PAGE  
2

14

The Manuscript Transmission of Poetry

Arthur F. Marotti
In early modern England most verse was written not for print publication but for manuscript transmission. Lyric poetry, for example, was a literary form that was regarded as basically occasional and ephemeral, designed to be passed in manuscript transmission first to known readers socially connected in some way to the authors, and then to a wider social world. A poet’s family, friends, and social contacts were the proper recipients of what he or she wrote, and many of the pieces that found their way into print in poetical miscellanies or individual editions were, actually or by pretence, diverted into that medium, having the character of intercepted texts. Sometimes publishers congratulated themselves on wresting such work out of a socially restricted environment to make it available to broader readership able to profit from it: Richard Tottel, for example, whose influential and much reprinted miscellany (Songes and Sonnettes, Written by the Ryght Honorable Lorde Henry Haward Late Earle of Surrey, and Other [1557]) was precedent-setting, boasted to his readers that, in printing the manuscript-circulated verse of such authors as Sir Thomas Wyatt and the Earl of Surrey, he was making available ‘those works which the ungentle hoarders up of such treasure have heretofore envied thee’ (Rollins 1965:2). Despite the Continental examples of printed poetical collections, such as the sonnet sequences of Italian and French poets from Petrarch through Ronsard, cultural expectations, at least in England, were that lyric poems were private and restricted, rather than public and accessible. Many years ago J. W. Saunders (1951b) coined the expression ‘the stigma of print’ to refer to the social disapproval incurred by well-born or educated writers if they allowed their verse to be published. But there was more than an issue of social degradation involved in the printing lyric poetry; it was that the form itself was unsuitable to broad exposure, a fact that someone such as Emily Dickinson later acknowledged by keeping her own lyrics in her possession.

Although print culture, over the course of the sixteenth and seventeenth century, finally incorporated lyric poetry as it did other literary genres, making it gradually seem more and more acceptable for writers to collect and publish their verse and for editors and publishers to produce single-author editions and anthologies of poems, the system of manuscript transmission of lyric poetry remained as vigorous as it had been in a pre-Gutenberg era. In fact, judging from the documentary remains, there was a resurgence in England of manuscript transcription and collection of verse in the seventeenth century, especially in the period from the early 1620s through the 1640s.
 Authors and compilers in particular environments such as the universities, the Inns of Court, the royal Court, and the houses of the gentry and nobility, as well as in social networks such as those found in London and in the English Catholic subculture produced a great many poetical collections that encompassed a range of texts broader than that of the body of canonical literature from the period. Since the processes of canonizing particular authors and works, as well as the writing of literary histories, were so reliant on the products of print culture, many of the pieces we find in surviving manuscript compilations – by either minor or anonymous writers – have been neglected. 
Composing, transmitting, collecting, and arranging poetic and prose texts were activities shared by most early modern literate individuals. Texts were transcribed and circulated on single sheets in or as letters, on bifolia, and in ‘quaternions’ (a ‘quire of four sheets of paper or parchment folded in two’ [OED]) and small quires,
 as well as in larger units ready to receive texts their owners deemed important (Saunders 1951a and Love 1993). Some manuscripts collected or bound later, such as those in the Conway papers (British Library MS Additional 23229), Edward Bannister’s thirteen folios at the start of British Library MS Additional 28253, Bodleian MS English Poetry c.53, and some of the sheets in Peter Le Neve’s manuscript (British Library MS Additional 27407) were folded loose sheets such as those used in correspondence. As examples of the circulation of verse in what Harold Love (1993:13) called ‘separates’ or short manuscripts written and circulated as a unit, there are single sheets such as ‘A Poem put into my Lady Laitons Pocket by Sir W: Rawleigh’ (Rudick 1999:16-17), Sir John Harington’s poem left behind the cushion of his godmother, Queen Elizabeth (Beal 1980-93:1.2.122), Sir Walter Ralegh’s poem to Elizabeth and the Queen’s recently discovered reply (May 1991:318-19), and John Donne’s single surviving holograph poem, a verse letter sent to Lady Carey as a letter folded several times to make a small item for transport (Bodleian MS English Poetry d.197). 

Separates, including single sheets, were bound together in their own time or later to form manuscript collections. Poems were also sometimes copied into blank, bound codices, ‘paper books’ (Woudhuysen 1996:47): Laurence Cummings (1960:40) claims, for example, that Bodleian MS Rawlinson Poetry 85, an Elizabethan courtly and university collection, was ‘a bound and foliated book before [John] Finet began making entries’. Occasional poems originally sent to particular readers to celebrate births, mourn deaths, convey New Year’s greetings, maintain relationships with patrons and patronesses, express love or friendship, and for other purposes, were later gathered in collections along with other serious or recreational pieces. Sometimes the manuscripts themselves signal aspects of the process of literary transmission: poems were passed on by particular individuals, for example, or whole collections were lent for perusal or copying – some, as Henry Woudhuysen (1996:50) claims, by booksellers and stationers. Donne’s 1614 request of his friend Sir Henry Goodyer to return to him a manuscript ‘book’ of his verse indicates that a collection of his poetry, at some stage in his life, was assembled by him in a single manuscript volume (Marotti 1986: ix-x; Beal 1980-93: 1.1.245). Stephen Powle wrote a note in his commonplace book anthology (Bodleian MS Tanner 169) regarding a Nicholas Breton poem entitled ‘A passionate Sonnet made by the Kinge of Scots uppon difficulties ariseing to crosse his proceeding in love & marriage with his most worthie to be esteemed Queene’ (‘In Sunny beames the skye doth shewe her sweete’): ‘Geaven me by Mr Britton who had been (as he sayed) in Scotland with the Kinges Majesty: but I rather thinke they weare made by him in the person of the kinge’ (fol. 43r).
 The Arundel Harington manuscript has a section beginning ‘Certayne verses made by uncertayne autors, wrytten out of Charleton his booke’ (fol. 43) (Hughey 1960:1.179). Bodleian MS Rawlinson Poetry 26, which, before binding, was a collection of separates copied over a long period of time in many hands, has a late seventeenth-century note listing nine different people to whom the manuscript was lent (p. vi). 

In addition to transcribing poems from written exemplars, some manuscripts have texts that were recorded from memory. J. B. Leishman (1945) convincingly argues that memorial transcription accounts for some of the dramatic changes one finds in texts of some poems found in manuscript collections. This reminds us of the widespread practices of oral recitation or performance in a period in which there was a high degree of residual orality and, as scholars of the drama have recognized, people developed powerful memory skills that modern readers find hard to comprehend. Reading or singing literary texts aloud, often to small groups of friends or family members, was a very common practice and we know that even some very long works, such as Sidney’s Arcadia, were given oral performance (Nelson 1976/7; Chartier 1989). The connection of script with orality and the individualistic characteristics of a particular person’s handwriting reinforce the aura of ‘presence’ in the manuscript text, which the printed text lacks (Love 1993:141-8).

