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INTRODUCTION 

From 1435 to l!535> England experienced an age of 

ferment and change: years that produced one of the most 

important eras of transition in her history. Following the 

Battle of Bosworth Field in 1485, the Duke of Richmond, 

later Henry VII and the first Tudor, launched a royal line 

that would guide England through 

a century of change down new and larger streams 
of destiny, undreamt of by any man who plied bow 
and bill that day in the old~world quarrel of York 
and Lancaster#l 

And within this age, rose and fell great men: Bishops like 

John Fisher and Thomas Cranmer; scholars like Colet and 

Linacre; lawyers like Sir Thomas More; cardinals like 

Wolsey; soldiers like Northumberland and Surrey. And known 

by all of them, yet beloved by few, was the poet John 

Skelton: about twenty«five years of age at the time of 

Henry VIITs coronation, 

Skelton spanned the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries 

with an almost equal number of years on either side of 1500, 

His birth in 1460 had witnessed the first faint gaspings of 

the end of the Middle Ages and his death in 1529 came just 

a few years before the birth of the Reformation. And during 

1* Trevelyan, G.M., A. Shortened History of England, 
Middlesex, Penguin Books, 1965, p. 200. 
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INTRODUCTION 

those nearly seventy years, the turbulent Tudor transition 

became a vital part of his own stormy career. As a result, 

he is sometimes Mediaeval, sometimes Renaissance, never 

totally either and occasionally completely out of time. 

During his life, he produced plays, made translations of 

some of the Classics, wrote treatises on the virtues and 

other spiritual subjects, and composed thousands of lines 

of poetry both in English and Latin. It is with the merits 

of his poems in English and his play Magnyfycence that this 

dissertation deals. 

In spite of his formidable output, John Skelton has 

remained practically unknown except to those few scholars 

who have made a special study of the man and his work. In 

his own time there were those scholarly contemporaries 

whose compliments he enjoyed. In 1499, Erasmus, for example, 

celebrated the court poet in a poem: 

The debt that ancient Greece 
To homer owed, to Virgil Mantua, 
That debt to Skelton owes Britannia, 
For he from Latium all the muses led 
And taught them to speak English words instead 
Of Latin, and with Skelton England tries 
¥ith Roman poets to contend the prize,2 

and later in his Description of Britain, the same scholar 

2. Henderson, Philip, John Skelton's Complete Poems. 
1460-1529. London, Dent and Sons, 1964, 448 p. (From here on 
this text is referred to as Poems), Introduction, p„ xi, 
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describes him as "Skelton, that incomparable light and orn­

ament of British letters."3 "Whether this praise was given 

from his heart, or whether he thought compliments to the 

royal tutor would get him preferment from the hands of the 

king is not known. In any case, the fact that Erasmus 

singles out the court laureate for such praise shows that 

the name and position of John Skelton must have carried with 

it some weight in court circles, and that the poet deserved 

more than a passing nod. 

In his Preface to "The Boke of the Eneydos", Caxton 

commended Skelton for his reading of the "Nine Muses"j 

Cornysshe joined him in a poet-musician collaboration; 

Henry VII appointed him as tutor to the royal children; 

Henry VIII made him his "orator regius". The Universities 

of Oxford, Cambridge and Louvain honored him with laureation; 

the Church bestowed upon him the Sacrament of Holy Orders. 

None but a scholar; none but a living, vibrant character, 

could enjoy such honour. 

The vibrancy, the fullness of life of this Tudor 

poet can be witnessed in every period of his career. Chapter 

One outlines the zest with which Skelton must have pursued 

his early studies, for in the "Garlande of Laurelle" he 

enumerates the many translations he has done, including the 

3. Poems, p. xi. 
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INTRODUCTION 

lengthy Diodorus Siculus of Poggio Bracciolini. For his 

studies he earned degrees from three universities. By the 

age of thirty, Skelton embarked on a delightfully gay period 

of court life and Chapter Two studies the songs, the lyrics, 

the hymns and religious poems (including what may be consid­

ered the first example of the Skeltonic metre) written at 

this time. 

Chapter Three follows Skelton to the royal school­

room. The official recognition of his abilities by Lady 

Margaret Beaufort, Countess of Richmond and her son Henry VH 

was a challenge which the poet was ready and able to meet 

head-on. This was the period of several other religious 

poems, treatises for his royal pupil, sharp darts directed 

against the "Comely Coystroun" and the final cynical dream 

poem "The Bowge of Courte". This period, too, saw his 

ordination to the priesthood into which he threw himself 

whole-heartedly, though lacking sufficient preparation. 

At the death of Prince Arthur, the poet-priest was 

removed to Diss in Norfolk. Gone were the lusty notes of 

his songs, the beauty of his "Woefully Array'd", the emotion 

of his hymns to the Trinity, even the original handling of 

the rhyme royal stanza of the "Bowge of Courte". For the 

time being, his courtly past was dead and so were the old 

poetic forms that belonged to it. But in Chapter Four we 
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meet a new and different man: a man whose epitaphs for two 

of his parishioners bristle with his detestation of their 

foibles and follies. In this poem is "enshrined" what some 

call the first known example of Skeltonic verse: 

Though these knaves be dead, 
Full of mischief and queed, (evil) 
Yet wheresoever they lie, 
Their names will never die.4 

And before the ten year period in Diss was over, he had 

scandalized scholars and churchmen alike by his mock mass 

over Jane Scroupe's dead "Philip Sparrow"; had written 

"The Tunning of Eleanour Rumming" in the goliardic tradition 

with its "drunken, squalid, dirty women prodigal of words"; 

and with his "A Laud and Praise Made for Our Sovereign Lord 

the King", to commemorate the accession of Henry VIII, he 

made his first bid to get back to the court. 

Skelton's success was not immediate, but when Henry 

returned from France in 1513, Skelton left Diss for good. 

Chapters Five and Six concern the last and greatest periods 

of the poetTs career. Armed with the title of "Orator 

Regius", he displayed not only life to the highest degree 

but also a courage which produced a brilliancy of political 

satire bursting with linguistic fire works as yet unknown in 

his poetry or any other poetry of the period. 

4. Poems, p. 55. 
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Now his attacks took definite shape and for those 

who have analysed carefully and criticially Magnyfycence 

and the "Wolsey Trilogy", nearly every word and phrase 

indicates a definite person, place or event in the England 

of Henry VIII. Even though the ordinary reader cannot de­

cipher many of the riddles hidden among the words of satire 

and hence miss much of the excitement that Skelton's con­

temporaries would have experienced, he who was "palpitatingly 

alive in life", can still communicate much of his power 

through his words and metres. 

He loved language for its own sake: for its sound, 

for its beauty, for its ability to express what he wanted it 

to say. Skelton was first and foremost a consummate crafts­

man, as is shown by the copiousness, the singing quality, 

the allusiveness of his verse. In the English poetic tra­

dition he was carrying on the ideas and the traditions of 

the mediaeval poets; he was working through their forms, 

moods, and methods, as he moved at the same time, safely 

and surely into the Renaissance. 

When reading the poetry one cannot fail to notice 

that Skelton's mood, tone, language, and even his musical 

overtones are always a response to his environment and his 

milieu. This thesis will endeavour to prove this and in so 

doing, show that this poet was not so much interested in 

satire, as he was a full-blooded man who wrote poetry that 
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INTRODUCTION 

was alive: alive to the poet, his contemporaries and to 

posterity. 

With many of these qualities a number of prominent 

Skelton scholars would not agree. Such critics as Robert 

Graves might underline them all. One would be safe to say 

that there is a great deal yet to appreciate about Skelton: 

Laureate. However, concerning the rugged individualism of 

the man and the variety of the metre and verse forms found in 

his complete works, there can be no doubt. He has appealed 

to a wide variety of literary people. To Elizabeth Barrett 

Browning, 

he is as like a wild beast as a poet laureate 
can be in his wonderful dominion over language; he 
tears it, as with teeth and paws, ravenously, 
savagely. It is the very sans-culottism of eloquence.5 

Robert Graves and other Oxford scholars re-discovered him 

shortly after World War I, when English poetry badly needed 

a lift. In the twenties, echoes of his "sans-culottism" can 

be heard in Edith Sitweil's verse, and W.H.Auden and others 

of the thirties carry the same descant tune. 

How would Skelton himself feel? It would seem that 

this poet who was so greatly concerned with the remaking of 

the English language as a literary instrument; who had a 

Browning, Elizabeth Barrett, Essays on the Greek 
Christian Poets and the English Poets, New York, James 
Miller Publishing Co., Inc., 1864, P. 143* 
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veritable passion for words, as witnessed in thousands of 

lines of poetry; who seems as if he were: 

positively drunk with English words, as he 
sets his poetry dancing and jigging to its mad 
morris,6 

would be gratified to know that the part he played in 

English literature can be, and is being, identified with an 

age of atom bombs, jet planes, space capsules, nuclear 

energy and impending trips to Mars and the Moon. In the 

fifteenth and sixteenth centuries he was credited with the 

first use of hundreds of new words. Let us try to imagine, 

if we can, the lists he would have -produced in the twentieth 

century! 

6. Poems, p. xx. 
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CHAPTER ONE 

THE MAKING OF A LAUREATE 

If we are to pursue the idea of a "full-blooded" 

Skelton who was alive to all around him, we must endeavour 

to be responsive to the social and intellectual milieu that 

produced him. It is practical then, to study the poet and 

his life in five phases, the first of which extends from his 

birth, around 1460, to his laureation by Henry VII at the 

University of Oxford in 1488. 

John Skelton was the son of one Edward Skelton, 

of gentle though not exalted birth.1 Though H.I. Edwards 

feels the poet's birth date may be as early as 1450, most 

literary historians think that 1460 is more likely to be 

correct. The place of his birth is likewise unknown, but 

Dunrabin proves^ almost conclusively that because "Skelton" 

is a northern name, because many of his sympathies are with 

the people of the north, and because he seems to have a 

bordererrs detestation of the Scots, it is possible he is of 

Yorkshire origin. His father may have been a tradesman3 and 

1 Edwards, H.L.R., "John Skelton: A Genealogical 
Study", in RES, vol. ix, 1935, p. 406-20. 

2 Dunrabin, R.L., "Skelton's Relation to Humanism" 
in MLS, xii, 1917, p. 129-39 and 257-65. This scholarly 
article has as its thesis that Skelton is a mediaeval poet 
and was influenced only slightly by the Humanists. 

3 Green, Peter, John Skelton, Longmans, I960, 46 p. 
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he must have had sufficient means to send this son to school 

for further education. At any rate the years of his youth 

are formative ones - ones which produced this man in whose 

work 

appears the first important Renaissance break 
with the mediaeval tradition in poetry.4 

Though Skelton does not give us any indication of 

his early school days, the type of education he received 

can be gleaned from accounts of the grammar school days of 

his contemporaries. For Thomas Wolsey who had been no more 

than a butcher's son from the insignificant town of Ipswich, 

a career in neither the law nor commerce was open to him. 

As he was from the lower middle class, his future could not 

be self-determined: 

However secular his mind might be, his profess­
ion must be clerical; and the doors of the church 
were open to all without much discrimination. Pre­
cocity paved his way to the university and his 
college would see to it that a fellow was not merely 
a clerk but a priest as well.5 

Thomas More, son of a London lawyer, came from a different 

social class but his elementary education was of much the 

same type: 

4 Swallow, Alan, "John Skelton: The Structure of 
the Poem" in PQ, xxxii, 1953, p. 29. This critic sees in 
Skelton's poetry a much greater Humanistic influence than 
Dunrabin. N.2, p. 1. 

5 Pollard, A.F., Wolsey, London, Longmans, Green 
and Co., 1953, p. 303. 
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THE MAKING OF A LAUREATE 

The boy More had been sent at the age of seven 
to study under Nicholas, an enthusiastic Latin 
grammarian and rhetorician, at St. Anthony's School 
in London, then the foremost school of the town." 

More was an honour student and therefore worthy to be re­

commended for a place in Cardinal Morton's palace at Lam­

beth, where he listened to scholars and statesmen and for­

eign ambassadors. Such an opportunity provided him with a 

stepping stone to Oxford University at age fourteen. 

Thomas Cranmer whose father was a small Nottingham­

shire gentleman, had spent much of his childhood learning 

the arts of riding, hunting and hawking. But a tutor had 

been provided too: 

'a mervelous severe and cruel scholemaster' 
who had so appalled and daunted him that he had 
never recovered his 'audacity'.7 

For John Fisher there was education at Cathedral School, 

Rochester and for Desiderius Erasmus, the Brothers of the 

Common Life provided him with a situation at Deventer in 

which he was able to devote himself for four or five hours 

a day (Church services occupying the rest of his time) to 

6 Sargent, Daniel, Thomas More, New York, Sheed 
and Ward, 1933, p. 7-

7 Bowie, John, Henry VIII; A Biography, London, 
George Allen and Unwin, 1964, p. 162. 
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THE MAKING OF A LAUREATE 

classical studies which so passionately attrac­
ted him, and above all to the cultivation of a good 
Latin style•# 

In good time, all these men, like Skelton, ended up at Uni­

versity - the last four at Cambridge, 

What did Skelton and the others find when they 

reached this goal? John Bowie summarizes Cranmer's words 

in the following way: 

He had then taken his fill of scholastic learn­
ing at Cambridge - of the 'dark riddles and quiddi­
ties of Duns' - and had become as he remained, 
immensely learned, a theologian and a bibliophile; 
a literary genius who bequeathed a superb liturgy to 
the Anglican church.9 

The fact that he had become "immensely learned" speaks 

highly of the courses that were given. As in most univer­

sities, the liberal arts course consisted of seven subjects, 

divided into two main groups: the "trivium" (Latin grammar, 

rhetoric and logic) and the "Quadrivium" (arithmetic, music, 

geometry and astronomy). All instruction was given in Latin 

and no one could enter a university without first becoming 

proficient in that language. There were no studies in lit­

erature, theology, history, philosophy or foreign languages. 

Most of the textbooks came down from classical antiquity -

Donatus, Boethius, Euclid, Aristotle. The instructor would 

8 Hughes, Philip, A Popular History of the Refor­
mation, Doubleday, New York, 1962, p. 73. 

9 Bowie, John, Henry VIII, p. 162. 
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slowly read from the text and dictate his comments, called 

"glosses" for the students to write down word for word. 

Books were rare and few students could afford to own them. 

Advances in the sciences were not great but the overall 

programme of the mediaeval university provided a sound in­

tellectual background for the earnest student. The follow­

ing paragraph is a good summation of what a student like 

Skelton would have experienced during his college career: 

The students had to study very thoroughly the 
few books they had. How many modern students, or 
professors, could attend closely to readings from 
a Latin version of Aristotle, supplemented by a 
running commentary, also in Latin? They had to do 
much more than memorize. Each student was expected 
to be a debater, able to defend his views in public 
discussion. Logic took on a new refinement, a 
keener edge, as the scholastic philosophers shar­
pened this tool on each other! Though philosophy 
had to keep within the limits defined by faith, the 
knowledge of pagan times was welcomed, and reason 
was declared not to be the enemy of faith, but its 
strongest ally.10 

This was the Cambridge where such men as William Ruckshaw 

gave of their learning. And this "celeberrime doctor", 

professor of sacred theology at Peterhouse, is saluted by 

10 Boak, A.E.R. and Albert Hyma, The Growth of 
Western Civilization, New York, Appleton-Century, 1951, 
p. 25b. "~ 
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THE MAKING OF A LAUREATE 

John Skelton in the tetrastichon following the "Northumber­

land Elegy": 

Tetrastichon Skelton. Laureati ad raagistrum Ruckshaw, 
Sacrae theologiae egregium professorem 

Accipe nunc demum, doctor celeberrime Rukshaw, 
Carmina, de calamo quae cecidere meo; 

Et quanquam placidis non sunt modulata camenis, 
Sunt tamen ex nostro pectore prompta pio. 
Vale feliciter, virorum laudatissime.il 

And it was the Cambridge too, which Skelton salutes at the 

end of his life: 

Ad almam Universitatem Cantabrigensem 

EULOGIUM CONSOLATIONIS 

Alma parens, 0 Cantabrigensis, 
Cur lacrymaris? Esto, tui sint 
Degeneres hi filioli, sed 
Non ob inertes, 0 pia mater, 
Insciolos vel decolor esto. 
Progenies non nobilis omnis, 
Quam tua forsan mamma fovebat. 
Tu tamen esto Palladis almae 
Gloria pollens plena Minervae, 
Dum radiabunt astra polorum: 
Jamque valeto, meque foveto, 

Namque tibi quondam cams alumnus eram.12 

There is genuine sincerity in the sorrow that the poet feels 

for his "pia mater" and his "alma universitas". And this 

deep affection preserved over so many years pays high trib­

ute to the university that formed him. 

11 Poems, p. 431. 

12 Poems, p. 414, "Replycacion". 

UNIVERSITY OF OTTAWA -- SCHOOL OF GRADUATE STUDIES 

http://laudatissime.il


UNIVERSITE D-OTTAWA - ECOLE DES GRADUES 

7. 

THE MAKING OF A LAUREATE 

That he had been schooled well in the mediaeval 

culture that Cambridge had to offer is evident in his 

poetry, but as Dunrabin points out, Skelton did not nec­

essarily achieve the great scholarship of Cardinal John 

Fisher, Sir Thomas More or Archbishop Cranmer. Though he 

quotes in his poems seventeen Latin authors, he misses some 

very important ones (Caesar, Tacitus and Pliny the Younger 

among them); then too, his quotations may have been borrowed 

from the "Pharetra Doctorum", and many, if not all, of these 

were well-known to mediaeval scholars: 

To those not at home in classical scholarship 
Skelton's list may seem long but no humanist of his 
time would have thought that it showed any remark­
able learning.13 

And then with regard to his Latin verses, Professor Williams 

says that they are 

full of false quantities, bad Latin, inept 
alliterations and artificial conceits.14 

Dunrabin adds to this remark by stating that 

his verses may have passed muster with pre-
Renaissance Oxonians or with the Germans who went 
to lecture in Leipsig on "Sulpitius de quantitat-
ibus syllabarum", but Erasmus would have laughed 
at his presumption in publishing such barbarous 
stuff.15 

13 Dunrabin, R.L., "Skelton's Relation to Humanism" 
in MLR, xii, 1917, p. 257-65. 

14 Williams, W.H. A Selection from the Works of 
John Skelton, Isbiston, 1902, p. 22. 

15 Dunrabin, R.L., p. 130. 
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As a matter of fact, Skelton*s knowledge of the classics was 

not uncommon to the educated of the fifteenth century. 

