragement of the writing of books by Methodists, by means of which men might be converted.

Indeed, one of the characteristics of popular movements in England since the eighteenth century has been the amount of ephemeral printed matter they produced. The first in the field was, in fact, the Society for Promoting Christian Knowledge, which, soon after its foundation in 1698, was circulating specially written tracts amongst the sailors of Admiral Benbow’s fleet, the soldiers of Marlborough’s army, innkeepers in London, hackney coachmen. In making their appeal through the printed word they were following a more secular tradition of balladry and popular fare which had fairly deep roots in society. The Methodists followed their example; so, too, did the various radical societies of the late eighteenth century, and in the years which followed there could have been no social movement which did not propagate its ideas through pamphlets or newspapers. The assumption that people could be reached and influenced by means of the printed word seems to have been widely held; and some confirmation of this comes from two books which look at the problem from very different standpoints. W. H. Reid, whose The Rise and Dissolution of Infidel Societies was published in 1800, took a sour view and held that mass literacy was unsettling and, in part at least, responsible for the spread of what he called infidelity. In his James Watson, a Memoir (undated, c. 1879), W. J. Linton demonstrates how Watson provided a wide range of cheap publications on Chartism, freethinking, Owenism and so on, and saw the ability to read as the means by which working men could shape increasingly the world they lived in.

Here are two views of literacy;2 and the point I wish to stress is that the ability to read, and its effects upon society, provided the subject for discussion.

2 Both books have been reprinted. See Literacy and Society (ed. Victor E. Neuburg, Woburn Press, 1971).

Closely connected with the notion of literacy is the method by which it is achieved. Generally the growth of literacy has been a gradual process; and this was certainly the case in England, where the development of elementary educational facilities during the eighteenth century, together with the ready availability of chap-books, meant that by the time the nineteenth century began a mass reading public was in existence.

These two factors — literacy as a positive force in society and the progressive growth of the reading public during the eighteenth century — seem crucial to an historical approach to popular literature.

It is perhaps necessary to justify the date 1897 as a terminal point for this study. Like most dates used in this way, this one is largely a matter of convenience and as such open to question. The fact is — and clearly hindsight plays an enormous part here — that in this year, as the result of a prize competition run in its pages, the circulation of Pearson’s Weekly reached one and a quarter million. Such a readership, approached also by similar journals like Answers and Tit-bits, meant that by the closing years of the nineteenth century the age of mass-produced literature was under way. The year 1897, then, symbolizes both a beginning and an end.

The period ending was one which had very largely been dominated by the cultural patterns of a rural society, one in which most people earned their daily bread in one way or another from some connection with the land. In saying this I am not, of course, denying that by 1897 the Industrial Revolution had already changed irrevocably, and often brutally, not merely the face of England but also the way of life of most of its working men and women. What I am arguing is that cultural change lags behind economic change, and that many of the industrial working men in Victorian times were quite often only one generation away from their rural past. Thus their capacity either to absorb or to create a new culture was limited both by the sense of psychic shock following upon fundamental changes in a way of life and by the unspoken wish to hold on to older values and ideas as something secure in a rapidly changing world where human relationships were increasingly dominated by the impersonal nature of the factory system. The extent to which cultural changes took place was infinitely variable, depending partly upon influences beyond the control of men and women who earned a living in the workshops of a new age.

Pearson’s Weekly in 1897, then, highlights the fact that a change had been taking place in the kind of popular literature being produced, and throws into sharp relief the relationship between such literature and its public. If we trace the development of ballads, jestbooks, chapbooks, tracts, from the beginning of printing to that date, it must surely help us to see the way in which this mass reading public came into being, and how its taste gradually changed.

The problem, of course, is extremely complex. What, for instance, do we mean by literacy? Can we define it in terms merely of being able to read? Or is the ability to write a vital element in it? At its basic level, and seen from the standpoint of history, it seems to me that the ability to read is the fundamental point, and it seems certain that more people have, in general, been able to read than to write. I also conclude that an increase in the sheer volume of popular literature argues for an increase in the size of the reading public at the lower end of the social scale — and, again, it seems certain that such an increase did take place, notably during the eighteenth century, and with increasing impetus during the nineteenth.

