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Perhaps because he was writing when the English language and English 

prosody were morphing from late medieval to Early Modern, the work of 

John Skelton can seem surprising to modern eyes and ears. Skelton was 

a traditionalist and a conservative — in English and in Latin; but he was 

also the inventor of the most jaunty of English poetic styles, the 

‘Skeltonic’. In some parts of his work, we encounter a learned, medieval 

rhetorician, following the rules in serious (even spiritually driven) verse; 

at other times, the man seems to be the quintessentially post-modern 

joker, teasing words into fantastic relations with each other, upending 

expectation and interweaving demotic and courtly registers to shock and 

startle. The modern ear is more delighted with comic, multi-syllabic 

rhymes and short, jerky Skeltonics than with sober work in rime royal or 

other late medieval forms; but Skelton is the poet of many different 

worlds, and any assessment of his work must take account of its 

diversity and ambiguity. He has always been difficult to categorize, as a 

poet and as a man: indeed, John Arden’s estimate of Skelton is as close 

as one is likely to get to a satisfactory gloss on the man: Arden described 

him as ‘a courageous, intemperate, cantankerous and fundamentally 

admirable old bundle of contrarieties’.  

Skelton was very conscious of his poetic calling and an inveterate 

self-promoter. There is hardly a poem in his known oeuvre in which he 

does not remind his reader of his importance and influence in Tudor 

England; as he tells us time and time again, he was a university and 

royal laureate, tutor to the young Henry VIII and friend of the mighty and 

powerful. After a while, it seems that he ‘doth protest too much’ and one 

begins to wonder how important he really was.  
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It is not Skelton’s self-praise that draws one to him — nor, for me 

at any rate, the late medieval complimentary or propaganda poems; it is 

his ingenuity, wit and energy in the demotic. From Erasmus to Auden 

and from C.S. Lewis to Anthony Thwaite, readers and critics have 

discovered him with delight, enjoying his bold use of language and the 

sharpness of his satire; one wonders at the seemingly endless nature of 

his linguistic inventiveness and at his enviable sense of the elasticity of 

the English language. These qualities, as well as the fact that he was 

writing at the cusp of the Early Modern period, have ensured his place in 

the canon. ‘The Tunnyng of Elynor Rummyng’, ‘Manerly Margery Mylk 

and Ale’ and ‘Phyllip Sparowe’ will always have readers. 

Still, some of Skelton’s writing is not very attractive: his satire can 

seem cruel rather than funny and his praise of patrons fawning rather 

than honourable. Critical judgement on the famous, invective ‘flytings’ 

has been mixed, one of the kindest critics being W. H. Auden who 

described them as examples of ‘playful anger’. Though flytings have a 

long history in the medieval world, the concept of formal insult and 

counter-insult does not belong in a world of libel laws and busy 

barristers and it is a bit of a struggle to make much of Skelton’s work in 

this genre: however, language is important here as the insulter and the 

insulted in a flyting both display a high degree of formal literary 

invention — so much so that, to quote Auden again, ‘they are not 

thinking about each other but about language and the pleasure of 

employing it inventively.’ In some ways, this comment helps one 

understand much of Skelton’s work: for whether he is writing in a courtly 

or a demotic register, it is the pleasure he derives from playing with 

language that makes him worth reading. 

John Scattergood’s new book, John Skelton: the career of an early 

Tudor poet is as comprehensive and authoritative a guide to the work of 

this strange and prickly poet as one could ask for. His interest in Skelton 
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is a longstanding one — the best-known product of which is his Penguin 

edition The Complete English Poems of John Skelton of 1983. A generation 

of students and researchers struggling to enjoy Skelton’s weird and 

wonderful texts has come to rely on the erudite and exhaustive notes in 

that edition, and Scattergood has to be counted as one of the foremost 

living authorities on a poet of whom many have passing acquaintance 

but few have taken the time to read closely. 

What little is known of Skelton’s life must be gleaned from his 

poems (particularly his satires) or from a few facts objectively recorded in 

official documents — which explains the title of this book. Scattergood 

considers Skelton’s works one by one in chronological order (as far as 

that can be determined); about half the chapters concern individual 

works and the rest consider shorter poems or provide contextual and 

cultural background. The latter is, of course, of considerable importance 

as the reader needs to know whom Skelton is ‘flyting’ with, satirizing, or 

(occasionally) praising. As he introduces the reader to each text, 

Scattergood takes time to provide admirably close readings and analysis, 

often offering generous quotation of the poem to clarify his points. Each 

reading is embedded in a thorough (though sometimes disapproving) 

assessment of the work of earlier critics and commentators. These, too, 

are quoted extensively so that the book becomes a kind of encyclopaedia 

of Skeltonic commentary; in making his own judgment, Scattergood 

always comes back to the text itself — with little by the way of literary 

theory to deflect the reader from the poem. 

The author does not shy away from the perpetual problems of 

Skelton criticism: what was Skelton’s relationship with Cardinal Wolsey, 

with other patrons, with the Tudor court, with his poetic adversaries and, 

indeed, with women. The only place where Skelton himself gives any 

clues about his life and work is in The Garlande of Laurell.  This is the 

poem in which Skelton writes about the nature of the poetic tradition 
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and his place in it, listing his own works — though several of these seem 

to have been lost. Scattergood gives careful and complete consideration 

to this important poem, showing Skelton conferring a dignity and 

importance on poets and poetry far greater than did his predecessors — 

Chaucer for instance. The poet feels that he is ‘privileged to speak of all 

things’ — even to defend the Christian faith against heresy by means of 

satirical verse. No modern poet would dare to make such claims! 

An interesting question — and one particularly important for a 

poet writing as new humanism and old scholasticism were slugging it out 

– was the question of how to communicate with changing audiences. No 

one knew if the old way of doing things – scribal copies, traditional ways 

of teaching and learning Latin – would give way to broad dissemination of 

printed texts and new pedagogies or not. Skelton was rootedly 

conservative about many things — about religion, for instance, in his 

opposition to any tendencies towards reform; but he did embrace the new 

technology in his interventions in the Grammarians’ war of 1519–21. He 

seems to have accepted that, even if the old ways of teaching and 

learning were best, it was wise to embrace the new ways of 

communicating with his audience. Scattergood’s account of this 

intellectual spat includes fascinating details of the role of the printers 

Wynken de Worde and Richard Pynson — the latter using the new 

Roman type (associated with Humanism) and the former the black letter 

of scholasticism. Here, as elsewhere throughout the book, Scattergood’s 

wide-ranging knowledge of the Tudor period and his many years of 

explaining the interactions between the worlds of early printing and 

manuscript culture lead to magisterial, definitive assessments.  

This is an extremely useful book for anyone interested in Skelton’s 

work or his world. Scattergood here gathers together a lifetime’s reading 

and thinking about a major poet and the book is written clearly and 

confidently; the analyses are admirably based on the texts themselves 
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and on a thorough knowledge of virtually everything that has been 

written on Skelton. A couple of the chapters might be heavy going for the 

neophyte; but then, there is much to explain. The book encourages the 

reader to go back to Skelton’s texts with enthusiasm and, as such, it can 

be wholeheartedly recommended.  
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