Much as he reveres Cambridge, he seems to have left 

there without taking a degree and according to CaxtonTs word, 

proceeded on to Oxford. Sometime before his laureateship, 

he translated the Bibliotheca Historica of Diodorus from the 

Latin of Poggio Bracciolini, the Epistles of Tully, and a 

number of other Latin classics. That he was skilled at this 

is certain, for he merits the following words of praise from 

Caxton who had asked him to "oversee and correcte" his 

translation of the Boke of the Eneydos because he too had 

rendered diverse works 

oute of latyn into englysshe, not in rude and 
olde langage, but in polysshed and ornate termes 
craftely.lo 

In 14#3,17 Skelton produced one of his two ele­

gies - the only extant poem from the first period of his 

life. That he should write on "The Death of the Noble 

Prince, King Edward the Fourth" is not surprising, for to 

him, about twenty-three years of age at the time, the death 

16 Culley, M.T., (Oxford) and F.J. Furnivall 
(Camb.), editors, Caxton's Eneydos. 1490. Englysht from 
the French Livre des Eneydes 1483. London. E.E.T.S.. 
1890, prologue, p. 3. 

17 Throughout this thesis, the dates for the poems 
are those of P. Henderson in John Skelton's Complete Poetry. 
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of the king at age forty must have occasioned if not sorrow, 

at least some timely meditation on the four last Ends. The 

opening line of the poem seems to be an allusion to the 

thought that 

It is a holy and wholesome thought to pray for 
the dead that they may be released from their 
sins,18 

and further, that his late king needed to be remembered. 

This in turn brought to mind the prayer of the souls in 

purgatory: 

Miseremini mei saltern vos amici mei, quia 
manus Domini tetigit meiJ19 

the echo of which is in the first line: 

Miseremini mei, ye that be my friends 120 

King Edward died on April 8, 14^3, and the elegy is filled 

with notes of the liturgy from Ash Wednesday, through 

Easter, to the Feast of St. Justin Martyr on April 14. 

Skelton may still have been at the university at this time 

and if so would have assisted daily at Mass and Office in 

choir: at this particular time, the Office of the Dead for 

18 Machabees, Bk. 2, 12:46. 

19 Job, 19:21. Breviary, Matins, Wed., Sat., 
Less. VTI. 

20 Poems, "Elegy", p. 1. 
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t h e k i n g . 

As the poet recalls the words of the priest as he 

signs the foreheads of the people with the ashes: 

Memento, homo, quia pulvis es, et in pulverem 
reverteris.21 

he has Edward ask: 

How may I endure, when that everything endes? 

And this thought is emphasized by a line of chorus at the 

end of each stanza: 

Et, ecce, nunc in pulvere dormio! 

During the season of Passiontide, the symbol of 

Death is everywhere present, for the work of redemption is: 

a wondrous struggle between the Prince of 
Life, and the Prince of Death.22 

and St. Paul's words in these days remind us that: 

For by a man came death and by a man the 
resurrection of the dead: and as in Adam all die, 
so also in Christ shall all be made alive,23 

Over and over again, Skelton has the king repeat this idea 

of the imminence of death: that comes "like a thief in the 

21 St. Andrew Daily Missal, Mass for Ash Wednesday, 
the Blessing of the Ashes, p. 202. 

22 St. Andrew Daily Missal, Doctrinal Note for 
Passiontide, p. 357. 

23 St. Paul to the Corinthians, 1 Cor-, 15:21. 
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night". In this poem, this theme appears in lines like: 

How may I endure when that everything endes? (1.3) 

What creature is born to be eternall? (1.4) 

I sleep now in mould as it is naturall 
That earth unto earth hath his reverture. 
What God ordained to be terestriall 
Without recourse to the earth of nature. 

(11.13-16) 

. . . in this world nothing may endure. (1.19) 

Now from this world she (Fortune) hath me exiled 
When I was lothest hence for to go. 

(11.33-4) 

When death approacheth, then lost is the field. 

(1.88) 

There are several allusions to the idea of storing up trea­

sure on earth instead of heavenly treasure, and the poet is 

keen enough to see that King Edward has been more attentive 

to the first than to the second: 
I stored my coffers and also my chest 
With taskes taking of the commonalty; 
I took their treasure, but of their prayers missed. 

(11.41-3) 

I had enough, I held me not content, 
Without remembrance that I should die; 

(11.49-50) 

And I but late in honour did excell, 
Et, ecce, nunc in pulvere durmio. 

(11.83-4) 

What a pity, thinks the poet, that during the holy season 

of Lent, when the people of God have been so constantly 

reminded of fast and mortification for the betterment of 

their lives, that the king has not made the necessary 
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preparation for his sudden and unprovided death. In his 

youth and vigour, life was his only thought: 

And I am in age but, as who said, a child. (1.146) 

Ye wot well all I was of no great eld. (1.86) 

Many of the other themes in the poem were dear to 

the heart of the mediaeval poet, chief among them being the 

"fall of princes". But Skelton does not deal with a myth­

ical Lancelot or Arthur, nor even an Anglo-Saxon Alfred. 

His hero is a king who just a few days or weeks ago had been 

mighty and powerful in the land. To him, acquainted only 

with the reality of life, had suddenly come the reality of 

death. And in the aureate tradition King Edward tells us 

this fact not once but at least a dozen times throughout the 

course of the poem by repeating his plea to "miseremini 

mei". 

There is a shadow of the theme of the "Nine 

Worthies" in stanza seven where the king reminds himself 

that Saint Bernard, Alexander, Sampson, Solomon and Absalom 

all suffered the same end as he and like him, for all their 

worldly qualities were subjected to the fate of returning 

"unto wormes meat". Skelton is clever in the choice of the 

worthies. He praises Edward by telling us that like Bernard 

he was a founder, like Alexander a soldier; he had the 

strength of Sampson, the wisdom of Solomon. But there is a 

warning in the allusion to Absalom who was rash and 
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unprepared when his end came. 

The imagery also is mediaeval as in the "vanitas 

vanitatis" motif:24 

As vanity to nought all is withered away. (1.65) 

the preoccupation with doomsday: 

For I am departed till doomes day. (1.67) 

the wistful return to Boethius' "ubi sunt" re-echoed, as in 

Francois Villon's "Where are the snows of yester-year": 

Where is now my conquest and victory? 
Where is my riches and my royal array? 

Where be my coursers and my horses high? 
Where is my mirth, my solace, and my play? 

(11.61-4) 

Further we cannot miss the tone of the mediaeval "Debate of 

Body and Soul": 
'Where ben pi wurthli wedes, 

pi somers with pi riche beddes, 
pi proude palefreys and pi stedes? 

pat pou about in dester leddes? 
pi faucouns pat were wont to grede, 

And pine houndes pat pou fedde? 
Me pinkep God is peto gnede, 

pat alle pine frend beon fro be fledde.25 

Though Skelton has conformed to the aureate style 

of the twelve-line stanza, the pentameter line and the 

regularity of rhyme, we see as early as this first poem the 

24 Book of Ecclesiastes, 12:8. 

25 Emerson, O.F., A Middle English Reader, "The 
Debate of the Body and the Soul", p. 48, New York, 
Macmillan, I960, 478 p. 
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irregularity of metre - a foreshadowing of what he would do 

with his poetic lines in twenty-five years' time. In one 

stanza alone there is this variety: 

I had enough, I held me not content, 
" I <*/ '- I *•" i ^ ' •-* ' 
I knew not to whom I purchased Tattershall; 
'-"' ' *"" ^ w / w- I V / w / 

And London I provoked to fortify the wall; 

Yet at the last I went from them all. 
(stanza 5) 

The poem is comprised of eight stanzas. In the 

first two, Edward "who reigned of late in great felicity" 

asks his friends to have great pity on him who sleeps 

"now in mould". Stanza three describes Lady Fortune's 

"sugred lippes" as she led him "beguiled" from this world to 

his exile in the next. Stanzas four and five list the many 

accomplishments which were his during life and in the 

following stanza comes the question: "Where is all this 

now?". In Stanza seven the fate of all the great men of the 

past is likened to his and from this he gets some consolation. 

The last stanza concludes with a reference to the mediaeval 

"pageant" which by Edward's time had reached huge proportions 

of costume, colour and staging. In terms of this symbol 

Edward sees his whole life and it is here that Skelton makes 

use of the theme that "life is a stage and we are the 

players": 

I have played my pageant, now am I passed. (1.85) 

But the splendour is accompanied by a new resignation: 
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In manus tuas, Domine, my spirit up I yield. (1.91) 

reminiscent of the Gospel for Wednesday in Holy Week: 

Pater, in manus tuas commendo spiritum meum. 
Et haec dicens exspiravit.26 

There is a stern reality about the "pageant" that 

has been played by the monarch. The historicity of 

Skelton's facts is strengthened when we see how closely 

recorded history parallels the details he gives. The king 

keeps asking for prayers: "Pray for me all!"; "Mercy I 

aske of my misdoing."; "forgive and have on me pity-"; and 

0 ye courteous commons, your heartes unbrace 
Benignly now to pray for me also. 

(11.93-4) 

Well might he have made this petition for he finds on his 

conscience: his clandestine marriage to Elizabeth Woodville 

while Warwick was negotiating with France at the same time 

for a match with their royal princess; his alliance with 

Bergundy, arch enemy of France, while his minister was 

commissioned to make the same with the French; his supposed 

murder of Henry VI after the Battle of Tewksbury, who died in 

the Tower "of pure displeasure and melancholy".27 and the 

execution of his brother George, the Duke of Clarence, for 

which he gave orders against the wish of his whole family, 

26 St. Luke, 23:46. 

27 Myers, A.R. England in the Late Middle Ages. 
London, Penguin Books, inc., 1965, p. 116. 
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even the historically notorious Richard III. 

In stanza three, the poet speaks out with clear 

reference to Edward's relationships with France: 

Granted not she me to have victory, 
In England to reign and to contribute France? 

(11.27-28) 

Edward was willing and ready "to contribute France" in 1474 

when parliamentary funds had been granted him to fight on 

the continent. When he reached there, however, he changed 

his mind for Louis XI offered to buy him out and 

he accepted the terms of the Treaty of Picqui-
gney of 75,000 gold crowns and an annual pension of 
50,000 more for the rest of his life.28 

And his decision was made more emphatic when he commissioned 

Warwick to do all possible to maintain this peace: 

To make it impossible for Margaret, wife of 
Henry VI to arrange any alliance on the continent 
the Duke of Warwick tried to establish a permanent 
peace with Louis XI, the French king, and strove 
with ceaseless energy to improve relations with 
France.29 

The throne that Edward IV left to his heir was 

richer by far than the one to which he had come, so when 

28 I b i d , p . 186. 

29 C o s t a i n , T .B. , The Last P l a n t a g e n e t s , New York 
Popular L i b r a r y , 1962, p . 3T51 
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he says: 

I stored my coffers and also my chest 
With taskes taking of the commonalty; 

(11.41-2) 

the poet has him speak truth, for though the Wars of the 

Roses had thinned the ranks of the nobility, 

The monarchy's chronic lack of resources was 
being remedied by the wide estates of the House of 
York, and by the confiscations and resumptions 
of lands, in spite of exemptions and restorations 
of property to pardoned opponents.30 

In Stanza six there is further reference to the royal 

riches: investments in the royal residences of Nottingham 

Castle, Windsor and ELtham, all of which he had fortified and 

decorated; the building of London into a rich commercial 

capital, for business prospered as never before in the cen­

tury. Not only did trade with France and Belgium improve, 

but 

the commercial revival of Edward IV's reign 
saw the zenith of Italian trade in England, and 
with it of Southampton's mediaeval prosperity.31 

London Merchants became rich and the king himself engaged 

in trading ventures becoming so 

ingeniously avaricious that he ended his days 
with a fortune - the first English king to do so 
since the twelfth century.32 

It is understandable then, that in stanza four Edward 

30 Myers, A.R., England in the Late M.A.. p. 117. 

31 Ibid, p. 148. 

32 Myers. A.R.. England in the Late M.A.. p. 149. 
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reminds the people that he was their king in more than name: 

I was your king, and kept you from your foe. (1.46) 

To the north, south and west the English troops met with 

success. Edward's accession brought to the crown the most 

important Welsh Marches and by means of a Council appointed 

in 1471, foundations were laid to crush disorders in Wales. 

To the north, Richard, Duke of Gloucester, faithful always 

to his brother, enforced royal authority. 

Within the country Edward was equally successful. 

In stanza five he tells us that he purchased Tattershall, 

a foundation commenced by Lord Cromwell, treasurer to 

Henry VI. He began the rebuilding of St. George's Chapel, 

Windsor, in 1473 and established a fine choir in connection 

with it. Queen's College, founded by Margaret of Anjou in 

1448, was refounded by his wife, Elizabeth Woodville. In 

addition to making the Tower, Eltslaam and Windsor, places 

"full royall", he organized in his household a band of 

minstrels later to flourish in the Tudor court. These were 

skilled musicians often with university degrees. 

And there are allusions to the royal entertain­

ments always an important part of court life: 

Where be my coursers and my horses high? 
Where is my mirth, my solace, and my play? 

(11.63-4) 

Indeed one of Edward's Greatest extravagances towards the 

end of his life was the erection of an extremely costly 
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stable, described by the common folk, says Costain, like 

this: 

Over their wine, men would wink slyly and drink 
to 'the princely stables and the favourite grey mare' 
a play on the queen's name in her first marriage.33 

From 1471 on, the young king had established himself so 

firmly at the reins of government that well might he con­

clude with the pompous line: 

For right well you know your king I was, (1.95) 

further substantiated by one historian who says that 

He was the unchallenged master of his realm. 
Indeed, many of his acts were done by his own 
authority, without the formal attestation or assent 
of his council at all.34 

Following such an analysis as this, two points 

become obvious: first, that Skelton was keenly aware of the 

social, political and economic situation of his time, and 

as early as 1483 was willing to risk public allusion to it 

in his poetry; and second, that his form and structure were 

on the whole according to the gospel of the mediaeval 

tradition which surrounded him at the university. Those 

with whom he studied, those whom he imitated (for is this 

not the usual way to launch a career as a poet?) were 

bathed in what Henderson calls "the sweet smoke of rhetoric". 

Like them, Skelton amplifies one idea after another. At 

33 Costain, T.B., The Last Plantagenets, p. 367. 

34 Myers, A.R., England in the Late M.A.. p. 121. 
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least a dozen times, in as many versions, is the introduc­

tory lament that 

This world has conformed me downe to fall. (1.2) 

Four times in the same stanza, he reminds us that his body 

"shall return unto worraes meat" (I.76). "Where are ray 

glories?" he asks over and over again, reminding his people 

in the same breath that he was their king. Repeated also 

are the thoughts that only lately he was reigning "in great 

prosperity"; that he never seemed to have enough of this 

world's goods and was "not content"; that he realizes he 

needs prayers because he remembered not "that he would die" 

and thus asks his friends to "pray for me also". 

But through the "sweet smoke" there is a new flame 

arising. This poet sees the "suggared lippes" of Lady 

Fortune but he also sees her " dissembled countenance"; 

he is alive to the fact that the king has taken of the 

people's "treasure" as well as to the more hidden fault that 

he has "of their prayers missed". And as Skelton turned his 

gaze outward to the world around him, he had become increas­

ingly certain that not only his "prince" needed the "example 

to think on" provided by the sudden death of Edward IV, but 

also his other superiors and peers. This realization 

expressed in this first poem remained one of the poet's 

conflicts throughout his whole life. He did constant battle 

to cling to the past which had produced Edward and himself 
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alike but had to live in a present which was increasingly 

becoming a contradiction of all he held dear. The struggle 

was almost analagous to the "aggiornamento" of the twentieth 

century, and knowing Skelton*s attitude to his own times 

we might not go too far in conjecturing the power this poet 

might have had if there had been a Vatican Council and a 

Pontiff to suggest that the Church open up her windows and 

let in a little fresh air.35 

There are conflicting opinions regarding the merits 

of this first elegy. Lloyd says that 

The poem as a whole never rises above the pe­
destrian and there is not the slightest trace of 
personal feeling. The work is clearly an exer­
cise . . .36 

On the other hand, Gordon says that although it is a "jejune 

and apprentice" piece of work, it is at the same time the 

work "of a young poet accepting his most accessible 

models".37 

It is true that there is much of the maker of verse evident 

in the "Elegy" but the critics seem to miss the underlying 

tone of real concern which Skelton expresses. And it is by 

35 Pope John XXIII re the work of Vatican II. 

36 Lloyd, L.J., John Skelton: Laureate, Oxford 
University Press, 1938, p. 26. 

37 Gordon, I.A., John Skelton: Poet Laureate, 
Melbourne Univ. Press, Australia, 1943, P« 47. 
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the development of this "concern" in his poetry that Skelton 

becomes a lone voice in the last days of the Middle Ages. 

In the six years that follow this poem, Skelton 

seems to have written nothing if we are to go by the fact 

that no literary piece is extant. But it does not seem 

likely that one who was so clearly aware of Edward IV and 

his times would find fulfilment in silence. Either his 

manuscripts during this period were lost or perhaps he 

destroyed what he wrote, feeling it inadequate to express 

what he was trying to say. We cannot deny that he became 

a poet - or writer - of note during this time; otherwise 

there would have been no reason to confer upon him the 

laureateship of Oxford in 14^8. 

