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The Riddles of Early Modern Children’s Worlds 

Edel Lamb, University of Sydney 

(edel.lamb@sydney.edu.au) 

Abstract: British Library Harley Manuscript 1960 is a collection of 144 riddles 
compiled by three of the children of the Holme family at their home in Chester in the 
1640s and likely read by their younger sibling. This essay evaluates this child-
produced text as a significant document for the consideration of children’s worlds in 
mid-seventeenth century England. By locating the manuscript within wider contexts 
of riddle transmission in the oral and aural cultures of the nursery and via printed 
texts, it will analyse the impact of the age and gender of the young scribes on the 
production of this riddle collection as a site of learning, play and the development of 
sibling networks. It will suggest that this manuscript is an important material artefact 
in the creation of a culture of childhood and that the interactive mode of manuscript 
production permits the identification of these pre-modern children’s voices and their 
potential to forge their own communities. 
 
 
 

British Library Harley Manuscript 1960 is a collection of 144 riddles compiled 

by three of the children of the Holme family at their home in Chester in the 1640s.i 

The young scribe who enters the final thirty-one riddles is the teenage Randle Holme 

the Third, son of the town’s mayor and better known for his published work on 

heraldry, The Academy of Armory (1688).ii Given the location of the manuscript 

among the family’s personal collection and the inexperienced writing styles of the 

first two hands, it is likely that the other scribes are his younger siblings: either 

Katherine, the eldest daughter, William, the second son, or Elizabeth, the second 

daughter, who would have been eleven, nine and eight, respectively, in 1640.iii Alice, 

the youngest surviving Holme child born in 1636, also annotates this manuscript by 

signing her name in the final blank sheet in an inexperienced hand indicative of 

someone first learning how to write.iv Compiled jointly by male and female children 

between the ages of eight and teenage years and possibly read by this younger sibling 

in the early stages of literacy acquisition, this riddle book is a significant document 
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for the consideration of children’s material worlds in mid-seventeenth-century 

England.  

The material artefact of this child-produced text sheds light on the ways in 

which children engaged in a wider culture of riddles in the period. Riddles were a 

popular genre across age groups, social strata and the sexes in pre-modern culture. 

They functioned as a source of entertainment and were used to finesse and 

demonstrate wit in the contexts of education and leisure. They circulated widely 

orally, in manuscript and, increasingly throughout the seventeenth century, in printed 

texts. However, they were often associated specifically with the worlds of children. In 

accounts of oral culture, they were frequently recalled alongside the stories passed on 

at the knees of nursemaids. This association was developed in print culture by 

seventeenth-century editions of the popular Book of Merry Riddles that identified 

children and the young as potential readers. The inclusion of riddles in anthologies for 

youths noted the particular sport that this form provided for young readers, variously 

highlighting the role of this media in forging a shared culture among the young and in 

shaping their adult identities.  

  This essay will explore the associations between riddles and childhood in early 

modern English culture to consider the role that the oral and textual transmission of 

riddles played in children’s worlds. It will evaluate the ways in which different 

aspects of early modern riddling culture gendered childhood experience, looking 

firstly at the oral and aural cultures of the nursery in which the purveyor and listener 

of riddles were commonly constructed as feminine and childish, and secondly at the 

extent to which printed books of riddles prioritised the male child and reclaimed 

riddles as an essential element of the boy’s transition to manhood. It will then 

consider what happened when children engaged independently and creatively in these 
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processes through an analysis of the Holme manuscript. By evaluating the extent to 

which age and gender impact upon the production of this book of riddles, it will 

explore the material world of this group of pre-modern children via their interventions 

in oral and textual cultures in the space of the household. It will examine the Holme 

children’s engagement with this text as a site of learning, of play and of the 

development of sibling networks. It will read this manuscript as an important material 

artefact in the creation of a culture of childhood.  

In doing this I do not wish to argue for the existence of a pre-modern culture 

of childhood distinct from the world of adults. I acknowledge the concerns of 

historians such as Ludmilla Jordanova regarding the methodological impossibility of 

recovering separate histories or worlds of children and instead seek to explore how 

children’s voices, their experiences and their worlds might be located through 

interactions with, rather than in isolation from, the attitudes and worlds of adults.v 

This essay, therefore, examines this collaborative act of listening to, reading of and 

writing of riddles in the domestic space within wider contexts of riddle transmission 

in early modern England to raise questions about the intersections between children’s 

and adult’s oral and textual worlds and to suggest that the interactive mode of 

manuscript production is a crucial site for the identification of children’s voices, 

which reveals their potential to forge their own communities. 

