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Reading Chapbooks Closely: Gleaning Evidence about 
their Composition, History, and Relationship to Oral 

Traditions 
 

Michael J. Preston 
 

 It has long been known that humans learn scripts (or whatever term one might 
prefer) for understanding the world about them. This applies to ordering a meal in a 
restaurant or understanding a joke as much as to reading a book. My concern here is to 
read chapbooks related to traditional drama closely in the contexts within which they 
were printed and to consider various scripts for doing so.  
 As some of you know, I spent twenty-five years using computers to carry out what I 
called “crunching texts.” Others might have more euphemistic or specific terms for this 
kind of activity, such as studying the influence of one text on another, or computing 
literary stylistics, or whatever. In the process of that work, I learned much about the 
characteristics of various languages in their various states, about generic differences 
among texts, and about the nature of the technology, and I also learned much about 
people's attitudes toward the texts they studied. 

 At that time I read text- and language-theory heavily, always looking for ways in 
which to describe the phenomena I encountered daily. I flirted with the theory of oral 
formulaic composition, and mostly discarded it. I found Chompsky's idea of 
transformational-generative grammar of interest, but of little use. I became quite 
intrigued with J.R.R.Firth's work with verbal collocations. The catalogue of such 
approaches is long and does not need to be enumerated here. In short, I came to use 
ideas when they were useful, but otherwise set them aside. I am to this day eclectic in 
my approaches, as I will be here. 

 I mentioned that I also learned much about people's attitudes toward the texts they 
studied. This also applies to their adherence to particular theoretical approaches. Many 
would assume that a particular theory was unquestionably correct and impose it at any 
cost on the texts they studied, almost with religious fervor; relatively few would, as I 
phrased it, “get their hands dirty” in working with their texts. Instead, they hired 
students to keyboard their texts or sought to use optical scanners, as most continue to do 
today. There's a distancing from one's texts there that I find amusingly disconcerting. 
 One learns various scripts in studying folklore, and not knowing - or not applying - 
the relevant script may often be seen as a basic cause for confusion. The history of the 
study of the traditional drama of Britain seems to me to be filled with examples of 
individuals following various and sometimes conflicting scripts, whether that of a 
concern with determining the origin of the tradition as a whole or of thinking about 
mumming performances as plays in the sense of what is performed at Stratford-upon-
Avon. 
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 Here I will look at examples of the three major families of chapbooks which have 
long been considered a part of the study of traditional drama - the Christmas Rhyme 
book, Alexander and the King of Egypt, and The Peace Egg - and argue that each 
contains evidence that is frequently misread (or ignored) concerning their composition, 
concerning their reflecting contemporary oral traditions, and concerning the various 
regional traditions that are signified by the term “traditional drama.” I believe in 
“getting my hands dirty” with the texts I study, and you will hear me flit from one 
possible model for understanding to another. I rather like the concept of “fuzzy logic,” - 
that sometimes a thing may belong to one set or another, depending upon 
circumstances. In the instance of traditional drama, that means whether a performance is 
more a play, more a house-visit, or perhaps something else.  

 Here allow me to apologize for the many transparencies that are to follow. Clearly, 
we will not be able to consider each at length, but this is the best way I know to avoid 
discussing texts that not everyone has seen, or has not seen lately. Besides, I will 
frequently be more concerned with the visual aspect of printed pages than with their 
verbal content.  
 I begin with pages from The Peace Egg Book, printed by Robert Carr - in 
Manchester. Examples 1-2 represent an Irish text, but with some distinctly Mancunian 
woodcuts. Eddie Cass, Paul Smith, and I discuss this chapbook in an essay forthcoming 
in Folklore. Here I want to highlight something we discuss in our essay - the use of 
woodcuts in place of the speaker-identifications that are conventional in dramatic texts. 
This is also a characteristic of the Belfast chapbooks (Examples 3-4), something Smith 
and I mentioned in passing in the Christmas Rhyme monograph. Although woodcuts do 
not work well, and are not used, when there is a rapid exchange between characters, the 
practice is sufficiently patterned in these chapbooks to be noteworthy. That suggests to 
me that we should rethink some of the condescending assertions about chapbook and 
broadside printers that are of long standing. Certainly, some printers were inept, and, 
certainly, many had limited materials with which to work, but let's not let our reading of 
such texts be controlled by the scripts that others have provided us. 

 That these printers did not use conventional speaker-identification suggests at least 
three lines of thought: 

1. that they did not know how dramatic texts were supposed to be typeset; 
2. that they did not consider traditional plays to be “plays” in the sense of drama; 

3. or that they were replicating chapbooks that it seemed worth their while to copy. 
I'm not going to argue for any of these, but rather leave them as questions posed. 
Instead, I'm going to suggest that the Irish chapbooks may ultimately be based on an 
oral text even though I do not think that will ever be documented. The formal 
differences between the Irish chapbooks and those printed in England are noteworthy. 
Peter Millington's pointing to a possible connection between the Irish oral tradition and 
that of the Cotswolds may be relevant here because it suggests that the Northern English 
tradition of chapbook texts is “something else.” 