To pass in review the Skelton of this first period, 

we find that he is a young man of about twenty-eight. He 

has a good foundation in Latin and has studied at Cambridge 

and Oxford where he has been introduced to the great minds 

of the past and has come in contact with a number of 

brilliant men of his own time. He is seeing another gener­

ation arise and he is disturbed by what he sees. From the 

accumulation of these circumstances, arises his "problem" 

and it is this problem that gives the life to his poetry. 

He is not projecting the shortcomings of Edward alone into 

the lines of the "Elegy" but he is questioning his own 

fidelity, his own attitudes. And upon this foundation he 
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will later chastise not only Wolsey, or Henry VIII, or the 

Court but also John Skelton: Laureate. Long before the 

advent of Mistress Anne Boleyn, long before the man who 

wanted her was even born, Skelton is already alive to an 

England which needs religious, social and political refor­

mation. 

"on the Death of the Noble Prince" asks almost 

prophetically: 

Why should a man be proud or presume high? (1.73) 

and forty years later, Skelton will thunder the condemnation 

at one who did not heed the warning: 

He ruleth all the roast 
With bragging and with boast.38 

No longer is a dead man asking a question, but a live one 

is taking aim at the most powerful man in the realm. When 

Edward IV laments over being fooled by Fortune: 

But, what for her dissembled countenance, 
I could not beware till I was beguiled: 

(11.30-1) 

he recognizes the fact that he is "beguiled" and expresses 

regret; when many years later Skelton reminds the Tudor 

38 Poems, "Why Come Ye Nat to Court?", p. 314, 
200-1. 
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Henry VIII that: 

It is a wondrous case 
That the kinges grace 
Is toward him so minded 

And so far blinded 
That he cannot perceive 
How he doth him deceive.39 

the king is not even aware of being "beguiled" and Skelton, 

still alive to the evils besetting monarchs feels powerless 

to set him right. 

Until 148$, then, we leave Skelton working quietly 

at his classics, his Latin, his translations, his books. 

We can imagine too, that occasionally, perhaps often, he 

penned a poem in "singing robes" or experimented with some 

new form. Caxton tells us that "he hath dronken of Elycon's 

well":4-0 praise which he must have merited for Caxton to 

put it in print. Soon the time will come when he will enjoy 

the royal array, the mirth, the solace and the play that 

Edward IV longs for in the "Elegy". Soon, he will have 

arrived. 

39 Poems, "Why Come Ye Nat..?", p. 327, 11.651-56. 

40 Caxton, W. Preface to the Boke of the Eneydos. 
P. 4. 
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CHAPTER TWO 

OF FAME ROYALL 

In the summer of 1488, Henry VTI was making a royal 

procession in the neighbourhood of Oxfordl and being so near 

at hand, it is possible that he honored the University with 

his presence and presided over the conferring of degrees. 

One of the highlights of the afternoon apparently was the 

ceremony of John Skelton's laureation. Just what this 

"degree" or "honour" involved is not quite certain, but 

definitely it cannot be equated with the position of "poet 

laureate" as we understand it today. In the reign of 

Richard II, Geoffrey Chaucer had also been a "king's 

laureate". Costain says that: 

it was a rather vague title which carried with 
it the gift of a pitcher of wine every day, a gift 
to be collected from the king's butler.2 

The "gift" sounds trifling but it seems to have carried with 

it certain fringe benefits for from this time on, Chaucer 

seemed to find even greater favours at the hand of the king. 

Whether or not any monetary reward or benefice accompanied 

Skelton's title, we do not know. But it is evident that he 

was very proud of being Laureate for it is one piece of 

biographical knowledge which is mentioned a number of times 

1 Edwards, H.L.R., The Life and Times of an Early 
Tudor Poet. 

2 Costain, T.B., The Last Plantagenets, New York, 
Doubleday, 1962, p. 144. 
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throughout his poetry. From this time forward each poem is 

signed Skelton: Laureate and several times he uses his 

title in battle against his rivals. For example in the 

"flyting" commanded "Agaynst Garnesche" he tells him: 

A king to me mine habit gave: 
At Oxforth the university 
Avanced I was to that degree; 
By whole consent of their senate 
I was made poet laureate.3 

And in the "Garlande of Laurelle", Occupation begins to read 

"some part of Skelton's books and ballads with a salute to 

this honour conferred in his youth": 

Of your orator and poet laureate 
Of England, his workes here begin !**-

Whether Skelton had been to London for any lengthy 

period before 1488 is not known. But immediately after his 

laureation he comes into prominence at the court of Henry VII 

and a new career opens up to him. For his official position, 

it seems that the king granted Skelton the privilege of a 

white and green habit embroidered "Calliope". This favour 

must have rankled in the hearts of some, for late in life 

the laureate was still answering the question: "Why wear ye 

Calliope embroidered with letters of gold?" And as a final 

apologia he answers the question in both Latin and English: 

3 Poems. "Agaynst Garnesche", p. 161-2, 11.292-96. 

4 Ibid, "Garlande of Laurelle", p. 385, 11.1147-8. 
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Candida Calliope, vatum regina, coronans 
Pierios lauro, radiante intexta sub aurol 
Hanc ego Pierius tanto dignabor honore, 
Dum mihi vita manet, dum spiritus hos regit artus: 
Quamquam conficior senio, marcescoque sensim, 
Ipse tamen gestare sua haec pia pignora certo, 
Assensuque suo placidis parebo camenis. 
Inclyta Calliope, et semper mea maxima cura est. 

Haec pierius omni Spartano liberior.5 

Translated into English in the two-stress lines called 

Skeltonics which the poet made famous, the answer becomes 

more straight-forward: 

Calliope, 
As ye may see, 
Regent is she 

Of poets all, 
Which gave to me 
The high degree 
Laureate to be 

Of fame royall; 
Whose name enrolled 
With silk and gold 
I dare be bold 

Thus for to wear. 
Of her I hold 
And her household; 
Though I wax old 

And somedele sere, 
Yet is she fain, 
Void of disdain, 
Me to retain 

Her serviteur, 
With her certain 
I will remain, 
As my sovereign 
Most of pleasure, 
Maulgre touz malheureux.6 

5 Poems, "Calliope: Latinum Carmen", p. 439, 
11.1-9. 

6 Ibid, "Calliope", p. 346. 
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It is important to understand the significance of the honour 

that was conferred on Skelton when he received the Calliope 

costume. Calliope was one of the Nine Muses and her partic­

ular duty was to preside over eloquence and heroic poetry. 

Horace goes further and believes her able to play upon any 

musical instrument. Therefore, she is usually represented 

as holding a trumpet in her right hand and books in her left: 

her office to take notice of the famous actions of heroes. 

Is the Calliope dress, then, an indication of the qualifica­

tions that Skelton possessed to make him worthy of laureation 

by the king? As was pointed out in Chapter One, the music­

ians who came to Henry's court were not novices in their art, 

but skilled and degreed men. If such excellence was demanded 

in the art of music, it seems logical to believe that the 

same calibre of craftsmanship would have been required of the 

court poets. At any rate, Skelton*s appointment to a court 

career was important enough to be mentioned by Caxton in 

1490: 

Late created poet laureate, in the univer­
sity of Oxford.7 

The fact that Caxton, royal printer of Westminster Abbey, 

knew Skelton and admired his work indicates that those in the 

king's employ fraternized together. To further substantiate 

7 Boke of the Eneydos, Preface, p. 3. 
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this, we know that it was to Caxton's assistant, Wynkyn de 

Worde that we owe the first printed edition of a Skelton 

poem: 

Here begynneth a lytell treatyse named the 
bowge of courte. (Anon.) Emprynted at 
Westminster by Wynkyn the Worde. Two issues, 
one before and. one after 1500.8 

To his friendship with these printers, he added 

that of William Cornysshe, the king's Master Singer. He had 

entered the royal household in 1492 and along with Robert 

Penn, a court musician, was on intimate terms with the poet 

Skelton. Such mutual admiration inspired collaboration and 

it is quite likely that they spent a good deal of time 

together composing poetry and music, some of which is still 

extant.9 Knowing the lavish displays of the Tudor Court 

(witness the colorfully dramatic welcome given to Katherine 

of Aragon as the betrothed of Prince Arthur), one can deduce 

that men of such talent were much in demand. 

The poetry from this phase of the poet's life can 

be divided conveniently into three types: (a) the second of 

his elegies, "Upon the Dolorous Death and Much Lamentable 

Chance of the Most Honorable Earl of Northumberland" written 

8 Poems, "Bibliography", p. xxiii. 

9 Blom, Eric, ed., Grove's Dictionary of Music and 
Musicians, London, MacMillan and Co., Ltd., 1954, Vol. 2, 
p. 452-53. 
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the year after his laureation; (b) a series of religious 

poems including three to the Blessed Trinity; (c) a group 

of poems headed: "Here folowythe dyuers Balettys and Dyties 

solacious deuysed by Master Skelton, Laureat." 

Though six years separate the Northumberland poem 

from Skelton's first elegy, much of the Skelton of the first 

phase is evident here. That he should write at such length 

in honour of Percy, Earl of Northumberland should be 

explained. Henry Percy, fourth Earl, was murdered near 

Thursk as he tried to reconcile a mob to taxes being levied 

by King Henry VTI for war. This man had been a very contro­

versial figure and had swayed back and forth in his sympa­

thies for first one king and cause and then another. It is 

to be wondered how he was able to maintain such a position 

in times when speedy execution for treason was the order of 

the day. The facts of history tell us that Richard III 

made his final and most tragic mistake: when 
he allowed himself to believe Percy's honesty of 
purpose - Percy, that sly and almost toothless satyr 
of the north, who had turned his coat often and would 
continue to do so in the future.10 

The Earl lived amid pomp and prestige, for his was the here­

ditary house of the north of England in which he was "as 

regal as a king in the north country."H Like all the great 

10 Costain, T.B., The Last Plantagenets, p. 210 

11 Ibid, p. 243. 
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nobles of early Tudor England, he enjoyed privileges much 

like his mediaeval predecessors whose 

life was passed in the midst of vast families 
that made up their households, organized in imita­
tion of the royal court which was indeed thought 
'requisite to be the mirror of others.*l2 

From this "vast family" of retainers, the Earl was able at 

short notice to assemble a sizeable force for his king, as 

when Edward IV set out for France in 1475, 

the Earl of Northumberland mustered sixty 
men-at-arms and three hundred and fifty archers,13 

Edward commended him at the Parliament of 1483; Richard III 

allowed him to succeed to much of the royal prestige of the 

north; Henry VII retained him in his service. Which ever 

way the wind blew Percy blew with it. Under such circum­

stances the murder of a "sly satyr" might be expected. But 

the lamentation that opens the elegy cannot be explained away 

so easily. Says the poet: 

I wail, I weep, I sob, I sigh full sore 
The deadly fate, the doleful destiny 

Of him that is gone, alas without restore 
Of the blood royall descending nobelly.14 

Why does Skelton consider this event such a tragedy? Why 

does he express such personal sorrow? 

12 Williams, Penry, Life in Tudor England, London, 
B.T. Batsford Ltd., 1964, p. 50. 

13 Jacob, E.F., The Fifteenth Century: 1399-1485. 
Oxford at the Clarendon Press, 1961, p. 575. 
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In 1489 Skelton was still shining in the reflected 

glory of that unforgettable moment when "a king to me mine 

habit gave." To him, this king was ruler by divine right 

and obedience to his will had to be given at all cost. This 

was Skelton's philosophy; so that, when not two years later 

the king lost his "most honorable earl" engaged in carrying 

out a royal command, Skelton rose up not so much against the 

sin of murder as against the affront to the majesty of 

Henry VII. Northumberland's retainers, then, were "madmen" 

to rise against their "naturall lord" when: 

The ground of his quarrel was for his sovereign 
lord, 

The well concerning of all the whole land, 
Demanding such duties as needes must accord, 

To the right of his princes, which should not 
be withstand. 

(11.64-67) 

The same idea is expressed in SkeltonTs first elegy when he 

has Edward tell his people to pray for him since "Right well 

you know your king I was." Later on he will tell Garnesche 

that the king's command to him is law: 

My study might be better spent; 
But for to serve the king's intent 
His noble pleasure and commandment.14 

Much later, as we shall see, he will condemn Wolsey not for 

being the king's right-hand but for being the power behind 

a man who to him was already all-powerful. 

14 Poems, p. 342, 11.1152-55. 
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The "Elegy on the Death of Northumberland", then, 

is a highly alliterative poem in rhyme royal in which the 

court laureate is championing the cause of loyalty to the 

throne of England. After the expression of personal sorrow: 

"I wail, I weep" (of which there is no such touch in the 

"Edward" elegy), he praises the Earl who was "true to his 

prince in word, and deed, and thought" (1.7) and calls upon 

Clio, first of the Nine Muses, for inspiration. She who is 

laurel-crowned and who records the deeds of brave heroes, 

will assist him to express his "sorrowful ditties". Follow­

ing a stanza which states that such a tragedy as this has 

never occurred before (hyperbole in the light of history), 

twenty-four stanzas either enumerate the Earl's qualities: 

So noble a man, so valiant lord and knight. 
Fulfilled with honour, as all the world doth ken. 

(11.29-30) 

blame the commoners for his death: 

And were they not to blame, I say also, 
That were about him, his own servants of trust, 
To suffer him slain of his mortal foe? 

(11.36-8) 

or express his inadequacy to deal with such an elevated 

theme by means of ordinary speech: 

My words unpolished be, naked and plain, 
Of aureat poems they want illumining; 

(11.127-8) 

What needeth me for to extol his fame 
With my rude pen enkankered all with rust, 

(11.141-2) 
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Such is the magnitude of the "lord" that the poet feels in­

adequate even with the help of the "whole chorus of the 

Muses nine" under divine inspiration; even if, 

To me also although it were promised 
Of laureat Phoebus wholly the eloquence, 
All were too little for his magnificence. 

(11.159-61) 

The next two stanzas salute the "younge lion" and 

beg for him from God a long and prosperous life. Then 

Skelton returns to theme of the great loss suffered in the 

death of Henry Percy, and the last five stanzas implore 

Christ, "0 peerless Prince of Heaven", and Mary, "Goddes 

Mother dear", all the angels, "the heavenly hierarchy" and 

finally the Blessed Trinity, 

The Father, the Son, and the Holy Ghost, 
In Trinitate one God. of mightes most. 

(11.216-7) 

to receive the soul of this honorable earl "into their 

company". 

The qualities of the poetry in this elegy are much 

the same as in his first of six years before. He is still 

hampered by clinging to the aureate style but there are 

lines that foreshadow what he will become: 

I say, ye commoners, why were ye so stark mad? 
What frantic frenesy fell in your brain? 

(11.50-1) 

and: 

But there was false packing, or else I am beguiled. 
(1.71) 
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These contrast noticeably with such lines as those borrowed 

from Geoffrey de Vinsauf's "Poetria Nova" of 1210: 

0 cruell Mars, thou dedly god of war I 
0 dolorous Tuesday, dedicate to thy name, 
When thou shook thy sword so noble a man to marl 
0 ground ungracious, unhappy be thy fame, 
Which wert endyed with red blood of the same, 

(11.113-17) 

One critic sums up the qualities of the poem as follows: 

His orthodoxy is no less literary than religious; 
Skelton is conspicuously faithful to the elegiac tra­
dition: the muses, the gods, and the spirit of the 
deceased are addressed in the familiar manner.14 

and adds that although the two elegies are successful as 

documents in the poet's intellectual history, "as poems" 

they are unsuccessful. The success of such poetry must be 

measured by the norms imposed by the literary framework of 

the times. Skelton is faithful to the mediaeval tradition 

because he is writing for an audience that knows and is 

capable of appreciating what that tradition can produce. 

But what constitutes his success for us is the fact that we 

can see within the Northumberland Elegy the occasional 

example of unique diction and rhythm which are an early fore­

shadowing of the later Skelton. Within its lines are a 

vehemence and directness that promise even stronger stanzas. 

Neither can we fail to notice that the poet is alive in this 

14 Fish, Stanley Eugene, John Skelton's Poetry. 
New Haven, Yale University Press, 1965, p. 24. 
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elegy more than in the first. It is as if the poet is in 

Northumbria at the moment of the murder. He does not view 

this act objectively as a historian but sees it as a menace 

to his own security as well. This is the power of the mob: 

Barons, knightes, squires, one and all, 
Together with the servantes of the family, 

Turned their backs, and let their master fall, 
Of whose life they counted not a fly. 

(11.92-5) 

that turns on power when it becomes evil. Therefore the 

poet warns young Percy to 

Stable thy mind constant to be and fast, 
Right to maintain, and to resist all wrong. 

(11.170-71) 

So soon he has learned the deceit and pretence of courtiers, 

for he tells the new Earl: 

All flattering faytors abhor and from thee cast; 
Of foul detraction God keep thee from the blast. 

(11.172-3) 

He is involved; he is alive; he is different. Time will 

have only to remove the cords that fasten him to the "sweet 

smoke" of past forms and then with words as sharp as daggers 

he will pierce the external show of a few of the most 

eminent men and situations of early Tudor times. 

The second category of poems which belong to this 

period includes those on religious themes. It is not likely 

that they were written consecutively nor composed immediately 

after the elegy but according to date Skelton wrote them 

while at court. The three prayers to the Blessed Trinity 
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a r e : 

clearly in the fifteenth century literary 
manner - the manner of Lydgate.15 

and the fact that of Lydgate critics make such statements as: 

The most - if not the only - amusing thing about 
him is the distaste, amounting almost to fascination 
which the nearly 150,000 lines of his surviving works 
have aroused in modern literary historians.16 

cause these same critics to pass off Skelton's religious 

poetry with the adjective "early" and leave it at that. 

However, if we are to appreciate this poet's later conflicts, 

particularly in his position as poet-courtier-priest, we 

must understand that the intensity of feeling present in the 

religious poetry is not mere sentiment but is rather a lift­

ing of his heart to God expressed in the poetic language of 

the day - the only manner for the time being in which he was 

practiced. Gordon suggests that "There is nothing but im­

personal devotion" in these lyrics.17 But prayer and its 

manner are very personal and can often be misinterpreted. 