 

Riddles and the Oral Cultures of the Nursery 
 

There is a long history of the oral transmission of riddles between adults and 

children of both sexes and from a range of social backgrounds that precedes and 

continues to develop alongside the circulation of this form in writing. This mode of 

transmission involves an interactive performance between those who create and retell 
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the riddles and those who listen and respond. Both are implicated in and shaped by 

this act in various ways. In the substantial oral culture of early modern England, the 

circulation of riddles was often discursively located within the gendered sphere of 

storytelling.vi Imaginatively linked with the stories of old wives, gossips and 

nursemaids and the frightening tales of hobgoblins, witches, fairies and other 

supernatural threats, riddles were recollected dismissively, usually by male adult 

writers, as part of the oral culture passed on to them during childhood by the fireside 

or at the knees of their mothers or nursemaids. Erasmus, for example, sees shame in 

‘the precious time and energy squandered in listening to ridiculous riddles, stories of 

dreames, of ghosts, witches, fairies, demons; of foolish tales drawn from popular 

annals; worthless, nay mischievous stuff of the kind which is poured into children in 

their nursery days’.vii John Aubrey notes the existence of similar traditions over one 

hundred years later when he recalls the customs ‘When I was a child (and so before 

the civill warres) […] for old women and mayds to tell fabulous stories nighttimes 

and of sprights, and walking of ghosts &c’.viii The aural culture of early modern 

childhood – one that apparently affected male and female children across history and 

social strata – comprised the transmission of riddles and stories by women. 

In The Arte of English Poesie (1589), George Puttenham recalls a particular 

riddle told to him by ‘an old woman’ in his mother’s ‘nurserie, who in the winter 

nights would put us forth many pretty riddles’.ix The ambiguous ‘pretty’ nature of the 

riddles, implying both the diminutive innocence of childhood and its incipient 

sexuality, is immediately revealed by Puttenham’s example: 

I have a thing and rough it is 

 And in the midst a hole Iwis: 

 There came a yong man with his ginne, 
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 And he put it a handfull in. 

The good old gentlewoman would tell us that were children how it was meant 

by a furd glove. Some other naughtie body would peradventure have construed 

it not halfe so mannerly.x 

Puttenham’s recollection of the riddles told to him as a child shares with Erasmus’s 

and Aubrey’s accounts the association of riddles with a female storyteller and with the 

domestic and feminised space. In the potentially ‘naughtie’ solution to the riddle, he, 

like Erasmus, suggests disdain for this inappropriate indulgence of time. At the same 

time, he draws an interesting distinction between the riddles of children’s and adult’s 

worlds. The sharing of the riddle operates as medium through which these worlds 

intersect but the alternative solution for children draws a distinction between ‘us that 

were children’ and, implicitly, those who were not. Although the same materials 

might circulate among adults and children, Puttenham implies that the modes of 

engaging with this material differ. His anecdote imagines children as existing in a 

distinct intellectual, more naïve, realm. Yet as an adult recalling this moment, 

Puttenham wryly suggests that anyone might have accessed the alternative solution 

not by virtue of being child or adult but simply by being ‘naughtie’. 

Puttenham’s identification of the nursery as the location of the circulation of 

riddles further associates the genre with both women and children. The nursery 

designated either a room for women or the area of the house set-aside for children 

under the care of the nursemaid.xi The spaces for women and for children in the early 

modern household frequently intersected as young children, male and female, were 

cared for by and received their early education from the women of the household, 

whether mothers, nursemaids or other female servants. As has been widely examined, 

this is one of the factors underpinning the construction of early childhood as a 
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feminised state. Boys were only seen to begin the process of becoming masculine 

with the act of breeching and the movement from the nursery to the schoolroom or 

some form of education under men or to some mode of work.xii To a certain extent, 

the transmission of riddles through an oral culture in the domestic space signals an 

alignment between the aural world of children and the other dimensions of their 

material contexts (spatial, clothing, caregivers) that gendered the experiences of early 

childhood. 