Recording poetic texts was an activity related to traditional practices of commonplacing, the transcribing of passages from one’s reading, often in an alphabetical arrangement under familiar headings that facilitated retrieval and reuse in one’s own writing – ‘invention’ in the older rhetorical sense of the term (Crane 1993; Beal 1993; see Rhetoric). In academic and post-academic environments, educated individuals kept commonplace books as a kind of prosthetic memory. In a less formal way, many people kept a looser sort of compilation, including a variety of items ranging from household accounts, to medical receipts, to historical and genealogical notes, to copies of letters, poems, and other important texts in circulation within restricted groups as well as within widening circles of transmission. Thus, some manuscript compilations in which we find poetry also contain a variety of miscellaneous materials: John Ramsey’s commonplace book (Bodleian MS Douce 280), for example, in addition to poetry, includes ‘A Rule to find the goulden or prime noumber’; discussion of Cambridge University organization and admissions; a translation of a book of Caesar’s Commentaries; medical receipts; lists of the offices of England and the post-Norman-Conquest kings, lords, knights, bishoprics, and counties; theological, political, and historical comments; a partial autobiography and family genealogy; a personal will; a reading list; paternal instructions to his son; and a family coat of arms (Marotti 1995:21; Doughtie 1993). Many ‘catch-all’ manuscript miscellanies, like this one, immerse poems in a varied textual environment.  Others manuscripts, however, contain only or almost exclusively poems.


If we look at numerous, but relatively few, surviving manuscript poetry anthologies or collections from the early modern period, we discover two kinds of documents: those kept by a single individual and those produced by two or more scribes – either within a family and social circle or within an institutional environment in which many individuals might have access to a manuscript volume being passed around in a group. The Devonshire manuscript of early Tudor verse (British Library MS Additional 17492), which circulated among several courtly women and their lovers, and the mid-seventeenth-century academic collection, Bodleian MS English Poetry c.50, in which four hands are represented, are examples of the latter.


We might distinguish those documents in which the hands represented are those of amateurs and those that were done by professional scribes. In the latter case, we have personal collections done by commission for the individual wishing to have his or her own poetry anthology as well as those collections composed as presentation copies to friends or social superiors (Woudhuysen 1996:88-103). British Library MS Additional 33998, which places each poem’s title in a box and draws lines between items, was professionally transcribed for Chaloner Chute; Bodleian MS Rawlinson Poetry 31, which has verse by Donne, Jonson, Sir John Harington, Sir Henry Wotton, Lord Herbert of Cherbury, the Earl of Pembroke, Sir Benjamin Rudyerd, Francis Beaumont, and others, was beautifully produced by the professional Peter Beal describes as the ‘Feathery Scribe’ (Beal 1998:58-108).  Bodleian MS Malone 23, a heavily political collection, presents the titles of its poems in a kind of boldface italic; Folger MS V.a.249 is a presentation manuscript of Sir John Harington’s epigrams the author sent in 1605 to the young Prince Henry. A number of the manuscripts containing large collections of Donne’s verse seem to have been designed for aristocrats: the Leconfield MS (Cambridge MS Additional 8467) for the Earl of Northumberland; the Bridgewater MS (Huntington MS EL 6893) for John Egerton, later Earl of Bridgewater; the Haslewood-Kingsborough MS (Huntington MS HM 198.1) for Edward Denny, Earl of Norwich (Armitage 1966); British Library MS Harley 4955, which was probably compiled for the Cavendish family, if not particularly for Sir William Cavendish, first Earl of Newcastle; and the two Dalhousie MSS (now owned by Texas Technological University) for the family of the third Earl of Essex (Sullivan 1988;  see Poets, Friends, and Patrons). Some professionally transcribed manuscripts might have been prepared as fair copy from which printers could set the text of editions they were preparing. Rosenbach Library MS 1083/16 has a title page suitable for setting in print: ‘MISCELLANIES/ OR/ A Collection of Divers Witty and/ pleasant Epigrams, Adages, poems/ Epitaphes &c: for the recre/ation of the overtravel-/ed sences:/ [ornament]/ 1630:/ Robert Bishop’, followed by a dedicatory epistle on the verso of this page (see Redding 1960).

In terms of their content, one might distinguish those manuscripts that are primarily comprised of the work of a single author from those (more typical) collections that contain the work of many writers. As examples of the first we have the Egerton manuscript (British Library MS Egerton 2711), comprising mainly the poetry of Sir Thomas Wyatt (including corrections entered in his own hand) (see Powell 2004 and Woudhuysen 1996:104); Folger MS V.a.104, an autograph collection of Lady Mary Wroth’s poems; British Library MS Additional 58435, a holograph collection of Sir Robert Sidney’s verse; British Library MS Egerton 3165, the authorially controlled collection of Sir Arthur Gorges’s poetry; Leeds University Library Brotherton Collection MS Lt q 32, which contains the recently rediscovered work of Hester Pulter; British Library MS Additional 37157, Sir Edward Herbert’s collection of his verse included in his family papers (Beal 1980-93:1.2.167); British Library MSS Additional 54566-71, which Peter Beal calls ‘the most substantial existing authorized manuscript text of any distinguished Elizabethan or Jacobean poet’ (Beal 1980-93:1.2.103);  Bodleian MS North Additional e.2, a professionally transcribed version of Dudley North’s sonnets (Crum 1979); Oxford MS Corpus Christi College 325, an autograph manuscript of William Strode’s verse; British Library MS Lansdowne 777, the collected verse of William Browne of Tavistock; the collection of John Donne’s elegies, satires, divine poems (along with one of his lyrics and his prose paradoxes and problems) in the  ‘Westmoreland manuscript’ (New York Public Library Berg Collection); and the Williams and Bodleian manuscripts of George Herbert’s poetry (Dr. Williams Library MS Jones B 62 and Bodleian MS Tanner 307), the former containing the poet’s corrections and some pieces entered in his own hand (Woudhuysen 1996: 105). 

Some multi-author manuscript anthologies are very large collections. From the Elizabethan period there are such examples as the Arundel Harington manuscript of Tudor poetry (Hughey 1960), kept by Sir John Harington of Stepney and his son Sir John Harington of Exton (the author of a book of epigrams, of a translation of Ariosto’s Orlando Furioso, and of a satirical treatise on his invention, the flush toilet, The Metamorphosis of Ajax) – a manuscript from which many pages were removed in the late eighteenth century, but which still contains some 324 poems; Humphrey Coningsby’s collection (British Library MS Harley 7392), which has 158 poems (Marotti 2008; Woudhuysen 1996:278-86); and Henry Stanford’s anthology, Cambridge MS Dd.5.75, which has around 300 items, a few of which are in prose (May 1988). From the early through mid-seventeenth century many large compilations have survived: for example, Nicholas Burghe’s collection (Bodleian Library MS Ashmole 38) has some 243 leaves of poems by at least sixty-eight writers; the Skipwith family collection (British Library MS Additional 25707) gathers some 280 poems by a wide range of Elizabethan and early Stuart poets (Hobbs 1992:62-67); the two-part mid-seventeenth-century anthology compiled by Peter Calfe and his son of the same name (British Library MS Harley 6917-18) has 330 poems, most from the Caroline and Interregnum periods (Hobbs 1992:67-71); an anonymous collection originating in Christ Church College, Oxford, Folger MS V.a.345, has over 500 poems in addition to a few prose pieces. All of these rival in size the largest of the Elizabethan printed poetical anthologies, A Poetical Rhapsody, which, in its 1602 edition, has 176 poems. 

