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Note on the Author and Editor



JOHN SKELTON was born c. 1460, possibly in the north of England. He was laureated by the universities of Oxford, Cambridge and Louvain. He joined the royal household of Henry VII in 1488, taking holy orders a decade later. He acted as tutor to the future Henry VIII until the death of Prince Arthur in 1502, when his royal charge became heir apparent and Skelton was pensioned off to the rectory in Diss, Norfolk. The poet quickly returned to Westminster, however, on the accession of the young King, and the remainder of his career was characterised by a continuing and not always successful search for patronage from his former pupil. He was to produce the powerful satirical poetry for which he is chiefly remembered during the last twenty years of his life, while he resided in a tenement in the Sanctuary of Westminster Abbey, writing with one eye always on the court and the other on the powerful merchant communities of the City of London who were his other major source of patronage. He died 21 June 1529 and was buried in St Margaret’s Westminster.


GREG WALKER is Reader in Medieval and Early Renaissance English Literature at the University of Leicester. He has written a number of books and articles on Skelton’s life and works, including John Skelton and the Politics of the 1520s (Cambridge, 1988), and material in Plays of Persuasion: Drama and Politics at the Court of Henry VIII (Cambridge, 1991) and Persuasive Fictions (Scolar Press, 1996).





Chronology of Skelton’s Life and Times














	1460
	Generally accepted as year of Skelton’s birth




	1488
	Awarded the title of ‘laureate’ (a postgraduate award for rhetoric) by Oxford University at approximately this time. Enters royal service and begins personal calendar by which many of his poems may be dated




	1489
	Writes elegy for the Earl of Northumberland, murdered by tax rebels




	
c. 1490
	Praised by Caxton for his ‘polished and ornate terms’ in prologue to his edition of the Eneydos





	1492
	Laureated by University of Louvain




	1493
	Laureated by University of Cambridge




	1495
	While in Westminster and London, probably writes ballads and lyrics later published (c. 1527) as Divers Ballads and Ditties Solacious





	
c. 1496
	Becomes tutor to Prince Henry, the future Henry VIII




	1498
	Takes holy orders, celebrating mass before Henry VII on 11 November. Writes first major satirical poem, The Bowge of Court





	1499
	Wynkyn de Worde publishes The Bowge. Praised by Erasmus as ‘the light and glory of English letters’ during visit to household of Prince Henry




	1501
	Writes Speculum Principis, a book of moral and political advice for the future Henry VIII




	1503
	Becomes rector of Diss, Norfolk. Resides there until accession of Henry VIII, and is thereafter chiefly absentee




	1505–6
	Writes most substantial of the poems from his period in Diss, Ware the Hawk and Philip Sparrow, at about this time




	1507
	Writes lament for the City of Norwich after severe damage by fire




	1509
	Accession of Henry VIII. Skelton writes eulogaic, A Laud and Praise Made for Our Sovereign Lord the King. Presents a number of other, earlier works to the king, in the hope of gaining a recall to court




	
1512
	At request of Abbot Islip, Skelton produces epitaph for Henry VII to adorn his tomb in Westminster Abbey




	1513
	Henry VIII invades France, and wins victories at The´rouanne and Battle of the Spurs; meanwhile English forces under Thomas Howard, Earl of Surrey, defeat the Scots at Flodden. Skelton writes propaganda pieces in support of the war effort, including A Ballad of the Scottish King (printed by Fakes almost immediately upon completion) and Against the Scots. Skelton begins to style himself ‘Orator Regius’ in works written at this time




	1514
	Writes the series of flytyng poems Against Garnesche at suggestion of Henry VIII. Thomas Wolsey becomes Archbishop of York




	1515
	Writes epitaph for Lady Margaret Beaufort, mother of Henry VII, for display in Westminster Abbey. Wolsey becomes a cardinal and Lord Chancellor of England




	1516–17
	Writes The Tunning of Elynour Rummyng





	1519
	Sides with traditionalist Robert Whittinton and the ‘Trojans’ in their struggle against the Humanist ‘Greeks’ in the so-called Grammarians’ War among scholars. A number of Henry VIII’s closest companions are briefly expelled from court – an event probably reflected in Skelton’s only surviving dramatic work, Magnificence, written at this time




	1520
	Henry VIII meets Francis I at Field of Cloth of Gold




	1521
	Cardinal Wolsey chairs Calais peace conference between France and the Empire. Skelton writes first of his satires against Wolsey, Speak, Parrot. Autumn: Skelton produces second of his anti-Wolsey poems, Colin Cloute





	1522
	Third anti-Wolsey satire, Why Come Ye Not to Court?, completed




	1523
	Makes peace with Wolsey, who commissions him to write a poem attacking the Scottish Regent, the Duke of Albany. Skelton fulsomely dedicates completed work, How the Douty Duke of Albany …. to Wolsey. Perhaps as a result of the poet’s new-found favour, an earlier poem, The Garland of Laurel, much reworked, is published by Fakes on 3 October




