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I

Robert Graves’ frequent references to John Skelton, always made in
the context of Graves’ own poetic theories, deserve more attention
than they have received. Every full-length critical study of Graves’
poetry lists Skelton in its index, but offers no more than passing com-
ment to the effect that Graves admired his work and was instrumental
in reviving interest in the Tudor poet. So, for example, Douglas Day
finds evidence in Graves’ early poems of what he calls the “sprightly
iconoclasm he got from John Skelton (Day 19); while Michael Kirkham
describes The Marmosite’s Miscellany (1925) as “a Skeltonic satire on the
literary world” (Kirkham 123), and claims that it was the qualities of
“modesty, spontaneity, gaiety [and] wit” which particularly attracted
him to Skelton (Kirkham 33).

None of this is especially illuminating; but Day’s use of the word
“sprightly” is interesting, and his choice of a Germanic rather than a
Latinate form—for example “spirited” or “animated”—to convey the
idea in question reflects the semiotics of Graves” own poetic language.
The poem “Tilth” (first published in Collected Poems 1970-1972) is a
good illustration of Graves’ conscious decision to adopt a vocabulary,
and therefore a cultural politics, which is unambiguous in its prefer-
ence for what he interpreted as representing poetry “cut wholly from
native cloth” (“The Dedicated Poet,” On Poetry 296) as opposed, for
example, to Chaucer’s implementation of an “artificial French tradi-
tion” (295):

Gone are the drab monosyllabic days
When “agricultural labour” still was tilth;
And “100% approbation’, praise;

And “pornographic modernism’, filth -

Yet still I stand by tilth and filth and praise

and this bias is, in turn, closely connected to Graves’ reading of
Skelton. It is the claim of the present paper that his reading is essen-
tially flawed.

At the root of the problem lies the notion that there is indeed a
“wholly native cloth” from which English poetry might be fashioned.
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This is demonstrably false: the simple fact that the “English language”
itself was already a conglomerate of various others long before
Skelton’s birth, is enough to remind us of the diversified cultural back-
ground against which his poetry must be read. As for Graves’ jingois-
tic comments on “foreign” influences, it hardly needs pointing out that
the “English tradition” is more or less synonymous with the history of
translation into English, without which it is difficult to see how there
could be any English poetry at all. The cultural influence exerted by
translated texts could only be denied if it were possible to translate
syntactical contructions without also translating their “meaning”, their
cultural relevance, for example, and this is clearly an absurd idea.
Graves used the phrase in question to describe “Speke Parott”:

He also wrote the teasing, inconsequential, passionate “Speake
Parot!”-its rolling stanzas liberally sprinkled with polyglot
pseudo-learning ... Yet it is cut wholly from native cloth, in native
fashion, and makes perfect sense to the informed reader—none of
which things can be said of twentieth-century Anglo-American
modernism.

The difficulty here is one of definition: what is a native tradition? And
what is an informed reader? If Graves’ understanding of “native” was
one which excluded any cultural, i.e. linguistic, interference from
mainland Europe, then he could only have been referring to a poetic
or bardic tradition that existed before the Roman invasions of
Britain—according to this reading, Anglo-Saxon poetry must be
excluded from any native canon. In fact, Graves was talking about a
tradition “back in neolithic times” (“The Crowning Priviledge,” On
Poetry 13ff.), in other words, an imagined or assumed tradition for
which “no written records survive” (13). This can be clearly
disregarded as fantasy. He did however feel able to admire an Anglo-
Saxon tradition within which “anyone might compose poems to the
harp, if he could” (15). Yet this, as Graves was certainly aware, was an
oral tradition of narrative verse whose function was social—the
preservation in collective memory of actual historical events—as well
as aesthetic—the reproduction of those events in an idealized and
idealizing form. The only information a reader needs in order to make
“perfect sense” of this poetry is the ability to read Old English; it is
certainly not poetry whose intelligibility—or production—is depen-
dent upon an initiation into the rites of Muse-worship.
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Even if Graves’ “wholly native cloth” refers to something which
might vaguely be called cultural fabric, rather than to actual language,
his phrase remains misleading since cultural fabric and language are,
of course, inseparable: Graves’ attempt to deny outside cultural influ-
ence is rendered futile by the referentiality of Skelton’s own poetry.

Both Skelton and Graves wrote poems on the Muse Calliope.
Skelton’s “Calliope” is a reply to the question, which forms a subtitle
to the poem, concerning his wearing a cloak embroidered with the
Muse’s name:

Why were ye Calliope, embrawdred with letters of golde?
Skelton Laureate, Orator Regius, maketh this aunswere etc.

