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INTRODUCTION

Whether you grew up singing and dancing to them, or having them recited to you as you were tucked up in bed, everybody remembers their favourite nursery rhymes.

Passed down through the generations from parents to children, nursery rhymes charm and entertain us. With their colourful characters and seemingly simple lyrics, they spark our young imaginations and, as we get older, evoke happy childhood memories as we create new ones with our own offspring.

Many nursery rhymes were merely tongue twisters or innovative games, devised to widen vocabulary or improve pronunciation skills. Others, however, have dramatic, hidden meanings nestling between their childish images and seemingly nonsensical words, with most originating as veiled commentaries on political events and social evils.

The ditties of our early days take on new meanings through subtle references and clever wordplay and, like a big screen blockbuster, nursery rhymes have it all: excitement, royal scandal, illicit love affairs, bloodshed and comedy. Versions vary widely, but this book includes the most commonly known.

Dust down your memories on this whirlwind tour through history, stopping off at a few rather unexpected and unusual destinations, as you discover the fascinating true stories and the speculated meanings behind these classic nursery rhymes.





HEY DIDDLE DIDDLE

Hey diddle diddle,

The cat and the fiddle,

The cow jumped over the

                 moon;

The little dog laughed

To see such fun,

And the dish ran away with the

                 spoon.
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This seemingly ridiculous rhyme, first published in 1765, is said to describe Elizabethan court life, with the cat being Queen Elizabeth I, who manipulated or ‘fiddled’ her cabinet members like a cat with a mouse between its paws.

The little dog would be Robert Dudley, the Earl of Leicester, whom Elizabeth called her ‘lap dog’ and for whom she had a particular soft spot.

It is speculated that the dish running away with the spoon refers to the scandalous elopement of Elizabeth’s serving lady with the royal ‘taster’. After catching the illicit lovers, Elizabeth imprisoned the pair in the Tower of London as punishment for inappropriate behaviour. But what of the cow and the moon?

Another theory is that the rhyme is astrological – as well as the Moon, nearly all of the characters correspond to star constellations:

The cat – Leo the Lion

The fiddle – Lyra the Lyre

The cow – Taurus the Bull

The little dog – Canis Minor, the Lesser Dog

The dish – The Crater

The spoon – Ursa Major, the Big Dipper

Interestingly, these constellations are only visible simultaneously in the night sky during April, and it is said that English farmers, on seeing this combination, knew it was time to begin sowing their crops.


Nicknames were common to mask the identities of court members, who were subject to much gossip and intrigue.



Alternatively, the meaning could be found in the animal-headed gods and goddesses of ancient Egyptian mythology: the cat-goddess Bast, often pictured with her sistrum (a stringed instrument similar to a fiddle); the cow-deity Hathor, often depicted with the sun’s orb between his horns (which the author could have misinterpreted as a moon); the little dog would be jackal-headed Anubis, while the dish and the spoon were important in many ancient Egyptian religious rites.

But, more prosaically, maybe ‘Hey Diddle Diddle’ refers to a pub crawl route originating in the eighteenth century which took place along the Macclesfield–Buxton road. Now the A537, the route is a favourite among bikers, and still home to some of the pubs mentioned, all built in the 1700s by a group of rich quarry owners.

The Half Moon stopped trading long ago, but The Cat and the Fiddle public house is still in business, and the third, The Setter Dog, closed in 2002. Anyone who had visited all three would have consumed a few tankards of ale and would indeed have been having lots of fun. The final pub on the route is The Dish and Spoon, which currently trades under the name The Peak View Tearooms.





HARK, HARK, THE DOGS DO BARK
 
Hark, hark,

The dogs do bark,

The beggars are coming to town;

Some in rags,

And some in jags,

And one in a velvet gown.

In thirteenth-century England, a large proportion of the population was unemployed and droves of beggars descended on the towns, setting dogs barking. Vagrants came dressed in whatever they could get their hands on – everything from rags through to expensive coats.

‘Hark, hark’ tells the townspeople to listen well to the beggars, as they often sang songs and told stories which contained secret messages. Songs were frequently used as a vehicle to covertly pass propaganda between towns, sometimes leading to uprisings and rebellions against those in power.

Some say, however, that the rhyme may allude to Henry VIII dissolving the monasteries when England made the shift from Catholicism to the Church of England. When Henry’s men raided the monasteries, seizing their land and pocketing their riches, the monks suddenly found themselves destitute. Thrust out of their home, and with no income, the monks became wandering beggars. Their odd ‘rags’ and ‘jags’ attire would depend on whatever they could find, as they would no longer be able to wear monastic dress.