All such evidence is to some extent nebulous and cannot be quantified; but this fact does not necessarily invalidate it. On the contrary, undue reliance upon computerized data can so easily be inhibiting to the understanding and the writing of social history. Is it, for example, possible to measure intellectual or moral climates? How are we to assess the strength or significance of attitudes and patterns of feeling? Of course the historian must know how to count, but there are some things he can never know. Despite this, the asking of questions is both a legitimate and an important activity, and I am aware that in writing an introductory survey of the development of popular literature I am, by implication at least, asking questions rather than providing a set of neatly tabulated answers. If anyone disagrees with the kind of question that I pose, takes issue with such tentative conclusions as I draw, or finds anywhere a provocation that is rarely intentional, then I believe that the subject will be better served by discussion than by dogma. Even polemic is preferable, I think, to an arid dullness which can so easily clothe the give and take of argument in a cloak of respectability which grows inevitably threadbare and shabby while retaining an entirely spurious gentility.
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Lithe and lysten, gentylmen

That be of frebone blode;

I shall tell you of a good yeman,

His name was Robyn Hode.

Robyn was a proud outlawe,

Whyles he walked on grounde,

So curteyse an outlawe as he was one

Was never none y founde.

Robyn stood in Bernysdale,

And lened him to a tree,

And by hym stode Lyttel Johan,

A good yeman was he;

And also dyde good Scathelock,

And Much the millers sone;

There was no ynche of his body,

But it was worth a grome.

A Lytell Geste of Robyn Hode, ed. J. Ritson (London, undated)


In a marchauntys house in London there was a mayd which was gotten with chylde to whom the mastres of the house came and chargyd her to tell her who was the father of the chylde. To whome the mayden answeryd forsooth nobody/why quoth the mastres yt ys not possyble but some mane must be the father thereof. To whom the mayd sayd/why mastres why may not I have a chylde without a man aswell as a hen to lay eggs without a cok.

Here ye may se it is harde to fynde a woman without an excuse.

A Hundred Mery Tales, ed. H. Oesterley (London, 1866)


The earliest forms of printed popular literature were the broadside, the jestbook, narratives — usually but not always based upon themes from medieval romance — and, finally, almanacs.

The fact that early material can be so readily classified in this way should not mislead us as to the complexities of the subject. These spring mainly from the curious accidents of survival. The late Cyprian Blagden talked about the destruction of ‘a very high proportion of the books which are produced in the greatest quantities’.1 This means that to a great extent we must rely for our knowledge of popular literature upon hearsay, an entry in the Stationers’ Registers, or at best upon a single imperfect copy of a book or a broadside which was once widely circulated.

1 ‘The Distribution of Almanacks in the Second Half of the Seventeenth Century’, in Papers of the Bibliographical Society of the University of Virginia, Vol. Eleven (1958), p. 107.

A wide variety of subject matter is covered by the term ‘broadside’. Besides the ballads and songs with which it is chiefly associated, broadside publishing also comprised proclamations, religious documents, handbills, advertisements. What these had in common was the fact that they were printed upon one side only of a flimsy sheet of paper. A superb collection of these publications, ranging over more than three centuries, is owned by the Society of Antiquaries, who published a catalogue of their holdings in 1866.2 The earliest item is an ‘Indulgence granted by Our Holy Father Pope Leo that nowe is to all such as shall contribute money towards the ransom of Sir John Pyllet, Knyght of the Holy Sepulchre of Christ, who, coming from Jerusalem, was taken prisoner by the Mauris and Infidels …’ Undated, this broadside was probably issued in 1513, the year in which Pope Leo X, ‘Our Holy Father … that nowe is’, was elected.

2 See Bibliography.

In the same collection the earliest ballad is on Thomas Cromwell, who had fallen from grace in 1540. As the promoter of radical reform in the Church Cromwell had made many enemies who were not slow to rejoice when he lost the favour of Henry VIII. One of them was the anonymous author of this ballad, which begins:3
[image: ]1 A sixteenth-century ballad
3 I quote from the version printed in Thomas Percy, Reliques of Ancient English Poetry, ed. Henry Wheatley (3 vols., 1866), Vol. 2, pp. 17ff.

Both man and chylde is glad to hear tell

Of that false traytoure Thomas Crumwell,

Now that he is set to learne to spell.

Synge trolle on away.


When fortune lokyd the in thy face,

Thou haddyst fayre time, but thou lackydyst grace;

Thy cofers with golde thou fyllydst a pace.

Synge, etc.