 I want us to look briefly at the pages containing representations of Beelzebub and 
Little Devil Doubt and their speeches. (Examples 2 & 4) It has long been my contention 
that such “supernumeraries” have too often been ignored. If one focuses on the fight and 
the cure, then they are superfluous. Here's where I think what I call “the narrative 
assumption” behind much folklore study may be tripping us up. Such characters are not 
generally involved in the plot or story, but they certainly are a part of these chapbooks. I 
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see no need to have these things we call “traditional dramas” be coherent in the sense of 
narrative. 
 Next I want us to consider briefly a map I made almost thirty years ago (Example 5) 
which shows the distribution of the “Big Head” speech: “Here comes I as ain't been 
yet,” etc. The speech does not occur in even half of the 150 texts studied then, but it 
occurs quite often, and in what I consider to be suggestive distributions. I can posit that 
there may be two different distributions involved which represent different traditions, 
northern and southern. Of course, this flies in the face of conventional wisdom about the 
distribution of texts.  

 Let us turn quickly to page 7 of the Callender & Dixon Alexander and the King of 
Egypt chapbook (Example 6). The text on the page ends as does the earlier chapbooks 
printed by White and Saint, but when we turn to page 8 (Example 7), we find a textual 
add-on. Spoken by Beelzebub, the speech contains, first, a “big head” quatrain, in lines 
15-18 a Beelzebub speech, and finally two lines from Little Devil Doubt. It seems to me 
that the speeches in Example 7 came from somewhere, and I think a good argument can 
be made that they were a part of a local tradition that influenced the chapbook. 
 Now I turn to a rather odd chapbook printed here in Sheffield by Pearce & Son: The 
Mummers' Act; or, Morris Dancers' Annual Play of St. George, with prologues, songs, 
recitations, etc. for the Amusement of Youth on Christmas Holidays. (Example 8) In this 
we have “a new prologue” which is followed by “the action” of the play as we know it. 
That “action” ends neatly at the bottom of page 7 (Example 9) and is followed 
(Example 10) by “The Tailor's soliloquy” and other entertaining pieces. 
 I do not want to use the same language that E.K.Chambers did. Instead, I want to 
suggest a kind of textual structuralism - that various speeches have been added, deleted, 
or substituted. Again, an aging map (Example 11) shows the distribution of Father 
Christmas, almost always speaking the “prologue.” (Ignore the distribution of Old 
Dame Jane.) Thus a clearly regional character seems to have been slotted in, in much 
the same fashion as was the “new prologue” of the Pearce & Son chapbook. 
 If we turn to White's Alexander & the King of Egypt (Example 12), we have a 
different prologue, only this one precedes the very prologue (Example 13) that was 
presumably replaced by Pearce & Son. Such structuralist language is supported by the 
act-and-scene designations in the Alexander chapbooks as well as by the formal make-
up of the Pearce & Son chapbook. Also, the White chapbook ends with eight lines 
(Example 14), four of which are to be found in Ray's Collection of English Proverbs 
(1670). It looks to me as if there have been additions to both the front and the end of 
“the action.” 
 A structuralist approach treats these chapbook texts as something other than 
“coherent,” composites rather, and so each of the parts has its own history that may 
differ from that of the other parts. This is an important consideration for the kind of 
work that Paul Smith and I have published in our chapbook monographs. For the first 
two, during the histories of their printings, the texts were “coherent enough” for study as 
single texts, whatever their composite natures may suggest. The Peace Egg chapbooks, 
though, present a more complex textual challenge to our “scripts” for understanding. 

So far, I have not discussed “the action” itself, and I do not much care whether or not 
one uses such terminology as “hero-combat,” “death and resurrection,” or “Quack 
Doctor episode.” If we turn to the lengthy doctor-speech on page 6 of White's chapbook 
(Example 15), we have a composite speech, most of which has known sources. I believe 
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Paul Smith gave a paper here twenty years ago on this topic. “The Infallible 
Mountebank or Quack Doctor” (Example 16) is the text, but not the printing, quoted by 
Tiddy and those who have cited him since. The text is clearly a humorous parody of a 
mountebank's speech, and the image is suggestive. 
 If one prowls through historical representations of physicians, one can find this 
tooth-drawer (Example 17). To some this might be suggestive of John Finney in various 
traditional plays, but it's not “the origin” of John Finney in a simple-minded sense. One 
can also find images of a physician inspecting a container of urine (Example 18), 
representations of such bottles (Examples 19-20), and even the equipment for decocting 
medicines (Example 21). Regular physicians were the subject of humor for centuries 
because of their esoteric knowledge and the tools of their trade. 