Each individual speaks to God in his own way. If the style 

of Skelton's trilogy is his way, then it is grossly unfair 

15 Swallow, A., "John Skelton: The Structure of 
the Poem", in P£, xxxii, 1953, p. 29. 

16 Ward, A.C., English Literature: Chaucer to Shaw, 
London, Longmans, 1962, p. 35. 

17 Gordon, I.A., John Skelton: Poet Laureate, 

p. u s . 
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to call these poems mere rhetoric and nothing more. When we 

consider that they were written when the poet was in his 

thirties, they must be indicative of the thinking that was 

shaping his life at this time. 

It is of interest to note that these poems were 

written about the time of the jubilee year of the conclusion 

of the Council of Florence. This seventeenth ecumenical 

council laid a firm foundation of orthodox Trinitarian 

doctrine and the introductory beliefs set forth at that time 

in the "Decree of the Jacobites" sound very much like a 

background for Skelton's poems: 

The Holy Roman Church, founded by the decree of 
our Lord and Saviour firmly believes, professes, and 
teaches: There is one true God, all-powerful, un­
changeable, and eternal, Father, Son, and Holy Spirit, 
one in essence, but three in persons.1° 

As the allusions in the trilogy point directly to either the 

above decree or the Creed as said in the Mass, then Gordon's 

remark that 

On dogma he (Skelton) was dumb. So the relig­
ious lyrics are less characteristic of him.l" 

is badly taken, for the lyrics are not only expressed with 

exactness of detail but also with an element of intense 

18 Van Ackeren, G., S.J., The Church Teaches: 
Documents of the Church in English Translation, London, 
Herder Book Co., 1955, p. 135. 

19 Gordon, I.A., John Skelton: Laureate, p. 117. 
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fervour• 

In his poem to God the Father, the poet dwells on 

the power and the immutability of "the Lord incomparable". 

The second poem to the Son, emphasizes the power but 

strengthens the idea of the Trinity: 

The only Son of God by filiation, 
The Second Person withouten beginning, 
Both God and man our faith maketh plain relation. 

(11.2-4) 

The same idea of the unicity of the three Persons is present 

in the third poem to the Holy Spirit: 

To the Father and the Son thou are communicable 
In unitate which is inseparable. 

(11.4-5) 

and emphasized in the second stanza: 

To whom is appropried the Holy Ghost by name, 
The Third Person, one God in Trinity, 
Of perfite love thou art the ghostly flame: 

(11.9-11) 

There is a profession of his faith too in the 

Fatherhood of God and the Motherhood of Mary: 
Both God and man our faith maketh plain relation, 
Mary thy Mother, by way of incarnation. 

(11.4-5) 

A man's devotion to the Mother of God usually has strength 

that would do battle for his lady. Such was Skelton's for 

the faith expressed here carried through his whole life 

until thirty years later in his "Replycacion" he condemned 

those scholars who called it idolatry to venerate Mary and 

who denied the maternity and the perpetual virginity of the 
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Blessed Virgin. What the poet says as early as this second 

period of his life, foreshadows the proceedings of the 

Council of Trent twenty-five years later when it stated in 

the "Constitution Cum Quorundurn" of 1555, that: 

We call to account and warn ... all those who 
have asserted or believe that the same most Blessed 
Virgin Mary is not the true mother of God and that 
she did not remain a perfect virgin before, while, 
and forever after she gave birth.20 

In a discussion of Skelton's religious lyrics, 

then, it seems impossible to agree with any such criticism 

as his being "dumb"21 0n matters of dogma when it is quite 

plain that Skelton has deep roots in the traditional doc­

trines of the Church. For him, God is the power, the glory, 

the magnificence, the Creator. But he can turn to His 

divine goodness just as easily, for he realizes that from 

it proceeds the support of which "all creatures have need". 

This is sufficient to call forth the spontaneous prayer: 

Assist me, good Lord, and grant me of thy grace 
To live to thy pleasure in word, thought and deed, 
And after this life, to see thy glorious face. 

(11.14-16) 

In those lines is the same preoccupation with life after 

death that we have seen before in the two elegies. And 

20 VanAckeren, G., S.J., The Church Teaches, p. 206. 

21 Gordon, I.A., John Skelton, p. 117. 
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because: 

Mine heart, my mind, my thought, my whole delight 
Is, after this life, to see thy Glorious Face. 

(11.7-8) 

he will ask his "benign Jesu" to defend him with His 

"piteous woundes five", 

Against all bodily and ghostly tribulation (1.7) 

Against the world, the flesh, the devil also. (1.15) 

and the "fiery Fervence", which to him symbolizes the Holy 

Spirit, to preserve him 

Against all suggestions deadly and damnable (1.7) 

Against all stormes of hard adversity. (1.8) 

In this trilogy, then, we find the mediaeval rhyme 

royal, the usual abstractions, the frequent repetitions, the 

aureate language. But occasionally we see also a freshness 

and simplicity that reflect a mind that speaks from the 

heart; a mind that has alerted itself to the spiritual con­

flicts of contemporary man; a mind that later will re­

examine and re-evaluate its own position in the changing 

times ahead. The longer we study the Skelton of this second 

phase, the more we understand the struggles that came later 

in his life. 

Another religious poem of this period is "Woefully 

Arrayed"- It is in quite a different form from the trilogy 

to the Blessed Trinity and the tone changes in such a manner 

that it could have been sung as a hymn. To substantiate this 
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further, the poem is found in the Fairfax MS (B.M. 5465)22 

in which also are the songs set to music by William Cornysshe 

of the Chapel Royal. From the form of this poem, alternating 

four long lines and six short lines, it can be thought 

likely that there was music for it too. The stanza, 

Woefully arrayed, 
My blood, man, 
For thee ran, 

It may not be nay'd: 
My body bio and wan, 

Woefully array'd. 

is placed at the beginning and at the end, in the printed 

editions of the poetry but there is no reason for its not 

being sung at the end of each long verse. As each stanza 

concludes with the key words "woefully array'd", this could 

have been the signal for the congregation to join in on the 

chorus. The regular rhythm throughout suggests that the hymn 

may have been used for a processional on Good Friday, perhaps 

at the Veneration of the Cross after the singing of the Lam­

entations as required in the liturgy. Certainly the appeal 

of Our Lord to consider his betrayal, His being nailed to the 

cross, the pain of the crown of thorns, the nails, the agony 

and the final request to "Give me thine heart free to reward 

mine hire" (1.44) evokes the Holy Week Liturgy. Henderson 

22 Poems. "Manuscripts", p. xxv. 
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calls this Skelton's "beautiful and moving hymn"23 and in the 

fifteenth century as well as in many generations of Catholics 

since, the words would have stirred up devotion. It is 

within this framework that the poem must be judged, because 

our critical view on church music has changed since the 

Sacred Congregation of Rites has instructed that 

it is necessary that popular religious songs 
fully conform to the Catholic Faith, that they expound 
and explain it rightly, that they use simple language 
and simple melodies, that they be free of ostentatious 
and inane superfluity of words...24 

What the twentieth century might consider maudlin, might have 

roused a mediaeval congregation to a realization of Christ's 

love for them, as in: 

Remember my tender heart-root for thee brake, 
With paines my veines constrained to crake. 

(11.19-20) 

And they would have considered their own death too for once 

more there is Skelton's recurring theme: 

With me to reign in endless wealth: 
Remember, man, thy soules health. 

(11.65-6) 

These religious poems with their rhythm of natural 

speech and the familiarity with which man speaks to God and 

vice versa, remind us eloquently of John Donne and Gerard 

23 Poems, "Introduction", p. ix. 

24 Sacred Congregation of Rites, Sacred Music and 
the Liturgy, Sept. 3, 1958, "Regarding certain kinds of 
sacred music", p. l£. 
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Manley Hopkins, and Henderson reminds us that 

The rediscovery of Skelton coincided with the 
rediscovery of Donne and Hopkins, both poets who in 
their use of rhythms of ordinary speech have had an 
enormous influence on the development of contempor­
ary techniques.25 

In "Woefully Arrayed" we get the feel of Donne's lines as he 

asks God to "ravish" him: 

Batter my heart, three person'd God; for you 
As yet but knocke, breathe, shine and seeke to mend 
That I may rise, and stand, o'erthrow mee and bend 
Your force, to breake, blowe, burn and make me new.26 

and of Hopkins as he addresses Christ: 

Thou art indeed just, Lord, if I contend 
With thee; but, sir, so what I plead is just, 
Why do sinners ways prosper? and why must 
Disappointment all I endeavour end?27 

Thus far we have seen that the Skelton of this 

second period was steeped in the mediaeval literary and 

religious traditions of his university background. But 

there was a gayer, lighter side to his career described as 

his "more private alter ego" which 

was strolling down Thames Street, whistling the 
latest air, head stuffed with old ballads, heart 
running on love.28 

25 Poems, "Introduction", vi. 

26 Nicholson, D.H.S., Oxford Book of English 
Mystical Verse, Clarendon Press, 1953, p. 15. 

27 Cecil, Lord David, Oxford Book of Christian 
Verse, Clarendon Press, 1951, P- 502. 

2# Green, Peter, John Skelton, p. 5. 
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Having been deprived of such freedom up until now, the 

Calliope of the court no doubt ran the gamut of the inns 

and the alehouses of London, delighting in such society as 

would have been taboo for an Oxford don. And it needed very 

little encouragement to exchange the organ, the choir and 

the hymns of the Chapel Royal for the rebec, the whistled 

tune and the merry laughter of the village green. 

The best known of the songs of this period is his 

"Mannerly Margery Milk and Ale" set to music by William 

Cornysshe who was already writing tunes of a humorous and 

satirical nature at this early date. One critic has said 

of "Mannerly Margery" that the composer wrote 

an excellent setting of a humorous poem in three 
sections by John Skelton, whose jumbling metres and 
crude and crazy satires are as far removed from the 
spirit of motet and madrigal as can be imagined.29 

This is a glib criticism which does not even take into con­

sideration the date of the songs. The "jumbling metres" of 

the satires for which Skelton is popularly (but not always 

fairly) known were written twenty years after this second 

period and to apply such a criticism here is irrelevant. 

Furthermore, it is obvious that the poet was not trying to 

compose a motet; so, such a "spirit" would be entirely out of 

place. For Cornysshe to have bothered to compose music for 

29 Blom, Eric, ed,, Grove's Dictionary of Music and 
Musicians, London, Macmillan, 1954, Vol. 2, p. 452-3. 
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the song is a good indication that he thought it worth it. 

His music which is extant, is a three-part counterpointed 

madrigal,30 As the second voice supports alternately either 

the first or the third, the poem becomes a dialogue with all 

voices mingling in the refrain. There is no restraint in 

either subject or form. It is possible that it was a 

"student-lied" and certainly it is one of the few examples 

of the popular song of the day. In it we notice Skelton's 

movement towards the iambic tetrameter, the freedom in the 

number of his syllables, the shift of accent falling to the 

last "y" in the line and the lusty drinking-song chorus. At 

the beginning of each stanza there are five rhyming lines 

instead of the traditional four, in the midst of which the 

many exclamation marks and questions tell the tale of the 

knave who is a "wanton clerk" seducing Margery a servant 

girl. It is a coarse and vulgar theme composed in the spirit 

of the times but it would be naive to suppose that it was the 

only such song of this type. 

There are those who would brand this poem as "brutal" 

and wonder therefore over the care given it by the composer. 

30 A form of secular composition for two or more 
voices, the earliest extant example of which is "Sumer is 
icumen in". The subjects were chiefly amorous but often 
political or satirical. 
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But if, as we must presume, both the poet and composer were 

enjoying the lilt of the iambic tetrameter and the hearty 

"Gup, Christian Clout, etc." of the chorus, then it would be 

more unlikely if they had not given of their best. Evidently 

both men were moving with the times and for Skelton a second 

melody was weaving itself inextricably into the pattern of 

his monastic polyphony. 

Shaping up before us, then, is a kind of dual 

personality: the Skelton of the court, and the Skelton of 

the tavern; a poet who can swing easily from a mediaeval 

poem on Christ crucified to a gay tune on a jolly rutterkin; 

from the mannerless meddling of Maistres Anne, to the stanza: 

Nothing earthly to me more desirous 
Than to behold your beauteous countenance: 

But, hateful absence, to me so envious, 
Though thou withdraw me from her by long distance, 
Yet shall she never out of remembrance: 

For I have graved her within the secret wall 
Of my true heart, to love her best of all.31 

of which one critic says: 

To what extent Skelton is a forerunner of the 
Elizabethans may be gauged from the concluding stanza 
of 'Knowledge, Acquaintance, etc' This cannot well 
be later than 1500, but it may be doubted whether 
Wyatt or Surrey ever wrote anything more sinewy or 
balanced than these last two lines.32 

31 Poems, p. 31. 

32 Lloyd, L.J., "A Note on Skelton" in RES, vol. 5, 
1929, p. 302-6. 
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The unnamed lady of the poem shines in the reflected glory 

of the aureate terms which describe her; she is 

Herber enverdured, continual fresh and green; 
Of lusty summer the passing goodly queen; 

(11.13-4) 

her features are "far passing my report"; she is an "elect­

uary", a "Hesperus", a "lodestar"; nothing is more delight­

ful to him than to see her "beauteous countenance", to 

embrace her in his "armes twain". But his whole description 

is purely conventional until we come to the final stanza, 

when for the first time Skelton 

breaks through his clinging web of verbiage 
and rises to something approaching his full stat­
ure.33 

Such control as we see in this final couplet would only have 

been possible if the poet had had respect for the object of 

his compliment. The poem is a far cry from the tone of the 

companion poem "The Ancient Acquaintance, Madam, Between Us 

Twain" wherein Skelton takes advantage of his "ancient 

acquaintance" to upbraid a woman, also of "goodly port" and 

"beauteous visage" because she has forgotten her "old true 

loving knight". Here, the final couplet: 

Play fair, madam, and look ye play clean, 
Or else with great shame your game will be seen. 

(11.41-2) 

is filled with scorn and cynical correction. None of her, or 

33 Lloyd, L.J., John Skelton, p. 30. 
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her "features favourable" are deserving of compliment for 

she is a "wily pie". Neither is she alone in her double-

dealing - others tread the same path for Skelton says that 

her husband is "not first hath had a loss". Side by side, 

these two poems show us the contrast between two types of 

women of the court: those of "goodlihood", "courteous 

and benign" behaviour and "womanhood", and those who "hueth 

never a deal", who are "courtly hags" and "wrenches". The 

gentle courtesy he shows for the first type is poles apart 

from the evident enjoyment he seems to get from association 

with the latter. And here., is another of Skelton's problems: 

the dictates of conscience do not match up with the dictates 

of his heart. The attraction of virtue is powerful but in 

the face of vice is less so: "the heart is willing, but the 

flesh is weak," and as we pursue the study of Skelton's life 

into the third and fourth periods, we can see that it is a 

problem that shadows him: what he desires does not always 

match up with what he does; often too, it is a case of, 

"Do what I say; do not do what I do." 

The last poem of this period is the dramatic song 

"My Darling Dere, My Daisy Flower". Here Skelton experi­

ments with rhyme scheme and metre. The poem is headed by 

two lines of chorus: 

With lullay, lullay, like a child, 
Thou sleepest too long, thou art beguiled. 
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This word "lullay" of a mother's lullaby, appears in numbers 

of carols of the fifteenth century, a form which appears 

only in the mediaeval period, roughly 1425-1550, and is 

restricted to England.34 in such a form is the beautiful 

but very obscure: 

Lully, lullay, lully, lullay, 

The falcon hath borne my mate away.35 

the story of Mary's constancy during Christ's suffering. 

The themes of the early carols were mostly religious but 

gradually they became parodies of Christian themes and de­

generated into love songs of knights and ladies and lovers' 

lullabies, as in: 
With lullaby they still the child; 
And if I be not much beguiled, 
Full many a wanton babe have I, 
Which must be still'd with lullaby.36 

and this is the stuff of which "My Darling Dere" is made. 

Skelton's first stanza begins eloquently enough and 

were it not for the overtones in the word "beguiled" found 

in the opening refrain, one might easily be fooled into 

believing that the poem is within the carol tradition. 

34 Rossell, H.R., Ed., Early English Christmas 
Carols, New York, Columbia University, 1961, p. 1. 

35 Myers, A.R., England in the Late Middle Ages. 
London, Penguin, p. 170. 

36 Eliot, C.W., Ed., English Poetry: From Chaucer 
to Gray, New York, Collier, 1910, P- 198. 
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My darling dere, my daisy floure, 
Let me, quod he, lie in your lap. 

Lie-still, quod she, my paramour, 
Lie still hardely, 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, lullay, like a child, 
Thou sleepest too long, thou art beguiled. 

(stanza 1) 

and by means of a great number of soft consonants, particu­

larly 1, d, m, and n, the poet produces a drowsy, hypnotic 

effect designed by the "daisy floure" to bring sleep to the 

"paramour". Sleep comes as the "lullaby" intends but there 

is an ironic twist to the whole affair: the sleep that over­

comes the man prevents the whore from her enjoyment of him 

and he in turn loses her to another. His "trust" in her 

"payment" causes him to "lose all his pay" and she "after 

her cold" found one who "halsed her heartily" and "kissed 

her sweet". 

The whole poem is a cynical commentary on the type 

of love which Skelton saw flourishing all around him and the 

diction which he uses to describe the second lover in the 

poem, is reminiscent of the words of the "gast" to the 

"foule fleisch" in the "Debate of the Body and the Soul": 

pou art unsemly for to se, 
Uncomli for to kissen swete;37 

a just reward for all "Darling Deres" of the type in this 

37 Emerson, O.F., A Middle English Reader. New York 
Macmillan. I960, p. 52. 
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song. The original paramour was so sure of himself that we 

can imagine Skelton having a good laugh when he says at the 

end: 

Well may thou sigh, well may thou groan, 
To deal with her so cowardly: 
Ywis, pole hatchet, she bleared thine eye. 

