BIBLIOFICTIONS: OVIDIAN HEROINES AND THE TUDOR BOOK

Lindsay Ann Reid

A thesis submitted in conformity with the requirements
for the degree of Doctor of Philosophy
Graduate Department of English

University of Toronto

© Copyright by Lindsay Ann Reid (2009)



ABSTRACT

“Bibliofictions: Ovidian Heroines and the Tudor Book™
Lindsay Ann Reid
Doctor of Philosophy, 2009
Graduate Department of English, University of Toronto

This dissertation explores how the mythological heroines from Ovid’s Hervides and
Metamorphoses were catalogued, conflated, reconceived, and recontextualized in vernacular
literature; in so doing, it joins considerations of voice, authority, and gender with reflections on
Tudor technologies of textual reproduction and ideas about the book. In the late medieval and
Renaissance eras, Ovid’s poetry stimulated the imaginations of authors ranging from Geoffrey
Chaucer and John Gower to Isabella Whitney, William Shakespeare, and Michael Drayton.
Ovid’s characteristic bookishness—his interest in textual revision and his thematization of the
physicality and malleability of art in its physical environments—was not lost upon these
postclassical interpreters who engaged with his polysemous cast of female characters. His
numerous English protégés replicated and expanded Ovid’s metatextual concerns by reading
and rewriting his metamorphic poetry in light of the metaphors through which they
understood both established networks of scribal dissemination and emergent modes of printed
book production.

My study of Greco-Roman tradition and English “bibliofictions” (or fictive
representations of books, their life cycles, and the communication circuits in which they
operate) melds literary analysis with the theoretical concerns of book history by focusing on
intersections and interactions between physical, metaphorical, and imaginary books. I posit the
Tudor book as a site of complex cultural and literary negotiations between real and inscribed,

historical and fictional readers, editors, commentators, and authors, and, as my discussion



unfolds, I combine bibliographical, historical, and literary perspectives as a means to
understanding both the reception of Ovidian poetry in English literature and Ovid’s place in
the history of books. This dissertation thus contributes to a growing body of book history
criticism while also modeling a bibliographically enriched approach to the study of late

medieval and Renaissance intertextuality.
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and chewe hys cudde and enquyre that the sayde poete hath devysed and dysputed of natures

or of maners and of gestes.

—William Caxton, Owyde Hys Booke of Methamorphose (c. 1480)
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INTRODUCTION:
OVIDIAN BIBLIOFICTIONS AND TUDOR BOOKS

In Book 2 of Ovid’s Ars Amatoria, a mock-didactic collection of elegies, the self-
proclaimed “praeceptor Amoris” [teacher of Love] retells the Homeric story of Ulysses and
Calypso in Ogygia.' Playfully instructing his male readers in the arts of seduction and romantic
conquest, Ovid recommends that these men, like Ulysses, employ rhetoric to charm their
mistresses. Conveniently glossing over the fact that Ulysses is more often remembered as the
unwilling prisoner than as the active wooer of the persistent Nereid, Ovid posits the Ithacan as
an example of a suitor who, though he was not “formosus” [comely|, was “facundus’ [eloquent]
and achieved amatory success through verbal prowess (2.123). Ovid relates that “Uerumqune
wterumqué’ [again and again| Calypso implored Ulysses to tell her the story of the Trojan War
(2.127). In response, “Ille referre aliter saepe solebat iden?” [often would he tell the same story in
other words] (2.128):

Llle levi virga (virgam nam forte tenebat)

Quod rogat, in spisso litore pingit opus.
Haec’ inguit “T'roia est’ (muros in litore fecit):
Hic tibi sit Simois; haec mea castra puta.
Campus erat’ (campumaque facit), ‘quem caede Dolonis
Sparsinus, Haemonios dum vigil optat equos.
Lllic Sithonii fuerant tentoria Rhes::
Hac ego sum captis nocte revectus equis.”
Plurague pingebat, subitus cum Pergama fluctus

Abstulit et Rbesi cumr duce castra suo.
(2.129-40)

I cite the text of The Art of Love from The Art of Love and Other Poems, Loeb Classical Library 232, 2nd ed.,
trans. J.H. Mozley, rev. G.P Goold (1979; Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2004), 1.17. Subsequent
patenthetical book and line numbers for the Ars Amatoria and Remedia Amoris refer to this edition, and
English translations have been adopted or closely adapted from this same source unless otherwise noted.

2 As Steven J. Green points out, the dynamics of this episode are “immediately problematized by the fact
that Ulysses actually wants to leave: The reader has to work hard for a lesson here: if we are being taught the
merits of good speaking, are we meant to follow the example of Ulysses (who entrances his gitl with his
speaking) or Calypso (who manages to detain her lover with her own rhetorical powers)?””: “Lessons in Love:
Fifty Years of Scholarship on Ovid’s Ars Amatoria and Remedia Amoris,”’ in The Art of Love: Bimillennial Essays
on Ovid’s Ars Amatotia and Remedia Amoris, eds. Roy Gibson, Steven Green, and Alison Sharrock (Oxford:
Oxford University Press, 2000), 17-18.



He with a light staff (for by chance he carried a staff) draws in the deep sand the story
of which she asks. ‘Here,” says he ‘is Troy’ (he made walls upon the beach), ‘and here,
suppose, is Simois; imagine this to be my camp. There was a plain’ (and he draws a
plain) ‘which we sprinkled with Dolon’s blood, while he watched and yearned for the
Haemonian steeds. There were the tents of Sithonian Rhesus; on that night I rode back
on the captured horses.” More was he portraying when a sudden wave washed
Pergamus away, and the camp of Rhesus with its chief.

As Edmund Spenser—writing “One day I wrote her name upon the strand, | But
came the waves and washéd it away”’—would recognize nearly sixteen hundred years later, this
Ovidian image of the aggressive tide with its ability to “pray” on Ulysses’ ciphers is potent.’
Like Amoretti 75, Ovid’s digression in Ars Amatoria 2 reflects the ephemeral nature of written
record, and Ulysses’ pseudo-Homeric story in the sand raises doubts about the stability of
script and the physical manifestations of poetic substance. The written word is both fragile and
subject to mutation. Despite poetry’s tantalizing promises to “eternize” its subject matter,
poetic substance will invariably “dy in dust” if it is not reiterated in successive forms, inscribed
iterumque iternmaque, or, as Spenser would phrase it, written “with a second hand.””*

Even as it thematizes the material fragility of text and the inherent instability of written
artifacts, this Ovidian interlude in Ars Amatoria 2 also points to the paradoxical and immaterial
durability of particular fictions. Despite literature’s dependence upon tenuous material chains of
transmission for survival through time, both the poetic substance of the literary text and the
idea of the text itself transcend any one inscription. Literature, then, exists simultaneously in
the physical world and in the supraliminal realm of imagination. In narratological terms, we can
discern the separation of the enduring “story” of the Trojan War from the vagaries of

“narrative discourse” and the particularities of its physical transmission.” When Ulysses

3 I cite the text of the Amuoretti from Edmund Spenser’s Poetry, 34 ed., eds. Hugh Maclean and Anne Lake
Prescott (1968; New York: Norton, 1993), 75.1-2, 4. Raphael Lyne also points to connections between s
Amatoria 2 and Amoretti 75 in Ovid’s Changing Worlds: English Metamorphoses, 1567-1632 (Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 2001), 94-95.