 Beyond regular physicians and midwives and local healers, there were mountebanks 
on the Continent who do not seem to have had a significant influence in England until 
late in the 16th century or c. 1600-1620. Mountebanks, of course, were not regular 
physicians, but rather those we would today identify as sellers of “patent medicines.” 
(Examples 22-24) These certainly were the target of “The Infallible Mountebank.” 
 R.J.E.Tiddy, as we know, saw a connection between the doctor of the mumming 
plays and the central episode of the Play of the Sacrament, a play datable to c.1465, and 
so asserted that that was evidence that mummers' plays existed then. That assertion 
remains embedded in Early English drama scholarship and needs to be exorcised. More 
probably, the source for the doctor-episode in the Play of the Sacrament was the well-
known tradition of mountebanks on the Continent; that would fit with the rest of the 
play's sources being Continental. Thus Tiddy was correct in seeing a “connection” 
between the Play of the Sacrament and local mummers' plays, but that “connection” was 
by way of mountebank performances and the comic portrayals of them which 
influenced traditional drama. Surviving 18th-century advertisements of physicians in 
London (Example 25) document an awareness of both real and stage mountebanks. 

 Let us return to the Quack Doctor songs and songs related to them (Examples 26-28) 
and then to the doctor-speech in Alexander and the King of Egypt (Example 29) which 
we saw briefly earlier. If we look at all closely at the text, we see a cut-and-paste kind of 
use of the songs in that speech. Lines 72-85 and 88-93 clearly come from “The 
Infallible Doctor,” and lines 86-87 come from “The Infallible Mountebank.” A detailed 
discussion would take us beyond the time-limit for this paper. Of importance, the 
remaining lines 70-71 and 94-97 were either composed for the chapbook or have a 
different source. How one understands them certainly relates to one's script for 
understanding. Peter Millington has identified just those lines as part of a “proto-text.” 
The question seems to boil down to whether or not the chapbook is a composite from 
printed sources or an expansion of an extant text, printed or oral. I would argue that the 
title-page of White's chapbook, which contains the words “acted by the mummers every 
Christmas,” indicates that there was an oral performance of some kind and that it 
contained these six lines. If so, how much of the chapbook text is its author's 
contribution, taken from whatever sources or of his own composition, we may never 
know. It certainly suggests a need for additional archival research. 

 I want to extend this argument by showing you two pages from the prompt 
manuscript for a much later performance. I do so because so much seems to me to be 
commonly swept under the rug by resorting to an argument based on “the vagaries of 
oral transmission.” Unless one has worked with “the stuff,” it's sometimes hard to 
imagine the extent to which printed texts, transcripts of oral versions, and corrections of 
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many kinds can interpenetrate. (Examples 30-32) Here we can see clearly that chapbook 
pages or passages can be inserted into a text and then be corrected and re-corrected, 
presumably based upon local knowledge. This is not identical to, but analogous to, my 
understanding of the “composition” of the doctor's speech in White's Alexander and the 
King of Egypt chapbook. 

 I end with a few words about the Peace Egg chapbooks from Manchester. Although 
work is in process, Eddie Cass points to Johnson's chapbook (Example 33) as the source 
for the Manchester chapbooks. This is an admittedly tentative statement. Eddie sketched 
out his thoughts one day in a “family tree,” a sheet that I'll bet he never thought would 
show up here today. (Example 34) Clearly, he was attempting to represent textual 
relationships in much the way that the Smiths and I did in the Alexander monograph 
(Example 36). Pearson's chapbook (Example 36) is a page-for-page reprint, and Wrigley 
(Example 37) printed his from Pearson's plates. It is not a digression to note here that all 
of these printers treated Beelzebub's speech at the bottom of the page identically by not 
identifying the speaker. Thus all of these printers, whether they were aware or not of the 
various components of their texts, perpetuated the structural distinction between “the 
action” and the speeches of the “supernumeraries”. 