(11.34-36) 

adding perhaps, "The joke is on youi" 

Some critics go so far as to see no humour in the 

song at all. One says that it 

becomes a bitter variation on the biblical 
'For what does it profit a man if he gain the whole 
world, but suffer the loss of his own soul.38 

Under the circumstances indicated by the song, it seems 

difficult to believe that Skelton had any such text in mind, 

and viewed in such a light Fish's interpretation is a mis­

take. As Pollet says: 

Telle 'berceuse', comme 'Lullay, lullay, like 
a child' n'a de berceuse que le refrain et releve 
plutSt de la raillerie populaire.39 

Such a song might easily have gained much popularity in its 

day because of its theme, its lilt, and the "haunting 

rhythms" which Edith Sitwell says "have produced the drow­

siest poem in the English language."40 

38 Fish, S.E., John Skelton's Poetry. New Haven, 
Yale University Press, 1965, p. 52. 

39 Pollet, M., John Skelton. Paris, Didier, 1962, 
p. 238. 

40 Green, P., John Skelton, p. 10, 
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This, then, is the Skelton that emerges from the 

second period of his career: a mad mixture of tremendous 

emotional and religious intensity, spiritual fervour, love, 

and song. This is the "busy self" that will be chosen from 

among many to be tutor to the young Prince Henry and later 

priest of the Roman Catholic church. Knowing now, as we do, 

the drives that motivated this man, we should be able to 

appreciate better the contradictions that we find in his 

later life. 
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CHAPTER THREE 

CREANCER TO A PRYNCE 

In the years following his appointment as poet lau­

reate, Skelton became increasingly involved in the affairs 

of a court that challenged his intellect, his musical 

talents and his religious ideals. He could look up to a king 

who not only encouraged scholarly pursuits but also by his 

royal presence at university ceremonies showed his personal 

interest in intellectual progress. Already we have seen him 

officiating at an Oxford convocation and Father Filippo 

Alberici, of Mantua refers to an occasion when Henry person­

ally presented degrees at Cambridge: 

You are the first when you wage war, and you 
are the first to bestow the laurel wreaths upon 
learned men with your honored hand. Justly, there­
for, may the emblems of a double triumph be allowed 
you. It is fitting that you be decorated both with 
the helmet and with the laurel.l 

His court was to be "musically erudite" too, and he 

surrounded himself from the first with the best 
musicians that he could lay hands on, determined 
that the Tudor court should compare favourably with 
that of the Plantagenets in musical distinction.2 

Simultaneously, his mother, the pious Lady Margaret Beaufort 

did her share to encourage intellectual pursuits and together 

with John Fisher, Bishop of Rochester, did much to build up 

1 MS Arundel 317, Fol. 24, Nelson, p. 14. 

2 Blom, Eric, Music in England, Penguin Books, 
Middlesex, England, 1947, p. 23, 
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the prestige of Cambridge University: 

Their mutual devotion to true learning founded 
a strong bond of sympathy between these two great 
minds . . . and it was because of her splendid 
devotion to Christ in his priesthood that Lady 
Margaret lavished her wealth and her influence upon 
the realization of the wise and saintly Chancellor's 
plans for reforming the starved university. Thus 
the two great colleges, Christ's and St. John's came 
into being.3 

Under the watchful eye of such keen minds, the 

education of princes and royal children was closely super­

vised. Appointments as tutors were made with care, and can­

didates for such positions were well prepared in the mediae­

val universities of Oxford, Cambridge, or the Continent. In 

1487, Lawrence Squire, the priest-musician, became Master of 

the Children of the Chapel Royal - frequently young men 

destined for outstanding careers. Five years later, William 

Cornysshe, a versatile artist with a doctor's degree from 

Cambridge, succeeded him. 

For Skelton, these years were the dawn of a sunlit 

day. He was laureated by Louvain in 1492 as noted by the 

Grace Book of Cambridge: 

Johanni Skelton Poete in partibus transmarinis 
atque Oxonie laurea ornato.4 

3 Wilby, Noel Macdonald, The Story of Blessed John 
Fisher. London, Burns, Oates and Washbourne, 1929, p. 49-50. 

4 Grace Book B , of the University of Cambridge, 
ed. Mary Bateson, Cambridge, 1903, p. 54. 
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Pollet thinks that the university was giving this degree 

"honoris causa" to the poet of a king who was 

allie a une epoque ou Maximilien faisait front 
avec Henri VII contre Charles VIII. Mais il 
pourrait s'agir tout aussi bien d!un geste ema-
nant directement de Maximilien de Habsbourg, dans 
le cadre d'une politique destinee a tenir l'Angle-
terre ecartee de la France, ce qui expliquerait 
1'absence d'allusion a toute universite.5 

A few months later, Cambridge granted him the same degree 

with which he had been already twice honored. 

These were moments of triumph for Skelton. Calliope 

of the court, witty, clever, and at thirty-three in his full 

manhood, he was open to any opportunity. It came from the 

Lady Margaret, who as Pollet says "se reservait les questions 

d'education a la Cour" she appointed Skelton tutor to the 

young Prince Henry who at age four had been created Duke of 

York. Some biographers say that Henry's mother, who was 

Countess of Richmond in Yorkshire, may have made the choice 

because of family friends in the North of England - the 

Percy's, the Scrope's or the Neville's.6 This may have been, 

but she surely would have been guided also by this young 

man's qualifications of intellect and religious background. 

As we have seen, there is no reason to believe that Skelton 

5 Pollet, Maurice, John Skelton (C.1460-1529). 
Paris Didier, 1962, p. 42. 

6 See the lengthy discussion of this point in the 
work John Skelton: (C.1460-1529) by Maurice Pollet. 
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wasn't well equipped in both these areas. However, being 

aware of the themes of some of his songs, the Lady Margaret 

perhaps wondered about the latter, for most people think 

that she was the "gentlewoman" who sent him a skull upon 

which to meditate. Was this a test? It is possible that 

the poet laureate asked himself this same question. Now, he 

wasn't satisfied to be simply "My Lady the Kinges moder 

poete" - he already had greater titles! He was out to show 

his worthiness as a royal tutor; and to prove his religious 

and spiritual zeal, he decided to make as splendid a medita­

tion upon death as he could - though death was no doubt the 

last thing Skelton wanted to contemplate at this time. Here 

he was entrusted with the education of one who might some 

day be a mighty duke, an archbishop or even king. Who could 

know? Therefore, nothing must stand in Skelton's way. So, 

seated before his skull, he wrote: 

UPON A DED MAN'S HEAD 

That was sent to him from an honourable gentle­
woman for a token, Skelton, Laureate, devised this 
ghostly meditation in English, covenable, in sen­
tence, commendable, lamentable, lacrimable, profita­
ble for the soul.7 

Gordon dates this poem "probably" much earlier, even before 

1489. Though he says that this poem should be grouped with 

the two elegies because they are his "purest examples of 

7 Poems, p. 19. 
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mediaeval thought and form", there is no trace anywhere of a 

"gentlewoman" who would have sent him the "token" before 

Lady Margaret. 

The subject of death and final judgement was not new 

to the poet - we have noted previously his preoccupation with 

it. However, this meditation was to be different, for it 

was not to be in Latin, the language of the Church, but in 

English "covenable". The word "sentence" in its archaic 

sense denotes a "meaningful saying". Therefore the adjec­

tives that follow are likely to be capable of a double inter­

pretation. The first, or literal sense, is that the thoughts 

expressed are praiseworthy and profitable to the soul, arouse 

sorrow and tears over our past sins and thus lead to the 

"Myrres vous y" as suggested in the last line of the poem. 

This is doubtless the interpretation that Skelton hoped Lady 

Margaret and others in her circle would give to the meditation. 

However, the archaic meaning of the word "commendable" is 

"deserving to be recalled to the mind of another". Was he 

trying to say that this tearful and mournful meditation was 

"profitable" in that it expressed ideas as old as time in an 

entirely new way? If so, then we can see quite plainly the 

dual conflict in Skelton: the effort to maintain his posit­

ion as laureate, courtier, general favourite, exteriorly 

"busy about many things", and at the same time to remember 

that "only one thing is necessary" - the salvation of his 
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soul. Even before reading the poem, then, one is prepared 

to find something different and highly important. 

Though the thought of his death is far from him, 

he addresses the skull as though his end is imminent. The 

sight of it does not merely distract him from his simple and 

ordinary duties and pleasures but it has "broken" his mind 

from "worldly lust". Death for him was not an angel, nor a 

pleasant release, a quietus or a Stygian shore; it was 

"hollow-eyed" 

With sinews wydered, 
With bones shydered, 
With his worm-eaten maw, 
And his ghastly jaw 
Gasping aside, 
Naked of hide, 
Neither flesh nor fell. 

(11.12-18) 

In death he sees a deteriorated physical body, with 

Our eyen sinking, 
Our bodies stinking, 
Our gurnmes grinning, 
Our soules brinning. 

(11.33-36) 

For him, hell is a real place against which he needs a 

"shield" for protection. He asks this of Mary, so 

That we be not exiled 
To the dyne dale 
Of bootless bale, 
Nor to the lake 
Of the fiendes black, 

(11.44-48) 

The strenth of that realistic picture inspires a far greater 

degree of horror in Skelton than the much weaker image of 
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"solace" provided by thoughts of heaven: 

And to purchase 
Thine heavenly place, 
And thy palace 
Full of solace 
Above the sky 
That is so high. 

(11.51-56) 

But then the "hell" image is brought to mind whenever we ask 

in the Offertory of the Mass for the Dead: 

Deliver the souls of all the faithful departed 
from the pains of hell and the deep pit; deliver 
them from the lion's mouth; may hell not swallow 
them up, nor may they fall into darkness.8 

and Skelton's five lines are almost a paraphrase of this. 

That this is the case ties in with an analysis of 

this poem by Kinsman,9 in which the writer shows Skelton's 

debt to the mediaeval theme of the "Signs of Death"; this is 

seen in such poems as the thirteenth-century 

Wanne mine eyhen misten, 
And mine heren sissen, 
And mi nose koldet, 
And mi tunge ffoldet, 
And mi rude slaket, 
And mine lippes blaken, 
And mi mub grennet, 

Al to late, al to late, 
Wanne pe bere ys ate gate.l° 

8 Offertory of the Daily Mass for the Dead. 

9 Kinsman, R.S., "Skelton's 'Upon a Deedman's Hed': 
New Light on the Skeltonic", in SP, Vol. 1, 1953, p. 101-9. 

10 Brown, Carleton, Ed., English Lyrics of the 
Xlllth Century, Oxford, 1932, p. 130. 
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and the Latin version of the "Signs" from Fasciculus Morum: 

Quando nasus frigescit 
facies pallescit 
oculi tenebrescunt 
aures surdescunt 
nerui & vene rumpuntur 
cor in duas partes diuiditur.H 

And these in turn have the tone of such passages as: 

The flesh has been consumed, and my bones 
cleave to my skin, and nothing but lips are left 
about my teeth,12 

I waste away like a rotten thing, like a gar­
ment that the moth hath consumed.13 

and many others like them, familiar to the mediaeval man, 

in particular the cleric who often chanted the Office of the 

Dead. 

The organization of the poem is carefully done and 

a method of meditation is evident. The first stanza is the 

"composition of place" in which he focuses both on the skull 

and the end to which he will come: dust thou art and to dust 

thou shalt return. Stanza two states the subject of the medi­

tation: no one may hide from death. Stanza three prepares him 

to make the application and is a prelude to the consideration 

found in stanza four: no matter who we are, or where we are 

II Brown, Carleton, Ed., English Lyrics of the 
XHIth Century, p. 220. 

12 Job, 19:20. (Matins of the Office of the Dead) 

13 Job, 13:28. (Matins of the Office of the Dead) 
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"our days are dated". Hence, in the affections of stanza 

five we are roused to ask the "Child of Mary mild" to keep 

us from the "dynne dale" and resolve in stanza six to live 

in such a way that we shall "behold and see the Trinity!" 

The concluding line in French which Pollet calls "un dernier 

trait feroce" warns us to "Myrres vous y". If this is the 

colloquy, and Skelton might well mean it to be, it is a 

vigorous warning which can often be called to mind. How did 

Skelton feel as he "viewed himself therein"? We can get some 

idea of the tumult going on in his mind from the fact that 

he expressed himself in English rather than in Latin; that 

for probably the first time, he moved away from the stately 

"rhyme royal", to what may well be his first experience with 

the "Skeltonic". There is a feeling of unrest in this medi­

tation. Already, no doubt, Skelton had witnessed the many 

areas in which change was needed. Not alone to the poet or 

the gentlewoman was the "Mirres vous y" applicable. But to 

make the application, was another thing. Skelton was going 

to have to do battle with himself and perhaps he had already 

begun when he called out: 

0 goodly Child, 
Of Mary mild, 
Then be our shield! 
That we be not exiled 
To the dynne dale. 

(11.41-5) 

In 1495 Skelton's royal pupil could look forward 

to ten or more years of private teaching. As the royal tutor 
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had not been prepared for any special profession, the 

priesthood was ideal for him, and Skelton was no doubt quick 

to realize that the ascetic Lady Margaret would suggest Holy 

Orders. Whether, then, it was due to her insistence or the 

influence of his friend, Bishop John Blythe of Salisbury, 

as Pollet suggests,14 Skelton became a priest in 1498, 

within three months of its being suggested. 

Realizing the nature and extent of the Seminary 

programme as we have known it, we are aghast at the little 

preparation this man had for the reception of this Sacrament 

and the responsibilities it involved. It was completed for 

him in a matter of months: the sub-diaconate received on 

March 31, 1498, the diaconate on April 14, and ordination 

on June 9. This whole period was spent in St. Mary's Abbey 

near the Tower of London, at this time a royal residence. 

Following the reception of Holy Orders, Skelton must have 

stayed on at the palace, for in November, the records show 

that he celebrated Mass for King Henry VII at Westminster-15 

This imprudent decision on the part of Skelton and 

his patrons, together with his lack of spiritual orientation 

and formation, account in great part for the difficulties he 

14 Pollet, M., John Skelton, p. 63 

15 Dyce, Rev- Alexander, ed., Poetical Works of 
John Skelton, Vol. 1, Thomas Rodd, 1843, Intro, p. xx-xxl. 
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experienced in his priesthood and for the blame that poster­

ity has laid upon him for his conduct at Diss and later at 

court. But during his term as preceptor to the royal chil­

dren, he seems to have fulfilled both his spiritual and 

temporal duties. It is hyperbole and hasty judgement to 

claim that: 

the corruption imparted by this ribald and ill-
living wretch laid the foundations of his royal 
pupil's grossest crimes.16 

There is no evidence but heresay to substantiate this claim 

and the criticism can only be based upon The Merie Tales of 

Skelton which cannot be proven to be fact.17 Furthermore, 

even if the "Tales" were true, they took place during the 

two later periods of the poet's life and his conduct then 

could have had no influence on his term at Eltham. 

Filled with the first fervour of his consecration, 

he may have, at this time, composed all his "Gothic relig­

ious verse" as Sola da Pinto suggests,!8 an(^ Kinsman thinks 

16 Strickland, Agnes, Lives of the Queens of 
England, London, Henry Colburn, Publisher, 1844, p. 50. 

17 Skelton, John, Merie Tales of Skelton, 
published posthumously in 1567. There is no way of knowing 
whether these are true in part or in whole. Many feel that 
they are based on fact but that Skelton took evident enjoy­
ment in embroidering the actual events. Not even the wife 
he was supposed to have at Diss can be traced, 

18 Pinto, Sola da, John Skelton: A Selection from 
his Poems, New York, Grove, 1950, Intro. 
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that "Upon a Deedman's Hed" was composed after ordination 

as a way of proving his Christian morality as 
a priest and his didactic fitness as a tutor. He 
had set aside courtly sophistication.19 

Actually, he did not have to prove either of these after 

his ordination; his "didactic fitness" could hardly be in 

question after being honoured by three universities; his 

"Christian morality" had been proved before his reception 

of Holy Orders as shown already. 

Following ordination and recognized as a poet and 

musician of some merit, he may have been invited to compose 

a "Vexilla Regis" for the Lenten observances of that year. 

In the "Garlande of Laurelle", Skelton devotes one stanza 

to a group of religious hymns and prayers of which this 

particular hymn is one: 

With, Woefully Arrayed, and shamefully betrayed; 
Of his making devout meditations; 

Vexilla Regis he devised to be displayed; 
With Sacris Solemnis, and other contemplations, 
That in them comprised considerations; 

Thus passeth he the time both night and day, 
Sometime with sadness, sometime with play. 

(Stanza 168) 

As he tells us that his "Vexilla" is "devised to be dis­

played", we might fix the anthem more exactly for Vespers of 

Passion Sunday at which time it is the official hymn. It 

could also have been used as a hymn during the Veneration of 

19 Kinsman, R.S., "Skelton's 'Upon a Deedman's Hed" 
in SP, Vol. 50, 1953, p. 106. 
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the Cross on Good Friday. It is worthy of note that this 

early Skelton seems to be introducing the vernacular into 

the church services. 

The whole spirit of the Passiontide liturgy 

attempts to renew and increase faith and virtue so that the 

people of God may be raised up and live more closely united 

with Christ. For this reason, Skelton has made some addit­

ions and changes in the tone and length of the original 

Latin hymn. In Latin, the events of the crucifixion are 

given in the third person. The poet follows this only in 

the first four lines: 

The king's banner on field is splayed, 
The cross's mystery cannot be nay'd, 
To whom our Saviour was betrayed, 

And for our sake. 
(11.1-4) 

The next line of this stanza is very short and we become 

aware immediately that the speaker is changing: "Thus saith 

he:" (1.5). For the next ten stanzas, Christ speaks to us 

from the cross, telling us of his sufferings but emphasizing 

more His reason for suffering: "man, for thy guilt", "for 

love bought thee so dear", "to bring thee fro hell", "might 

cleanse thee soon". In this way the language and the con­

tent become more vital to the Christian. Now the people 

sing with their whole heart the final stanza: 
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Now, Jesu, for thy great goodness, 
That for men suffered great hardness, 
Save us from the devil'd cruelness, 

And to bliss us send, 
And grant us grace 
To see thy Face 

Withouten end. 
(Stanza 11) 

Whether we approve of Skelton's liturgical style or not, we 

must admit that there is greater congregational appeal in 

the English version than in: 

Te, fons salutis, Trinitas, 
Collaudet omnis spiritus: 
Quibus Crucis victoriam 
Largiris, adde praemium. Amen. 