Both plate and chalys came to thy fyst,

Thou lockydst them up where no man wyst,

Tyll in the Kynges treasoure suche thinges were myst.

Synge, etc.


Both crust and crumme came thorowe thy handes,

Thy marchaundyse sayled over the sandes,

Therefore now thou art layde fast in bandes.

Synge, etc.


Fyrste when Kynge Henry, God save his grace!

Perceyvd myschefe kyndlyd in thy face,

Then it was tyme to purchase the a place.

Synge, etc.


The ballad goes on to accuse Cromwell of interfering with the Church, and to hope that while he may suffer physical torment, his soul will be saved:

Yet save that soule, that God hath bought,

And for thy carcas care thou nought,

Let it suffre pain, as it hath wrought.

Synge, etc.


The final verse is a tribute to King Henry VIII.

This ballad is typical of the comment upon men and affairs which was beginning to find its way into print at the close of Henry VIII’s reign. It was followed in the year of its publication by eight surviving broadsides, several of which showed Protestant sympathies. The series, preserved in the collection of the Society of Antiquaries, illustrates the political and religious conflicts of the time.

There were lighter themes. An undated broadside from the reign of Edward VI was entitled ‘A New Mery Balad of a Maid that Wold Mary wyth a Servyng Man’, and ended with an exhortation:

And for my sake all you that tipple pot or canne

Drynke freely to the merie good serving man.


Then there was Thomas Churchyard’s satire upon a contemporary, ‘Davy Dycar’s Dream’, published in 1552, which gave rise to a lively controversy with an opponent who called himself ‘T. Camel’. Thirteen separate publications of this are extant in the same collection.

It was, however, not until 1557, when the Company of Stationers of London received a charter giving it a virtual monopoly of printing, that titles printed by members of the company were entered in a register4 quoting the printer’s name, the title of the publication and the appropriate fee. Until 1558 the minimum was 4d., and a book was usually 6d. The register was kept, of course, because of the need to have an accurate cash account, but its value to posterity has been immense, for it provides in brief a view of the intellectual life of Englishmen in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries.5

4 In fact some records in the first volume date from 1554. These were probably transcribed from earlier records and comprise much miscellaneous information.

5 See E. Arber (ed.), A Transcript of the Registers of the Company of Stationers of London: 1554–1640 (5 vols., London and Birmingham, 1875–94); and G. E. B. Eyre (ed.), A Transcript of the Registers of the Worshipful Company of Stationers: from 1640–1708 A.D. (3 vols., 1913–14).

The late Professor Hyder E. Rollins compiled an index to the ballad entries from 1557 to 1709.6 It contains more than 3,000 titles; for the first twenty or thirty years ballads made up the bulk of the entries — indeed, until 1640 they probably took up more space than books or plays.7 Naturally, not all of these ephemeral sheets have survived. They were read to pieces, or thrown aside when pleasure in them waned, and many of them are known today only by their titles; but it is clear that the broadside ballad formed the most considerable element in the printed popular literature of the late sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries.

6 See Bibliography, p. 276.

7 Unfortunately the Stationers’ Company records are defective. There is a hiatus between 1570 and 1576, and the practice of registering ballad titles fell into disuse during the greater part of the reign of James I.

Some two hundred sixteenth-century ballads are extant today, all except two or three of them in single copies. About one third of this number are in the library of the Society of Antiquaries, to which reference has already been made; the others have a curious history. Early in the nineteenth century they were first heard of as a loose bundle of ballads, wrapped in a sheepskin, in the hands of a housekeeper at Holmingham Hall in Suffolk. They were given or sold to a Mr Fitch, postmaster at Ipswich, and passed either directly or through a dealer into the collection of George Daniel, who lived in Canonbury Square, Islington. Eventually he sold about halt of them to a bookseller and they were bought by Richard Heber, whose vast collection of books filled eight houses, but was broken up and disposed of in a series of sales held in 1834 and 1835. The ballads were purchased by W. H. ‘Measure’ Miller, so called because of his passion for the size of his books, and he formed the Britweli Court Library, which has been in process of disposal since 1919. A reprint of the ballads was presented by their then owner, Mr Sydney Christie Miller, to members of the Roxburghe Club in 1912.