4 Amoretti, 75.11, 10, 3.

5 H. Porter Abbott defines “narrative discourse” as “the story as narrated,” explaining: “the distinction
between ‘story’ and ‘story as narrated’ can be taken to imply that stories exist independently of narrative
presentation—in other words, the same story can be narrated in more than one way”: The Canibridge
Introduction to Narrative (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2002), 193.



presents and re-presents a single story in new discursive and scribal formulations, his text is not
static. Rather, it is kept in constant motion by the very act of transmission. Familiar
mythopoetic substance takes on variant and ever-changing forms—both metaphorically and
materially—as it is repeatedly rephrased, reworked, and rewritten on the Ogygian beach.

In her analysis of Ulysses’” sand-narratives, Alison Sharrock observes that Ovid’s
portrayal of “Ulysses’ rhetorical skills could almost be a programmatic statement of his own.”
After all, the Augustan poet was himself a great reviser of preexisting stories and a prolific
literary commentator, a “critic of traditional mythology,” as Joseph B. Solodow has called him,
and an author whose “references to other writers, and to his work in relation to theirs, are
more numerous than those of any other Roman poet.”” Typically demythologizing Greco-
Roman mythology and retelling earlier versions of well-known stories from marginalized—and
often female—viewpoints, Ovid’s strikingly inter- and intra-textual works are literary
expetiments in revision and focalization.”

Recent scholarship on the Augustan writer’s poetry (particularly his Metamorphoses and
Heroides) has demonstrated that Ovid’s allusive and self-reflexive gexvre reflects the author’s
preoccupation with the status of text and the nature of literature. The narrative structure of the
Metamorphoses telies on an extensive cast of inscribed narrators, censors, and audiences, and the
facets of bibliogenesis, textual transmission, literary reception, and the interpretation of poetry
are repeatedly thematized and explored in the vast network of analogues and repetitions which
comprise the genre-defying, epic-length poem; as Alessandro Barchiesi observes, “the act of
storytelling is basic to the whole plot.”” Similarly, the Hervides, a collection of letters putatively

penned by the characters of epic and dramatic tradition, raises issues of hermeneutics and

6 Alison Shatrock, Seduction and Repetition in Ovid’s Ars Amatoria 2 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1994), 2.
7 Joseph B. Solodow, The World of Ovid's “Metamorphoses” (Chapel Hill: University of Notrth Carolina Press,
1988), 1306; Richard Tarrant, “Ovid and Ancient Literary History,” in The Cambridge Companion to Ovid, ed.
Philip Hardie (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2002), 13.

8 L.P. Wilkinson observes that “where a well-known poet had treated the same story, [Ovid] tended to accept
the main outline and vary the details, passing over what had been elaborated before, and vice versa”: Ovid
Recalled (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1955), 455.

9 “Narrative Technique and Narratology in the Metamorphoses,” in The Cambridge Companion to Ovid, 181.



queries the unsettled dynamics of communication and exchange both through its
foregrounding of epistemological questions (what is material and what is immaterial, what is
physically present and what is disembodied) and through its very use of the epistolary form—a
form that invites readerly interpretation and written reply.

In addition to serving as a metaphor for the Roman poet’s own self-consciously
intertextual processes of literary creation, the Ulysses and Calypso digression in the .4rs
Amatoria also provides an apt model for thinking about the postclassical reception and
reformulation of Ovid’s metatextual corpus. In late medieval and Renaissance England, the
Roman poet not only provided fodder for exercises in Latin versification and fundamental
rhetorical models within school curricula, but he also served as a literary source and venerable
authority, the premier font of Greco-Roman mythological narratives. Ovid’s poetry would
stimulate the vernacular imaginations of authors from Chaucer and Gower to Shakespeare and
Drayton, and, like so many Ulysses, each successive English reviser of the Augustan poet’s
works would retell the same stories in other words.

Ovid’s characteristic bookishness—his interest in revision and voice, his overt
thematization of the materiality, fragility, and malleability of art in its physical environments—
was not lost upon these later English audiences and interpreters. Richard Tarrant astutely
observes that “Ovid’s ‘dialogic’ engagement with earlier poetry (including his own) helps to
define the type of imitation Ovid’s work has inspired.”"’ Thus, the hermeneutic history of Ovid
and Ovidianism in English literature is a history that joins and critically engages the material
formulations and identities of text as artifact with the less corporeal facets of literary
transmission. To examine Ovid’s literary reception in the Tudor era means to investigate the
material manifestations and permutations of his poems in conjunction with the metaphorics of
literary transmission that accompanied and informed these texts. Ovid’s numerous Tudor

protégés, like the Roman poet himself, exhibit an interest in the variety of tensions between

10 Tarrant, in The Cambridge Companion to Ovid, 31.



story, narrative discourse, and material embodiment. Sixteenth-century authors and readers
replicated and expanded Ovidian metatextuality by reading and rewriting his poetry in light of
the metaphors through which they understood both established networks of scribal production
and newer, rapidly developing modes of printed production. Indeed, we might say that the
intertextual, narratological, and bibliographical concerns of Ovid’s poetry were only amplified
and foregrounded as his images, characters, and sentiments become subject to a myriad of new
contexts, media, and uses.

In this dissertation, I examine the historical and the fictionalized reception of Ovid’s
carmina in the literature and books of Tudor England through the study of a particular set of
Ovidian narratives, namely, those concerning his protean heroines from the Hervides and
Metamorphoses."" In so doing, I examine the collusions of Ovid’s corpus and litterae with the
inscribed corpora and /litterae of his equally polysemous—and so often recontextualized—cast of
female mythological characters. As my discussion unfolds, I combine bibliographical, historical,
and literary perspectives as a means to understanding both the reception of Ovidian poetry in

Tudor literature and Ovid’s place in the history of books.

TUDOR BOOKS IN TWENTY-FIRST CENTURY THOUGHT

Like Ovid and his Tudor interpreters, I understand texts—and also books—not only
as real objects in real spaces and social contexts, but also as notional entities that exist in
tmaginary spaces and zuaginary social contexts. Engaging with the pervasive but as yet
inadequately theorized notion of “materiality” that has so often informed recent literary
scholarship, my work on Ovidian and pseudo-Ovidian texts probes the potent metaphors and
cultural mythologies that surrounded the production and dissemination of poetry in sixteenth-
century England. My discussion of Ovid’s Tudor reception expands current theoretical

discussions of textual materiality into this realm of imagination by considering the material

11'To a lesser degree, my work also touches upon heroines who make their major Ovidian appearances in
the Fasti and Ars Amatoria (.e. Lucretia and Pasiphae).



identities of books and the historical conditions of the book trade as represented within
literature and thus contributes to a growing body of book history criticism while also
proposing a bibliographically enriched approach to the study of Ovidian intertextuality.