Manuscript poetry in different environments

Although the manuscript transcription and circulation of poetry took place largely in the middle and upper classes, across a broad geographical range, we can distinguish several particular social environments with which surviving collections were associated: in particular, though not exclusively, the universities, the Inns of Court, the houses of the aristocracy and gentry, and the royal court. Within each of these settings texts were composed, transmitted, and collected by individuals and by groups connected either by blood, friendship, or institutional affiliation. University collections include many Christ Church, Oxford manuscripts such as George Morley’s anthology, Westminster Abbey MS 41; Daniel Leare’s related collection, British Library MS Additional 30982; collection by ‘J.A.’, British Library Sloane 1792; and Folger MS V.a.170. Cambridge University manuscripts include British Library MS Additional 44963, begun by Anthony Scattergood of Trinity College, and Bodleian MSS English Poetry f.25 and Tanner 465 and 466. Inns-of-court manuscripts include the late-sixteenth- and early-seventeenth-century collection, Rosenbach Library MSS 1083/15; two closely related  manuscripts, British Library MSS Additional 21433 and 25303; the Farmer-Chetham MS (Manchester MS Mun. A.4.150); and the Welshman, Richard Roberts’s collection, Bodleian MS Donation c.54.
  British Library MS Additional 25707, which is textually important for the study of Donne’s poetry, is a composite manuscript compiled in the family of William Skipwith and his son Henry; British Library MS Additional 27404 was assembled by two brothers, Oliver and Peter Le Neve; the gentleman Henry Champernoune of Dartington in Devon, who inscribed his name on the first page of the document in 1623, owned a large collection of poems of Donne, Jonson, Wotton, Ralegh and others, Bodleian MS English Poetry f.9. Further down the social ladder, there were people who owned manuscript collections of verse: for example, the merchant tailor William Warner, (Bodleian MS  Rawlinson C.86), the family of the mercer Sir Thomas Frowyk (British Library MS Harley 541), the physician, Nathaniel Highmore (British Library MS Sloane 542), the London pharmacist Richard Glover (British Library MS Egerton 2230), the antiquarians John Hopkinson (Bodleian MS Donation d.58) and Marmaduke Rawden (British Library MS Additional 18044), and the Warwickshire yeoman Thomas Fairfax (Bodleian MS English Poetry b.5).
 

Sometimes compilers of verse moved from one environment to another and the collections they were compiling registered this fact in their contents. Thus, for example, Margaret Douglas, who was part of a late Henrician courtly circle of men and women represented in the Devonshire manuscript (British Library MS Additional 17942), took that collection with her to Scotland, where a son from her second marriage, Lord Darnley (the father of the future king of England, James I), transcribed a poem in it in his own hand (Harrier 1975:24). John Finet moved between St. John’s College, Cambridge and the Elizabethan court, his anthology of verse (Bodleian Library MS Rawlinson Poetry 85), showing a combination of verse from both environments (Cummings 1960). Several manuscript collections register the movement from Oxford or Cambridge to London and the Inns of Court: for example, Rosenbach MS 1083/16 and Bodleian MSS English Poetry e.14 and Additional B. 97. The seventeenth-century collection of Chaloner Chute (British Library MS Additional 33998), who was active in Parliament and at the Inns of Court as well as socially rooted in his Berkshire estate, shows signs of both urban and country connections. 

Sex, death, and politics in manuscript verse
Compared to what we find in contemporary printed publications, the contents of manuscript collections contain a much larger percentage of poems dealing with death, sex, and politics. Perhaps because the manuscript system of transmission was usually tied to particular social networks, we find many more epitaphs and elegies in their contents. In fact, some collections contain a huge number of poems about the deaths of known individuals, including members of the upper aristocracy and royalty: for example, Nicholas Burghe’s collection (Bodleian MS Ashmole 38) has over 200 epitaphs and elegies in a separate section of the manuscript (pp. 167-207). Likewise, British Library MS Additional 21433, which shares almost all of its poems with another Inns-of-Court collection, British Library MS Additional 25303, also relegates funerary poetry to a separate section (fols 167r-86v). Some collections have elegiac poetry obviously related to the environment shared by the compiler and the persons celebrated in them: Folger MS V.a.345, for example, has several poems expressing grief on the occasion of the loss of respected university figures at Oxford: for example, ‘Epitaph on Dr Johnson’ (‘Why should we feare to entertayne’ [p. 18]), ‘An Epitaph on Doctor Johnson Physitian’ (‘Wert thou but a single death! Or but on corse’ [p. 78]), and ‘On Mr Vaux, who dyed last lent 1626’ (‘Vaux dead ‘tis strange’ [pp. 2291-2]). A unique elegy for Francis Beaumont by ‘G: Lucy’, ‘I doe not Wonder Beaumont thou art dead’, (British Library MS Additional 33998, fol. 43v), appears in the manuscript collection of the Skipwiths, who were neighbours and friends of the Beaumonts.

One of the most popular poems in manuscript collections was the beautiful elegy Henry King wrote on the occasion of his wife’s death, ‘An Exequy to his Matchless never to be forgotten Freind’ (‘Accept, thou Shrine of my Dead Saint’). Other much-copied elegies and epitaphs include the epitaphs on the 1606 death of James I’s infant daughter Mary (‘Within this marble casket lies’ and ‘As carefull mothers to their beds doe lay’), James’s own poem on the 1619 death of Queen Anne (‘Thee to invite the great God sent a star’), and Richard Corbett’s own piece (‘No, not a quatch [word or sound] sad Poets, doubt you’), George Morley’s elegy for King James (‘All that have eyes now wake and weep’), William Juxon’s elegy for Prince Henry (‘Nature waxing old’), Sir Henry Wotton’s elegy for James I’s daughter, Princess Elizabeth, Queen of Bohemia (‘You meaner beauties of the night’), and poems commemorating the deaths  the Countess of Pembroke (‘Underneath this sable hearse’ [William Browne of Tavistock]), the Countess of Rutland (‘I may forget to ear, to drink, to sleep’ [Francis Beaumont]), and Lady Markham (‘As unthrifts groan in straw for their pawn’d beds’ [F. Beaumont]).  

Not all epitaphs and elegies, however, are respectfully commemorative (either of peers or social superiors). The epitaph form in particular was used for comic and satiric purposes – especially when the subject was a social inferior or a disliked social superior or dangerously powerful person. Thus the deaths of two different men named Pricke, one at Oxford, the other at Cambridge, occasioned comic verse exploiting the obvious opportunity for puns (Crum 1969:A 1362, O 1094, S 984, T 607, T 1445, and T 1481). Richard Corbett wrote a comic epitaph for an Oxford butler named Dawson (‘Dawson the Butler’s dead’). There is a nasty epitaph on the death of Lady Lake (‘Here lies the brief [epitome or summary] of badness, vice’s nurse’). The death of Penelope Devereux, first Lady Rich, then the Countess of Devonshire, whose long affair with, then marriage to Charles Blount, the Duke of Devonshire produced five children, occasioned a nasty epitaph about her supposedly inordinate sexual appetite. In one manuscript it reads:


On the Lady Rich

Heer lyes the Lady Penelope Rich,

Or the Countes of Devonshire, chuse ye which

One stone contents her, loe what death can doe.

That in her life was not content with two.



(Folger MS V.a.345, p. 28)

The death of the most powerful late Elizabethan and early Jacobean minister, Robert Cecil, Earl of Salisbury, produced some vicious verse mocking his morals and physical deformity (Croft 1991). 