It is therefore unsurprising that the image of the child as eager recipient of oral 

culture was invoked commonly alongside representations of the female storyteller in 

the period. In John Lyly’s Sappho and Phao (1584), for example, the old soothsayer, 

Sibylla, offers shelter for the night commenting ‘Now, for that these winter nights are 

long, and that children delight in nothing more than to hear old wives’ tales, we will 

beguile the time with some story’.xiii This delight in a feminised oral culture is 

expected of children. It is permissible, but only, in the case of boys, if it is limited to 

childhood. Erasmus and Puttenham both represent listening to riddles as part of their 

past, relegating it to the space of childhood. In George Peele’s Old Wive’s Tale 

(1595), the young Frolicke draws on this developmental notion to suggest he has 

moved beyond his childhood, claiming ‘I have seene the day when I was a little one, 

you might have drawne mee a mile after you with such a discourse’.xiv The oral 

transmission of tales and riddles from women to boys is sanctioned to a certain extent 

as part of early modern children’s worlds when boys and girls are cared for together 

in a domestic space. But boys, it seems, must leave this behind as part of their 

childhood. 

 
 
Books of Riddles and the Young Reader 
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This depiction of riddle transmission gendered as feminine and aged as 

childish is only one strand in a multi-dimensional culture of riddles. Riddles were not 

limited to oral culture or to these interconnected realms of the feminine and childish. 

They circulated widely in manuscript collections and were published frequently from 

the printing of The Demaundes Joyous in 1511 by Wynken de Worde.xv In Cyvile and 

Uncyvile Life (1579), Vincent describes the admirable pastimes of country life in an 

account of combined oral and textual transmission that is not gendered. These 

pastimes include the communal reading aloud of ‘diverse pleasant bookes’ including 

The Book of Merry Riddles.xvi The riddle book to which Vincent refers is one of the 

most frequently cited in contemporary accounts and one of the most widely published 

early modern riddle books. Although the earliest extant edition dates to 1600, this 

comment indicates that it was well known and read before this date.xvii It was 

reprinted widely throughout the seventeenth century, incorporating variations to the 

content, layout and appeals to readership.xviii It is particularly interesting to note the 

ways in which editions of this book identify children and youths as potential readers. 

The 1617 edition, which contains 76 riddles, 16 ‘proper questions’ and 133 ‘witty 

proverbs’, claims to be ‘No lesse usefull then behoovefull, for any young man or 

childe, to knowe whether he be quicke-witted or no’.xix In contrast to the stereotype of 

the oral circulation of riddles as a feminine and feminising pursuit, reading, 

memorising and delivering riddles orally is constructed as a masculine pursuit 

involving the acquisition and demonstration of wit in this printed circulation of 

riddles. The edition might be read as a test of the child’s or young man’s wit - to let 

him ‘knowe whether he be quicke-witted or no’. In a culture in which young boys 

were trained to store up choice examples from their reading material for later use, 

these riddles and proverbs might be learned and practised at the appropriate occasion 
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as a demonstration of wit, enabling the assertion of a masculine identity according to 

verbal talents and knowledge. This is emphasised by a verse in a woodcut on the 

facing page that urges the reader to read the riddles rightly in order to be a ‘wittie 

spark’. This edition presents reading, learning and transmitted riddles as a masculine 

pursuit particularly suited those in youth: children, young men or ‘wittie sparks’, 

another term for young men affecting smartness and often used to refer to the witty 

page boys of early modern drama.xx Nathaniel Crouch’s Winter Evening 

Entertainments (first advertised in 1685), another collection of riddles and jests 

accompanied by morals and woodcuts, similarly emphasises the role of riddling in 

facilitating the transition out of childhood for young boys by claiming ‘Here’s Milk 

for Children, Wisdom for Young Men, / To teach them that they turn not Babes 

again’.xxi These printed riddle books for children offer an alternative concept of the 

ways in which children’s participation in riddling culture might gender the stages of 

the life cycle. Instead of an aspect of childhood that should be left behind, riddles are 

represented here as enabling the transition to a masculine adulthood.  