 Finally we come to Carr's chapbook (Example 38), and the page I present may be 
the “smoking gun” in that, if Eddie Cass's textual genealogy is correct, this is the source 
of the garbling that characterizes Harkness's and others' chapbooks. What in the Johnson 
chapbook is line 143 appears at the top of the page, preceding line 133. Where line 143 
should have been appear lines 154-155. Unfortunately, at this time I do not have a 
coherent explanation of how these lines got moved around. Because of the other formal 
aspects of the page, such as the treatment of Beelzebub's part, I am convinced that one 
printer was printing from another's text, and, as a result, I am convinced that any 
argument based on an appeal to “oral tradition” would be specious. If c. 1840 had been 
the era of linotype printing, it'd be relatively easy to explain such a scrambled text. It's 
clear to me that I need to learn more about 19th-century printing. 
 I'd like to conclude where my title began. I'm concerned that we must learn to 
“read” all the evidence that chapbooks provide because they do much more than 
“contain” texts. Rather, they represent texts, and they may well represent aspects of 
performance. Like all representations, chapbooks may represent texts and performances 
obliquely, requiring of their readers better reading habits. In addition, chapbooks must 
not be read out of context, whether the printed context or the oral context of their source 
texts. One of my concerns is that folklorists, with their rightful emphasis on “contextual 
data,” may well have gone too far and forgotten how to read texts beyond the mundane 
sequence of words. Perhaps this talk will contribute towards complicating our 
understanding of how to read traditional drama texts more complexly.  

Sources of Examples from Other Studies 
Jones, Peter Murray. Medieval Medicine in Illuminated Manuscripts. The British 
Library: London, rev. edn., 1998. 

Example 17 (p.94) 
Example 18 (p.43) 

Example 19 (p.45) 
Example 20 (p.54) 

Example 21 (p.74) 
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Katritzky, M. A. “Mountebanks, mummers and masqueraders in Thomas Platter's diary 
(1595-1600).” English and Italian Theatre, Vol.1: The Renaissance Theatre: Texts, 
Performance, Design, ed. Christopher Cairns. Ashgate: Aldershot, 1999, pp.12-44. 

Example 24 (p.44) 
Katritzky, M. A. “Was Commedia dell'arte Performed by Mountebanks? Album 
amicorum Illustrations and Thomas Platter's Description of 1598.” Theatre Research 
International, Vol.23, no.2, pp.104-126 + 9 plates. 

Example 22 (Plate 7) 
Example 23 (Plate 2) 

Preston, Michael J. “Solutions to Classic Problems in the Study of Oral Literature.” 
Computing in the Humanities, eds. Serge Lusignan and John S. North. University of 
Waterloo: Waterloo, Ontario, 1977, pp.117-132. 

Example 5 (p.131) 

Example 11 (p.132) 
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R.Carr, The Peace Egg Book 
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R.Carr, The Peace Egg Book 
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Example 3 
 
 

 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 

 
 

Smyth & Lyons: Christmas Rhime 
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Example 4 
 

 

 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 

 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
Smyth & Lyons: Christmas Rhime 
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Example 5 
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Example 6 
 
 

 

  
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

Callander & Dixon: Alexander and the King of Egypt 
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Example 7 
 
 

 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
Callander & Dixon: Alexander and the King of Egypt 
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Example 8 
 
 

 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
J.Pearce & Son: The Mummers Act 
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Example 9 
 
 

 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 

 

 
 

 
J.Pearce & Son: The Mummers Act 
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Example 10 
 
 

 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 

 

 
 

 
 

J.Pearce & Son: The Mummers Act 
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Example 11 
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Example 12 
 
 

 

 
 

 

 

 
 

 
 

J.White: Alexander and the King of Egypt 
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Example 13 
 
 

 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
J.White: Alexander and the King of Egypt 
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Example 14 
 
 

 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

J.White: Alexander and the King of Egypt 
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Example 15 
 
 

 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 

 

 
 

J.White: Alexander and the King of Egypt 
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Example 16 
 
 

 
 

Bodleian Library: Firth b.21(61) verso 



Folk Drama Studies Today - International Traditional Drama Conference 2002 

 155 

Example 17 
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Example 18 
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Example 19 
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Example 20 
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Example 21 
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Example 22 
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Example 23 
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Example 24 
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Example 25 
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Example 26 
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Example 27 
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Example 28 
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Example 29 
 
 

 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
J.White: Alexander and the King of Egypt 
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Example 30 
 
 

 

 
 

 

 

 
 

 
 

 
 

Houldsworth Schools: The Pace Egg 
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Example 31 
 
 

 

 
 

 

 

 
 

 
 

 
 

Houldsworth Schools: The Pace Egg 
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Example 32 
 
 

 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 

 

 
 

 
 

 
Houldsworth Schools: The Pace Egg 
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Example 33 
 
 

 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
J.Johnson: The Peace Egg 
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Example 34 
 

 
 

The Peace Egg Chapbooks – Suggested Family Tree 
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Schema of Relationships of the Editions of the 
Alexander and the King of Egypt Chapbooks 
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Example 36 
 
 

 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

T.Pearson: The Peace Egg 
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Example 37 
 
 

 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 

 

 
 

J.Wrigley: The Peace Egg 
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Example 38 
 
 

 

 
 

 
R.Carr: The Peace Egg, or Saint George’s Annual Play for the Amusement of Youth 