V.Eripe me, Domine, ab homine malo. 
R.A viro iniquo eripe me. 

In form Skelton's "Vexilla Regis" has much in 

common with the ancient carol: 

The true carol differs from a hymn or religious 
song. When it was a living form, the carol always 
had set stanzas (generally quatrains) alternating 
with a "burden", two lines sung at the beginning of 
the carol and repeated after each stanza.20 

and Gordon reminds us that: 

As a matter of fact, it appears in Kele's 
'Christmas Carolles' (no date) with no name attach­
ed.21 

If we compare this hymn to "Blessed May Thou Be"22j for 

20 Robbins, R.H., Ed., Early English Christmas 
Carols, New York, Columbia University Press, 1961,Intro.p.i. 

21 Gordon, Ian A., John Skelton, p. 115. 

22 See Appendix II for a copy of this Christmas 
Carol, taken from R.H. Robbins' book mentioned above. 
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example, we find that the three first lines, the "burden" 

and lines five and six combined are alike in rhythm and 

metre: iambic tetrameter. But Skelton has made an addition 

to the form of the carol cited; he has inserted a line of 

two stresses after the fourth and sixth lines. These lines 

fulfil two purposes: they give an added marching swing to 

the processional and make a statement of special note. 

For example, in stanza six, the main quatrain is: 

Man, understand now thou shall, 
Instead of drink they gave me gal, 
And eisel mingled therewithal; 
These pains on me / I suffered for thee. 

Now sing we, etc. 

But to emphasize the doer of this action, he throws in after 

line three, "The Jewes fell"; and to impress the reason for 

the suffering, Christ says after line four: "to bring thee 

fro hell". In this way Skelton creates a more personal in­

volvement and the people can become one with the words of 

the hymn. 

The music for the carols was usually designed for 

professional choirs and there is evidence of the same in the 

"Vexilla". The tenor voices would likely have sung the 

words of Christ all the way through with the whole congrega­

tion joining in on the "burden" after each stanza. The boy 

sopranos might have opened with the first five lines of nar­

ration and closed with the last stanza, begging that Jesus 

save His people and grant through His grace, to see His Face 
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"withouten end". Used in this way Skelton's "Vexilla Regis" 

would have been a memorable processional. Anyone who has 

been alive to the reaction towards the many changes in litur­

gical music since the time of Pius XII, can well imagine the 

fifteenth century repercussion, after hearing - in church -

this free rendition of the "Vexilla Regis Prodeunt". 

Within the hymn we have the striking word pictures 

of mediaeval hymnology which is also the language of the 

Mediaeval play: 

Behold my Body, how Jews it dong 
With knots of whipcord and scourges strong. 

(11.19-20) 

Instead of drink they gave me gal, 
And eisel mingled therewithal. 

(11.47-8) 

There are easy rhymes: "splayed, betrayed, nay'd; "dear, 

here, cheer"; "misled, adread, shed"; and there is the same 

organization in the first three lines all the way through. 

The rhyme scheme is regular throughout: a,a,a,b,c,c,b and 

the "burden"; the "b" rhymes are the extra lines to the 

carol added by the poet, and the "c" rhymes can either be in 

two lines of two stresses each or form the fourth line of 

the quatrain with internal rhyme, giving an added pro­

cessional quality to the poem. 

The diction is simple, and there are no difficult 

comparisons or obscure metaphors. Christ's words to man 

sing themselves along in a conversational tone. Since He is 
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speaking so simply in the language of the people, they will 

listen. All can be summed up in the thought that Christ 

asks for our sympathy and love in His sufferings, and in 

return we shall live for Him alone in order to be with Him 

for all eternity. Almost five centuries ago, then, Skelton 

was sufficiently alive to the needs of the Church to know 

that Vespers of the Divine Office would be more meaningful 

in the vernacular. He was some forty years ahead of his 

time as far as the Anglican Church was concerned, for at the 

time of the Reformation English became the language of di­

vine worship. And it was only with the twentieth century 

"Aggiornamento" in the Roman Catholic Church that Priests 

were permitted to say the Divine Office in the vernacular. 

As a priest of Holy Church, Skelton must have found 

himself confined. True, he was at court performing the 

double duty of tutor and cleric, but even so this could 

scarcely have fulfilled the restless soul of Skelton, 

Laureate. When he tells us his duties in the poem "Agaynst 

Garnesche" 

The honour of England I learned to spell, 
In dignity royal that doth excel. 
Note and mark well this parcel: 
I gave him drink of the sugared well 
Of Helicon's waters crystalline, 
Acquainting him with the Muses nine. 
It 'cometh thee well me to remord 
That creanser was to thy sovereign lord! 
It pleaseth that noble prince royall 

U N I V E R S I T Y OF O T T A W A SCHOOL OF G R A D U A T E S T U D I E S 



U N I V E R S I T E D O T T A W A E C O L E DES GRADUES 

71. 

CREANCER TO A PRYNCE 

Me as his master for to call 
In his learning primordial,23 

there is lacking the enthusiasm that we find in the rest of 

the poem, in the hymns or even the elegies. But in spite of 

this, he must have been kept busy both by Lady Margaret and 

the royal children, for he tells us of a good deal of his 

work during this period in the "Garlande of Laurelle"- He 

is the author of tracts or perhaps sermons on various sub­

jects: 

Item, the Book how men shouldst flee sin; 
Item, the Book to speak well and be still; 
Item, to learn you to die when ye will, 

(stanza 149) 

Of Virtue also the sovereign interlude; 
The False Faith that now goeth, which daily 
is renewed; 
Item, New Grammar in English compiled, 

(stanza 150) 

He did translations at the request of the queen mother: 

Of my lady's grace at the contemplation, 
Out of Frenche into English prose, 

Of Man's Life the Peregrination, 
He did translate, interpret and disclose, 

(stanza 156) 

He was special tutor to Prince Henry and wrote for him a 

treatise on how to conduct himself in a princely manner: 

The Duke of York's creancer when Skelton was, 
Now Henry the Eight, King of Englande, 

A treatise he devised and brought it to pass, 
Called Speculum Principis, to bear in his 

hande, 

23 Poems, p. 162. 
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Therein to read and understande 
All the demeanour of princely estate, 
To be our King, of God preordinate. 

(Stanza 157) 

In all these we see the man who is struggling to live up to 

the obligations he has assumed. Though we cannot judge 

Skelton's motives, there seems to be little of the love of 

God as the impelling force behind the lines quoted above. 

Try as he might he could not quell the inner urge to expose 

his real self: a self that is becoming increasingly aware 

of the state of the court of which he is one of the stars. 

He sees intrigue everywhere. For him, this is the "lizard" 

of one of his earlier poems: 
Though ye suppose all jeopardies are passed, 

And all is done that ye looked for before, 
Ware ye, 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 lurking in the grass.24 

Two poems emerge from this conflict: "Agaynst a 

Comely Coystroun", which has been analysed in detail as a 

satirical piece against "Jock who would be a gentleman" but 

"that late was a groom". 

The unfortunate courtier, called Dr. Devias, 
master, minstrel and fiddler, was probably a Flemish 
musician who had somehow incurred Skelton's wrath at 
the court of Henry VII.25 

24 Poems, p. 33« 

25 Carpenter, Nan Cooke, "Skelton and Music: 
Rotv Bullv Joys*, in RES. VI. 1955. p. 279 
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and second, "The Bouge of Courte" itemized in the "Garlande 

as "Item, Bouge of Courte, where Drede was beguiled", called 

that sober, neurotic, horribly life-like 
half-allegory.26 

and referred to also as a 

conventional mediaeval dream allegory, which 
shows considerable originality in its handling of 
the old rhyme royal stanza.27 

That the "comely coystroun" who incurred Skelton's 

wrath was not a native of England, is quite likely for 

the crowd of foreigners in the royal service 
during the reign of Henry VII, takes on the char­
acter of a mass invasion.28 

Such "foreigners" as Antonio Bonvisi, Adrian of Castello, 

Polydore Vergil and Desiderius Erasmus, all intellectual 

giants, were exceedingly influential in the realm of English 

scholarship. But there must have been hangers-on of much less 

talent, hopeful of making a name for themselves in the court 

but not having "enough native talent for the purpose". 

These were the little men, the lesser lights, who would im­

press equally lesser courtiers. But in the sphere of music 

and poetry, John Skelton was one with whom they had to 

26 Green, P-, John Skelton, p. 12. 

27 Poems, p. xiii. 

28 Nelson, W., John Skelton: Laureate, New York, 
Columbia University Press, 1939, p. 30. 
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reckon. Apparently Dr. Devias had not taken this fact into 

consideration. 

If the good "doctor" were Flemish, as Mrs. Carpen­

ter points out, Skelton must have thought with some mirth of 

the historian Georges Chastellain's autobiographical note: 

that he was a born Fleming, writing in the French language 

but in a coarse speech, 

a man of the cattle-breeding marshes, rude, 
ignorant, stammering of tongue, greasy of mouth and 
of palate and quite bemired with other defects, 
proper to the nature of the land.29 

Note the similarity of thought in Skelton's description of 

the "Coystroun": He was born "full base", "his wit is lean", 

he is "a red angry man", he dreams "in dumpes to wrangle and 

wrest", he drinks "at a draught a large and long", plays the 

lute like the "sobbing of an old sow", "brawls and barks" 

and is a rustic: 

An usher of the hall fain would I get 
To point this proud page a place and a room, 
For Jack would be a gentleman that late was 

a groom. 
(11.40-42) 

This "peevish proud" braggart who teaches the lords and 

ladies of his school "so wisely to solf and to fayne", 

29 Huizinga, J., The Waning of the Middle Ages. 
a study of the Forms of life, thought and art in France and 
the Netherlands in the Dawn of the Renaissance, Doubleday, 
New York, 1954, p. 26*5. 
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without any adequate training, reminds us a little of Pope's 

warning two centuries later that "A little learning is a 

dangerous thing." It is easy enough to conjure up a picture 

of this man: Puffed up with self-importance, peevish, red-

faced, nervous, high-strung, always singing a bit sharp: 

He solfas too haute, his treble is too high. (1.23) 

Too sharp is his Mi. (1.25) 

His descant is dashed full of discords. (1.38) 

Huizinga goes on to say that Chastellain's style of 

writing can be accounted for by his Flemish birth: it is 

flowery, pompous and grandiloquent. In making an analogy 

between his prose and Jan Van Eyck's painting of the altar-

piece of the Lamb, he says: 

Those heavy red dresses of red and gold brocade, 
loaded with precious stones, those too heavy gri­
maces, the somewhat puerile decoration of the lec­
tern - all this in painting is the equivalent of the 
showy Bergundian prose. It is a rhetorician's style 
transferred to painting.30 

If these "undeniable affinities" exist between writing and 

painting, then we can expect to find them too, between 

writing and music. They are there, says Skelton, and to the 

shame of Dr. Devias: 

His descant is busy, it is without a mean; 
Too fat is his fancy, his wit is too lean. 

(11.27-8) 

30 Huizinga, J., Waning of the Middle Ages, p. 285. 
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After Skelton tells us that this learned doctor 

"whistleth so sweetly, he maketh me to sweat" we are not 

surprised that Devias claims to be able to "counter 'Custodi 

Nos'" a versicle and response sung just before the "Nunc 

Dimittis" at the close of Compline. This indeed would be 

the "rhetorician's style" transferred to music, for the 

words "Custodi nos Dominus ut pupillam oculi" followed by 

"Sub umbra alarum tuarum protege nos."31 would be sung either 

in recto tono or plain chant. Rarely, if ever, would such 

versicles be counterpointed unless removed from the Office 

and used as an anthem for some occasion. Such musical 

embroidery was frowned on in the fifteenth century as now, 

for use in church services. 

But there is a still deeper meaning in this allu­

sion to "Custodi nos". The versicle beseeches God that He 

V. Keep us, 0 Lord, as the apple of thy eye. 

R. And protect us under the shadow of thy wings. 

And well might Devias pray this, says Skelton, with all the 

"countering" known to the Flemish musicians, for such a 

"coystroun" would have difficulty maintaining his position 

except by prayer. And the poet continues sarcastically to 

advise him to sing "Sospitati dedit aegros" (give succour to 

31 Breviarum Romanum, Psalterium Breviarii Romani, 
Dominica ad Completorium, p. 43• (Tomus Prior, H. Dessain, 
Mechliniae, Belgique.) 
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the sick), in this way reducing him to the state of a "par­

ish town clerk" - an obvious gibe at the musician's low 

standing, his lay state and his pretence of musical training. 

The terminology used in Skelton's images denotes an 

above-average knowledge of music gained during his years at 

Cambridge. The Coystrounrs voice, like his tongue, is 

peevish and harsh, and he has difficulty reaching either 

high or low: "But for in his gamut carp that he can." (1.13) 

He can "counter" and "knack" of Martin Swart and Perkin 

Warbeck because he, like them, is an imposter; but this 

"holy water clerk" will not be able to become a ruler of 

lords by means of his monochord32 f0r musicians are born not 

fretted. 

The puns on "rule nor in space", "that born was 

full base", "music without measure"; the irony in "lumbreth 

on a lewd lute", "fumbleth in his fingering" but 

Well sped in spindles and turning of tavells; 
A bungler, a brawler, a picker of quarrels. 

(11.34-5) 

the character delineation in: 

He findeth a proportion in his prick song, 
To drink at a draught a large and long. 

(11.48-9) 

32 An apparatus widely used in the M.A., designed 
to investigate into the length of strings and intervals; a 
single string stretched over a long wooden box and a movable 
fret to vary string length. 
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and the method by which he makes a real hare of his victim: 

He teacheth them so wisely to solf and to fayne 
That neither they sing well prick-song or plain. 

(11.53-4) 

all make use of technical terms in music and are indicative 

of Skelton's knowledge of this art. 

There is a good deal of fun in these gay rhyme 

royal stanzas and it is at the expense of some musician over 

whom Skelton felt he had the ascendancy. Therefore the poet 

reminds him throughout that he is a "coistrel", making use 

of such images as: "sweet sugar-loaf", "dun", "maunchet", 

"morell", "sire"- He damns him with faint praise by the use 

of the adjective "comely"; taunts him with allusions to 

boisterous tavern songs: 

With hey trolly lolly, lo, whip here, Jack, 
Alumbeck sodildim sillorum ben! 

(11.15-6) 

and the "rumble down, tumble down, hey go, now, now" (1.30) 

hand clapping and toe tapping that accompanied the dancing 

alluded to in "Roty Bully Joys"33 

Woven in among the fun are a few cutting remarks. 

This "groom" must have levelled some jealous criticism at 

Skelton or meddled in his affairs for the poet tells him 

quite plainly: 

33 Carpenter, N.C., "Skelton and Music", p. 281. 
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Yet bear ye not too bold to brawl nor to bark 
At me that meddled nothing with your work: 
Correct first thyself: walk and be nought! 
Deem what thou list, thou knowest noth my thought. 

(11.60-64) 

Thus has the coystroun brought down upon himself Skelton's 

first shower of darts. The royal priest-tutor is jealous of 

his position at court and secure in his knowledge of prince­

ly favour. As he looks about him he finds this worthless 

knave and others of the same type, fawning upon those whom 

they think can procure royal preferment. Skelton and his 

confreres have come into their own by means of intellectual 

excellence, university honours and royal favour. What they 

have earned by dint of struggle and years of waiting, others 

seem to be gaining by deceit and hypocrisy. The "Comely 

Coystroun" is one of these. The acquaintance of such cour­

tiers causes Skelton to write the second of his poems that 

show his increasing awareness of court intrigue: the 

"horribly lifelike half-allegory "Bowge of Courte" in which 

things overheard, things misunderstood, a 
general and steadily-growing sense of being out of 
one's depth, fill the poem with a Kafka-like un­
easiness,34 

What creates in the "Bowge" this sense of uneasiness 

which is so readily apparent even centuries later? The fact 

that Skelton, the court poet, lived with it. As the young 

34 Lewis, C.S., English Literature in the Sixteenth 
Century, Oxford, 1954, p. 135. 
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laureate, he had been free to come and go at leisure. When 

all at once he had become a priest and been brought under the 

discipline of Holy Orders which we have every reason to 

believe he meant to observe, he found himself "cabin'd, 

cribb'd, confined." A late vocation often brings such prob­

lems and Skelton at thirty-eight, with his particular back­

ground and environment must have found the situation at 

times almost unbearable. Removed from much of the social 

whirl of the court, he had an ever-increasing amount of time 

on his hands, during which he took a long look around and 

obviously did not like what he saw. 

The result of his unfavourable impressions he wove 

into his "Bowge of Courte", a poem described by Warton as 

one "in the manner of a pageant". The seventy-one 

Chaucerian seven-line stanzas are in the form, and somewhat 

in the mood, of the "Comely Coystroun"- The frame-work of 

the poem is the dream-allegory so familiar to the literature 

of the Middle Ages. But there is a certain newness of tone 

and characterization: a preview of the satire that will 

later be directed at specific individuals and definite 

events. C.S. Lewis describes it like this: 

I suppose that no reader has forgotten the 
vividness of its characters or its nightmare cre­
scendo from guilelessness to suspicion, from sus­
picion to acute nervousness, and thence to panic 
and awakening. The experience of a young man during 
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those painful years in which he first discovers that 
he has entered a profession whose motto is 'Dog eat 
Dog', could hardly be better described.35 

His "dream" takes place in autumn, and with the 

added images of "radiant heat", "enrip'd" and "corn" we get 

the comfortable feeling of warmth and fruition. But this 

mood is quickly dispelled in the very next line by the 

images of the fickleness of "Luna" who smiles "half in scorn 

at our folly and unsteadfastness". At this point the word 

"autumn" takes on a different meaning: either a final 

chapter in his career or life, or in the life of the court. 