 It is not surprising, given the large number of manuscripts associated with such all-male environments as the universities and the Inns of Court, that so many of the ephemeral pieces recorded in such anthologies deal with sex, usually in joking and misogynistic ways (see also Such Pretty Things Would Soon Be Gone).   In fact, obscenity was not the main target of censorship in the period – though Marlowe’s translation of Ovid’s Amores fell under the 1599 bishops’ ban of satiric and dangerously political literature, and some of Donne’s more obscene elegies were excluded from the 1633 printed edition of his poetry (‘To his Mistress Going to Bed’, ‘Love’s War’, and ‘Love’s Progress’). It is clear, however, that the manuscript medium was more receptive than was print to verse with bold sexual content (Marotti 1995:76-82; Moulton 2000:35-69). And so we find a comic dialogue poem about a sexual encounter between a man and a woman who are conscious of guests engaged in more polite activities elsewhere in her the house (‘Nay pish, nay phew, nay faith and will you, fie’), a piece that appears in over twenty-eight manuscripts, and then was printed after mid-century in two printed anthologies, The Harmony of the Muses (1654) and Sportive Wit (1656). Folger MS V.a.399, a manuscript with a large number of obscene pieces, has a copy of the poem that probably inspired ‘Nay pish’, Thomas Nashe’s ‘Choice of Valentines’, here titled ‘Nashe’s Dilldo’ (fols. 53v-57r). It also has another piece about a farting contest between a lady and her maid (fol. 10v). 

 Folger MS V.b.110 has a bawdy poem that poses a riddle to a mistress who then answers it:
A Riddle

Come on sweete love & let mee know

What thing it is that takes delight

And strives to stand yet cannot goe

And feeds the mouth that cannot bite

Answer

It is a kind of loveing sting

A pricking & a peircing thing

Tis Venus wanton holy wand

That hath no feete, & yet can stand

It is a pen faire Helen tooke

To write in her 2 leafed booke,

Tis a true familier spright

That mayds do conjure in the night

It is a Truchion mayds do use

A bedstaffe wanton women chuse.

Yt is a graft borne on on the head

A staffe to make a Cuckolds bed,

It is a thing both deafe & blinde.

Yet narrow wayes in th’darke wil finde

It seemes a dwarfe in breath & length

But is a Gyant in his strength

It is a shaft of Cupids Cut,

To rove & shoot at pricks or but,

Which every woman by her wil

Would keepe within her quiver still,

The bravest lasse that ere tooke life

For love of this became a wife.




(pp. 60-1)
This poem’s phallocentrism is not surprising, given the predominantly male readership of most manuscript collections.

Folger MS V.a.96, a London collection, has a rare and unusual poem that offers serious advice about how to make love to a woman:
I’st not in love the way to perfect blisse

Tenderly to take what most desired is.

When thou hast found the place and cann discover

Where her content doth lye then as a Lover

Should blush not to handle, touch, feele and finger

Dalliance doth most delight when most wee linger

Behold her eyes like sparkling fire they tremble

Whose lightnes brightnes doth the sun resemble

Daunceing upon the waves bow downe thy eare

Those gentle murmeringes & complaint to heare

These feigned sights and sweet wordes which shee

Out of her panting brest shall breath to thee

But oh, take heed least thou too fast do runn

Least thy joyes end ere hers are scarse begun

Both together strive and both endeavour

Your kisses motions just in number ever

Then are long sportes perform’d in perfect measure 

When both doe feele one paine & both one pleasure.






(fols. 73v-74r)
What is interesting in this advice is its attention to female sexual responsiveness.

There are many misogynistic epigrams and other short obscene pieces in manuscript collections: for example, the poems about the allegedly libidinous and ugly widow Mrs. Mallet (Corbett’s ‘Have I renounc’d my faith or basely sold’ and ‘Skelton some rhymes, good Elderton a ballett’), an object of laughter for Christ Church poets in the 1620s. Some pieces mock women from lower class and/or country backgrounds. One rare, 186-line obscene narrative poem found in  Chaloner Chute’s anthology, British Library MS Additional 33998, ‘The Merkin Maker’ (fols. 53r-55v) portrays an innocent young country woman who seeks out a pubic-hair-wig maker, who then comically fits her with his product and sexually exploits her: such a work was designed for a readership of male urban sophisticates receptive both to misogynistic humour and expressions of class snobbery. Finally, one of the most popular poems in manuscript circulation was Thomas Carew’s ‘A Rapture’ (‘I will enjoy thee now my Celia, come’), a 166-line display of witty eroticism that assumes its audience’s familiarity not only with such love elegies as Donne’s ‘To his Mistress Going to Bed’ (see Donne’s ‘Nineteenth Elegy’) but also with that most pornographic example of visual and textual eroticism, the woodcuts by Marcantonio Raimondi (after Giulio Romano) to show a series of sexual positions, accompanied by Aretino’s Sonetti Lussoriosi (Talvacchia 1999; The English Broadside Print).
Given the strong libel laws, which punished not just those who lied about, but anyone merely defaming an individual, even if what was written was true, the really dangerous items in manuscript collections were political libels, especially since one could be prosecuted for mere possession of such texts. Verse critical of contemporary political figures, which would not have been approved for publication, found a home in the system of manuscript transmission, serving some of the purposes of manuscript and print news media (Cogswell 1995). Although there are Elizabethan examples of libellous or dangerously political verse--poems such as the libel against William Bashe (victualler of the navy), libels against Oxford and Cambridge figures (Ringler and May 2004:EV 2283 and EV 9510), and a poem about international politics, ‘The French Primero’ (May 1971) – the early Stuart period produced a much larger body of poetry of this sort. 

The manuscript system of literary transmission was a relatively safe environment for the dissemination of political libels and other material that might have fallen victim to press censorship. Poems criticizing prominent political figures such as Sir Robert Cecil and the Duke of Buckingham circulated widely in manuscript.
 Alistair Bellany and Andrew McCrae’s (2005) online edition of early Stuart libels testifies to the vitality of manuscript political verse in this period.
 Bodleian MS Donation c.54, for example, has several libels: ‘A libell upon Mr Edw[ard] Cooke, then Atturney general and sithance Cheife Justice of the Comon pleas upon some disagreement between him & his wife being widow of Sir W[illia]m Hatton Kt. and daughter to the now Earle of Exeter then Sir Tho[mas] Cecill’ (‘Cocus the Pleader hath a Lady wedd’ [fol. 6v]), followed by four more on the same topic; ‘A Libell’ (‘Admire-all weaknes, wronges, the right’ [fol. 7]), against the Earl of Essex’s enemies; ‘A dreame alludinge to my L[ord] of Essex, and his aduersaries’ (‘Where Medwaye greetes old thamesis silver streames’ [fols. 19r-20r]); a ‘Libel against Robert Cecill’ (‘Proude and ambitious wretch that feedest on naught but faction’ [fol. 20]); ‘A libell against Somerset’ (‘Poore Pilott thou art like to lose the Pinke’ [fol. 22v]), concerned with the Frances Howard/Earl of Somerset marriage scandal; and ‘A libell against Oxford upon their first entertainment of the kinge’ (‘When the king to Oxford came’ [fol. 25]). 

