
 

                       Humpty Dumpty Rescues Biblical Exegesis 

 

People have different ways of understanding Bible Scripture. Some take a literal 

approach, others find significance in allegorical and poetic imagery of the texts, 

and still others interpret the texts in context of the culture, language, thinking and 

events of the times in which they were written.  

The Bible scriptures cannot be read and understood like a narrative, or a form of 

biography, or an advice manual.. These are complex literary texts, which operate 

at multiple levels. One has to peel an onion to get to its centre.  

It brings to mind the Humpty Dumpty rhyming verse: 

Humpty Dumpty sat on the wall 

Humpty Dumpty had a great fall 

All the king's horses and all the kings men 

Couldn't put Humpty back together again  

People are familiar with this as a nursery rhyme which one may sing or recite to a 

child. Taken simply, it serves to entertain the child.  

A literary critic will look at the same rhyme and may examine its structure, its 

literary allusions, and other examples of the genre, to understand its literary 

qualities.  

A professional historian will ask a different set of questions, about the greater 

historical context, from which the text will yield a yet different set of answers. 

None of these functions of the text need be in conflict with each other.   

If one is asked, ‘what was Humpty Dumpty?’, one might say ‘an egg’. But where 

in the rhyme does it say this? It was another 200 years before Humpty Dumpty 

first appeared in a picture illustration as an egg. Once particular images become 

fixed in popular imagination, they can take on a life of their own.   

Humpty Dumpty originated in fifteenth century England as a political allegory. It is 

said that Humpty Dumpty refers to King Richard III, who despite his large army of 



men (‘all the kings men’) was defeated by Henry Tudor at the battle of Bosworth 

in Leicestershire (‘had a great fall’), and was killed and dismembered (‘couldn’t 

put Humpty back together again’). 

There is also a suggestion that the rhyme was later used in reference to a large 

cannon mounted at St Mary’s Wall Church in Colchester, that was toppled by 

cannon fire during the Siege of Colchester in the English Civil War (1642-1649).  

Allegorical rhyming verse was a way of expressing popular opinion, at a time 

when keeping one’s head (literally) called for discretion.  

Note again, the text operates at different levels. It entertains a child, it illustrates 

something of the literary nature of nursery rhymes, and its underlying reference 

reveals to us something about important events in English history and popular 

political thought. 

Such analogies can also cause us to reflect on the reading and understanding of 

Bible scripture.  

Recall Paul’s admonition:  

‘though by this time you ought to be teachers, you need someone to teach you 

again … For everyone who partakes only of milk is unskilled in the word of 

righteousness ... But solid food belongs to those who are of full age, that is, those 

who by reason of use have their senses exercised to discern…’ (Heb.5:12-14). 

Strong words, but also an encouragement to approach the scriptures with 

integrity, recognising biblical scholarship and world knowledge, so that faith and 

understanding becomes authentic today.  
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