Since the publication of L Apparation du Livre in the mid-twentieth century, scholarship
has exhibited an ever-increasing amount of interest in / rapport livre-societe. In his seminal 1982
“What is the History of Books?”” Robert Darnton proposed a model for considering the “life
cycle” of a book in which he drew attention to a number of under investigated, yet crucial,
roles filled by various human participants in the book trade. This textual “communications
circuit” included not only authors and readers of books, but also “the publisher (if the
bookseller does not assume that role), the printer, the shipper, the bookseller,” and other
human agents.'” Echoing similar concerns, in his 1986 Bibliagraphy and the Sociology of Texts, D.F.
McKenzie advocated an understanding of “bibliography as the study of the sociology of texts,”
radically redefining the discipline of bibliography as one “that studies texts as recorded forms,
and the processes of their transmission, including their production and reception.”"’

It would be an understatement to say that there has been a plethora of scholarly work
on the textual communications circuit and the sociology of texts in the decades since Darnton
and McKenzie first wrote on these subjects. The idea that textual meaning is determined by a
convergence of diverse elements in the life cycles of books has been reiterated countless times,
and, in recent years, literary scholarship has begun to incorporate traditional bibliographical
concerns on a wide scale. This work has increasingly revealed the complex relations between

authors, printers, publishers, editors, booksellers, and readers that help to shape the literary

12T here cite from Darnton’s article as reprinted in The Book History Reader, eds. David Finkelstein and Alistair
McCleery (London and New York: Routledge, 2002), 11. Darnton elaborates on the nature of this
“communications circuit”: “It transmits messages, transforming them en route, as they pass from thought to
writing to printed characters and back to thought again. Book history concerns each phase of this process
and the process as a whole, in all its variations over space and time and in all its relations with other systems,
economic, social, political, and cultural, in the surrounding environment’: 11.

13 Bibliography and the Sociology of Texts (London: British Library, 19806), 4.



meanings of texts.'* Linked to this burgeoning scholatly interest in the interworkings of the
book trade and its various players is an increased awareness of the physical qualities of texts.
Most studies that have come to be gathered under the interdisciplinary and expansive rubric of
“book history”—including “New Textualism,” “New Philology,” and “New Materialism”—
have celebrated materiality, especially as it relates to eatly print culture. Indeed, the editors of
the 2002 Book History Reader claim that, “although [book history’s] ancestors can be traced
through prior disciplines such as bibliography and social history,” the discipline “achieves its
relative distinction from both its emphasis upon print culture and the role of the book as
material object within that culture.”"

Such studies of the material book are often posited as the necessary corrective to
defunct, idealized critical and theoretical notions of both text and author. In their
groundbreaking and highly influential “The Materiality of the Shakespearean Text,” Margreta
De Grazia and Peter Stallybrass, for example, argue that the idealized authorial “genius is, after
all, an impoverished, ghostly thing compared to the complex social practices that shaped, and
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still shape, the absorbent surface of the Shakespearean text.”'* De Grazia and Stallybrass made
a case for looking ““af’ rather than simply seeing “#hrough’” the surface of the sixteenth century’s
collaboratively produced books.'” Drawing attention to “material practices that, even when

noted, are ignored in favor of a transcendent ‘text’ imagined as the product of the author’s

mind,” Stallybrass and de Grazia argued that the material text contains also the “residual

14 Margreta de Grazia and Peter Stallybrass persuasively argue that “we need...to rethink Shakespeare”—
and, by extension, eatly modern books—in relation to our new knowledge of collaborative writing,
collaborative printing, and the historical contingencies of textual production”: “The Materiality of the
Shakespearean Text,” Shakespeare Quarterly 44.3 (1993): 279. Adrian Johns asserts that a text’s “character
depended upon a vast array of representations, practices, and skills, which extended from the printing house,
through the bookshop and marketplace, to the coffechouse, study, salon and home—and thence back to the
printing house again”: The Nature of the Book: Print and Knowledge in the Making (Chicago: University of Chicago
Press, 1998), 58-59. And David Scott Kastan suggests that a text is “produced by multiple impulses and
operations, only some of which originate with the author or are even accessible to his (ot, belatedly, her)
control”; the form, and—ultimately—interpretations of books are shaped by the “agency” of a number of
mediating operators working in bookshops and printing houses, and, therefore, that textual meaning “should
be sought precisely in the webs of engagement that permit a text to be written, printed, circulated, and read™:
Shatkespeare After Theory (London: Routledge, 1999), 39.

15 David Finkelstein and Alistair McCleery, “Introduction,” in The Book History Reader, 1. Italics my own.

16 “The Materiality of the Shakespearean Text,” 283.

17 “The Materiality of the Shakespearean Text,” 257.




traces” of multiple human agents and bodies that had helped to shape its meaning." De Grazia
and Stallybrass’ article represents the ways in which looking a# and #brough books continue to be
treated as binary and mutually exclusive approaches; in fact, their own approach seems biased
towards the a7 at the expense of the #hrough. As the authors remark in their concluding section,
“if there is any single obstacle between” the authors and the project they describe, “it is the
sense that the value of Shakespeare lies elsewhere, in the inner regions of the text rather than in
the practices recorded on its surfaces.”"” This precise tension between the surface and the
‘inner regions’ of the text—and related questions about where true meaning lies—has plagued
much of the bibliographically-oriented work on Tudor literature.

In Shakespeare and the Book, David Scott Kastan distinguishes between what he refers to
as “platonic” and “pragmatic” approaches to text.”’ I would agree with Roger Chartier’s recent
assessment that this “contrast between ‘platonism’ and ‘pragmatism’ is probably a false debate
or the result of a badly framed question.”*" Although I applaud the commitment of the so-
called pragmatists to validating textual variants and looking @ physical texts in new and
successful ways, I would argue that the widespread vilification of literary platonism is
reactionary, designed to combat the “mounting resentment toward the editorial tradition.”*
Scholars’ related attempts to distance themselves from New Bibliography has resulted in the
fetishization of the material book and the corresponding devaluation of texts’ platonic lives. In
this sense, new work in the field of book history may share in and perpetuate the same “deep

resistance to abstraction” that McKenzie sensed and criticized in the scholarship of his

18 “The Materiality of the Shakespearean Text,” 282, 281.

19 “The Materiality of the Shakespearean Text,” 280.

20 Kastan elaborates: “Indeed the choice between thinking of the text as essentially independent of its
medium and secing the text as the product of it defines two major positions in the current debate”:
Shatkespeare and the Book (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2001), 117.

2V Inseription and Erasnre: Literature and Written Culture from the Eleventh to the Eighteenth Century, trans. Arthur
Goldhammer (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2007), x.