George Daniel retained the other half of the ballads until his death in 1864, when they were bought by Henry Huth, whose son bequeathed them to the British Museum in 1910. They had been reprinted by Huth in 1867 for members of the Philobiblon Club, and were commercially reprinted by Joseph Lilly in 1867 and 1870.8

8 See Bibliography, p. 269. There is also an American facsimile reprint of Lilly’s edition.

This digression into the bypaths of nineteenth-century book-collecting has been made to stress the role played by bibliophiles in preserving the most ephemeral and flimsy of sheets and books, many of which would otherwise have disappeared.

The name ‘ballad’ given to these broadsides is a reminder that, whatever the subject matter, most of them were intended to be sung. Usually the words were set to an air which would have been familiar to both seller and purchaser, and it does not take too great an effort of the imagination to see the broadside being sold by street vendors or pedlars. The titles hardly lent themselves to verbal repetition in order to attract buyers: ‘A discription of a monstrous Chylde borne at Chychester in Sussex, 1562’, ‘A merye balade, how a wife entreated her husband to have her own Wyll’, ‘The Marchants Daughter of Bristow’ — all these are typical titles which add credence to the notion that melody was a major factor in selling broadsides. ‘A Spell for Jone’ or ‘A Paradox’ are certainly briefer titles, but essentially the contents of these sheets were sung by the, seller, and presumably by the customer too.

The ballads which follow, quoted from Lilly’s edition, are typical. At this period it would be difficult to make a clear division between popular literature and some overspill from serious literature, for each borrowed from the other — an obvious example, perhaps, would be the work of Shakespeare. With this in mind, it will be seen that the first two ballads quoted were by writers who were able to make literary allusions derived from a classical tradition.


A Newe Ballade of a Lover Extollinge his Ladye

To the tune of Damon and Pithias

Alas, my harte doth boyle,

And burne within my breste,

To showe to thee, myne onely deere,

My sute and my request.

My love no toung can tell,

Ne pen can well descrye;

Extend thy love for love againe,

Or els for love I dye.


My love is set so suer,

And fixed on thee so,

That by no meanes I can abstaine,

My faythfull love to showe;

My wounded harte, theirfore,

To thee for helpe doth crye;

Extend thy love for love againe,

Or els for love I dye.


Although the gods were bent,

With greedie mynde to slaye

My corpes with cruell panges of death,

And lyfe to take awaye.

Yet should my faythfull harte

At no tyme from thee flye;

Show love therfore for love againe,

Or els for love I dye.


Although the sun were bent

To burne me with his beames;

And that mine eyes, throw greous pangs,

Should send forth bloudy streames;

Yet would I not forsake,

But styll to thee woulde crye,

To showe me love for love again,

Or els for love I dye.


Ye though ech sterre were tournd

Untyll a fiery darte,

And were all ready bent with payne,

To perce throwe-out my harte;

Yet coulde I not forsake

To love thee faythfullye;

Extend thy love for love againe,

Or els for love I dye.


Ye though eche foule were formde,

A serpent fell to be,

My corps to flay with bloudy wounds,

And to devower me;

Yet would I be thine owne,

To love full hartelye;

Extend thy love for love againe,

Or else for love I dye.


Ye though the lyon were,

With gapinge gredye jawe,

Readye with rygorus raggye teeth,

My fleshe to teare and gnawe;

Yet woulde I be thine owne,

To serve most earnestlye;

Extend thy love for love againe,

Or els for love I dye.


Ye though the fishes all,

That swymes in surginge sease,

Should swallowe me with gredy mouth,

Yet could thee not apease.

My earnest harte to thee,

To love entyerlye;

Extend thy love for love againe,

Or els for love I dye.


Ye though the earth would gape,

And swallowe me there-in,

And that I should tormentyd be

In hell, with every syn;

Yet would I be thy owne,

To save or els to spyll;

Show me therfore lyke love againe,

Or els thou dost me kyll.


Finis, q M. Osb.

Imprinted at London, in Fletstrete, at the

signe of the Faucon, by Wylliam

Gryffith, 1568.


In the original sheet the first eight lines are set to music. First published in 1563, this seems no better and no worse — although quaintly archaic on the page — than the words of any twentieth-century popular song.

The same is true of the following ballad, which was published in 1569. The original sheet includes five woodcuts in a line at the top. The entry in the records of the Stationers’ Company reads: ‘Received of Thomas Colwell for his lycense for pryntinge of a ballett intituled the prayse of mylady marques iiiid’.