Early modern boys were particularly suited to memorising and reciting their 

reading material and the question and answer format of riddle books would have 

facilitated this.xxii Texts instructing boys in catechism, languages and rhetoric often 

deployed this format to facilitate memorisation. There are notable overlaps in terms of 

the content of this collection of riddles, questions and proverbs many of which test 

mathematical skills and biblical knowledge. Given this similarity in format and 

content to educational books for boys, the extent to which The Book of Merry Riddles 

might be ‘usefull’ and ‘behoovefull’ in more than testing wit is evident. A New Booke 

of Merry Riddles, In Picture published in 1665, although not directly addressed to 

children or the young, draws further on the pedagogical strategies of many 
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instructional children’s books from the mid to late seventeenth century.xxiii Setting 

each riddle beside a woodcut image of the solution it is remarkably similar to the 

illustrated ABC books that appeared after Comenius’ seminal encyclodpedia for 

children, Orbis Sensualium Pictus which claimed to ‘entice witty Children’ and teach 

them ‘by sport and merry pastime’ by using illustrations as ‘Children (even from their 

Infancy almost) are delighted with Pictures, and willingly please their eyes with these 

sights’.xxiv William Jole also combines riddles with illustrations in order to make an 

impression on his intended audience of children in The Father’s Blessing, Penn’d for 

the Instruction of his Children, Containing Godly and Delightful Verses, Riddles, 

Fables, Jests, Stories, Proverbs Rules of Behaviour and other matters useful to allure 

Children to Read (c. 1712). It concludes with what it proclaims as ‘merry riddles’ but 

is in fact an introduction to the alphabet via an alphabetic list of objects each with a 

verbal description and an accompanying illustration.xxv These riddle books, like ABC 

books, school textbooks and advice books use a variety of methods to facilitate 

memorisation and entice readers, particularly children.  

Yet the title page of The Book of Merry Riddles contends that it is useful for 

more than the cultivation of wit. It primarily claims that the riddles, questions and 

proverbs are presented to ‘make pleasant pastime’, suggesting that this book aims to 

serve the reader with leisure time.xxvi This conceptualisation of the reading of riddles 

as ‘pleasant pastime’ is in line with the account of the reading aloud of the text as a 

form of rural entertainment on winter’s evenings in Cyvile and Uncyvile Life. It is 

developed further in a later variant edition of The Book of Merry Riddles: A Booke of 

Merrie Riddles. Very meete and delightfull for youth to try their wits, first published 

in 1631 and reprinted in 1672.xxvii Although the content of this edition differs 

somewhat from the earlier version of this riddle book, it also brings together riddles 
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on religious matters and more general puzzling and humorous riddles. The most 

striking point of difference between the editions is the direct appeal to youth as the 

primary readers on the title page. The designation of riddles as the leisure activity of 

youth is manipulated by a range of publishers directing their wares towards a youthful 

market. A late seventeenth-century anthology for the young, Youth’s Treasury; Or, A 

Store-House of Wit and Mirth (1688), includes fourteen ‘merry riddles’ (many of 

which are familiar from earlier editions of The Book of Merry Riddles), alongside 

songs, tales and jests.xxviii The early eighteenth-century Delights for Young Men and 

Maids (c. 1725?) also combines riddles with diverse entertaining reading material, 

such as puzzles, guides on decoding love letters in hieroglyphics and instructions on 

writing in code. The eighty-three riddles included in this text are accompanied by 

illustrations in the manner of the 1665 A New Booke of Merry Riddles and some of the 

riddles and images are the same as those included in the earlier book.xxix However, in 

contrast to the earlier riddle books for children and the young the solutions are 

provided at the bottom of the page, demanding a more interactive mode of reading 

these riddles, in keeping with this book of puzzles.xxx It thus encourages a creative 

engagement by the young with the text and this culture of riddling.  

In many respects, these texts capitalise on the seventeenth-century indulgence 

in mirth and sports, which included word games and conversational feats of wit and 

complements, that was part of a wider retreat to mirth and pastimes from political 

conflict and social turmoil and was, therefore, not restricted to the young.xxxi The 

books of riddles and pleasant pastimes for the young adapt in the name of a readership 

of children and youth a diverse range of books of complements, letter writing and 

games.xxxii The multiple themes of love, courtship, gaming and tricks combined in 

these books obscure any fixed boundaries between early childhood, youth and young 
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adulthood. Childhood and youth were often invoked as separate categories in early 

modern culture but at the same time the boundaries between the two were frequently 

blurred. Some early modern authors defined the stages precisely in terms of biological 

age, claiming that childhood or ‘peurillitye or childish yeeres’ stretched from seven to 

fourteen for males and seven to twelve for females.xxxiii The Office of Christian 