	1525
	First edition of William Tyndale’s English translation of the New Testament printed in Cologne




	
1527
	Henry VIII expresses doubts about the validity of his marriage to Katherine of Aragon, which lead in time to the break with Rome and Henry’s marriage to Anne Boleyn




	1528
	Skelton, whose interests turned to the defence of religious orthodoxy in his last years, attends judicial abjuration of convicted heretic, Thomas Bowgas, and writes last surviving work, the Replication, against two other convicted heretics, Thomas Bilney and Thomas Arthur




	1529
	Dies 21 June and is buried in St Margaret’s Westminster, before the high altar









Introduction



John Skelton is perhaps the greatest ‘unknown’ poet of English literature. A true idiosyncratic genius, he has a tendency to fall between accepted categories and classifications and become lost to sight. Too scurrilous to be a part of the Great Poetic Tradition of Wyatt, Surrey and Spenser, yet too evidently learned and brilliant to be dismissed as a mere wordsmith, he presents difficulties for anthologisers and the devisers of university syllabuses alike. Too late for the last great flowering of late medieval poetry, and too early for the first pre-natal flutterings of the Renaissance, Skelton is generally seen, if he is seen at all, as a transitional figure, interesting more for what he points towards than what he offers in his own terms. Yet he is in himself almost a complete history of the verse of his period, moving from the typically ‘medieval’, heavily conventional, aureate style of his first memorial poems and love lyrics to the distinctively eccentric mode of his later satires and longer poems, characteristically written in the ‘Skeltonic’ verse form which he made his own. Here the leashes of short lines, rhyming on a single sound for often upwards of a dozen lines, created a poetic voice which was much copied in subsequent decades, but no one was to master the form with anything like Skelton’s assurance or splenetic energy. In this great harnessing of the vibrancy and affective potential of the English language, often intermingled with snatches of French and Latin in true macaronic style, the poet suggests the forces which were to characterise the distinctively ambitious and iconoclastic verse of the English Renaissance.


Although it is thus tempting to see the poet as representative of wider movements and themes, however, the most powerful resonances in his work are much more immediate and specific. Skelton’s poetry is almost always occasional in the sense that it is prompted by a particular event, moment, place, or person. It is the white heat of personal animosity that prompts the vitriolic invective of his poems against the anonymous ‘Comely Coystowne’ (dismissed as ‘This doctor devious, commenced in a cart / A master[?] A minstrel, a fiddler, a fart[!]’) or against ‘Old John Clarke’, the unfortunate parishioner of Diss, whose death prompted the poet to memorialise him in a scurrilous Trental:






Bibite multum:


Ecce sepultum


Sub pede stultum


Asinum et mulum!


The devill kis[s] his culum!








[Drink deep: / Behold buried / Under foot a foolish / Ass and mule / The Devil kiss his arse]


And indeed Skelton’s is a particularly vitriolic muse. Whereas the majority of Tudor poets felt it expedient to turn their hands to the poetry of patronage and supplication, shaping their verses ‘to’ and ‘on’ people and places, Skelton’s characteristic mode was to write ‘against’ individuals, whether they were lowly East Anglian townsfolk or the chief minister of the realm. Thus the poet found himself frequently involved in the controversies of his time. When a dispute blew up between scholars over the correct manner of teaching Latin and Greek, the poet sided with the traditionalists, dubbed the ‘Trojans’ by their humanistic opponents owing to their hostility to the modish teaching of Greek. In the heat of the dispute the poet wrote against the reformers and was in turn memorably abused by the Humanist William Lily:






Skelton thou art, let all men know it


Neither learned, nor a poet.








The poet’s most memorable courting of controversy came in 1521, with the writing of the first of his three satires against Thomas Wolsey. Wolsey at that time was at the height of his powers as Lord Chancellor of the realm, cardinal and papal legate, and Henry VIII’s chief confidant and minister. Skelton clearly thought that he could detect the first signs of a rift between king and cardinal, however, growing out of the latter’s lengthy sojourn in Calais, where he was convening a peace conference between France and the Empire. Skelton turned criticisms of Wolsey’s conduct into the substance of his satirical poem, Speak, Parrot, hoping thereby to catch the mood of the moment and attract royal favour. The resulting poem, a fantastic conceit, comparable to Eliot’s Waste Land in its capacity to evoke a vision of a society and a culture in crisis, was, however, too cryptic for its first courtly readers. Thus the poet was forced to add increasingly specific and shrill supplementary Envoys to it, pointing out the centrality of the Calais Conference and Wolsey’s personality to his vision of the ills of the world. Finally, he abandoned the project and adopted a more direct satirical form instead, continuing the assault on Wolsey in two further satires, Colin Cloute and Why Come Ye Not to Court? In the former, the poet adopts the persona of Colin, an honest rustic figure familiar to readers of classical pastoral verse, who laments the divisions between clergy and laity which he claims to see all around him. In the venerable medieval tradition of anti-clerical satire, Skelton turns Colin’s lament into an attack upon the alleged vices and corruption of the contemporary clergy, but keeps the reader’s gaze firmly upon Wolsey, who is painted as both the embodiment and the inspiration of the fallen state of the Church. In Why Come Ye Not to Court?, Skelton speaks in the voice of an ageing counsellor, driven from court by the excesses of Wolsey’s administration, and now free to point out the follies of a realm in which, he claims, the cardinal usurps the place of the king, and sets up his own court at Hampton Court, from which he leads the realm to ruin.