A Proper new Balad in Praise of my Ladie Marques,

whose Death is bewailed to the Tune of New lusty gallant

Ladies, I thinke you marvell that

I writ no mery report to you,

And what is the cause I court it not

So merye as I was wont to dooe;

Alas! I let you understand,

It is no newes for me to show;

The fairest flower of my garland

Was caught from court a great while agoe.


For, under the roufe of sweete Saint Pauli,

There lyeth my Ladie buryed in claye,

Where I make memory for her soule

With weepinge eyes once everye daye;

All other sightes I have forgot,

That ever in court I ioyed to see,

And that is the cause I court it not,

So mery as I was wont to be.


And though that shee be dead and gone,

Whose courting need not to be tolde,

And natures mould of fleshe and bone,

Whose lyke now lives not to beholde,

Me thinkes I see her walke in blacke,

In every corner where I goe,

To looke if anie bodie do lacke

A frend to helpe them of theyr woe.


Mee thinkes I see her sorowfull teares,

To princelye state approching nye;

Mee thinkes I see her tremblinge feares,

Leste anie her suites shulde hit awrie;

Mee thinkes she shuld be still in place,

A pitifull speaker to a Queene,

Bewailinge every poore mans case,

As many a time shee hath ben seene.


Mee thinkes I see her modeste mood,

Her comlie clothing plainlie clad,

Her face so sweete, her cheere so good,

The courtlie countenance that shee had;

But, chefe of all, mee thinkes I see

Her vertues deutie daie by daie,

Homblie kneeling one her knee,

As her desire was still to praie.


Mee thinkes I cold from morow to night

Do no thing ells with verie good will,

But spend the time to speake and writte

The praise of my good ladies still;

Though reason saith, now she is dead,

Go seeke and sarve as good as shee;

It will not sinke so in my head,

That ever the like in courte will bee.


But sure I am, ther liveth yet

In court a dearer frinde to mee,

Whome I to sarve am so unfit,

I am sure the like will never bee;

For I with all that I can dooe,

Unworthie most maie seeme to bee,

To undoo the lachet of her shooe,

Yet will I come to courte and see.


Then have amongste ye once againe,

Faint harts faire ladies never win;

I trust ye will consider my payne,

When any good venison cometh in;

And, gentill ladies, I you praie,

If my absentinge breede to blame,

In my behalfe that ye will saie,

In court is remedie for the same.


Finis, qd W. ELDERTON.

Imprinted at London in Fletestreat

beneath the Conduit, at the signe

of S. John Evangelist, by

Thomas Colwell.


The next ballad is far from romantic. Undated, it belongs approximately to the same period as the others, and besides having Chaucerian overtones it represents an attitude to marriage and human relationships which was common in the popular literature of the time, faithless wives and cuckolded husbands always being good for a laugh.


A Merry New Song How a Bruer Meant to Make a Cooper Cuckold, and how Deere the Bruer Paid for the Bargaine

To the tune of, In Somer time

If that you list, now merry be,

Lend listning eares a while to me,

To heare a song of a Bruer bold,

That meant a Cooper to cuckold.


The Cooper walked downe the streete,

And with the Bruer chanc’d to meete:

He called, — Worke for a Cooper, dame;

The Bruer was glad to heare the same.


Cooper, quoth the Bruer, come hether to me,

Perchance I have some worke for thee:

If that thy doings I doe well like,

Thou shalt have worke for all this weeke.

The Cooper with cap and curtesie low,

Said, ready I am my tunning to show;

To doe your worke, sir, every deale.

I doe not doubt it doe it well.


Then, quoth this lustie Bruer tho,

If thou my worke doest meane to doe,

Come to me to morrow before it be day,

To hoope up these olde tubs out of the way.


And so to make up my merry rime,

The Cooper the next day rose betime;

To the Bruers gate he tooke his race,

And knocked there a great pace.


The Bruer leapt from his bed to the flore,

And to the Cooper he opned the dore;

He shewed him his worke without delay;

To the Coopers wife then he tooke the way.


The Cooper he called at mind at last,

His hatchet he had left at home for hast:

And home for his hatchet he must goe,

Before he could worke; the cause it was so.


But when he came his house somwhat nere,

His wife by fortune did him heare:

Alas! said she, what shift shall we make?

My husband is come, — you will be take!


O Lord! sayd the Bruer, what shall I doe?

How shall I hide me? where shall I goe?

Said shee, — if you will not be espide,

Creepe under this fat yourselfe to hide.