Parents (1616), for example, states that boys at fourteen and girls at twelve ‘beginne 

the flower of youth, preparing it selfe to the state of manhood or marriage’.xxxiv Yet 

others did not pinpoint such clear transitional points. Henry Cuffe, for instance, 

defines childhood as stretching from birth to 24 and incorporating the states of 

‘infancy’, ‘boyhood’, ‘budding and blossoming age’ and ‘youth’ and Richard 

Mulcaster defines youth as stretching from the age of 7 to 21.xxxv What is particularly 

interesting, therefore, about these books is the recognition of a wider group of 

children and youths as potential markets. Whether through an appeal to a particular 

type of reader on the title page or the positioning of riddles alongside other material 

for the young, these books align riddling culture with leisure, entertainment and 

delight in tandem with an emphasis on the books’ aims of providing material for the 

young to both enjoy and use to demonstrate their wit. Therefore, while they blur 

distinctions between age categories and suggest the usefulness of riddles in aiding 

development through the life cycle, these books simultaneously characterise 

children’s worlds as a combination of learning and playfulness. The later editions 

even go as far as hinting at a playful subculture of linguistic games and puzzles, 

incorporating songs, jests and riddles, belonging to the young.  

 
   
The Riddle Book of the Holme Children 
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As with any text, the historical readers may have been significantly different 

from the young readership addressed on the title pages of seventeenth-century riddle 

books.xxxvi Editions of The Book of Merry Riddles appeal primarily to male children 

and youths but its readership was not limited to these groups, either in the cultural 

imagination or in historical instances of book ownership. Cyvile and Uncyvile Life 

imagines a wide audience for the book as it is read aloud in the country household. 

Shakespeare’s The Merry Wives of Windsor (1597-8) imagines the circulation of this 

text among masters and servants and men and women as Master Slender and his 

servant recall what has happened to Slender’s ‘Book of Riddles’, with Simple 

remembering that his master lent it to Alice Shortcake.xxxvii One historical instance of 

ownership of the book also indicates a female readership as Frances Wolfreston, the 

mid-seventeenth-century gentlewomen who owned an extensive library of 

recreational reading matter as well as works of history, politics, theology, medicine 

and languages, owned a copy of the 1617 edition of The Booke of Merry Riddles and 

marked its title page, as she did the other items of her library, with ‘frances wolfreston 

her booke’.xxxviii  

Thus, although the examples discussed in this essay reveal tendencies to cast 

the oral transmission of riddles as feminising and childish and the printed 

transmission of riddles to the young as facilitating play and the transition to 

adulthood, historical examples of engagement with riddles highlight the extent to 

which these are oversimplified perceptions. The oral and aural dimensions of riddling 

culture are never wholly distinct from the printed transmission of this form as books 

of riddles encourage an interactive and performative engagement with the text and 

neither oral nor textual transmission establish distinct divisions between the ages or 

the sexes. The Holme children’s riddle book reveals the complex intersections 
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between speaking, listening, reading and writing of riddles by boys and girls of 

various ages. It offers a fascinating case study for a consideration of how children 

may have experienced popular riddle books and how contemporary attitudes to the 

circulation of riddles among the young impacted on the Holme children’s practices of 

recording the riddles they encountered and what, if any, effect this had on their 

gendered and aged identities.  

Like the printed riddle books, the Holme manuscript combines a variety of 

riddles. It consists mostly of general puzzles, often on the motifs common to medieval 

and early modern riddling cultures (including ships, smoke, water and trees).xxxix The 

first scribe, who contributes the first 111 riddles, includes a number that use biblical 

subjects (such as Noah’s ark, Cain and Abel, and Christ on the cross) that are 

common to the multiple editions of The Book of Merry Riddles. Over one third of the 

144 riddles written in three different hands across the fifteen annotated sheets of this 

manuscript are similar to riddles contained in the 1631 version of The Book of Merry 

Riddles and just under one fifth are similar to those contained in the 1617 edition.xl  

Many of the first scribe’s entries are similar to the 1631 edition and many of the 

thirty-one contributions of the third scribe correspond to riddles in the earlier edition. 

