


published in Britain and the United States, although these may have
been of earlier origin.

All evidence suggests that “Humpty Dumpty” has always been
a self-contained four-line verse. Some differences in the final two
lines are recorded (for example “Threescore men and threescore
more, / Cannot place Humpty Dumpty as he was before”), but all
versions follow the same basic pattern.

Continental versions are also recorded in the early 19th century.
For example, “Riintzelken-Piintzelken” and “Hiimpelken-
Piimpelken” in Germany, “Boule Boule” in France and “Thille
Lille” in Sweden.

Efforts to explain Humpty Dumpty as a siege tower (Notes &
Queries, March 26) are not wholly satisfactory, as the verse makes
it clear that Humpty Dumpty could not be repaired by human
agency. An army could repair a damaged siege tower or build a
new one, but human science cannot fully repair a broken egg. Of
course, this ignores the possibility that the verse may have been
devised for no other purpose than to amuse. - Robert Halliday,
Bury St Edmunds, Suffolk.

THE THEORY that the verses refer to a siege engine used at
Gloucester in 1643 is merely a jeu d’esprit contrived in 1956 by
Dennis Daube, and popularised subsequently by Richard Rodney
Bennett in the opera, All the King’s Men. - Roy Palmer, Dymock,

Gloucestershire.

IT WAS “a short clumsy person” who had a great fall - the sort
of fall (into pregnancy) that the French, Swedish, Danish, Finn-
ish, Swiss and German versions of the rhyme warn their daugh-
ters about.

This meaning is confirmed by the game played while reciting
this verse. The girls ‘sit down holding their skirts tightly about their
feet. At an agreed signal, they throw themselves backwards and
must recover their balance without letting go their skirts” (Oxford
Dictionary of Nursery Rhymes).

In the 1846 version it’s the “40 doctors and 40 wrights” who
“couldn’t put Humpty Dumpty to rights”. But I prefer the restored
version in Norman Iles” Who Really Killed Cock Robin (published
by Robert Hales, 1986):

Plumpty-Dumpty sat on a wall
Plumpty-Dumpty had a great fall
All the king's doctors, all the king's laws
Couldn’t put Plumpty back as she was.
Adult rhymes were censored into childishness, as Iles’s book
explains. - S. Makepeace-Brown, Llandyssol, Dyfed.
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