The Bruer he crept under the same,

And blundering in the Cooper came:

About the shop his tubs he cast,

To finde out his hatchet all in hast.


Then his curst wife began to prate,—

If thou let out my pig, ile breake thy pate!

A pig, said the Cooper, I knew of none;

If thou hadst not spoke, the pig had bin gone.


If it be a sow-pig, said the Cooper,

Let me have him rosted for my supper:

It is a bore-pig, man, said she,

For my owne dyet, and not for thee.


It is hard if a woman cannot have a bit,

But straightway her husband must know of it.

A bore-pig, said the Cooper, so me thinks;

He is so ramish, — fie, how he stinkes!


Well, sayd the Cooper, so I might thrive,

I would he were in thy belly alive.

I thanke you for your wish, good man;

It may chance it shall be there anon.


The Bruer that under the fat did lye,

Like a pig did assay to grunt and crie:

But, alas! his voice was nothing small;

He cryed so big that he mard all.


Wife, said the Cooper, this is no pig,

But an old hog, he grunteth so big!

He lift up the fat then by and by;

There lay the Bruer like a bore in a stie.


Wife, said the Cooper, thou wilt lie like a dog!

This is no pig, but a very old hog:

I sweare, quoth the Cooper, I doe not like him;

Ile knock him on the head ere ile keepe him.


O Lord! said the Bruer, serve me not so;

Hold thy hand, Cooper, and let me goe,

And I will give thee both ale and beere,

To find thy house this sixe or seaven yeare.


I will none of thy ale nor yet of thy beere,

For feare I be poisoned within seaven yeere!

Why, sayd the Bruer, if thou mistrust,

Hold here the keyes of my best chest;


And there is gold and silver store,

Will serve thee so long and somewhat more:

If there be store, quoth the Cooper, I say,

I will not come emptie-handed away.


The Cooper went and filled his hat;

The Bruer shall pay for using my fat! The hooping of twentie tubs every day,

And not gaind me so much as I doe this way.

When he came againe his house within,—


Packe away, quod he, Bruer, with your broken shin;

And under my fat creepe you no more,

Except you make wiser bargaines before.

Finally, a ballad which was entered in the Stationers’ Registers for 1586 and which commemorated an actual happening. In their treatment of sensational news, Tudor broadsides to some extent anticipated the tabloid newspaper of the twentieth century, and certainly exploited events in the same kind of way. It is also of interest because, unlike most broadsides, which were published in London, this one bore a Norwich imprint.



A Proper Newe Sonet Declaring the Lamentation of Beckles [A Market Towne In] Suffolke, Which was in the Great Winde Upon S. Andrewes Eve Last Past Most Pittifully Burned with Fire, to the Losse by Estimation of Twentie Thousande Pound and Upwarde, and to the Number of Foure Score Dwelling Houses, 1586

To Wilson’s Tune

With sobbing sighes, and trickling teares,

My state I doe lament,

Perceiving how God’s heavie wrath

Against my sinnes is bent;

Let all men viewe my woefull fall,

And rue my woefull case,

And learne hereby in speedy sort

Repentaunce to embrace.


For late in Suffoclke was I seen

To be a stately towne,

Replenished with riches store,

And had in great renowne;

Yea, planted on a pleasant soyle,

So faire as heart could wish,

And had my markets, once a weeke,

Well storde with flesh and fish.


A faire fresh river running by,

To profite me withall,

Who with a cristall cleered streame

About my bankes did fall;

My fayres in somer welthely

For to increase my store;

My medowes greene and commons great,

What could I wish for more?


But now beholde my great decay,

Which on a sodaine came;

My sumptuous buildings burned be

By force of fires flame:

A carelesse wretch, most rude in life,

His chymney set on fire,

The instrument, I must confesse,

Of God’s most heavie ire.


The flame whereof increasing stil

The blustering windes did blowe,

And into divers buildings by

Disperst it to and fro;

So, kindling in most grievous sort,

It waxed huge and hie;

The river then was frozen, so

No water they could come by.


Great was the crye that then was made

Among both great and small;

The wemen wept, and wrong their handes,

Whose goods consumed all;

No helpe was found to slacke the fyre,

Theyr paines was spent in vaine;

To beare theyr goods into the fieldes

For safegarde they were fayne.


And yet, amid this great distresse,

A number set theyr minde

To filtch, and steale, and beare away

So much as they could finde;

Theyr neighbors wealth, which wasted lay

About the streetes that time,

They secretly convayde away,—

O most accursed crime!