22 “The Materiality of the Shakespearean Text,” 255.



predecessors.”> What avowed pragmatists have not always recognized is that there are ways of
thinking about texts platonically that are 707 congruent with the much-maligned, author-
centered editorial practices of the New Bibliographers (who characteristically attempted, as
Leah S. Marcus glosses it, “to purge the text of the impurities it had gathered over time and
restore its original...splendor”).**

Recent scholarship’s repeated insistence on viewing books as material objects and its
questions about textual agency, cultural history, and “plural texts” are invaluable.”” However, I
would also argue that gzer-materializing books can downplay the complexities of the book as an
object of imagination, for equally central to the concept of the book is its ability to negotiate
between the material and the metaphoric, to populate both platonic and pragmatic spaces.
While books should be considered with sensitivity to their particularities, or the material forms
and contexts in which they have historically appeared, they should also be approached with an
awareness that those material forms and contexts are themselves necessatrily in a state of
continual flux. Though singular material embodiments can and do tell us much about a text, as
both Ovid and his Tudor audiences were well aware, books, as imaginative and metaphorical
entities, do not on/y subsist in singular, successive, concrete copies. In this sense, my work
contests claims such as Kastan’s that “literature exists. ..only and always in its materializations,”
which are “the conditions of its meaning rather than merely the containers of it.”* The book is
irreducible neither to the material circumstances of its production nor to the physical realities

of its material embodiment, for books can also exist in multiple and materially indeterminate

23 “What's Past Is Prologue’ The Bibliographical Society and History of the Book,” in Making Meaning:
“Printers of the Mind” and Other Essays, eds. Peter D. McDonald and Michael F. Suarez (Amherst: University of
Massachusetts Press, 2002), 265.

24 Unediting the Renaissance: Shakespeare, Marlowe, Milton (London: Routledge, 1996), 32.

251 botrow the phrase “plural texts” from Sonia Massai, who explains: “Differential readings in early modern
printed texts stem from a vatiety of material instabilities. Even texts that were printed only once or sutvive in
a single edition are inherently plural because proof corrections were carried out while the work was in
progtess. As a result, copies of the same edition preserve randomly variant sequences of corrected and
uncotrected forms. ... Differential readings are even more significant in eatly modern printed texts which
survive in multiple editions”: “Working with the Texts: Differential Readings,” A Concise Companion to
Shakespeare and the Text, ed. Andrew Murphy (Oxford: Blackwell, 2007), 185.

26 Shakespeare and the Book, 4.
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forms. The crux of this problem, I would suggest, lies in the famous and often-rephrased
query, “If Mona Lisa is at the Louvre, where is Hamlef?” In emphasizing the physical qualities of
books and their identities as media, we risk oversimplifying the dynamics of textual reception
and neglect to think in sustained ways about the zzmaterial lives and metaphysical reception of
story and text. Put in another way, when we focus too closely on the architectural particularities
of Ulysses’ successive sandcastles, we do so at the expense of examining the nature and
tenacity of the Trojan story as told, retold, scripted, and reinscribed by Ulysses and other
authors.

In my study of Ovid’s Tudor reception, I depart from earlier work on Tudor
bibliography and materiality by exploring new territory adjacent to it. My study falls into the
interstices between bibliography and what I have termed bibliofictions: fictive, literary
representations of books, their life cycles, and the communication circuits in which they
operate. Examining pseudo-material manifestations of books in imaginary spaces and
considering the alternate histories that literature tells us about the production, dissemination,
and consumption of books, methodologically, this dissertation aims to synthesize pragmatic
and platonic approaches to the book. Like Ovid and his postclassical imitators, I see the
surface and the essential content of books as non-disjunctive oppositions, and I complicate the
characteristic polarization of pragmatism and platonism by simultaneously taking account of
contingency of texts and their metaphysical existence. The frequently remarked historical nexus
of social and commercial relationships that shaped sixteenth-century books in a material sense
is also frequently the subject of fiction, and, focusing on the points of tension where
bibliographical documents and fictional pseudo-documents converge, I blur what Stallybrass

and de Grazia would distinguish as looking @7 and looking #hrough books.”’

27 My primary focus on printed materials throughout this dissertation should not be taken to imply a
devaluation of manusctipt culture. I am interested in the interpenetration of media in the Tudor era, and,
indeed, my interest in the book is not media specific. For a relevant treatment that posits the book’s identity
as independent of the technologies of its production, see Alexandra Gillespie, “Books,” in Middle English, ed.
Paul Strohm (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2007), 86-103.
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OVIDIAN BIBLIOFICTIONS

Ovid’s poetry is rife with bibliofictions. An author who was deeply concerned with
issues of communication, he frequently fictionalizes and meditates on the processes of literary
composition, inscription, transmission, and poetic legacy. We might think, for instance, of the
congenial confabulations of the Metanorphoses’ Minyads, Mercury’s sleep-inducing lullaby, the
competition staged between the Pierides and Muses; or Venus’ seductive carmen (itself
recounted as part of Orpheus’ song). Moreover, the Metamorphoses features numerous texts
within its text: Arachne famously provides a succinct redaction of Ovidian “caelestia crimina”
[celestial crimes] in her tapestry; the tongueless Philomela “stamina barbarica suspendit callida tela
| purpureasque notas filis intertextuit albis, | indicium sceleris” [hangs a Thracian web on her loom,
and skillfully weaving purple signs on a white background, she thus tells the story of her
wrongs|; the story of “Byblis. . .correpta cupidine fratris” [Byblis, smitten with a passion for her
brother] is largely a discussion of the composition process and the materials of writing; and Io,
having first been denied the power of human speech, discovers that she can trace the signs of
her own identity in the dust with her newly-acquired hooves, using “/ittera” |letters| “pro verbis”
[instead of words].”

In addition to such programmatic, embedded “scenes of writing,” Ovid’s poetry also
contains numerous representations of the textual communication circuit.” His carmina are

typified by their tendency to fictionalize the circumstances of their own composition. The

28 ] cite the text of the Metamorphoses from Metamorphoses, Books IX-X17, Loeb Classical Library 43, 20d ed.,
trans. Frank Justus Miller, rev. G.P Goold (1984; Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2005), 6.131, 6.576-
78, 9.455, 1.649. I have used this edition in conjunction with Ovid, Mefamorphoses, Books I-1/111, Loeb
Classical Library 42, 31 ed., trans. Frank Justus Miller, rev. G.P Goold (1977; Cambridge: Harvard University
Press, 2004). Subsequent parenthetical book and line numbers for the Mezamorphoses refer to these editions,
and English translations have been adopted or closely adapted from these same sources unless otherwise
noted.

2 ] borrow this term from Lynn Enterline, who defines it as follows: “By ‘scene of writing’ I am referting to
two, related, matters: the poem’s systematic self-reference, its complex engagement with its own figural
language and with the fact of having been a written rather than a spoken epic; and its equally complex
engagement with the materiality of reading and writing practices in the Roman world. Symbolically and
historically resonant, this scene of writing. ..left indelible traces...also on many of the later European works
derived from his epic. The Ovidian narrator habitually emphasizes the poetic, rhetorical, and corporeal
resonance to the vatious ‘forms’ (formae) and “figures’ (figurae) about which the poem speaks, deriving many of
the Metamorphoses’ erotic and violent scenes out of the entanglement of poetic and bodily “form™: The Rbetoric
of the Body from Ovid to Shakespeare (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2000), 6-7.
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pseudo-autobiographical Amores—a work prefaced with the waggish claim that it has been
abridged so as not to bore its readers—takes its own creation, reception, and bibliographical
embodiment as an explicit theme. The elegiac collection begins with an account of Love’s
proselytizing intervention in the poet’s life:

Arma gravi numero violentague bella parabam
edere, materia conveniente modis

par erat inferior versus—risisse Cupido
dicitur atque unum surripuisse peden.”’

