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ENGLISH VERNACULAR
HISTORICAL WRITING AND
HOLINSHED’S CHRONICLES

oooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooo

DANIEL WOOLF AND JANE WONG YEANG CHUI

WAt did the ordinary English man or woman know about history in Shakespeare’s
age? The answer naturally depends on who that ‘ordinary’ person was. Social status, edu-
cation, gender, and even economic prosperity could determine both what knowledge
of history an Elizabethan or Jacobean person acquired and how they acquired it. For
alarge majority of the population, the past was omnipresent even if written or printed
history was not. It circulated, and had impact on the present, in various ways: through
custom and prescription (in such basic aspects of life as terms of land tenure, rents, and
rights of way); through images (print woodcuts,' tapestries, stained glass, and heraldic
display among the more affluent); through religious practice; and through oral tradi-
tion. Moreover, much of the landscape, as Adam Fox, Alexandra Walsham, and others
have demonstrated, was dotted with human, natural, and geological remains of vary-
ing antiquity. These gave rise to stories, legends, and tales—recorded by antiquaries and
other scholars with a scepticism that hardened over the next century or so—involving
figures from English history (kings, nobles, prelates), foreign invaders (Brutus the
Trojan), heroic figures of chivalry (Guy of Warwick), giants (Gogmagog), climatological
events (great storms, floods, comets), and so on. In a conservative society that valued
precedent and inherited practice, and which also frowned on innovation and human-
driven change, the past was often inescapably present.?

' Knapp, Illustrating the Past in Early Modern England: The Representation of History in Printed
Books (Burlington, V'T: Ashgate, 2003).

! Adam Fox, ‘Remembering the Past in Early Modern England: Oral and Written Tradition,
T’ammtions of the Royal Historical Society, 6th ser., 9 (1999): 233-56; idem, Oral and Literate Culture
" England (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2000); Alexandra Walsham, The Reformation of the
Landscape, Religion, Identity, and Memory in Early Modern England (Oxford: Oxford University Press,
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