Thus, from the morning nyne a clocke

Till four aclocke at night,

Fourescore houses in Beckle’s towne

Was burnd to ashes quite;

And that which most laments my heart,

The house of God, I say,

The church and temple by this fyre

Is cleane consumde away.


The market-place and houses fayre,

That stood about the same,

Hath felt the force and violence

Of this most fearefull flame;

So that there is no Christian man

But in his heart would grieve,

To see the smart I did sustaine

Upon saint Andrewes eve.


Wherefore, good Christian people, now

Take warning by my fall,—

Live not in strife and envious hate

To breed each other thrall;

Seeke not your neighbors lasting spoyle

By greedy sute in lawe;

Live not in discord and debate,

Which doth destruction draw.


And flatter not yourselves in sinne,

Holde not Gods worde in scorne,

Repine not at his ministers,

Nor be not false forsworne;

For, where such vices doth remaine,

Gods grace will never be;

And, in your health and happie state,

Have yet some minde on me,—


Whose songes is changd to sorrowes sore,

My ioyes to wayling woe,

My mirth to mourning sighes and grones,

The which from griefe doth growe;

My wealth to want and scarsetie,

My pleasure into payne,

All for the sinne and wickednesse

Which did in me remaine.


If then you wish prosperitie,

Be loving, meeke and kinde,—

Lay rage and rancour cleane aside,

Set malice from your minde;

And live in love and charitie,

All hatefull pride detest,

And so you shall with happie dayes

For evermore be blest.


And thus I ende my wofull song,

Beseeching God I may

Remaine a mirrour to all such

That doe in pleasure stay;

And that amongest their greatest mirth

And chiefest ioye of all,

They yet may have a heart to thinke

Of Beckles sodaine fall.


Finis, T. D.

At London:

Imprinted by Robert Robinson, for Nicholas

Colma[n], of Norwich, dwelling in S.

Andrewes church yard.


Four typical ballads. What of the authors? For the most part they were hacks of whom little or nothing is known, but there are two who are more than mere names and who were clearly in touch with a wide range of people: William Elderton, author of the second ballad quoted above, and Thomas Deloney, who wrote the fourth. If we take them as representative of their kind, it is not that they wrote more, or better, than others, but only that we know something about them.

Elderton was writing from 1559 to 1584. More than twenty of his ballads have survived, the earlier ones somewhat stiff and full of classical allusions, his later productions very much more vigorous. Scurrilous, on occasion indecent, with a reputation for drunkenness, Elderton of the ‘ale-crammed nose’ was the leading ballad-writer of his time. He died in 1592.9

9 There is a useful account of Elderton in C. H. Firth, ‘Ballads and Broadsides’, in Shakespeare’s England (Clarendon Press, Oxford, 1916), Vol. II, p. 512.

Although he was not so definite a character as Elderton, more is known about Deloney, whose earliest known ballad was printed in 1586. Some six years later he was sufficiently well known to be described by Robert Greene as ‘T. D. whose braines beaten to the yarking up of Ballads, might more lawfully have glaunst at the quaint conceits of conny-catching and crosse-biting’.10 Gabriel Harvey, who wrote so often with what Virginia Woolf has called ‘the pride of a self-made man’, advised Thomas Nash ‘… to boast less with Thomas Deloney, or to atchieve more with Thomas More’.11

10 Quoted in F. O. Mann, The Works of Thomas Deloney (Oxford, 1912), p. viii. See also the Introduction generally for Deloney’s life and work.

11 Pierce’s Supererogation (1593). Quoted in Mann, op. cit., p. ix.

Clearly Deloney had something of a reputation amongst his contemporaries, and in 1596 he came into collision with the law. The occasion was the publication of ‘a certain Balled, containing a Complaint of great Want and Scarcity of Corn within the Realm’. The Queen was brought into the composition and shown ‘speaking with her People Dialogue wise in very fond and undecent sort’. It was felt by authority that the ballad might cause discontent among the poor.