Calliope,
As ye may se,
Regent is she,

Of poetes al,
Whiche gave tome 5
The high degre
Laureat to be

Of fame royall;

Whose name enrolde
With silke and golde 10
I dare be bolde
Thus for to were.
Of her I holde
And her housholde;
Though I waxe olde 15
And somedele sere,

Yet is she fayne,
Voyde of disdayn,
Me to retayne,
Her serviture. 20
With her certayne
I wyll remayne
As my soverayne
Moost of pleasure.

Maulgre touz malheureux 1
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Skelton adds an eight-line latinum carmen, which is a free translation
of the English, followed by the lines:

Haec Pierius omni Spartano liberior.
Calliope, musarum excellentissima, speciosissima, formosissima,
heroicis preest versibus

which Graves translates (“The Dedicated Poet” 283), together with the
latinum carmen, as:

Thus speaks a Pierian, one more free than any Spartan, since
Calliope the most excellent, most beautiful, most shapely of the
Muses, presides over my heroic verses.

Firstly, Graves’ translation of the latinum carmen takes liberties which
have important consequences for our reading of Skelton’s poem.
Presenting the two separate Latin sentences above, “Haec
Prierius...preest versibus” as one complete sentence in English allowed
Graves (or, at least, enabled him) to insert the conjunction “since”
between the second and the following clauses of his version. The
“freedom” of “omni Spartano liberior” thus becomes the direct result
of Calliope’s intervention in the creative process. Moreover, Graves’
insertion of “my”, absent in “Calliope...heroicis preest versibus”,
changes Calliope from the Muse of epic verse—her traditional role—
into Skelton’s personal Muse: where Skelton speaks in general and
conventional terms of praise, Graves’ translation misleads us into the
“discovery” of a remarkably Gravesean poet/Muse-goddess relation-
ship. His account of the event which occasioned Skelton’s poem oper-
ates in the same way:

... Yet in old age, after being created Orator Regius, a sort of Latin
Secretary, by his former pupil King Henry VIII, Skelton made a
startling public avowal of devotion to the Muse-goddess, when he
appeared wearing a white and green Court dress embroidered with
the golden name CALLIOPE. He chose Calliope (“lovely face”)
rather than any of the Goddess’s eight other names because, as he
writes in an amplificatio of Diodorus Siculus’ History, Calliope
combines “incomparable riches of eloquence with profound
sadness.” (281-2)
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What may be seen as a minor extravagance, well within the limits and
even expectations of normal Court behaviour—the appearance at
Court of a man dressed in clothes designed to signify social or political
rank—becomes a “startling public avowal of devotion to the Muse-
goddess”. But Skelton’s Calliope-embroidery can more profitably be
read as signifying his own classical learning. Moreover, it is a nice
irony for the poet, whose identity as such is created wholly by text, to
be literally encloaked in text.” Far from demonstrating dedication,
Skelton in fact subverted the whole notion of the Muse: by wearing
the Calliope-embroidery he appropriated her identity and labelled
himself with her name, proclaiming himself as sole author of his
poetry.

But Graves was intent upon reading Skelton as a “Muse poet” rather
than an “Apollonian poet” (“The Dedicated Poet” 286-7), intent, that
is, upon reading him as a poet whose work is composed “at the back
of the mind” and is

an unaccountable product of a trance in which the emotions of
love, fear, anger, or grief are profoundly engaged, though at the
same time powerfully disciplined; in which intuitive thought
reigns supralogically, and personal rhythm subdues metre to its
purposes (“The Dedicated Poet” 286)

whereas “Apollonian” poetry is composed in the forepart of the mind:

wittily, should the occasion serve, always reasonably, always on a
preconceived plan, and derived from a close knowledge of rhetoric,
prosody, Classical example, and contemporary fashion. It may, of
course, disguise simple statement in masquerade dress, but if so,
observes all masquerade conventions; whether the dress chosen be
mediaeval doublet, pastoral smock, Roman toga, or pseudo-
Homeric armour. The pleasure [it] offers is consciously aesthetic.
(286)

Graves misses or ignores the fact that “disguising simple statement in
masquerade dress in order to create a pleasure which is consciously
aesthetic” is a good description of the Skelton/Calliope-embroidery
episode, and the conventions of Court behaviour under Henry and
Elizabeth could very well be summed up as “observing masquerade
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conventions”.

There is nothing at all remarkable, or “startling”, in this episode, but
Graves’ treatment of it exemplifies the technique he employed to re-
create Skelton as “Muse-poet”. That he should have done so at all is
connected to his interpretation of the function of poetry, and of his
own role in a changing poetic landscape, within which he clearly felt,
as both his poetry and his prose criticism demonstrate, an acute sense
of displacement. His method of dealing with it was to represent it as a
virtue.