Bellany and McCrae’s collection of early Stuart libels from manuscript sources includes some late Elizabethan poems, particularly those dealing the unfortunate careers of the Earl of Essex and Sir Walter Ralegh, before turning to anti-James/anti-Scots pieces and poems on Parliament/Crown conflicts, the death of Sir Robert Cecil, the Somerset/Howard marriage scandal and Overbury murder, the execution of Sir Walter Ralegh in 1618 as a political martyr, the rise, exploits, and assassination of George Villiers, Duke of Buckingham, the impeachment of Sir Francis Bacon, the Spanish Match and international religious politics, the scandalous sexual behaviour of the Earl of Castlehaven, and other, miscellaneous topics. Other, not strictly libellous pieces in manuscript circulation deal with contemporary domestic and international political situations: for example, ‘Upon the breach between the King & the Subject, at the dissolution of the Parliament, March 1628’ (‘The wisest King did wonder’ [Bodleian MS Rawlinson Poetry 26, fol. 8v]) and a poem related to the same context, ‘Our state’s a Game at cards, the councell deale’ (Bodleian MS Ashmole 36, 37, fol. 174v – see McRae 2004: 144-5). One of the most troubling of the political poems in the period was the so-called ‘Commons Petition’ (‘If bleeding hearts dejected souls find grace’), a piece that captured the nostalgia for the reign of Elizabeth and expressed strong anti-Stuart sentiment that persisted through both the Jacobean and Caroline period: this work, which appears in at least fifteen manuscripts, was finally put into print in 1642 as The Commons Petition of Long Afflicted England. Several of the poems of John Hoskins, the active parliamentarian and wit who earlier collaborated with colleagues in composing ‘The Parliament Fart’ (see below), was imprisoned for his threateningly critical speech in 1614 Parliament, addressed topical political issues and the question of free speech in his much circulated verse (Colclough 1998). 

Other poems that were relevant to the political and religious struggles to the period proved quite popular in the manuscript system. Take, for example, the long poem by that Christ Church, Oxford poet Richard Corbett, “Iter Boreale” (‘Four clerks of Oxford, doctors two and two’) a piece that survives in some thirty-seven manuscripts. It eventually found its way into print, through the agency of John Donne, Jr., in the (poor) 1657 and 1658 editions of Corbett’s poems. Written shortly after the 1618 Midlands journey it narrates, it is an anti-Puritan work reflecting Corbett’s ecclesiastical conservatism, but it continued to be copied through the 1620s and 1630s in manuscript poetical collections not only because it was associated with a body of other Christ Church poetry, but also because it remained relevant to the struggles between conservative and radical religious factions in the period leading up to the English Civil Wars. Many anti-Puritan and anti-Parliament poems were circulated by Royalist poets and compilers in the pre-Civil War and Civil War and Interregnum periods: the Calfe manuscript, British Library MS Harley 6917-18, for example, has many pieces of this sort. We find in two different manuscripts a long poem on the assassination of the politically oppositionist Thomas Scott, ‘A distracted Elegy on the most execrable murther of Tho[mas] Scott, Preacher; who was kill’d by an English soldyer, in a Church Porch at Utrecht, as he entred to performe divine service’ (fols 90r-96v) – a 444-line piece found also in Bodleian MS Rawlinson Poetry  160 (fols 5r-10r). Scott, who opposed the Spanish Match and the Jacobean non-interventionist foreign policy, was made into a Protestant martyr. The conspiracy-theory explanation of his death is that he was the victim of a Jesuit plot, not simply of a deranged soldier. 

Shorter poetry in manuscript collections
One of the notable features of personal anthologies is the heavy proportion of epigrammatic poetry – especially epitaphs. These poems are of two sorts, comic or comic/satiric and serious. Sometimes sharing a collection with prose characters, these poems bespeak a desire to capture the social and ethical essence of actual or representative persons, to assert a kind of mastery by way of placing and controlling others in a complex social world to which the compiler belonged, whether it was the university, the court, the Inns of Court, or London, for example. Take, for instance, the large collection of poems, Folger MS V.a.345, assembled by an unidentified person whose educational background seems to have been at Christ Church, Oxford, and who had an especial interest in medicine and medical professionals. On the first page of the collection, the compiler announces a strong interest in epigrams and, like Martial, defends the salacious subject matter found often in poetry of this sort:
Pardon mee (kinde reader) though now & than

I shew my selfe to bee a very man

That Epigrams does write, and ‘tis knowne wel

For wanton jests they beare way the bell.

Then when lascivious rimes, you heer shal see

Impute them to the Epigram, not t’me.
In the course of assembling the contents of this 515-poem collection, the compiler not only included single pieces and groups of poems often found in other Christ Church anthologies, but he also evidently copied a large number of epigrams from published collections: those of Thomas Bastard, John Owen, Sir John Harington, Francis Fitzjeffrey, and Thomas Freeman.

The popularity of the epigram in manuscript collections was due to several reasons. First, this kind of verse was especially attractive to male writers and readers: it allowed them to be plainspoken, critical and satiric, and wisely pithy, as well as to be obscene, joking, misogynistic, and snobbish. Second, the form was traditionally quite flexible, suitable for epistolary and epitaphic uses in addition to other purposes. Third, epigrams, especially those with recognizable targets, were dangerous to print and so safer in the more socially restrictive manuscript environment. Fourth, epigrams were easier than longer poems to memorize and reproduce on one’s personal collection. Fifth, and perhaps the most significant factor, given the way many manuscript compilations had blank portions of some pages, original or later scribes found these receptive to short poems that would fit into the space available: horror vacui, or at least a sense of thrift, affected compilers in their use of the medium. Many manuscripts contain large numbers of these ‘filler poems’. In fact, someone with the initials ‘F. V.’ inserted at the bottom of one of the pages of Thomas Manne’s manuscript collection, British Library MS Additional 58215:
Nature abhorres Vacuitie


And so doe I

For I am Natures pride, and will


This voyd page fill.

Leafe thou before wast but a blanke


now thou maist thanke

my pen, but doe not; for unless


thou this expresse

I serve your Mistress still there’s emptiness.




(fol. 72v)
Perhaps someone to whom Manne lent the manuscript took the opportunity to enter a poem in available space – a not-unusual practice.

Women and the manuscript system

Commonplace-book miscellanies and manuscript poetical collections were mostly kept by men, especially in such all-male environments as the universities and the Inns of Court.  Scholars looking for evidence of women’s literary activities in the early modern period first turned to the print record to direct attention to such authors as Isabella Whitney, Emilia Lanyer, Mary Wroth, and Katherine Philips, but, as Margaret Ezell (1993, 2008) and others have pointed out, the manuscript remains from this era reveal a much wider range of involvement than does print. The ‘Perdita’ project of recovering women’s writings in manuscript culture has uncovered women’s extensive involvement in manuscript composition, transmission, and compilation – both of prose and poetical texts.
 Women, such as Anne Cornwallis (Folger MS V.a.89; see Marotti 2002), Margaret Bellasis (British Library MS Additional 10309), Henrietta Holles (British Library MS Harley 3357), Elizabeth Lyttleton (Cambridge University Library MS Additional 8460; see Burke 2003), Lady Anne Southwell (Folger MS V.b.198; see Klene 1997), Eleanor Gunter (Bodleian MS Rawlinson Poetry 108), and Constance Aston Fowler (Huntington Library MS HM 904; see Aldrich-Watson 2000), owned or compiled collections, and some recorded their own and other women’s poetic compositions in this medium. The much-studied Devonshire manuscript (British Library MS Additional 17492), which circulated among several women of the late Henrician court, includes the poems Margaret Douglas wrote in the context of her tragic romantic relationship with Lord Thomas Howard (see Heale 2004). In Folger MS X.d.177, Elizabeth Clarke transcribed one of her own poems, which she claims she wrote at the age of twenty (‘you craggie rockes & mountains hie’ [fol. 8r]). As Victoria Burke has pointed out, Clarke also transcribed a lyric from Thomas Stanley’s Poems (1651), ‘I love thee not cause thou art fair’ (fol. 8v), rewriting some of its lines to counteract its misogyny (Burke 2004: 79-80). 