‘Abusive Ballads and Libels were too common in the City in Queen Elizabeth’s Time, therein reflecting too boldly and seditiously upon the Government, particularly in case of Dearth’, wrote Strype in his edition of Stow’s Survey of London.12 He went on to discuss particulars: ‘The maker of this scurrilous Ballad was one Delonie, an idle Fellow, and one noted with the like Spirit, in printing a Book for the Silk Weavers: Wherein was found some such like foolish and disorderly matter …’13 Alas, neither the ballad nor the ‘Book for the Silk Weavers’ is known to survive. This is a matter for some regret, for Deloney came from a Huguenot silk-weaving family, and what he had to say about the trade might have been very revealing. Certainly the novels he wrote show considerable familiarity with the life of travelling craftsmen and some of the districts connected with the Elizabethan textile industry.

12 Quoted in Mann, op. cit., p. ix.

13 John Stow, Survey of London, ed. Strype (1720), p. 333.

The fraternity of ballad men that Deloney joined was not highly thought of. A French critic has described him as half workman, half minstrel, going from this to this, reciting stories and singing his own compositions.14 The precarious life led by such men and the fact that they were never settled in one place for long called forth outspoken criticism from more staid Elizabethans, and the preoccupation of the Government with legislating for vagabonds is well known. Henry Chettle, a contemporary, spoke for respectable opinion: ‘A company of idle youths, loathing honest labour and dispising lawful trades, betake themselves to a vagrant and vicious life in every corner of Cities and market Townes of the Realme, singing and selling of ballads and pamphlets full of ribaudrie, and all scurrilous vanity …,’15 Likewise Philip Stubbes, whose Anatomy of Abuses was published in 1583. Heasked rhetorically: ‘Who be more bawdie than they? Who uncleaner than they? Who more licentious and loose-minded?’16

14 Michel Ragon, Histoire de la littérature ouvrière (Paris, 1953).

15 Quoted in Mann, op. cit., p. x.

16 Stubbes, Anatomy of Abuses (1583), p. 171.

In the end, of course, Deloney’s personality eludes us. He is rather the focusing glass through which we can discern, with varying degrees of clarity, the sub-world of crowded, compact Elizabethan London, far from the Queen’s court and the corridors of power. This picture can be extended a little into provincial England, into the ‘Cities and market Townes of the Realm’. We can make out something more than the criminal underworld — we catch a glimpse of petty tradesmen, workmen, apprentices, housewives and other ordinary folk going about their business. For such insights we must be grateful.

Another staple element in early popular literature, the jestbook, cannot always offer such insights. On the other hand it does throw considerable light upon the attitudes and values — even prejudices — of ordinary men and women. Collections of jokes have been popular in England from the fifteenth century, when Caxton published in his 1484 edition of Aesop eleven supplementary ‘fables’ by ‘Poge the Florentyn’. This referred to Poggio Bracciolini (1380–1459), a scholar, said to be the inventor of the early italic handwriting known as humanist script. He travelled in Europe and served as secretary to a number of popes. In about 1420, when he was living in Florence, he wrote, amongst other works, a book of humorous tales called Liber facetiarum, which he introduced with a slightly self-conscious note of self-justification — despite the fact that the Church was much more disposed to tolerate ribaldry than heresy.

The ribald quality of many of these tales does not need to be stressed. Adulterous friars, cuckolded husbands, faithless wives were all stock characters treated with rough and ready humour which covered a wryly cynical view of many churchmen. This kind of satire did not possess too sharp a cutting edge; it established stock figures to poke fun at, and there was no reason why priests should be exempt from the process.

What is more interesting about Poggio is that he represented one element of a European tradition from which both the known and the unknown compilers of English jestbooks drew their material. It is not necessary here to trace the genesis of specific jokes, nor to follow their transmigrations across frontiers and in time; but we can in passing note such examples as the Faust legend from Germany, Valentine and Orson from France, Poggio Bracciolini from Italy. The near-universality of these themes seems to suggest that the culture of Europe possessed a much greater unity in the sixteenth century than it does today.

Certainly a number of European countries provided subject matter for jestbooks. In every case the form of such a book was the same: a collection of jokes and facetious tales, which might be random or might be grouped round a character who could be fictional or real — Howleglas (Till Eulenspiegel) and Scoggin were fictional; John Skelton and George Peele, on the other hand, were not. The jests themselves, in either case, showed little change in subject or presentation. There were jokes, quips, witty replies, sometimes with a moral tag-line, boiled down to the dimensions of an anecdote. Stories of this kind had been in circulation since the Middle Ages — even earlier — and jestbooks remained extremely popular throughout the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries.

Amongst the earliest were the following: A C. Mery Tales, an ad hoc
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