The most obvious example of Graves’ displacement is his physical
removal to Deyd, Mallorca. In the same way his identification with
Skelton is, according to his reading, a perfectly logical process.

Skelton is Graves’ “Muse-poet” par excellence, and his admiration is
twofold. On the one hand it is based upon what Graves reads as
Skelton’s dedication to Calliope. On the other, hand he sees Skelton as
“claiming as a poet the liberty of thought and action which King
Lycurgus’ proto-Fascist discipline denied even the most patriotic
Spartans,” a reference to the Spartan engagement at Thermopylae, and
Graves’ interpretation of ... omni Spartano liberior” (“The Dedicated
Poet” 283). The notion of freedom—physical, political and poetic—is
central both to Graves’ reading of Skelton and to his perception of
himself: [Skelton] made good his claim to freedom by being the one
man in Englandwho, at the height of Cardinal Wolsey’s power—when
Dread led the dance—dared oppose him in cruelly satiric verses as a
traitor to King, Church and people. (283)

Graves omits to mention that Skelton and Wolsey were reconciled by
the beginning of November, 1523 at the latest, when Skelton composed
“Howe The Douty Duke of Albany ...” at Wolsey’s own suggestion.
The final Envoi in particular (1I. 524-32) makes this clear:

Go, lytell quayre, apace

In moost humble wyse,

Before his noble grace

That caused you to devise

This lytel enterprise;

And hym moost lowly pray,

In his mynde to comprise,

Those wordes his grace dyd saye
Of an ammas gray.
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Je foy enterment en sa bone grace. *

There is no reason here to assume that Skelton’s compliments to
Wolsey are to be taken as irony. The second quatrain, “And hym ... an
ammas gray”, reminding Wolsey of his promise of a reward, is too
openly playful to be ambiguous, and Skelton, as Graves pointed out,
was perfectly capable of undisguised satire when he believed it neces-
sary.

Another good illustration of Graves” determination to present
Skelton as “Muse-poet” is his reading of the Commendations passage,
in praise of Jane Scrope, in “Phyllyp Sparowe” (11.845-1260), which
makes use of the service for the dead, Ordo Commendationis Animae.*
Graves’ argument here is based on Skelton’s substitution of “domina”
for “domine” at line 996:

Legem pone michi, domina, in viam justificationem tuarum!
‘Teach me, Lady, to justify thy ways’;

at lines 1061-2:

Bonitatem fecisti cum servo tuo, domina,
Et ex precordiis sonant preconia.

“Thou hast dealt bountifully with thy servant, Lady,
And from his heart your praises ring out’;

and at lines 1114-5:

Quomodo dilexi legem tuam, domina!
Recedant vetera, nova sunt omnia.

‘O how I love thy law, Lady!
Old things are passed away, all things are become new’.

Scattergood also speaks of this substitution in terms of a deification of
Jane Scrope. But many of the Latin quotations in “Phyllyp Sparowe”
possibly derive from the “Vigile Mortuorum” in the Sarum Primer.
Primers were, as Scattergood notes, traditionally dedicated to the
Virgin Mary; and Caxton published, in 1490, a primer entitled “O
Gloriosa Femina...”, the three words which precede each of the Latin

257



258 GRAVESIANA THE JOURNAL OF THE ROBERT GRAVES SOCIETY

quotations above (and which Skelton uses a further eight times
throughout “Commendations )”.* It is quite possible that Skelton had
Caxton’s primer in mind, but even if he was working only with the
Vulgate Psalms, there is no reason to connect this passage with
Calliope; and there are certainly no grounds to claim, as Graves does,
that Skelton here “boldly deifies [Jane Scrope] as the Muse herself!”
(“The Dedicated Poet” 292). In fact, Skelton appeals to “the grace
dyvyne / Of the Muses nyne” (11.857-8), and he could hardly expect to
elicit much grace by elevating the mortal Jane to Muse-status. More
significantly he also appeals to Apollo:

If Apollo wyll promyse
Melodyously it to devyse
His tunable harpe stryngges
With armony that synges
Of princes and of kynges
And of all pleasaunt thynges,
Of lust and of delyght,
Thorow his godly myght;
(11.863-70)

Why would a “Muse-poet” desire Apollo’s aid and “Apollonian”
skills, or have Jane voice the common complaint about the shortcom-
ings of the English language, as in lines 774-83?:

Our naturall tong is rude,
And hard to be enneude
With pullyshed termes lusty;
Our language is so rusty,

So cankered and so full

Of frowardes, and so dull,
That if I wolde apply

To wryte ornatly,

I wot not where to fynd
Termes to serve my mynde.

It is certainly true, as Graves noted, that Skelton enriched the English
vocabulary, but it is also true that he has Jane regret her lack of the
poetic versatility