Some manuscripts were produced in whole or in part for women readers. The collection of eighty-seven of Richard Crashaw’s poems in British Library MS Additional 33219 done in a neat scribal hand was designed for a woman, addressed as ‘Fair one’ (Beal 1980-93: 2.1.269). Bodleian MS Firth e.4 was done for  Lady Harflete, beginning with a dedicatory poem to her:


To the Incomparably vertuous Lady




the Lady Harflett


Lo here a sett of paper-pilgrimes sent


From Helicon, to pay an Homage-rent


To you theyre sainte: each brings by arts command


A gemme, to make a bracelet for your hand.



you’le crowne theyre journey, if free entrance lies



At those same Christall portalls of your eyes.


Or here’s a garden, planted by the care


Of fancee: every elegie drawes some teare


To water it, verses which diviner bee,


Are wholesome hearbes: others more light, and free,


Are painted flowers without smell: Here’s fixt


A band of Roses; violets there are mixt,



In the cheife perfection of all standes.



If you’le but add the Lillies of your hands.


Or here’s a feast, where poets are the Cookes.


Fancies are severall dishes; Its that lookes


For brisker wine, findes onely lovers teares.


Drawne out by spungie greife, or palsie feares:


Pallas serves in her olives; Thetis bringes


In stead of fish, her Venus from her springes.


Those thankfull paire of wonted Graces, bee


In this same banquet, multipli’d to three.



you are that guest, whom all doe humbly pray



you’de not let harsh detraction take away.


Bt this same word detracts, ‘tis more then bold


that thinks this sun, will not turne earth to gold


Which changing powre theese poets come to try


Knowinge your favour’s skil’d in chimicie


theyre paper serves, but for theyre windinge-sheete:


In you theyse fortunes lie, you you alone;


The Muses stand for ciphers, add but one


(your noble selfe) to those, theyre noughts; and then


the number of the Muses will bee ten.



Or if you will not daigne a Muses name



yet let the Muses commit yours to fame.
The collection of secular and religious verse this manuscript presents is assumed to be suitable to a noble patroness who has the sophistication and aesthetic sensitivity to appreciate what is being offered to her (Marotti 1995:53-4). A very different collection, British Library MS Harley 3357, copied by the playhouse scrivener Ralph Crane, was done for Henrietta Hollis, but its contents are religious and devotional, the kind of verse deemed appropriate for a young woman’s moral and religious education.  


Some poems by women show up in men’s poetry collections. Poems by or attributed to Queen Elizabeth appear in several manuscripts: ‘The doubt of future foes exiles my present joy’, ‘I grieve and dare not show my discontent’ and ‘When I was fair and young then favour graced me’ (May 2004:7-9, 12-13, 26-7), the last a dubious ascription, for it reads more like a male ventriloquizing of the Queen’s voice than the utterance of the Queen herself. In Harvard MS English 626, a poetry collection owned in 1640 by Anthony St John, we find a piece by Lady Dorothy Shirley, the sister of the third Earl of Essex, a woman who was part of a Catholic social and literary coterie:

Why did you faine both sighs and teares to gaine



My hart from mee, and afterwards disdaine

To thinke upon the oaths you did protest



As if mens soules were to bee pawn’d in jest.

I cannot thinke soe lively any Art



Could frame a passion soe farr from the hart.

Doth not your hart knowe what your tongue doth saye?

 

Or doe they both agree for to betraye.

Poore weomen, that believe that faithlesse you



Speake what you thinke, because themselves are true

But you like to an Eccho doe I feare



Repeate the wordes, which you from others heare

And ne’re speake that which from your hart proceedes



Like noble mindes, whose wordes fall short their deedes.

Then lett these lines this favoure from you gaine



Either to love, or not att all to faine

This is noe more, then honour ties you to



Tis for your owne sake I would have you true

For if your worth you once with falsehood staine



When you speake truth, all will beleive you faine.




Finis           L. Dorothy Sherley





(fols 17v-18r)
 This poem, which views conventional expressions of love with a critical eye, also survives in three other manuscripts (Bodleian MS English Poetry c.50, fol. 81; Huntington Library MS 904, fol. 136r-v; and British Library MS Sloane 1446, fol. 49v), but it did not find its way into print in its own time. 

One of the most remarkable features of the manuscript system of verse transmission and compilation is the presence of a very large number of rare or unique poems – some, no doubt, by women. Most of these are anonymous or they are compositions by scribes and compilers, but, as a body of work, they fall largely outside the definition of canonical literature and literary history has been, for the most part, silent about them. Although the absence of a reliable first-line index of post-Elizabethan poetry has hampered research in this area, Margaret Crum’s (1969) first-line index of manuscript poetry in the Bodleian Library and Carolyn Nelson’s (in-progress) online ‘Union First Line Index of Manuscript Poetry, 13th to 19th Century’
 and Hilton’s Kelliher’s first-line index of poetry from manuscripts purchased by the British Library after 1895 (available in loose-leaf binders in the Manuscript Room of The British Library) together help us get a sense of which poems were unique or rare in surviving documents from the period. In Ann Cornwallis’s manuscript (Folger MS V.a.89) nine of the twenty-seven poems in the main collection are apparently unique manuscript copies (Marotti 2002:79-85). In Humphrey Coningsby’s much larger manuscript, there are some fifty-five unique poems (Marotti 2008:101-2). Among the 515 poems of Folger MS V.a.345, close to 20% of the poems are apparently unique copies. 

Scribes, compilers, and the freedom of the manuscript system

The presence of a large body of unique and/or anonymous poems in surviving manuscript documents points to the activities of scribes and compilers in shaping their collections. The manuscript system of literary transmission encouraged responsiveness on the part of those receiving texts from others. The sharp lines between author and reader, or producer and consumer, which mark print culture, were not in place in this environment. Scribes and compilers were  not only free to alter, rearrange, supplement, imitate, conflate, excerpt, ascribe (sometimes misascribe), title or retitle, parody, or answer the texts they received, but also to record  their own poetic compositions – that is to exercise a degree of collaborative and co-creative participation in literary creation.

In one manuscript, for example, Donne’s ‘The Will’ is rewritten to make it into a poem in regular couplets, but there are also other variants perhaps caused by misremembering a memorized text (rather than because of copyist errors )– the changes are indicated in bold:
A Lovers Testament dying for Love

Before I grone my last gaspe, let me breath

Great Love: some legacie I here bequeath.
My eyes to Argus if my eyes can see

If they be blind, the[n] Love I give them the.

My toung to fame, to ambushes my cares,

To women or the sea, I give my teares.

Thou love hast me long e’re this to fore

By making me serve her who’d twenty more,

And that I should give what I had to such,

And to none else but those that had too much.

My constancy I to the Plannets give

My truth to them, who at the court doe live./

My ingenuity, my opennesse

To Jesuits: Buffounes my pensiven[e]sse.