Arms, and the violent deeds of war [i.e. the substance of epic], I was making ready to
sound forth—in weighty numbers, with matter suited to the measure. The second
verse was equal to the first—but Cupid, they say, with a laugh stole away one foot [of
metet].

Love subsequently proscribes Ovid’s subject and provides him with formal, metrical
restrictions, and the narrative cohesion of the Amwores is created largely through the series of
related artistic aetiologies that it contains.”

Ovid’s bibliofictions often intersect with the poet’s interest in predicting the future
reception of his texts and, by extension, his postmortem readership and reputation. In Ars
Amatoria 3, the poet tellingly ponders:

Forsitan. ..

Nec mea Lethaeis scripta dabuntur aquis:

Atgune aliguis dicet ‘nostri lege culta magistri

Carmina, quis partes instruit ille duas:
Deve tribus libris, titulus quos signat Amorum,
Elige, guod docili molliter ore legas:

Vel 1ibi composita cantetur Epistola voce:
Lgnotum hoc aliis ille novavit opus.”

301 cite the text of the .Amores from Hervides, Amores, Loeb Classical Library 41, 20d ed., trans. Grant
Showerman, rev. G.P Goold (1977; Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2002), 1.1.1-4. Subsequent
parenthetical book and line numbers for the Awores and Hervides refer to this edition, and English translations
have been adopted or closely adapted from these same sources unless otherwise noted.

31 Book 2 opens with a continuation of this same narrative of poetic creation: “Hoe quoque conposui Paelignis
natus aquosis, | ille ego nequitiae Naso poeta meae. | hoc guogne iussit Amor”’ [this, too, is the work of my pen—
mine, Naso’s, born among the humid Paelingi, the well-known singer of my own worthless ways. This, too
have I wrought at the bidding of Love] (2.1.1-3). Book 3 of the Amores continues the fiction, opening with
the insctibed poet’s confrontation with “odoratos Elegia nexa capillos, | et...pes illi longior alter’ |Elegy with a coil
of odorous locks, and...one foot longer than its mate] (3.1.7-8) and “violenta Tragoedia” [raging Tragedy]
(3.1.11), both of whom accost and try to recruit him to write in their genres, and concluding with a tongue-
and-cheek farewell to Love: “Quaere novum vatem, tenerornm mater Amorum!” [Seek a new bard, mother of tender
Loves!] (3.15.1). Much like the Amores, Ovid’s Remsedia Amoris, too, begins with Love’s visit to the inscribed
poet: “Legeret huins Amor titnlum nomengne libelli: | Bella mibi, video, bella parantur’ ait” [Love read the name and
title of this book: “Wars,” said he, ‘wars are in store for me, I perceive.’]: (1-2).
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(3.340-46)

Perhaps...my writing will [not] be given to Lethe’s waters; and someone will say, ‘Read
the elegant poems [of the .Ars_Amatoria] of our master, wherein he instructs the rival
parties [of men and women]; or from the three books [of the Amores] marked by the
title of ‘Loves’ choose out what you may softly read with docile voice; or let some
Letter [of the Hervides| be read by you with practiced utterance; [Ovid] first invented
the art [of epistolary fiction], unknown to others.’

Alongside hopeful musings on their author’s real life literary reception, Ovid’s texts also
habitually speculate on their reception in what we might think of as the more fanciful literary
realm of intertextuality. I would point, for example, to the comic moment in the Rewedia
Amoris where the poet envisions the reactions that purely imaginary narratees—mythological
readers—might have to his poetry:

Vixcisset Phyllis, si me foret usa magistro,
Et per guod novies, saepius isset iter;
Nec moriens Dido summa vidisset ab arce
Dardanias vento vela dedisse rates;
Nec dolor armasset contra sua viscera matrem,
Quae socii damno sanguinis ulta virum est.
Arte mea Tereus, quamwis Philomela placeret,
Per facinus fieri non mernisset avis.
Da mibi Pasiphaen, iam tanri ponet amorem:
Da Phaedran, Phaedrae turpis abibit amor.
Crede Parim nobis, Helenen Menelaus habebit,
Nec manibus Danais Pergama victa cadent.
Impia si nostros legisset Scylla libellos,
Haesisset capiti purpura, Nise, tuo.
(55-68)

Phyllis would have lived, had she used my counsels, and taken more often the path she
took nine times; nor would dying Dido have seen from her citadel’s height the Dardan
vessels spread their sails to the wind; nor would anger have armed against her own
offspring the mother [Medea] who took vengeance on her husband with the loss of
kindred blood. By my art Tereus, though Philomel never found favour, had not
deserved by crime to become a bird. Give me Pasiphae: soon she will love the bull no
more; give me Phaedra: Phaedra’s shameful love will disappear. Entrust Paris to me:
Menelaus will keep Helen, nor will vanquished Pergamum fall by Danaan hands. Had
impious Scylla read my verse, the purple had stayed on thy head, O Nisus.

Ovid’s works consistently reveal a conception of poetty, including his own, both as
materially determinate (made manifest and transferred in individual performances and copies)
and as materially indeterminate (existing apart from physically circumscribed modes of

dissemination in imaginative, metaphorical, and intertextual planes). This dichotomy is perhaps
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nowhere more evident than in the T7istia, where the exiled poet reflects upon, vociferously
defends, and even amends his eatlier poetry, envisioning alternative narratives of literary
reception for both his current and former works. It is in the T7is#ia that Ovid confesses an
eatlier attempt to burn the books of the Metamorphoses: “quae quonian non sunt penitus sublata, sed
exctant— pluribus exemplis scripta fuisse reor— | nune precor ut vivan?’ [These verses were not utterly
destroyed; they still exist—several copies were made, I think—and now I pray that they might
live].” In this anecdote—programmatic as it may be, and undoubtedly inspired by Vergil’s
rumoured desire to have the Aeneid burned—Ovid reveals what we might think of as a
pragmatic understanding of his books and the processes of their dissemination; books
physically exist as—and are transmitted in—perishable copies.

Nonetheless, Ovid elsewhere demonstrates a more platonic understanding of the book,

as exemplified in his famed address to his text in T7istia 1.1:

nec te purpureo velent vaccinia fuco—

nec titnlus minio, nec cedro charta notetur
candida nec nigra cornua fronte geras.

nec fragili geminae poliantur pumice frontes,
hirsutus passis ut videre comis.

neve liturarum pudeat ; qui viderit illas,
de lacriniis factas sentiet esse meis.

(1.1.5-14)
You shall have no cover dyed with the juice of purple berries. Your title shall not be
tinged with vermilion nor your paper with oil and cedar; and you shall wear no white
bosses upon your dark edges. Let no brittle pumice polish your two edges; I would

have you appear with locks all rough and disordered. Be not ashamed of blots; he who
sees them will feel that they were caused by my tears.