The Holmes may have had some familiarity with versions of this riddle book, perhaps 

having read them at an earlier time or heard them read aloud. Yet as the manuscript’s 

early twentieth-century editor, Frederick Tupper, points out, many of these riddles 

were so common that the resemblances may be coincidental and the Holmes may 

have gained their riddles from other textual versions or from oral transmission.xli This 

is suggested by riddle 14 in which the first scribe offers two versions of a question for 

which the solution is ‘smoake’.xlii These children encountered numerous versions, or 

at least recalled a number of alternatives, for many of the riddles that they transcribed. 
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The only evidence for direct copying of riddles in a text is provided by riddles 17 to 

21 (fol. 3r-v), which not only have similar wording to riddles in another well-known 

riddle book, The Riddles of Heraclitus and Democritus (1598), but also follow the 

same sequence.xliii 

While it is impossible to resolve if the Holme children encountered these 

riddles aurally or through an engagement with texts, this manuscript collection 

demonstrates that riddles formed part of the material world of these children as either 

listeners or readers and as writers. Given that the exact sources cannot be established, 

it is difficult to determine the extent to which these young writers may have adapted 

the riddles or created their own versions to suit their own tastes or circumstances. 

Tupper draws attention to one riddle that incorporates a date not essential to the 

riddle: the year ‘one thousand six hundred forti an one’ (riddle 110, fol. 12r) and uses 

this example to suggest a potential date for the composition of this manuscript.xliv It 

may indicate ways in which the writers adapted the riddles to their own situation. The 

choice of riddles by each of the three scribes perhaps also reveals something about the 

type of riddles that they enjoyed. Many of the entries across the three hands evoke 

body parts, bodily functions and sexual innuendo, signalling a common identification 

of humour in the body that is, according to Roderick McGillis, shared by children 

across cultural contexts.xlv Tupper omits some of these riddles from his transcription 

on the grounds that they are obscene.xlvi Perhaps the first scribe also found such 

riddles unsuitable as he or she leaves blank the answer in riddle 106 for which the 

solution is ‘ffart’ (fol. 11v). It is possible, or more likely given the content of the other 

riddles many of which pun on bodily parts and functions, that the first scribe was not 

overcome by modesty but instead either forgot the solution if writing from memory or 

deliberately left the space blank for completion by one of the other users of the riddle 
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book. The third scribe, the teenage Randle Holme, later fills in this solution in the 

space left his younger sibling, demonstrating the interactive methods used by these 

children when reading and writing this manuscript. At other points, the first scribe 

returns to his or her own riddles, correcting mistakes and adding solutions in different 

ink.  For example, riddle 40 originally gives the answer of ‘egge’ but the first scribe 

adds the second solution ‘or Ashes’ in yellow ink (fol. 5v). The additions of the first 

scribe and the corrections made by Randle suggest that the manuscript is produced 

and shared among the siblings over an extended period of time. 

It is notable that the majority of what Tupper labels as obscene or coarse 

riddles can be found in Randle’s final section of the book. His riddles comprise a 

number punning on the behaviour of women and young gallants and on the female 

body.xlvii Riddle 128, for instance, poses a question about a gallant kissing ‘his pretty 

wanton Gill’ and obtaining his will but the solution claims this is a young man 

drinking a ‘Gill of sack’ in a tavern (fol. 13v).  Riddle 130 puns bawdily on the 

female body, describing a young man putting his hand in a hole above the knee but 

disclosing in the solution that this is nothing more that a young man putting his knife 

into a sheath held by a maid (fol. 14r). Despite the innuendo of the questions, these 

riddles conclude with innocent solutions. They are what Malcolm Jones defines as 

‘catch riddles’, risqué riddles suggesting an indecent solution but concluded by the 

riddler with some more innocent answer.xlviii Another example of such a riddle 

included by Randle Holme is a variant of that recalled by George Puttenham as being 

told to him in his mother’s nursery. Randle’s version is: 

Q  a pretty thing as I suppose, a pretty thing without a nose: it hath a beard 

& hath noe chin, & I can put 2 handfulls in. 

A  it is a muffe. (Riddle 129, fol. 13v) 
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These riddles provide a comic and safe medium for the teenage male sibling to 

explore an interest in potentially risky youthful behaviour and the female body. As 

Puttenham implied, riddles might simultaneously permit the assertion of an innocent 

childhood and the testing of ‘naughtie’ ideas. This is particularly relevant to a boy on 

the cusp between childhood and youth. As noted above, the two stages were not 

always clearly distinguished in early modern culture but by most definitions, 

including his own provided in The Academy of Armory, Randle is in a liminal phase 

between early childhood and youth.xlix He seems to be using this playful and childish 

format to explore his emerging masculine adulthood. 