My spleene to any that abroad hath beene.

My money give I to a Capuchine.

Thou love did teach me, by appointing me

To love wher love, should not rewarded be. 

[stanza omitted]

My reputation I bequeath to those

Which were my friends, my industry to foes.

[2 ll. missing]
To nature all that I in rime have writ

And to my companie I give my wit.

Love thou wast partiall making me adore

Her who begot this love in me before.

Taught me to thinke that I did give, when I

Did but restore my lent felicitie.

To him for whom the passing bell next tolles

I give my phisicke books my writing toules.
My morall councells I to Bedlem give

My brazen mettalls unto them which live

In want of bread. to them which passe among

All forreiners, I give my English toung.

Thou love by making me deerely love one

who thinkes her Love a fit proportion

For such as are but young in foolish love

Thus disproportioning my guiftes disprove.



(BL Add 10309, fols 50v-51r)
In two other manuscripts there are examples of rewriting and imitation of Donne’s ‘A Valediction: forbidding mourning’: a poem ascribed to Simon Butteris in Bodleian MS Ashmole 38 (‘As dying saintes who sweetly pass away’ [p. 121]) and an anonymous author’s refiguring of its famous compass image in a new poem, ‘The man and wife that kinde and loving are’ (Folger MS V.a.345, pp. 44-45) (Marotti 1995:152-8). 

Some poems in the manuscript system were open to literary supplements. For example, Sir John Harington’s popular epigram on a knight’s telling his wife she is unconsciously exposing herself while sitting with her legs apart, ‘A virtuous lady sitting in a muse’, appears in some thirty-six different manuscripts, in one of them (Folger MS V.a.339, fol. 275) expanded by four more lines, with the marginal annotation ‘A couplet or two fastened to Sir John Harrington his epigram, to do his Town’s knight yeoman service’ (Beal 1980-93:1.2.140). In an Oxford anthology, Bodleian MS English Poetry e.14, there is a supplement to Sir Henry Wotton’s poem for Princess Elizabeth, ‘You meaner beauties of the night’, to which the scribe refers: ‘Two other Staves added by Another’ (fol. 68v). Sir Walter Ralegh’s lyric, ‘Farewell falce love, thou oracle of lies’, grew in size in the course of manuscript transmission from eighteen to thirty lines (Marotti 1995:145). On a grander scale, the satirical political poem, “The Parliament Fart,” written during the time of the discussion of the possible political union of Scotland and England during King James I’s first Parliament (1604-10), continued to accrete additional couplets and, passing beyond the time of its original occasion, grew, in its longest surviving version to 244 lines (Whitlock 1982:283-93; O’Callaghan 1998:81-96).
 


In some manuscript poetry collections, we find interesting examples of poems that have been produced by conflating two different texts. For example, in Rosenbach Library MS 1083/16 Shakespeare’s Sonnet 106 is joined to a non-Shakespearean poem associated with someone who has been identified as a possible addressee of the young-man section of the sonnet collection, William Herbert, Earl of Pembroke, creating a new piece entitled ‘On his Mistress Beauty’ (Redding 1960:670-1). Shakespeare’s sonnets may have been associated with Pembroke’s own poetry and the non-Shakespearean part of this piece appeared in the 1660 edition of Poems Written by the Right Honourable William Earl of Pembroke . . . Many of which are answered by way of Repartee, by Sir Benjamin Ruddier (pp.54-5) (Marotti 1990:148-9). However the two poems came to be conflated, their presentation as a single lyric is a sign of the flexibility of the manuscript system and of its looser attitude toward authors’ prerogatives and literary authority. 

In a mid-seventeenth-century manuscript now in the Houghton Library at Harvard (Harvard MS English 626), we come across the following lyric:
To what a cumbersome unrulinesse

And burdenous corpulence my love is growne;

But that I did to make it lesse

And keepe it in proportion,

Give it a Dyett, made it feede upon

That which Love worst endures, Discretion,

Above one sighe a daye I allow’d him not

Of which my fortunes, and my faults had part

And yf sometimes by stealth, hee gott

A shee sigh from my Mistresse hart

And thought to feast mee; then I lett him see

‘Twas neither verie sound, nor meate to mee

Helpe Mistresse, Helpe, the flames of my desire

Have sett my frozen patience on fire

While I with teares doe seeke to quench the same

My sighs doe fann, and kindle more the flame

O from your Corall lipp, lett Nectar flowe

For nothing else will putt it out I knowe.



Finis (fols 77v-78r)
The piece consists of the first two of the five stanzas of John Donne’s ‘Loves Diet’ and an additional six lines from an unknown source.
 

There are, of course, many examples in the manuscript collections of poetic excerpts from larger poems, in which case the sentiments expressed or the felicity of the expression were valued as more important than the integrity of the complete poems. Sometimes poems are reduced in size: for example, in Sir John Perceval’s collection (British Library MS Additional 47111), William Strode’s thirty-eight-line poem ‘Look how the russet morn exceeds the night’ is shortened to a twenty-line piece (fol. 4r); in Rosenbach MS 1083/16 lines 53-70 of John Donne’s ‘The Perfume’ are recorded as a stand-alone poem entitled ‘One Proving False’ (pp. 303-4). In British Library MS Harley 3991, there is a short section labelled ‘Donne’s quaintest conceits’ (fols 113r-14v) consisting of excerpts from various Donne poems; in an earlier part of the manuscript, there are short excerpts from Shakespeare’s The Tempest and The Merchant of Venice (fols 83v-84r). This kind of treatment of literary texts is also found in those printed volumes such as Puttenham’s Art of English Poesy (1589) or in such collections of poetical excerpts as Belvedere: or the Garden of the Muses (1600) and England’s Parnassus (1600). One seventeenth-century compiler, probably a student, recorded three whole poems and twenty-eight shorter or longer excerpts from Shakespeare’s Sonnets, apparently copied from John Benson’s 1640 edition (Marotti 1990: 163-5). 


John Ramsey was moved to write an imitation/paraphrase of Spenser’s Amoretti LXIV in his miscellaneous collection of verse and prose, Bodleian MS Douce 280, ‘To the Fayrest. A Sonnet. In Eandem dominae suae’ (‘Survaying with a curious serchinge eye’ [fol. 35]), signing the item ‘Poore J. R.’. Elsewhere in the manuscript he assumes a Spenserian pastoral persona, ‘Sheephearde Montanus’ in two other poems, the second of which is followed by a transcription of Spenser’s own Tears of the Muses, then another of Ramsey’s pastoral lyrics (‘Sheepheardes confesse with me’ [fol. 43v]), Spenser’s Visions of Petrarch, and another of his own pastoral pieces, ‘Montanus the Sheephearde his love to Flora’ (‘I serve sweete Flora brighter then Cinthias light’ [fol. 45v]) (Marotti 1995:189-94). Ramsey signalled his attraction to Spenser in imitating him stylistically.

 As another example of poetic imitation, in the Calfe collection there is a poem modelled on Ben Jonson’s popular lyric from Epicoene, ‘Still to be neat, still to be dressed’:


A Motion to pleasure

Still to affect, still to admire

yet never satisfy desire

with touch of hand, or lypp, or that

which pleaseth best, I name not what,

like Tantalus I pining dye

taking Loves dainties at the eye;

Nature made nothing but for use,

and fairest twere a grosse abuse

to her best worke, if you it hold

un-used, like misers ill gott gold,

or keep it in a virgin scorne

like rich Roabes that are seldome worne.