Clearly, the book in Tristia 1.1 is a text which resides in the supraliminal world of the literary
imagination. Perhaps, however, this address could be more accurately called a platonic

understanding of book couched in the language of pragmatism. While this is, in some sense, a

327 cite the text of the Tristia from Tristia, Ex Ponto, Loeb Classical Library 151, 20d ed., trans. Arthur Leslie
Wheeler, rev. G.P Goold (1988; Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1996) 1.7. 23-25. Subsequent
patenthetical book and line numbers for the T7istia refer to this edition, and English translations have been
adopted or closely adapted from this same source.
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book inscribed on charta, and the material aspects that the imagined book lacks are enumerated
in detail, Ovid’s interest in the metaliterary and also the metaphorical possibilities of this
imagined book is simultaneously developed as this book subsequently sets off to perambulate
the streets of Rome in an extended and elaborate metaphor for textual circulation; Ovid
subsequently admonishes the Tristia not to associate itself with the copies of the lascivious Ars
Amatoria already in circulation, and he entrusts the rather shabby volume with a personal
message to deliver to the Metamorphoses. For a similar example, we might also think of the
moment when Ovid drafts an entirely novel preface to the Metamorphoses within the body of his
new poem:

orba parente suo quicumque volumina tangs,

his saltem vestra detur in urbe locus.
quoque magis faveas, haec non sunt edita ab ipso,

sed quasi de domini funere rapta su.
(1.7.35-38)

All you who touch these rolls bereft of their father, to them at least let a place be
granted in your city! And your indulgence will be all the greater because these were not
published by their master, but were rescued from what might be called his funeral.

As volumina that can presumably be touched, the Metamornphoses has a pseudo-tangible presence,
even as it is envisioned in the realm of imaginitive projection. Thus, alongside Ovid’s
programmatic boasts about poetry’s transcendent capacity to bestow immortal fame upon its
author, we find that metaphors and images of concrete—and concretely imagined—Iliterary
materiality play an equally integral role in his understanding of the book and its life cycles, both

real and inscribed.

READING JANE SCROPE READING OVID

As a means of illustrating some of the ways in which Ovidian bibliofictions inform and
are reformulated in Ovidian-inspired Tudor texts, I turn to the poetry of John Skelton. A poet
who “was born and had his education in a wotld of written books, and lived his ctreative life in

one increasingly dominated by the printed book,” Skelton was in his teens when William
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Caxton set up shop and the art of printing made its English debut. * Subsequently, the
trajectory of his literary career would be shaped and defined by this new technology.” Given
the conservative nature of the literature printed by England’s early presses, Skelton’s printed
literary output during his own lifetime was remarkable. He was the first living English poet to
see a collection of his poetry printed, and, during his own lifetime, he would see his works
printed more frequently than those of any other early Tudor vernacular poet. An author whose
career developed alongside the nascent English print trade, Skelton is an important figure in
the history of books, and Skelton’s poetty, both in its bibliography (or historical, physical
manifestations) and in its bibliofictions (or the ways in which it internally thematizes and
fictionalizes the writing and publishing processes) is invaluable for the insights it provides into
literary conditions of the early Tudor era.

Composed by Skelton in approximately 1504, The Boke of Phyllp Sparowe incorporates,

cites, and transforms Ovidian intertexts in bibliographically self-conscious ways.” The dramatic

33 F.W. Brownlow, ed., “Introduction 1,” in The Book of the Laurel, by John Skelton (Newark, University of
Delaware Press, 1990), 36-37.

34 Seth Lerer has argued that “Skelton...represents himself as a poet of the scripted page rather than the
printed book, a poet of oratorical performance rather than disseminated documents of booksellers”: Chazcer
and His Readers: Imagining the Author in Late-Medieval England (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1993),

179. I am not sure, however, that Skelton should be so easily painted as a poet of “manuscript culture.” Greg
Walker, for example, points to a number of salient examples of Skelton’s deep embeddedness in the oral, the
manusctipt, a#d the print cultures of his day, and he highlights the blurred boundaries between these types of
publication: John Skelton and the Politics of the 15205 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2002), 121-22.
Indeed, the earliest known reference to the poet was by none other by Caxton himself, who, in the c. 1590
prologue to his Eneydos, defers to Skelton’s expertise in terms flattering to the newly-crowned laureate:

But I praye mayster Iohn Skelton late created poete laureate in the vayuersitie of oxenforde to
ouersee and correcte this sayd booke. And taddresse and expowne and englysshe euery dyffyculte
that is thetin / For he hath late translated. . .diuerse. . .werkes oute of latyn in to englysshe not in
rude and ol de language. but in polysshed and ornate termes craftely. as he that hath redde vyrgyle /
ouyde. tullye. and all the other noble poetes and oratours / to me vaknowen....I suppose he hath
dronken of Elycons well.

I here cite from Anthony S. G. Edwards’ transctiption: Skelton: The Critical Heritage (London: Routledge

& Kegan Paul, 1981), 43. Caxton, like many of the men who would subsequently take up his trade in the
carly sixteenth century, played the multiple roles of printer, publisher, bookseller, editor, translator, and
literaty critic, and his vested interest in the promotion and legitimization of vernacular poetry makes his
comment on Skelton’s place within literary tradition particulatly interesting. If Caxton was indeed familiar
with Skelton’s poetty, the printer had accessed it in MS.

35 An early version of the poem was likely in circulation by 1505 and must have been completely written
before December of 1509; however, it is difficult to date The Boke of Phyllyp Sparowe with much precision, as
little is known about the exact circumstances of its composition or its eatly pattern of dissemination. There
are no extant eatly MSS of the poem, and, although the eatliest printed edition of The Boke of Phyllyp Sparowe is
undated, it is assumed to have been printed c. 1545. Unlike some of his contemporaries, such as Stephen
Hawes or Alexander Barclay, who worked closely with particular printers, Skelton did not form a relationship
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pretense of The Boke of Phylhp Sparowe is that Jane Scrope, the historical resident of a
Benedictine convent near Norwich, is mourning the recent death of a pet. Skelton’s fourteen-
hundred line ‘boke’ can be roughly divided into three main sections: the first eight hundred and
forty-four lines comprise a dramatic monologue—a silent, internal lamentation, purportedly in
Jane’s voice—for her bird; the second serves as a four hundred and twenty-two line encomium
on Jane’s beauty, written in the voice of Skelton’s poetic persona; and the final hundred and
sixteen lines, added at a later date (presumably sometime after 1509) function as a protest
against the contemporary criticism which the first two sections of the poem had attracted in its
early years of manuscript circulation.

Skelton’s Boke of Phylhp Sparowe ““is, quite simply,” as Susan Schibanoft claimed in her
influential examination of the poem, “about reading and about readers.””** While attending an
ostensibly unrelated service at a priory church, the young gitl laments “Philip Sparowe, | That
was late slayn at Carowe | Among the Nones Blake.”” The tragedy of her deceased pet
dominates Jane’s thoughts as she listens to a nun recite the Vespers of the Dead, and, as her
attention shifts back and forth between private meditation on her personal loss and the
liturgical service, the words of the service quite literally become interlaced with Jane’s own

“pyteyus tale” of “Phyllyppes doleful deth” (342, 352). > Searching for apt precedents—secular

with one particular printer during his lifetime. On these poet-printer relationships, see A. S. G. Edwatrds,
“Poet and Printer in Sixteenth-Century England: Stephen Hawes and Wynkyn de Worde,” Gutenberg Jahrbuch
(1980): 82-88; and David Carlson, “Alexander Barclay and Richard Pynson: A Tudor Printer and His
Writer,” Anglia 113 (1995): 283-302. However, several eatlier sixteenth-century printers did produce editions
of individual works by Skelton, and some of these were bound together as nonce volumes.