 At the same time, Randle is not the only scribe to include riddles of this 

nature. The second scribe, who only contributes two riddles, also offers a variation of 

Puttenham’s glove riddle with the alternative solution of a purse (fol. 11v) – the 

multiple versions of this riddle again indicating that the Holme children may have 

encountered many of the riddles orally, or at least transcribed them from memory 

rather than directly reading and copying them from a text. The first scribe also 

includes some riddles on the love affairs of youth, including riddle 95 which puns on 

the desire for a kiss from a ‘sweet Lady’ (fol. 10v). Versions of the ‘strawberry 

riddle’, which describes the fruit in terms of the female body, are also common to the 

first scribe and Randle.l I follow Tupper in assuming that the first two scribes are 

younger than Randle, based on the fact that their style of writing implies a lower level 

of experience. The first scribe writes in an ill-formed loose secretary hand 

contributing a section that is messy and ridden with errors. The second scribe has a 

tidier hand but still clearly lacks the experience of the teenage sibling. Of course, 

writing style might suggest a lower level of education, which likely varied across the 

brothers and sisters, but is not a definitive measure of age.li It is, therefore, impossible 
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to determine on this evidence alone which of the three potential candidates for 

authorship - eleven-year-old Katherine, nine-year-old William or eight-year-old 

Elizabeth – are the first and second scribes. And although the first – and possibly 

youngest – scribe, perhaps being educated in early arithmetic and catechism, includes 

the only mathematical and religious riddles and Randle, the eldest scribe, includes the 

highest proportion of risqué material, the most notable feature of the three sections of 

the manuscript is the comparable nature of the entries: the similar subjects, alternative 

versions of the same riddle by different scribes and the collaborative entries by the 

first scribe and Randle. This manuscript, therefore, evinces less of a distinction 

between these young people of different ages and sexes and more of a shared 

generational experience, whether defined as childhood or youth. It suggests a fluidity 

of experience across gender and age distinctions, demonstrating the methodological 

utility of not attending too rigidly to age in years when exploring pre-modern 

children’s worlds. 

 The collective dimension of the Holme children’s experiences is determined 

by the shared familial and spatial contexts of the production of this manuscript, in 

addition to their generational parity. Given the contribution of three siblings to this 

text and the location of the manuscript among the family’s personal documents, it is 

likely that it was produced in the household, in a space shared by the siblings 

physically and imaginatively to permit a collaborative engagement with riddles and 

with the manuscript itself. The children’s education may have motivated the 

production of the manuscript. It is probable that as the children of the mayor of 

Chester the Holmes received some tutelage. Randle Holme, who demonstrates his 

knowledge of Latin in his later writing, evidently received schooling at grammar level 

either in the home or school. If he received this from a tutor in the household his 
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younger brother and even his younger sisters may have shared in some aspects of this 

education, meaning that this riddle book might potentially be a shared schoolbook.lii 

As Nicholas Orme points out, ‘puns, puzzles, tongue-twisters and riddles’ appealed to 

children and so were encouraged in contexts of schooling as a way of enticing them to 

learning. Consequently riddles can be found in a number of schoolbooks complied by 

teachers and young learners.liii It is doubtful that the manuscript constitutes a book for 

practising writing given the high portion of errors at the hand of the first scribe, 

combined with the fact that these riddles seem to be largely compiled from memory 

rather than copied from a text. Adam Fox’s description of the book as a 

‘commonplace book’ suggests an alternative function of the manuscript within an 

educational context.liv Although this is not strictly a commonplace book, in which 

examples were normally gathered under headings, these riddles, like the content of 

commonplace books, might have been transcribed as the Holme children encountered 

them as examples for memorisation and later use.lv Richard Mulcaster saw the 

training of children’s wit as a crucial aspect of early modern education, noting the 

importance of developing ‘three naturall powers in children, Witte to conceive by, 

Memorie to retaine by, Discretion to discerne by’.lvi An English translation of Juan 

Harte’s The Examination of Men’s Wits (1616) highlights the development of wit, 

alongside the ability to discourse, as a defining factor in the transition through the 

stages of the life cycle, claiming that ‘mans age hath not in al people a like measure 

and reason; for in some, childhood ends in twelve yeares, in some at foureteene, some 

have sixteene, and some eighteen’.lvii Another early modern child-author of riddles, 