‘Jags’ were slits made in clothing to reveal a flash of a different colour underneath. Whether the beggars intended to have jags, or their clothes were just ripped, is another matter.







LITTLE MISS MUFFET

Little Miss Muffet

Sat on a tuffet,

Eating her curds and whey;

There came a big spider,

Who sat down beside her

And frightened Miss Muffet away.

Dr Thomas Muffet (1553–1604) was a renowned entomologist and author of the first catalogue of native British insects, The Theatre of Insects. He was fascinated by spiders, keeping them around the house as pets. The young Miss Patience Muffet, not sharing her stepfather’s love of creepy crawlies, was evidently startled when one of them crawled up beside her during breakfast – perhaps the first documented instance of someone with arachnophobia.

When milk is curdled with something acidic, such as vinegar or lemon juice, it produces a liquid known as whey, and the solid lumps within it are the curds – nowadays it goes by the name of cottage cheese.

However, others say that Little Miss Muffet may symbolise Mary, Queen of Scots (1542–1587) and the spider a minister named John Knox, who was a devout and vocal Protestant during the years leading up to the Scottish Reformation, and never trusted the Roman Catholic queen. Due to their religious differences, Knox was keen to frighten Mary from her throne – likened here to a ‘tuffet’.


A ‘tuffet’, originally a small hillock or mound of grass-covered earth, had come to mean a low seat covered completely in cushioned fabric (also known as a pouffe or hassock).







DING, DONG, BELL

Ding, dong, bell,

Pussy’s in the well.

Who put her in?

Little Johnny Flynn.

Who pulled her out?

Little Tommy Stout.

What a naughty boy was that,

To try to drown poor pussy cat,

Who never did any harm,

And killed the mice in his

           farmer’s barn.
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There is some dispute over Johnny’s surname: he is also sometimes known as Johnny Thin (presumably in contrast to the fatter Tommy Stout), or Johnny Green.



This rhyme dates back to the sixteenth century, and the phrase ‘Ding, dong, bell’ was used in several Shakespeare plays, for example The Tempest:

‘Sea nymphs hourly ring his knell:

Hark! Now I hear them – Ding, dong, bell.’

It’s possible the song refers to the medieval practice of the ducking stool, which continued even into the early nineteenth century. Ducking under water was a punishment used on women perceived to be morally dubious, such as gossips or prostitutes. ‘Pussy’ was a term used to describe a loose woman, as cats were associated with lust, chaos and the female form. The woman would be paraded through the streets to a cacophony of banging pots and pans, and pealing church bells, to attract the attention of the community. The procession went to the village well-pond, and ‘pussy’ was repeatedly lowered into the water by the young men of the village.

The last couplet has a slightly different rhythm, so it may have been added later in the eighteenth century when many old nursery rhymes were collected, modified and written down. The original lyrics ended with the cat being left to drown, whereas the later version provides a moral lesson to children to discourage cruelty to animals who ‘never did any harm’.





REMEMBER, REMEMBER

Remember, remember the fifth of November,

Gunpowder, treason and plot.

I see no reason why gunpowder, treason

Should ever be forgot…

On 5 November 1605, Guy Fawkes, along with nine fellow conspirators, was caught red-handed in an attempt to blow up King James I during the State Opening of the Houses of Parliament, after stashing dozens of barrels of gunpowder in the cellar. The men were Catholics, whose religion had been persecuted by the Protestant monarch.

Fawkes was found guilty of high treason – a crime which carried the horrific punishment of being hung, drawn and quartered. Prisoners were hanged by the neck but taken down while still alive, then had their genitals and bowels cut out and burned in front of them. Finally, the beheading would take place, and the remaining body would be quartered – chopped into four parts.

Although weakened by torture, Guy managed to avoid all this by jumping from the gallows when the noose was tied around his neck, which was broken, and he died instantly.


The date of 5 November is also an important symbol in the futuristic graphic novel V for Vendetta, written by Alan Moore and illustrated by David Lloyd. A mysterious figure dressed as Guy Fawkes tries to bring down a totalitarian government in Britain. V for Vendetta was made into a film in 2006, starring Natalie Portman and Hugo Weaving.



To this day, across England on the fifth of November, the thwarting of the Gunpowder Plot is commemorated with fireworks and bonfires, on which a stuffed ‘guy’ is burnt. Children stuff old clothes with newspaper or straw to make the figure of a man. Originally, it was not Guy Fawkes that was burnt on the fires but an effigy of the Pope. This practice still continues in the town of Lewes, East Sussex, with other unpopular figures burnt alongside the Pope Paul V effigy (most notoriously, an Osama Bin Laden guy was burnt in 2001). However, in York – Guy Fawkes’ hometown – they do not burn a guy on the official city bonfire.
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