36 “Taking Jane’s Cue: Phylhp Sparowe as a Primer for Women Readers,” PMI.A 101.5 (19806): 832. My own
reading of this poem is indebted to Schibanoff’s feminist reading and also to Celia R. Daileader’s “When a
Sparrow Falls: Women Readers, Male Critics, and John Skelton’s Phylhp Sparowe,” Philological Quarterly 75.4
(1996): 391-409.

371 cite the text of The Boke of Phylhyp Sparowe from Jobn Skelton: The Complete English Poems, ed. John
Scattergood (New York: Penguin, 1983), 7-9. Subsequent patrenthetical line numbers for all of Skelton’s
works refer to this edition, and English translations have been adopted from this same source.

38 F.W. Brownlow has demonstrated that “Jane’s meditation on Phillip’s death” corresponds precisely with
the Vespers, “which consists of six psalms and their antiphons, the canticle Magnificat, and concluding
versicles and prayers’: “The Book of Phyllyp Sparowe and the Liturgy,” English Literary Renaissance 9 (1979): 8.
Brownlow further explains: “Jane, in the priory church, following the service in her primer, transforms it into
something quite different”: 9. Schibanoff adds: “Although we can trace the progress of the entire liturgical
service...we actually read-or hear-only incipits, first lines and phrases from its psalms, antiphons, and other
materials.....By including only these key or cue lines, Skelton may well be reproducing exactly the text of the
primer that he, Jane, and many eatlier readers knew”: 833.
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as well as liturgical textual models with which to illume and characterize her own misery—she
liberally cites the authority of “famous poetes” (88). Jane thus draws upon numerous (and
largely inappropriate) Greco-Roman fabulae, including narratives derived from Ovid’s

Metamorphoses, Amores, and Heroides:

Whan I remembre agayn
How mi Philyp was slayn,
Never halfe the payne
Was betwene you twayne,
Pyramus and Thesbe,
As than befell to me
(17-22)

Like Andromach, Hectors wyfe
Was wery of her lyfe,
Whan she had lost her joye,
Noble Hector of Troye;
In lyke maner also
Encreaseth my dedly wo,
For my sparowe is go.

bl

(108-14)

Of Medeas arte,
I'wolde I had a parte
Of her crafty magykel!
My sparowe than shuld be quycke
With a charme or twayne,
And playe with me agayne.
(202-07)

At the end of Jane’s mythologically allusive lament, we are treated to neatly two
hundred lines of her so-called bibliography, “a virtual encyclopedia of literature,” as Seth Lerer

has called it, a list of “practically every writer who has ever written.”””

Jane’s bibliography
confirms that, in addition to the works of the Chaucer-Gower-Lydgate authorial triad, the
fictive reader and literary critic has a taste for the fin amounrs; she namedrops an array of
Carolingian, Arthurian, and Trojan romances alongside the continental poetry of “Frauncys

Petrarke” (758) and works composed by various “poetes of auncyente” (767), including Vergil,

Plutarch, and Sappho, as well as Ovid.* The Tudor schoolgitl’s bibliography also serves as a

39 Chaucer and His Readers, 196.
40 Jane’s reading list indicates that she is well-versed in English vernacular literature. Although she had
difficulty understanding Lydgate since “he wryteth to haute” (812), she has also read Gower—whose
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further explication of the machinations of Jane’s imagination in the first section of the poem,
elucidating the precise channels by which ordinary places, such as “the playne of Salysbery”
and “Tyllbery fery” (321, 320), have come to co-exist in the girl’s mind with the more exotic
locales of Arcadia, Arden, and Rome, and it explains how the landscape of her overactive
imagination has become so densely populated by “dragones” and “mantycors” (292, 294).

Like much of Ovid’s poetry, The Boke of Phyllyp Sparowe is infused with fictive accounts
of the textual communications circuit. Skelton’s descriptions of Jane’s textual consumption
elucidate the ways that books are understood and experienced platonically. We might think, for
a moment, about the nature of the Ovidian (and, indeed, the non-Ovidian) narratives floating
around in Jane’s mind. These are narratives that, largely through their familiarity and the variety
of their oral and inscribed retellings, have come loose from the physical books which
reproduce but cannot fully contain them. Jane herself confesses that she has “enrold | A
thousand new and old | ...historious tales” in her memory, enough “To fyll bougets... | With
bokes [she has| red” (749-53). I would draw particular attention to Skelton’s use of the word
enrol, which shares the literal meaning of physically wrapping or rolling up and also the
figurative meaning of writing upon a roll or parchment and recording in a register. A
consideration of the literally and metaphorically ‘enrold’ tales that find both quasi-physical
containment and expression in Jane’s fictionalized imagination complicates modern critical
assumptions, such as Kastan’s, that “only as texts are realized materially are they accessible”

5541

and “only then can they delight and mean.”™ Jane’s repertoire reveals that real books also exist
in imaginary spaces; books have transcendent, as well as material, identities—identities that

cannot always be localized or historicized in the physical world.

“mater” Jane highly praises, although she does note that his “Englysh is olde | And of no value told” (786,
784-5). However, “Chaucer, that famus clerke” (800) is clearly Jane’s favourite English poet. Her Chaucerian
gamut includes “Palamon and Arcet,” “Duke Theseus, and Partelet,” and “the Wyfe of Bath” (615-17); the
young gitl brags that she can “Recounte, reporte, and tell | Of the Tales of Caunterbury” and also of “...the
love so hote | That made Troylus to dote | Upon fayre Cressyde” (613-14, 677-79).

4 Shakespeare and the Book, 4.
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Like Ovid before him, Skelton interweaves bibliofictions in the form of speculation
about his own future reception and projected readership. In the final English lines of the poem
(as it existed in its original, two-part manifestation), Skelton addresses his audience at large,
inviting criticism and encouraging, however facetiously, future emendations of his written
work:

And where my pen hath offendyd,

I pray you it may be amendyd

By discrete consyderacyon

Of your wyse reformacyon;

I have not offended, I trust,

If it be sadly dyscust.
(1245-50)

This invitation to critique was taken literally by at least one real-life reader. Alexander
Barclay’s 1509 The Shyp of Folys of the Worlde concluded with a programmatic “Brefe addicion”
that asked readers to “Holde [him] excusyd™:

for why my wyll is gode

Men to induce unto vertue and goodnes.

I wryte no Jest ne tale of Robyn hode,

Nor sawe no sparcles ne sede of vyciousnes;

Wyse men love vertue, wylde people wantones.

It longeth nat to my science nor cunnynge
For Phylyp the Sparowe the Dirige to synge.*

Barclay compares Skelton’s allegedly wanton poetry, including his Ovidian ‘Phylyp the
Sparowe’—the first two parts of which were then in circulation—with his own work of ‘vertue
and goodnes.” Skelton, though unnamed, is dismissively posited as one of those ‘wylde people’
who ‘love wantoness’ and ‘vyciousnes.” Barclay’s comments may reflect a personal animosity
between the two authors, but they are more interesting for the literary reaction which they
subsequently provoked from Skelton. Apparently in response to Barclay’s “Brefe addicion,”

Skelton composed his own rebuttal, similarly entitled “An addicyon,” to the first two sections

42 The Ship of Fools Translated by Alexander Barclay, ed. T.H. Jamieson, 2 vols. (1874; New York: AMS, 1960),
2.331.
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of The Boke of Phyllyp Sparowe.” This third, hundred and fourteen line section of the poem is
broadly addressed to the “janglynge jayes” who “have disdayned | And of this worke
complayned” (1271, 1374-5), real-life detractors such as Barclay who “deprave | Phillip
Sparowes grave” (1274-75)."