William Paget, also emphasises the importance of training in wit to enable the 

transition out of childhood.  As Kate Chedgzoy discusses in her essay in this 

collection, Paget copies riddles and attempts to solve those set by his aunt as part of 
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his education under Henry Stanford.lviii He writes a poem to his aunt on his desire to 

acquire the ‘wittes’ necessary to solve her riddles.lix In another poem, ‘A new yeres 

gift’ to his grandmother, Paget highlights his inferior wit, claiming ‘thoughe I be a 

boy, in yere & wit a child’.lx Paget cites his level of wit as central to what defines him 

as a child, and by implication suggests that this is something that must be developed 

alongside chronological age in order to become adult. The Holme children’s 

collection of riddles, like Paget’s poems and riddles, might have served as part of this 

education in wit, memory and judgement. In this sense, they embraced riddling 

culture in the ways urged by the title pages of The Book of Merry Riddles: to try and 

to demonstrate quick wit.  

The aspects of riddling culture promoted by the various seventeenth-century 

editions of The Book of Merry Riddles and by other riddle books for the young offer 

another tempting explanation for the function of the Holme children’s riddle book: a 

trial of wit specifically as a ‘pleasant pastime’ or ‘delight’. There is no evidence of 

adult intervention in the manuscript. Errors made by the first scribe are corrected on 

numerous occasions but only in his or her own hand or by Randle Holme, who reads 

back over the early riddles, extends some, crosses out mis-spelled words and scores 

some out before repeating them in his own section. Presumably the Holme children 

initially encountered riddles via adults, either in printed texts or orally passed on by 

parents, nursemaids or tutors, but the recording and composition of riddles in the 

manuscript appears to be wholly the work of the children. Whether as part of their 

education or a pleasant pastime, the Holme children assimilate the riddling culture 

passed on to them and utilise it to forge a space in which they can assert their own 

choices and creativity through their collaborative production of the manuscript. 

Moreover, it seems that this text was compiled by the young Holme children to be 
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shared among themselves: a communal riddle book for use by the children of the 

household. As noted above, the text is annotated by the youngest sibling, Alice. The 

signing of her name on the final leaf of the text does not necessarily indicate that 

Alice read the book produced by her older siblings.  She may be what William 

Sherman calls a ‘user’ of the text rather than a reader.lxi Nonetheless it does reveal 

that this text was circulated among the siblings. It is possible that Alice read the 

riddles contained in it, potentially learning, copying, reciting and making these riddles 

her own in ways not evidenced by the extant text. Her signature raises the intriguing 

possibility that the collection and reading of riddles and the associated demonstration 

of wit is the leisure activity of a group of children including but not limited to those 

responsible for the composition of the manuscript.  

 

Decoding the Holme Children’s Riddles 

 The Holme children’s manuscript poses a number of riddles about the 

identities of its authors and readers that cannot be solved. Yet exploring how this text 

may have been produced and used by children within the wider contexts of riddle 

transmission raises important questions about the experiences of children as listeners 

and readers and about the agency that children may have had in the processes of 

transmission. The material artefact of the manuscript contains evidence from the 

hands of pre-modern children, revealing their experiences of early modern riddling 

culture and enabling us to consider history from a child-centred perspective. The 

collaborative production of this manuscript, by children and possibly influenced by a 

tutor, suggests that networks – familial, educational or playful, among children or 

between adults and children – provide sites for the creative potential of children to 

which scholars might usefully turn to unpack this history. The Holme children adapt 
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aspects of riddling culture to explore their individual subjectivities as children and 

youths and to forge a shared experience of being young among siblings. The sharing 

of riddles between teenagers and younger siblings and between brothers and sisters 

transgresses many of the period’s stereotypes on how participation in riddling culture 

might gender stages of the life cycle. The Holmes use the riddle book to create a sense 

of shared experience among children, appropriating riddles to distinguish among the 

generations rather than among the sexes. The material text, therefore, not only offers 

access to pre-modern children’s hands and voices. It permits a consideration of their 

material worlds in a wider sense, shedding light on the ways in which riddles, textual 

production and the oral and aural experiences of these children shaped their identities 

in the communal domestic space.  
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