The passion and vitriol of these later satires has led many readers to assume that Skelton’s hatred of Wolsey was real and intense, and that the picture of Henrician England which he paints is realistic. The truth seems to have been rather different, however. For as soon as Skelton saw that Wolsey was not about to fall from favour, and that his poetic assaults were not finding favour with his intended royal audience, he abandoned the project and began to write for, rather than against Wolsey. His next poems were indeed dedicated to the cardinal in fulsome terms. Having found that he could not win patronage by beating Wolsey, Skelton seems to have decided to join him instead, and turned his satiric pen against the enemies of the realm and the evangelical reformers who threatened the Church.


As the quotation from Juvenal with which he concludes Why Come Ye Not To Court? suggests, Skelton found it difficult not to write satire. The poems collected in this volume are all in some way touched by the spirit of irony or invective. Even the early love lyrics, with which this selection begins, have a raucous and often bitterly misogynist sexual agenda, while Philip Sparrow, in many ways the poet’s most charming creation, falls eventually into a voyeuristic and not uncritical ‘appreciation’ of its young recipient’s physical attributes. In this as in all his work Skelton brings his own unmistakable voice to the conventional material he rehearses.


GREG WALKER





Womanhood, Wanton, Ye Want







	Womanhood, wanton, ye want;


	 






	Your meddling, mistress, is mannerless;


	 






	Plenty of ill, of goodness scant,


	 






	Ye rail at riot, recheles:


	 






	To praise your porte it is needless;


	 






	For all your draffe yet and your dregs,


	 






	As well borne as ye full oft time begs.


	 











	Why so coy and full of scorn?


	 






	Mine horse is sold, I wene, you say;


	 






	My new furred gown, when it is worn,


	10






	Put up your purse, ye shall not pay.


	 






	By creed, I trust to see the day,


	 






	As proud a pohen as ye spread,


	 






	Of me and other ye may have need.


	 











	Though angelic be your smiling,


	 






	Yet is your tongue an adder’s tail,


	 






	Full like a scorpion stinging


	 






	All those by whom ye have avail:


	 






	Good mistress Anne, there ye do shail:


	 






	What prate ye, pretty piggesny?


	20






	I trust to quit you ere I die.


	 











	Your key is meet for every lock,


	 






	Your key is common and hangeth out;


	 






	Your key is ready, we need not knock,


	 






	Nor stand long wresting there about;


	 






	Of your door-gate ye have no doubt:


	 






	But one thing is, that ye be lewd:


	 






	Hold your tongue now, all beshrewd!


	 











	To mistress Anne, that farly sweet,


	 






	That wones at the Key in Thames Street.


	30










Lullay, Lullay, Like a Child







	With, Lullay, lullay, like a child,


	 






	Thou sleepest too long, thou art beguiled.


	 






	My darling dear, my daisy flower,


	 






	Let me, quod he, lie in your lap.


	 






	Lie still, quod she, my paramour,


	 






	Lie still hardly, and take a nap.


	 






	His head was heavy, such was his hap,


	 






	All drowsy dreaming, drowned in sleep,


	 






	That of his love he took no keep,


	 






	With, Hey, lullay, etc.


	 






	With ba, ba, ba, and bas, bas, bas,


	 






	She cherished him both cheek and chin,


	 






	That he wist never where he was;


	10






	He had forgotten all deadly sin.


	 






	He wanted with her love to win:


	 






	He trusted her payment, and lost all his prey:


	 






	She left him sleeping, and stole away,


	 






	With, Hey, lullay, etc.


	 






	The rivers rowth, the waters wan;


	 






	She spared not to wet her feet;


	 






	She waded over, she found a man


	 






	That halsed her heartily and kissed her sweet:


	 






	Thus after her cold she caught a heat.


	 






	My love, she said, rowteth in his bed;


	20






	I wis he hath an heavy head;


	 






	With, Hey, lullay, etc.