Skelton’s later work, A Garlande or Chapelet of Lanrell, can be understood as a second
apologia tor The Boke of Phyllyp Sparowe. This sixteen hundred line piece, first printed in 1523
(STC 22610), is—at least topically—indebted to Chaucer’s House of Fanze. Much like Chaucer’s
eatlier dream vision, A Garlande or Chapelet of Laurel] depicts the visit of ‘Skelton Poeta,” or an
inscribed version of its author, to the Court of Fame.” A Garlande or Chapelet of Laurell is more
than an argument for Skelton’s own place in literary tradition or a defense of his currently
circulating poetry, however. It is also a bibliofictional dramatization of book production and
literary circulation.

There are two salient points to be made about Skelton’s inscribed portrayal of the
textual communications circuit. Firstly, Skelton is interested in fictionalizing the publication
and dissemination of contemporary vernacular literature. His words in the English envoy to the

work—where he apostrophizes his poem in the tradition of Ovid’s Tristia (and, subsequently,

43 Por a succinct overview of the alleged animosity between Skelton and Barclay, see David R. Catlson,
“Skelton and Barclay, Medieval and Modetn,” Early Modern Literary Studies 1.1 (1995): 2.1-17.

4 There are hints in this final section of The Boke of Phyllp Sparowe that Jane Scrope, too, may have been
unhappy with the sections of the poem already in circulation. In lines 1282-89 of his “addicyon,” Skelton
writes:

Alas, that goodly mayd,
Why shuld she be afrayde?
Why shulde she take shame
That her goodly name,
Honorably reported,
Sholde be set and sorted,
To be matriculate

With ladyes of estate?

In lines 1371-73, Skelton again alludes to Jane’s discontent when he suggests, this time in Latin: “Inferias.
Philippe, tuas Scroupe pulchra Joanna | Instanter petiit: cur nostri carminis illam | Nunc pudet? Est sero; minor est infania
verg” [Phyllyp, the beautiful Jane Scrope utgently asked for your obsequies. Why now is she ashamed of our
songp It is too late; shame is less than truth].

4 Scholarship on the composition of A Garlande or Chapelet of Launrell has yet to come to a consensus on the
date of the poem’s composition; however, it is likely that Skelton began work on the poem in the 1490s and
continued to make major additions to the text up until the time of its publication in 1523. Julia Boffey has
discussed Skelton’s authorial control over the publication of A Garlande or Chapelet of Lanrell: ““Withdrawe
your hande’: the Lyrics of “The Gatland of Laurel’ from Manuscript to Print,” Trivium 31 (1999): 81-83.
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of Chaucer’s Troilus and Criseyde)—make manifest this interest in the status and functions of

post-Ovidian, post-Chaucerian, vernacular poetry:

Go litille quayre,
Demene yow fayre,
Take no dispayre,
Thowthe I yow wrate
After this rate
In Englyshe letter.

So moche the better

Welcum shalle ye

To sum men be:

For Latin warkis

Be goode for clarkis™
Secondly, English poetry such as Skelton’s ‘litill quaire’ is conceived and described in quasi-
material terms throughout A Garlande or Chapelet of Laurell. “Quod scripsz, scripsi’ [what I have
written, I have written] (1450) Skelton Poeta asserts, and it is this material evidence of what he
has written—both inside and outside the fiction of A Garlande or Chapelet of Lanrell —that
determines his status as a poet. An inscribed debate between the classical goddess Pallas and
the Queen of Fame (to evaluate Skelton’s candidacy for inclusion in the Court of Fame)
revolves as much around the physical circumstances of circulation and dissemination of texts
as it does around his capabilities as an author who “hathe tastid of thensugrd pocioune | Of
Elyconys wel” (73-74). Authorial fame is defined by empirical, material “evydence” (1129), that
is, a substantial ezvre that “remaynneythe of recorde” (89).

Skelton’s understanding of the book as both platonic and pragmatic is nowhere more
apparent than the scene in which Occupation, “Famys regestary” (522), who has kept a record

of Skelton’s bibliography in her “boke of remembraunce” (1143), provides a catalogue of his

literary output.”” Within the dream vision of .4 Garlande or Chapelet of Lanrell, Skelton’s works

46 On the heritage of the Ovidian “Go Little Book™ conceit, see John S. P. Tatlock, “The Epilog of
Chaucer’s “Troilus,” Modern Philology 18.12 (1921): 625-659.

47 Occupation’s list is exhaustive, even enumerating A Garlande or Chapelet of Laurel/ and a set of occasional
lyrics which the inscribed Skelton Poeta earlier composed within the natrative. As F.W. Brownlow notes,
Occupation’s “register is the actual poem that we are reading, and the lines describing its physical makeup
also describe the ideal, never-realized form of the book in our own hands”: “Introduction 2,” The Book of the

Laurel, 81.
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are physically collected together, compiled and held in Occupation’s possession. This ‘boke of
remembraunce’ is at once both metaphorical and textual in nature. It is the repository of
memory and poetic fame so often referenced—Ilike the equally metaphorical Book of Nature,
Book of Life, Book of Heaven, or Book of the Heart—in medieval literature.” However, as
Occupation’s rehearsal of his bibliography indicates, it is also a physical book that can be read,
a volume of collected works from which Skelton’s previous poetry can be cited and recited.

I am particularly interested in the way in which Skelton situates his own poetry within
the sumptuous covers of a textual and metaphorical ‘boke of remembraunce,” for Skelton’s
interest in this book as an inscripted, physical object is apparent in his lengthy description of its
magnificent appearance:

The margent was illumynid alle withe golden raillis

And byse: enpycturid with gressoppis and waspis,

With butterfliyis and fresshe pokok taylis,

Enflorid with flowris and slymy snaylis,

Envyvid picturis wele towchid and quikly:

It wold have made a man hole that had be ryght sikkly,

To beholde how it was garnnysshid and bownde,

Encoverde over with gold of tissew fyne:

The claspis and bullyons were worthe a thowsand pownde:

With balassis and charbunclis the borders did shyne:
Withe aurum musicum every other lyne

Was wryttyn
(1150-62)
Bibliofictions and bibliography—imaginary and historical ink—coincide on the pages of this
elaborately imagined object. Occupation’s written record contains previously published texts by
Skelton and by Poeta Skelton. In one sense, then, the contents of Occupation’s book are
identical to the poetic content of books currently circulating amongst English readers; the
fictional book contains real texts. Yet Occupation’s ornate book, the ‘claspis and bullyons’ of

which would cost ‘a thowsand pownde’ were they realized in the physical world, is patently

marked as existing only in the world of imagination.

4 On the book of memory, see Mary |. Carruthers, The Book of Memory: A Study of Me