But his career is only beginning and he is still young. 

And if he means the court, then it is a vastly different 

picture from the one generally painted in history of this 

particular period. For example, 

But at length in 1485, Henry VII, the first of 
the Tudor dynasty, secured the crown and ushered 
in a new era of English history By 1500, England 
was a real national monarchy and the power of the 
king appeared to be distinctly in the ascendant.36 

The answer lies in the fact that in Skelton's position he was 

able to see the intrigue rampant in court circles. Further­

more, he was alive to it and did not close his eyes to what 

he knew was a menace to the security of king and country. He 

35 Lewis, C.S., Allegory of Love, Oxford University 
Press, 1936, p. 252. 

36 Hayes, Carlton, J.H., A Political and Cultural 
History of Modern Europe, Vol. 1, New York, The Macmillan 
Co. 1952, p. 28, 30. 
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hated the fawning hangers-on, not because they affected his 

life directly - though it is most likely he had enemies 

among them - but rather because they were a threat to the 

majesty of the king. Here is a repetition of that same idea 

found in the elegy on the death of Northumberland; and there 

are echoes of it also in the "Speculum Principis", the trea­

tise written for the education of the princes. He warns 

them that: 

Advisers are a poor staff, that those who claim 
knowledge are untrustworthy, those who are doubtful 
are useless...=you may expect wounds....incalculable 
secret hatreds hidden behind courteous language, 
rare sweetness and endless tribulation, frail spirits 
apparently sure today but worth nothing tomorrow, 
unsuspected perils....beware of ingratitude, 
flattery....37 

To make his point in the "Speculum", Skelton uses his right 

as royal tutor; in "The Comely Coistrown", a personal enmi­

ty; in the "Bowge" the veil of allegory. But this type of 

poetry is merely a trial run. The time will come - though he 

does not yet know the moment - when such notes of criticism 

will be completely "countered" in his satirical compositions. 

That his method is different from the allegory of 

the past is shown in the second place by his invocation. 

He does not call upon the Muses, but addresses himself in 

memory to the former poets: 

37 Nelson, William, John Skelton, Laureate, New 
York, Columbia University Press, 1939, p. 76. 
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I calling to mind the great authority 
Of poets old, which full craftily, 

Under as covert terms as could be, 
Can touch a truth and cloak it subtilly 
With freshe utterance full setentiously, 

Diverse in style, some spared not vice to wyte, 
Some of morality nobly did endite: 

(stanza 2) 

As this seems precisely what he wants to do, we realize that 

we shall find between the lines that follow, truths "cloak'd 

subtilly" and of great import. In only a moment, however, 

he becomes discouraged by the words of Ignorance, who calls 

him "unsure" and "to-dull". By the end of the second stanza, 

then, we are prepared for the dilemma into which the poet is 

thrown when faced with the thought 

But of reproach surely he may not miss 
That climbeth higher than he may footing have: 
What an he slide down, who shall him save? 

(11.26-28) 

Fear makes his mind "drawen and cast", and "sore enwearied"; 

he takes refuge not in rose bowers or under linden trees but 

prepares for bed, 

And to lie down as soon as me 'dressed. 
At Harwich port slumbering as I lay 
In mine hostes house, called Powers Key. 

(11.33-35) 

From the first moment of stanza six: "methought I 

saw a ship", we are inclined to say with the modern movie 

producer, "lights, camera, action!" and very likely Hollywood 

would do a great deal more with the dramatic possibilities 

here present than most of the critics until this time. Held 
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down as he was by the poetic form, he gives us action. We 

fear not for him, but with him as he boards the good ship 

"Bowge of Court": he "thought" he had better not "dwell 

behind"; he puts himself "in press"; he has "too little 

conning to report" the beauty of "Lady Sanspeer"; he stands 

reading the verse on the throne "myself alone"; Danger 

appears and gives him "a taunt": 

And I then softly answered to that clause, 
That so to say I had given her no cause. 

(11.74-75) 

It is no surprise to us now to find out that his name is 

Drede. His description of Desire, then becomes more humor­

ous; she looks at him "with browes bent" and leaves him 

standing there "a mazed man"; she puns on his name: "Yet I 

advise you to speak, for any drede.", and his state is 

ludicrous as she adds, "Who spareth to speak, in faith, he 

spareth to speed." In answer all he can do is excuse himself: 

'Mistress,' quod I, 'I have none acquaintance 
That will for me be mediator and mean; 

And this another, I have small substance.' 

(11.92-94) 

Here is the heart of the matter, then, for the poet. For 

him who will seek free board at the King's table, all that 
is necessary is friends and fortune: the magic crew and 

cargo that sails life's ship to earthly paradise. 

The sail is up, Fortune ruleth our helm, 
We want no wind to pass over all; 
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Favour we have tougher than any elm, 
That will abide and never from us fall. 

(11.127-30) 

but happiness is short-lived and "under honey of time lieth 

bitter gall"; 

For, as methought, in our ship I did see 
Full subtil persons, in number four and three. 

(11.133-34) 

For a while these seven individuals suffer the 

advances of Drede, for he, like them, is a friend of Fortune. 

But not for long is his "disport endurable", and for the rest 

of the poem we see the planned intrigue of these wily knaves: 

The first was Favell, full of flattery, 
With fables false that well could feign a tale; 

The second was Suspect, which that daily 
Misdeemed each man, with face deadly and pale; 
And Harvy Hafter, that well could pick a male, 

With other four of their affinity, 
Disdain, Riot, Dissimular, Subtility. 

(11.204-10) 

Although most of the travellers on the "bowge of Courte" are 

the usual mediaeval abstractions, there is a zest in their 

portrayal. As one critic has said, these seven figures are 

a blend of the abstractions of the Middle Ages 
with the rotund characterization of a new age.38 

This characterization is done in a number of ways. First, by 

Drede himself in his monologues. We smile at his descriptions 

but what is most amusing is the fact that Drede does not mean 

38 Gordon, I.A., John Skelton: Poet Laureate, p.55. 
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to be funny. 

They said they hated for to deal with Drede. 
(1.146) 

But, as methought, he wore on him a cloak 
That lined was with double doubleness. 

(11.177-8) 
And when he (Suspect)- came walking soberly, 

With hum and ha, and with a crooked look, 
Methought his head was full of jealousy 

His eyen rolling, his hande fast they quoke. 
(11.190-93) 

And Harvy Hafter - surely some man whom Skelton knew - came 

leaping toward him "light as lynde": 

He gazed on me with goatish beard, 
When I looked on him, my purse was half afeard. 

(11.237-38) 

The cock-sure expression of Disdain is excellent: 

I looked on him, I wend he had been wood, 
He set the arm proudly under the side 
And in this wise, he 'gan with me to chide. 

(11.320-22) 

Riot, a thoroughly disgusting and repulsive drunkard, is 

done in minute detail: 

A rusty gallant, to-ragged and to-rent. (1.345) 

Then I beheld how he disguised was: 
His head was heavy for watching over night, 

His eyen bleered, his face shone like a glass; 
His gown so short that it ne cover might 
His rump, he went so all for summer light. 

His hose was garded with a list of green, 
Yet at the knee they were broken, I ween. 

(11.351-57) 

Three more stanzas following are devoted to him, and after 

the departure of this fellow, Drede adds: 
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Gone is this knave, this ribald foul and lewd. 
He ran as fast as ever that he might. 
Unthriftiness in him may well be shewed, 
For whom Tyburn groaneth both day and night. 

(11.414-17) 

The next to appear is Dissimulation, and the contrast 

between him and Riot is dramatically handled. This would be 

good stage business if Skelton had been writing a play. 

That one was lean and like a pined ghost. (1.429) 

I saw a knife hid in his sleeve 
Whereon was written this word, Mischief. 
And in his other sleeve, methought I saw 
A spoon of gold, full of honey sweet 
To feed a fool and for to prove a daw. 

(11.433-37) 

and Deceit is "trussed in a garment straight" and sets the 

stage for the capture and slaying of Drede. Except for the 

fact that Drede awoke in time and thus prevented his murder 

(or suicide) the final scene is almost as dramatic as Shake­

speare's portrayal of the assassination of Caesar. As when 

the Cassius-Brutus faction came in for the kill, Deceit says: 

'Hearken', quod he, 'lo here mine hand in thine! 
To us welcome thou art, by Saint Quentine.' 

(11.510-11) 
and after an oily speech telling Drede how he saved the 

poet's life, the victim turns around: 

Methought I see lewd fellows here and there 
Come for to slay me of mortal intent. 

(11.527-26) 

In the second place, when Skelton's Fortune and 

friends of Fortune speak, they characterize themselves. In 
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warning Drede of the pitfalls threatening a successful trip, 

Desire gives him her own philosophy: 

'Forsooth' quod she, 'however blow the wind, 
Fortune guideth and ruleth all our ship; 
Whom she hateth shall over the seaboard skip.' 

(11.111-12) 

Favell flatters Drede on his ability to write poetry (we 

know already the ultimatum of Ignorance!), tells him that 

he knows he is worth "a thousand pound" to his lady and then 

says: 

But this one thing - ye may be sure of me; 
For, by that Lord that bought dear all mankind, 

I cannot flatter, I must be plain to thee! 
(11.162-64) 

He has no more than departed when Suspect comes to warn 

Drede against him: 

Ye remember the gentleman right now 
That communed with you, methought a pretty space? 

Beware of him. 
(11.197-99) 

but at the same time, he is interested to know: 

Spake he, i' faith, no word to you of me? 
I wot, an he did, you would me tell. 

(11.204-5) 

But I wonder what the devil of hell 
He said of me, when he with you did talk. 

(11.206-9) 

Harvy Hafter, the only one of these personalities to whom 

Skelton gives a name, is a rogue and a dandy not too unlike 

the comely coystroun. He has all the popular songs running 

through his head and the tunes are on the tip of his tongue. 
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This is not surprising in one who "would be merry, what wind 

that ever blow!" He talks at great length and with a speed 

to match, giving no time for answers. His is no dialogue! 

Several times he repeats his questionable welcome: 

And ye be welcome, sir, so God me save! 
I hope hereafter a friend of you to have. 

(11.279-60) 

But the friendship lasts only until he meets with Disdain, 

at which time the two plot Drede's downfall: 

Then quod Harvy Hafter, 'Why art thou so dismayed? 
'By Christ,' quod he, 'for it is a shame to say: 
To see yon Johan Dawes, that came but yesterday 

How he is taken in conceit, 
This Doctor Dawcock, Drede, I ween, he hight. 

By Goddes bones, but if we have some slight 
It is like he will stande in our light.' 
'By God,' quod Harvy, 'and it so happen might. 

Let us therefore shortly at a word 
Find some means to cast him overboard. 

(11.299-306) 

Short-lived are the ties of friendship if they stand in the 

way of privilege! 

Riot speaks so convincingly that for a moment we 

forget that he is an allegorical figure. He might be any 

one of a number of real people in the Tudor court. And this 

feeling is underlined when we listen to his philosophy: 

And, sir, in faith why corn'st not us among 
To make thee merry, as other fellows done? 

Thou must swear and stare, man, all day long, 
And wake all night, and sleep till it be noon; 
Thou mayst not study, or muse on the moon; 

This world is nothing but eat, drink, and sleep, 
And thus with us good company to keep. 

(11.379-65) 
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Dissimulation as his name implies, never comes out with the 

truth: 

Right now I spake with one, I trow, I see -
But what - a straw! I may not tell all thing! 

(11.456-9) 

And he hits the proverbial nail on the head when he admits: 

Ywis I could tell - but, humlery, hum! 
I dare not speak, we be so laid await, 
For all our Courte is full of deceit. 

(11.467-69) 

And as if to prove this, Deceit arrives in person, not shout­

ing or even talking, but "rounding in his ear" so that he 

may better express horror at the actions of Dissimulation: 

But to hear the subtilty, and the craft, 
As I shall tell you, if you will hark again! 

(11.519-21) 

and he would have struck to the kill if it hadn't been the 

"drede" he had that "murder would come out." Most of these 

characters reveal themselves to be the type implied by their 

allegorical name. But there is a refreshing newness in what 

they say and a conversational tone evident in the way they 

say it that is a healthy addition to the mediaeval allegory. 

In the third place, the poet himself is alive to the 

situation which he satirizes. His is no half-hearted expose 

of the fate of one Drede, court poet. We are not sure either 

that the poem is an open campaign against what Skelton could 

see was an intolerable state of affairs. However, judging 

from what he wrote during the next quarter century of his 
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life, we can be certain that he realized that this was only 

a beginning. In the milieu of Eltham, the poet-priest-tutor 

feared to speak out too openly. This is evident in the 

warning he gives the reader, that "in every point" he be 

"indifferent". But the final couplet: 

But yet oft-time such dreams be found true. 
Noxv construe ye what is the residue! 

(11.536-39) 

recalls the opening thoughts that the "old poets" 

Under as covert terms as could be, 
Can touch a truth a cloak it subtilly. 

(11.10-11) 

Here is Skelton's conflict again; he has something to say 

and says it but it must be "cloaked" and "covert"-

To attribute to the poem any other motive than that 

of exposing critically an intolerable situation, is to miss 

the point of the "Bowge of Courte". Gordon concludes that: 

The Bowge of Courte must be associated with his 
(Skelton's) break from the courtier's life and his 
entry the same year to holy orders.39 

Although there are a number of subjective elements in the 

poem (even Drede, the poet, is Skelton), the whole is viewed 

too objectively to be written by someone immediately involved 

in the situation he is describing. Once he had been ordained 

and had removed himself, at least in part from the"rackateersy 

39 Gordon, I.A., John Skelton: Poet Laureate, p.55. 
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he could afford to be more pointed - even though cloaked -

for now he would speak with the voice of a churchman. And 

he is describing a general, even universal situation. As 

Lewis states: 

As was natural in Tudor times, the particular 
'world" or "racket" described is the court; but 
almost any man in any profession can recognize most 
of the encounters: the direct, unprovoked snub from 
Danger; the effusive welcome from Favell; the confi­
dential warnings of Suspect; the apparently light-
hearted good fellowship of Harvy Hafter . . . the 
downright bullying of Disdain . . . 40 

How many years separate this poem from the death of 

Prince Arthur and Skelton's removal to Diss is not known. 

It does not seem possible, in the light of what has been 

said, to believe that the poem occasioned the removal. The 

death of the heir-apparent to the throne left Prince Henry 

in direct line and the sudden change in the affairs of state 

brought about a complete upheaval in the organization of 

Henry's education. His schoolroom became the palace; his 

tutors became the world. 

Skelton's work with Prince Henry was over but there 

is nothing to suggest that Henry VII dismissed him dishonor­

ably or gave him his mere "40 shillings to the Duk of Yorke 

scolemaster."41 it may have been at the Queen Mother's 

40 Lewis, C.S., English Literature, 16th Century, 
p. 135. 

41 Public Record Office, MS E, 101-415-3, in Nelson, 
p. 74. 
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request that the gift of Diss was given to Skelton, or Skel­

ton may have asked for it himself thinking to retire and 

enjoy the peace of a country parish. At any rate, with the 

"Bowge of Courte", whose method 

was to borrow an old shell and fill it with 
new drink.42 

the third period of Skelton's poetry came to an end. 

42 Swallow, Alan, "John Skelton: The Structure of 
the Poem" in PQ, XXXII, 1953, p. 31. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 

LITURGICAL ECHOES 

On April 29, 1502, Henry VII paid to the "Due of 

Yorke Scolemaster" forty shillings,! bringing Skelton's tu­

torial duties to an abrupt close and ushering in the fourth 

period of his career. Nothing further is heard of him until 

April 10, 1504, 

on which day, Skelton as rector of Diss witnessed 
the will of his parishioner, Margery Cowper.2 

There is a good deal of conjecture as to what happened be­

tween these two dates. One author has found evidence that 

there was a John Skelton imprisoned in the Tower for a short 

time in 1502, the offence unknown, and that this was the 

poet. He uses this as a reason for the appearance of 

Skelton's name in the Pardon Roll of 1509-10, at the time of 

Henry VIII's accession to the throne.3 Lloyd asks the 

question: "Why was he 'banished' to Norfolk?"^ and gives 

two main reasons: that he may have asked for it as he was 

disillusioned with court life (the "Bowge of Courte" gives 

ample evidence of this), or he may have felt that this was 

1 Public Record Office, MS E, 101-415-3, quoted by 
Wm. Nelson, in John Skelton. Laureate, p. 74. 

2 Ibid, p. 61. 

3 Gordon, I.A., John Skelton: Poet Laureate, p. 21. 

4 Lloyd, L.J., John Skelton, p. 16. 
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the place for his fulfilment as a scholar and poet. 

As Skelton had been intimately associated with the 

court for thirteen years, seven of which had been as tutor 

to the princes, we might expect that this move to Diss would 

be dependent upon the will, or the whim, of Henry VII. Why 

was Diss the chosen parish? Pollet gives some good reasons 

for the choice of this country church: 

Le rectorat de Diss relevait alors de la famille 
royal, depuis que le fief des Fitzwater, dont il de-
pendait normalement, avait ete confisque' par le sou-
verain en 1494, dans les circonstances dramatiques 
qui touchaient a la grande conspiration de Perkin 
Warbeck. Le poste de recteur, d'abord laisse' vacant, 
avait ete attribue, en 1496, au chapelain du roi ab-
senteiste, Peter Graves. Lady Margaret ayant acquis 
un manoir a Diss a la mtme.epoque, il est permis de 
supposer qu'une fois de plus elle avait influe' sur 
la destinee du poete en contribuant a sa nomination 
a cette cure de Diss, a 1'expiration de son precep-
torate.5 

Furthermore, Diss was near Cambridge, the university heavily 

endowed by the Countess of Richmond and under the spiritual 

and intellectual guidance of Bishop John Fisher, her chap­

lain. Cambridge, being the Alma Mater of the scholar John 

Skelton, would have been another drawing card if the poet 

was given an opportunity to request some particular living 

as a gift for services rendered at Eltham. 