	 






	What dreamest thou, drunkard, drowsy pate!


	 






	Thy lust and liking is from thee gone;


	 






	Thou blinkered blowboll, thou wakest too late,


	 






	Behold, thou liest, luggard, alone!


	 






	Well may thou sigh, well may thou groan,


	 






	To deal with her so cowardly:


	 






	I wis, pole hatchet, she bleared thine eye.


	 










The Ancient Acquaintance







	The ancient acquaintance, madam, between us twain,


	 






	The familiarity, the former dalliance,


	 






	Causeth me that I can not myself refrain


	 






	But that I must write for my pleasant pastaunce:


	 






	Remembring your passing goodly countenance,


	 






	Your goodly port, your beauteous visage,


	 






	Ye may be counted comfort of all courage.


	 






	Of all your features favorable to make true description,


	 






	I am insufficient to make such enterprise;


	 






	For thus dare I say, without contradiction,


	10






	That Dame Menolope was never half so wise:


	 






	Yet so it is that a rumour beginneth for to rise,


	 






	How in good horsemen ye set your whole delight,


	 






	And have forgotten your old true loving knight,


	 






	With bound and rebound, bouncingly take up


	 






	His gentle curtoil and set nought by small nags!


	 






	Spur up at the hinder girth, with, Gup, morell, gup!


	 






	With, Jayst ye, jenet of Spain, for your tail wags!


	 






	Ye cast all your courage upon such courtly hags.


	 






	Have in sergeant ferrour, mine horse behind is bare;


	20






	He rideth well the horse, but he rideth better the mare.


	 






	Ware, ware, the mare winceth with her wanton heel!


	 






	She kicketh with her kalkins and killeth with a clench;


	 






	She goeth wide behind, and heweth never a deal:


	 






	Ware galling in the withers, ware of the wrench!


	 






	It is perilous for a horseman to dig in the trench.


	 






	This grieveth your husband, that right gentle knight,


	 






	And so with your servants he fiercely doth fight.


	 






	So fiercely he fighteth, his mind is so fell,


	 






	That he driveth them down with dints on their day watch


	30






	He bruiseth their brainpans and maketh them to swell,


	 






	Their brows all to-broken, such claps they catch;


	 






	Whose jealousy malicious maketh them to leap the hatch;


	 






	By their cognisance knowing how they serve a wily pie:


	 






	Ask all your neighbours whether that I lie.


	 






	It can be no counsel that is cried at the Cross:


	 






	For your gentle husband sorrowful am I;


	 






	How be it, he is not first hath had a loss:


	 






	Advertising you, madame, to work more secretly,


	 






	Let not all the world make an outcry;


	40






	Play fair play, madame, and look ye play clean,


	 






	Or else with great shame your game will be seen.


	 









Ware the Lizard






	Though ye suppose all jeopardies are past,


	 






	And all is done that ye looked for before,


	 






	Ware yet, I rede you, of Fortune’s double cast,


	 






	For one false point she is wont to keep in store,


	 






	And under the fell oft festered is the sore:


	 






	That when ye think all danger for to pass,


	 






	Ware of the lizard lieth lurking in the grass.


	 









Mannerly Margery Milk and Ale






	Aye, beshrew you, by my fay,


	 






	These wanton clerkes be nice always;


	 






	Avaunt, avaunt, my popagay!


	 






	What, will ye do nothing but play?


	 






	‘Tully, valy’, ‘strawe’, let be, I say!


	 






	Gup, Christian Cloute, gup, Jack of the Vale!


	 






	With, Mannerly Margery Milk and Ale.


	 











	By God, ye be a pretty pode,


	 






	And I love you an whole cart load.


	 






	Straw, James foder, ye play the fode,


	10






	I am no hackney for your road;


	 






	Go watch a bowl, your back is broad:


	 






	Gup, Christian Cloute, gup, Jack of the Vale!


	 






	With, Mannerly Margery Milk and Ale.


	 











	I wis ye deal uncourteously;


	 






	What would ye frumple me? now, fie!


	 






	What, and ye shall be my piggesny?


	 






	By Christ, ye shall not, no hardily;


	 






	I will not be japed bodily:


	 






	Gup, Christian Cloute, gup, Jack of the Vale!


	20






	With, Mannerly Margery Milk and Ale.


	 











	Walk forth your way, ye cost me nought;


	 






	Now have I found that I have sought,


	 






	The best cheap flesh that ever I bought.


	 






	Yet, for His love that all hath wrought,


	 






	Wed me, or else I die for thought!


	 






	Gup, Christian Cloute, your breath is stale!


	 






	Go, Mannerly Margery Milk and Ale!


	 






	Gup, Christian Cloute, gup, Jack of the Vale!


	 






	With, Mannerly Margery Milk and Ale.


	30
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