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The origins of this volume lie in the desire of the editors, both historians
of England with an interest in the oral culture of the early modern era, to

situate their subject in a wider British context. This is in keeping with a major
thrust of British historiography in the last decade and a half, which has increas-
ingly stressed the importance of taking Scotland, Wales and Ireland into account.
We reached the decision early on that Scotland and Wales alone would provide
sufficient material for an already lengthy volume, but there is no question that
Irish material could usefully have been brought to bear here, and at least one
contributor, Martin MacGregor, treats it in passing below. We have likewise
taken a long, rather than a short, view of the appropriate time period for discussion;
although many of the essays rest squarely in the sixteenth and seventeenth
centuries, others range earlier and later, in one case as far as the early twentieth
century.

Further contexts for the book are provided by a number of other historio-
graphical problems, not least the relations between literacy and orality, and
between speech, writing and print; and those between elite and popular culture.
There has been a tendency, until recently, to regard these as exclusive categories,
if not poles; the essays that follow both individually and collectively emphasize
the complexities of these relationships.

As noted in the Introduction, below, this book on aspects of the spoken word
in Britain has been written by two editors and seven other contributors, geo-
graphically even further removed than the Scottish Highlands were from Wales
or London. We are most grateful to our contributors, and to Manchester University
Press, for making efficient use of email for the exchange of texts. We are similarly
grateful to our contributors for their patience with our queries, and for their
willingness to undertake revisions to their individual pieces in order to render
them more coherent with the themes of the book as a whole. We received helpful
comments from the series editors and from an anonymous referee on an early
version of the manuscript; these have assisted immeasurably in revision. We
would also like to acknowledge the advice and suggestions at various stages of
Tim Stretton, Mark Stoyle and Ian Dyck, each of whom has expertise in related
areas.
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