Of Diss itself, we have several very differing opin­

ions. Lloyd gives the impression that it was anything but 

5 Pollet, Maurice, John Skelton, p. 63. 
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a prize: ninety miles from London, obscure and 

No sort of fitting reward for a man who had been 
a royal tutor and the most distinguished scholar of 
his generation. In no sense of the word could it be 
described as a preferment.6 

Pollet describes it with much the same flavour: it is 

une grosse bourgade agricole au debouche de 
la riante vallee de la Waveney.7 

intimating that Diss for Skelton was an "exile". Fish goes 

even further along the same line to say that 

Skelton's 'exile' effectively isolates him from 
the pressures of a scene that threatened to overwhelm 
him.s 

Another calls his church "ungainly" and Diss an "unprepos­

sessing market town" and a "quiet backwater".9 E.M. Forster, 

on the other hand, is much more enthusiastic in his intro­

duction to Skelton's new parish: 

Let us begin with solidity - with the church 
where he was rector. That still stands, that can be 
seen and touched, though its incumbent left it over 
four hundred years ago . . . A winding High Street 
leads up to it and the High Street, once very narrow 
passed through an arch in its tower which still re­
mains. The church is not grand, it is not a great 
architectural triumph like Blyborough or Framlingham. 
But it is adequate, it is dignified and commodious, 
and it successfully asserts its pre-eminence over its 

6 Lloyd, L.J. John Skelton, Laureate, p. 16. 

7 Pollet, M., John Skelton, p. 63. 

6 Fish, S.E., John Skelton's Poetry, p. 62. 

9 Nelson, W., John Skelton: Laureate, p. 102. 
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surroundings. Here our poet-clergyman functioned for 
a time, and I may add carried on.10 

Somewhere between the boundaries imposed by these conflict­

ing opinions stand Skelton's reactions to his new parish. 

It does not seem possible to ignore the fact that 

the living of Diss was, at least in part, a gift. Both Lady 

Margaret and Henry VII had been instrumental in securing 

Skelton as a royal tutor: a scholar worthy of encomiums by 

both Caxton and Erasmus. Such a man was not likely to be 

dismissed without some recompense beyond "forty shillings"; 

therefore, this parish must have been considered sufficient 

for such a reward. But if Skelton did not ask for it, (as 

supposed above), we might well question Henry's motives in 

sending this man ninety miles away from court - distances 

being what they were in the fifteenth century - when there 

must have been some "plum" closer at hand. Maybe, then, it 

was just a happy coincidence that provided a means of clear­

ing the court of a clever mind whose latest poetry was 

hitting a bit too close to the mark. 

Meanwhile, how was Skelton thinking? By 1502 he is 

four years ordained. With little preparation for Orders, it 

is obvious that he had less for parish administration. More 

10 Forster, E.M. "John Skelton" in Two Cheers for 
Democracy, New York, Harcourt, Brace, Ltd., 1951, p. 135. 
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than likely such a move had never occurred to him, for in 

the ordinary flow of events, life for him in the court would 

have grown with his royal pupil, and after his teaching days 

were over a royal preferment would have awaited him at the 

end. Such was not to be. The death of Prince Arthur 

suddenly removed him from a milieu that had promised so much 

and had rewarded so little: a milieu, furthermore, with 

which he was fast becoming more disgusted and disillusioned. 

And so, he moved off to care for souls - he who, ironically 

enough, needed an understanding soul to care for him. 

What were his dispositions when he arrived at Diss? 

Some have maintained that he was "sincere enough". If we 

are to conclude this from the fact that we hear nothing of 

him for two years, then perhaps it is right. However, on the 

basis of his first poetry produced in this environment, we 

might question the word "enough". Around 1506-7, Skelton 

wrote his famous "Epitaph for Adam Uddersall" and "A Devout 

Trental for old John Clarke." The titles are misleading for 

they do not issue from the pen of a pious parish priest but 

from the accumulated wrath of two years' endurance. Here is 

evidence of the same "Dog eat Dog" philosophy that he de­

spised at the court. The "holy patriarch" has insulted him: 

U N I V E R S I T Y OF O T T A W A SCHOOL OF GRADUATE S T U D I E S 



U N I V E R S I T E D O T T A W A ECOLE DES GRADUES 

99. 

LITURGICAL ECHOES 

Rectori proprio 
tarn verba retorta loquendo 
Unde resultando -
que Acheronta boando tonaret. 

(11.32-35) 

and he counters with: 

Fratres, orate 
For this knavate, 
By the holy rood, 
Did never man good: 
I pray you all, 
And pray shall, 
At this trental 
On knees to fall 
To the football; 
With, 'Fill the black bowl 
For Jayberd' soul.' 

(11.66-76) 

The bailiff extorts money from the poor, and Skelton justi­

fies himself with a curse: 
De Dis haec semper erit camena, 
Adam Uddersall sit anathema! 

(11.37-6) 

Two wrongs never make a right and this comes as a shock from 

the lips of a consecrated priest! 

But these poems are palpitatingly alive. The first 

sparks of fire are in the introduction: 

Though these knaves be dead, 
Full of mischief and queed, 
Yet, wheresoever they lie, 
Their names shall never die. 

(11.3-6) 

which parodies the tone of an epitaph. The idea of the Eng­

lish poem is repeated in Latin, where the word "versipell-

ibus" infers that these rogues were one thing on the surface 
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and something else underneath. The idea is repeated in the 

double meaning of "notissima": obviously here, "most notor­

ious" but also capable of the interpretation "most distin­

guished"; and in "vilitate" which implies a far greater 

degree of roguishness than either "Mischief" or "queed". 

Once more Skelton has shown how he despises duplicity. And 

over it all is a kind of grim humour when we realize that 

after four centuries these two knaves "sometime of Diss" are 

still being "celebrated". 

Both poems are mockeries of remembrances for the 

dead: an epitaph being a tribute to a deceased person and 

a trental, a thirty days' prayer for his soul - long a pious 

custom. That a priest should write either, or both of these 

is not uncommon. But here is a priest enjoying himself at 

the expense of these two men lately dead. That he dares so 

to do is a foreshadowing of what is yet to come. But as he 

lists the many words which describe his anger at John Clarke 

there is always that feeling that he is enjoying himself in 

the doing: 

In malitia vir insignis, 
Duplex corde et bilinguis; 
Senio confectus, 
Omnibus suspectus, 
Nemini dilectus, 
Sepultus est among the weeds: 
God forgive him his misdeeds! 

(11.13-19) 

And after a whole volley of name-calling in which the 
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"Jayberd" is compared to a mule, an ass, an ox, a goat and 

a sheep, Skelton bursts forth in a grand finale: 

Tendens adque forum, 
fragmentum colligit horum, 
Dentibus exemptis 
mastigat cumque polentis 
Lanigerum caput aut ovis 
aut vaccae mugientis. 

(11.52-57) 

Against Adam Uddersall he lets loose a flood of invective: 

Perfidus, iratus, 
numquam fuit ille beatus: 
Uddersall stratus 
benedictis est spoliatus, 
Improbus, inflatus, 
maledictis jam laceratus: 
Dis, tibi bacchatus 
ballivus, praedominatus: 
Hie fuit ingratus, 
porcus velut insatiatus, 
Pinguis, crassatus; 
velut Agag si reprobatus! 

(11.17-26) 

and so "Belsabub his soul save." He piles up words for the 

sheer delight of seeing how far he can extend the rhyme and 

re-echo his theme. And even if one cannot understand the 

Latin, one can get the mood and the tone from the sounds of 

the words. The ordinary smoothness and music of the language 

has been disturbed by the many cacophanous "t's", "d's" and 

hard "c's". When he reaches the end he is almost breathless: 

Anima ejus 

De malo in pejus. 

and completely so in "Amen", this last a quite obvious echo 

of the Requiem Mass, 
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Et lux perpetua luceat ejus 
Requiescat in pace. Amen. 

But true to the self we see developing, he is never fin­

ished. The poem is followed by a postscript in which he 

gives the date: January 5, 1507, and then a final thought: 

a pun on Adam's name "Adam, Adam, where art thou?" The 

poet passes his own judgement by using a free Latin transla­

tion of a verse from Job: 

(in) a land of misery and darkness, where the 
shadow of death, and no order, but everlasting 
horror dwelleth.H 

It cannot be accidental that there are dozens of 

words whose "s" sounds hiss themselves through these mock 

prayers somewhat reminiscent of the lizard "lurking in the 

grass". Diss has not removed the "jeopardies" from his life 

but has only produced different ones. And John Clarke who 

had offended him personally, together with Adam Uddersall 

whose offence was against the general good,were not the 

last. One other comes close upon the heels of both - the 

hawking parson of Diss who offends against the church. 

Therefore in "Ware the Hawk", 

Skelton has been compelled to review the present 
state of the clergy and to ask himself what will be 
the end of the matter.12 

11 Job, X: 22 

12 Lloye, L.J., John Skelton, p. 75. 
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There is a diversity of opinion among critics as to 

the tone of this poem. Fish gives a summation of the work 

done on it: 

For Gordon the poem is a prelude to 'Colin 
Clout' and 'expresses significantly his resentment 
at the license of the parish priest' (p. 105). For 
Edwards it is an illuminating reference to Skelton's 
years of exile at Diss. (p. 69-92). To Lloyd the 
'capital fooling' of the poem indicates that 'Skelton 
cannot remain angry for very long' (p. 73). It 
seems to me a moot question whether Skelton was angry 
at all.13 

Another writer!4 calls the occasion of "Ware the Hawk" the 

"plus belle occasion" of his priestly career to observe 

human nature in action and that, in consequence, he composed 

une diatribe indignee d'un Chretien dans son 
bon sens exhorbite par 1'extravagance d'un spectacle 
inoui.15 

Just what is Skelton saying in the poem? The narra­

tive element can be summed up very briefly. Skelton arrives 

at his church in time for Vespers on August 29 (Pollet: Aout 

vingt-huit, jour anniversaire de la decollation de St. Jean) 

to find the doors locked against him. He looks in the window 

and sees his neighbourhood curate racing madly about the 

church. The "sporting parson" is training his hawks! Every­

thing is against him: the bold young parson, the barred 

13 Fish, S.E., John Skelton's Poetry, p. 93. 

14 Pollet, M., John Skelton, p. 67. 

15 Ibid, p. 66. 
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doors, even the interior architecture of the church: 

Diss church is well suited to a sporting purpose, 
since its nave and choir are unusually lofty, and the 
rood-loft was convenient for the birds to perch on 
between the statues of the Virgin and St. John. Up 
and down he rushed uttering the cries of his craft, 
and even clambering on to the communion table.16 

For a few moments Skelton must have been rendered speech­

less. Then as the truth dawns on him he realizes that he 

must get in. Nelson conjectures his method: 

Skelton's pretty ingenuity is to be found in the 
unusual structure of the Diss church. The western 
tower stands apart from the rest of the edifice, and 
is connected with it by only a hollow arch. From the 
space beneath this arch, one door leads into the 
church and another into the tower. He may have passed 
through the arch and descended by a small door (now 
blocked up) into the nave of the church.17 

What happened next must have been ludicrous. Red-faced and 

highly incensed, the parish priest of Diss comes face to 

face with the "Rector de Whipstok, doctor cognomine Daucock, 

et dominus Wodcock".16 There is an order to stop but the 

"rebel" refuses to obey and is unrepentant: 

But he saide that he would, 
Against my mind and will, 
In my church hawke still. 

(11.97-99) 

16 Forster, E.M., "John Skelton" in Two Cheers for 
Democracy, p. 141. 

17 Nelson, W., John Skelton, Laureate, p. 105. 

16 Poems, Appendix, p. 432. These words are con­
tained in the Latin lines that follow Marshe's edition of 
"Ware the Hawke" (1154). 
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It seems that the heart of the matter lies in the refusal: 

a refusal not of one man alone, but of many others like him. 

This we learn in the prologue. This "sporting parson" and 

his like who "do amiss", have "so far abused" 

They cannot be excused 
By reason nor by law. 

(11.6-7) 

Therefore Skelton's "book" has been written "such daws to 

amend". What must be amended is woven skillfully into the 

threads of vituperation consequent upon the sin of the "fond 

frantic falconer". The first accusation against such men is 

that they "play the daw", 

To hawk, or else to hunt 
From the altar to the font, 
With cry unreverent, 
Before the sacrament, 
Within holy church's boundes, 
That of our faith the ground is. 

(11.9-14) 

As Skelton thinks on the "cry unreverent" the words of the 

Fathers of the Church come to him. St. John Chrysostom says: 

That the Lord is not so much enraged against 
any sinner as against him, who while he shines with 
the splendour of the sacerdotal dignity, insults the 
divine majesty.19 

and St. Gregory: 

Alas! my Lord God, those that should govern thy 
Church persecute you more than the rest.20 

19 St. Alphonsus de Liguori, Complete Works, 
Vol. 12, "Dignity and Duties of the Priest", p. 73. 

20 Ibid, p. 74. 
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Skelton feels justified, therefore, in saying that such 

priests seem "schismatics" or else "heretics". 

The words of St. Bernard that "ingratitude dries 

up the source of divine favours",21 and Cassian's: 

that he saw many sinners consecrate themselves 
to God with their whole heart, but that he knew no 
one that had risen from tepidity to fervour.22 

causes Skelton to declare: 

That priest that hawkes so 
All grace is far him fro; 

(11.16-17) 

And Skelton probably saw many such tepid priests whose 

pleasurable pastimes occupied much of their time and ex­

tended even "within holy church's boundes". 

The second half of the prologue gives us the de­

tails of the "hawker's" crimes. He "stripped the altar 

bare" in order to stand upon it; he swore "horrible oaths 

before the face of God"; he allowed his hawks to kill a 

pigeon so that its blood "ran down raw upon the altar-stone"; 

and then he used the "corporas face" to clean up. It is a 

disgusting picture but behind the lines it is easy to see 

the priest who is careless with the altar appointments -

the corporals, finger towels, altar cloths, albs and 

21 St. Alphonsus, Complete Works, p. 79. 

22 Ibid, p. 93. 
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vestments; who will indulge in his own pleasures no matter 

what the cost; who will even use the church and his priestly 

orders to hide his irreverence, his lukewarmness, his sin. 

Later in the poem, we even are given a foreshadow­

ing of the state of the church at the time of the reforma­

tion: 

Down went my offering-box, 
Book, bell and candle, 
All that he might handle -
Cross, staff, lectern, and banner. 

(11.111-14) 

when the services were made sport of: 

This falconer then 'gan shout, 
'These be my gospellers, 
These be my epistolers, 
These be my choristers 
To helpe me to sing, 
My hawkes matins ting!' 

(11.119-24) 

and the church was wrong and man was right: 

The Church is thus abused, 
Reproached and polluted; 
Correction hath no place, 
And all for lack of grace. 

(11.160-63) 

Even the apostates Julius and Nestorius did not defile the 

church itself: 

Thou shalt nowhere read 
That they did such a deed, 
To let their hawks fly 
Ad ostium tabernaculi, 
In que est Corpus Domine. 

111.299-303) 

But such an analysis of Skelton's grievances 

against this "hawking Parson" shows them all to concern 
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externals. There is no deep or abiding love of things 

spiritual; no raising of the heart to God, nothing positive. 

In spite of the fact that the poet-priest is keenly aware of 

the corruption in the Church, he has neither the spiritual 

nor priestly formation to set it right. Certainly, though, 

he is doing battle for this Church which he sees is rapidly 

losing ground in a weakening religious milieu; a Church 

whose very pastors are neglecting the spiritual and temporal 

works which give reason for their being, Therefore, it is 

impossible to agree with those critics who feel that Skelton 

is "not angry at all". 

But although he is truly angry at the shortcomings 

of the clergy, Skelton is still having fun in the compo­

sition of "Ware the Hawk". Furthermore, it is the skilful 

weaving of the threads of wit and humour into the pattern of 

the poem that makes it satire. The situation that he uses 

as a basis for his criticism is an effront against himself: 

hence the amusement he affords the reader with his excessive 

use of hyperbole, his sputtering anger, even his now prover­

bial reference to his laureateship: 

I shall you make relation, 
By way of apostrophation, 
Under supportation 
Of your patient toleration, 
How I, Skelton Laureate, 
Devised and also wrate 
Upon a lewd curate, 
A parson beneficed. 

(11.29-36) 
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Apparently, he too is a sporting parson or at least, he 

knows a great deal about the sport in which his adversary is 

indulging. He can describe in detail the method used to 

train hawks and he uses some forty lines on what Lloyd calls 

the 

solemnity with which he halts here to give an 
entirely unsavoury disquisition on the habits of 
hawks•23 

The careful intermingling of Latin and English is a 

stroke of wit designed to show the incongruity in the life 

of this "mazed, witless, smeary smith": we are to "observ-

ate" and "devinate" how this "Domine Dawcock", 

Ye simplex syllogista, 
Ye devilish dogmatista 

hawked whenever he liked "in ecclesia ista"; and how he went 

bird-catching "ad sacramentum altaris". Such words as 

"ostium tabernaculi", "corpus Domine" and "crucis Christi" 

draw attention to the horror of the crime. And the final 

thrust: 

Ye are therefore beknaved: 
Quare? quia Evangelia, 
Concha et conchylia, 
Accipiter et sonalia, 
Et bruta animalia, 
Caetera quoque talia 
Tibi sunt aequalia: 

(11.310-16) 

But this same breathless mixture, this copiousness of words, 

23 Lloyd, L.J., John Skelton, p. 73. 
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