(BL MS Harley 6917, fol. 41)
This was written in the spirit of the original, but another response to Jonson’s poetry circulated as a parodic version of a stanza from one of his poems to ‘Charis’ (‘Haue you seene the white Lilly grow’, which follows it as a separate poem in this manuscript, ‘A sonnet’ [pp.30-1]):

Have you seene a blackheaded Magott,


A crawling one a deade Dogge?


Or an old Witch with a fagott,


A swayling of an Hedge-hogge?


Have you smelt Cauf-bobby tosted


Or a shipskin roasted:


Or have smelt to the Babe in the whittle [baby blanket],


Or the Leaper in the spittle?


Have you tasted the Sabin tree?


O so blacke, O so rough, O so sowre is Shee!






(p. 30)


Answer-poems were a familiar fixture of the manuscript system and are preserved in many compilations (Hart 1956; Marotti 1995:159-71). From the Elizabethan era, in Ann Cornwallis’s poetry collection, Folger MS V.a.89, there is a poem by the imperious Earl of Oxford, ‘Were I a king I might command content’, that is followed immediately by a piece critical of the Earl’s social snobbery, ‘Were thou a king? yet not command content’ (p. 7) (Marotti, 2002:72). There is another example of class antagonism manifested in the response to Sir Edward Dyer’s lyric arguing for the ability of people of all levels of society to experience love, ‘The lowest trees have tops, the ant her gall’: Bodleian Library MS Rawlinson Poetry 148 has ‘The answer to Mr Diers dittie’ (fol. 106r) arguing for the social exclusiveness of refined love experience, a poem that is reproduced in the printed poetical miscellany, A Poetical Rhapsody (1602). Lady Mary Cheke wrote a feminist rejoinder to Sir John Harington’s epigram ‘Of a certain man’, ‘That no man yet could in the bible find’ (May 1993:245-6). Queen Elizabeth gave a playfully condescending reply to Ralegh’s ‘Fortune hath taken thee away, my Love’, ‘Ah silly pugg, wert thou so sore afrayd?’ (May 1993:318-19) and Sir Thomas Heneage answered Ralegh’s ‘Farewell false love, thow oracle of lyes’ with ‘Most welcome love, thow morall foe to lies’ (May 1993:339-40).  Christopher Marlowe’s ‘Passionate Shepherd’ (‘Come live with me and be my love’) was answered by ‘The Nymph’s Reply to the Shepherd’ (‘If all the world and love were young’), a piece attributed posthumously to Sir Walter Ralegh and found both in manuscript (Bodleian MS Rawlinson Poetry 148) and print (England’s Helicon [1600]; Izaak Walton, The Compleat Angler [1653]). Sir Walter Ralegh’s ‘The Lie’ (‘Go soul, the body’s guest’) elicited several politically intense replies (Rudick 1999:xlii-lxvii, 30-45).  

Richard Corbett’s ‘To the ladies of the new dress’ and Henry Reynolds’s ‘A Blackmore Maid wooing a fair boy’, both elicited answer poems, a practice common in an academic environment where students were used to composing competitive verse on set themes. Corbett, Strode and Jeramiel Terrent, all Christ Church poets, wrote poems on the topic of the stained-glass windows of Fairford Church, a target of Puritan iconoclasm (Corbett’s ‘Tell mee, you Anti-Saintes, why glasse’, Strode’s ‘I know no paint of poetry’, and Terrent’s ‘I hope at this time ‘tis no news’). John Grange’s poem, ‘Black cypress veils are shrouds of night’, which appears in some eighteen surviving manuscripts, is a ventriloquized female answer to Richard Corbett’s poem, which  criticizes fashion-mongering women, but Corbett himself penned a ‘Reply to the Answer’ (‘If nought but love-charms power have’). Reynolds’s poem, itself a translation of a Latin poem by George Herbert (Crum 1965:226), was answered by Henry King (‘The Boy’s answere to the Blackmore’ [‘Black Mayd, complayne not that I fly’]). Ben Jonson’s poem about retiring from the stage after the widespread criticism of his play, The New Inn, (‘Come leave the loathed stage’) was answered by his ‘adopted son’, Thomas Randolph, (‘Ben do not leave the stage’) as well as by Thomas Carew (‘Tis true, dear Ben, thy just chastising hand’).
 John Cleveland’s satiric poem on the 1643 Westminster Assembly (‘Flea-bitten synod! an assembly brewed’), which appears in British Library MS Harley 6918, fols 70r-71r, is answered by two different poems that appear earlier in the collection: ‘Saltmarsh of Magdal[en College]: against Clevelands new commencement’ (‘Leave off vaine Satyrist, and doe not thinke’ [fol. 40r]), a piece that then elicited an answer to it,  ‘by Wilde of Saint Johns [College]’ (‘Why how now sacred Epigrammatist’ [fol. 40v]). 

Some manuscripts preserve the record of epistolary verse exchange. British Library MS Additional 47111, a commonplace book of Sir John Perceval’s, has a poem by Lot Peere, of Audley End (‘Had Mr Percivall perceivd it well’), answered by the compiler (‘Had Mr Peere but learnt that money aws’), the second, as the title notes ‘To the Tune of Honesti fures or Nihil perdidimus’ (fols 80v-81v, 82v).  Perceval’s manuscript, which the British Library catalogue states was ‘probably compiled while at Magdalene College, Cambridge: 1646-1649’, mainly consists of unascribed poems, but it also has ‘exercises in Latin and Greek verse, including sacred epigrams’ as well as ‘copies of family and other correspondence, partly in Latin’. In one of the prose pieces, a letter to his mother (fols 46r-48r), he explains that he has fallen in love with an English-born Catholic widow he met in France, who had six children. Just a few pages before this, there is a poem about a Frenchwoman that appears to have survived in no other manuscript:
Amor

Is any here in love & faine would know

from whome at first this deadly wound did grow

Is any here in love and faine would see

what pritty wight this God of love might bee

see here love comes, heer’s that majesticke face

that awes the world with his heart charminge grace

And here I prove the kinge of love’s divine;

for in his looke I see an angell shine;

heer’s beuty planted, heere the springe garden

France thy faire lilie growes, with the English rose.

Thou art a Queene faire Nimph whose orient haire

like early sunbeames guild th’amazed aire.

Ah could those cullers the sun of Venus get

hee’d weave of them soe fine soe stronge A net

that with thy haire he’d captivate more hearts

Then ere as yet he wounded with his darts

heer’s that love knott where all relation tide

heer’s Prince and kingdome, father sonne & bride.





(fol. 43v)
Several other poems in the collection were also written by the compiler.


Scribal or compiler poetry is a normal part of the documentary record. Those who copied, altered, supplemented, or imitated poems they received often decided to write their own independent verse for inclusion in their collections. Often this poetry was directly related to the scribe’s or compiler’s social relationships, as in Perceval’s case. Humphrey Coningsby recorded several of his own poems in his large anthology (British Library MS Harley 7392), including an epistolary offer of love, ‘my curious Eyes (whose wary syght)’ (fol. 32v) (Marotti 1995:176-81). Another Elizabethan compiler, John Lilliat, inserted his own poems in his anthology, Bodleian MS Rawlinson Poetry 148, among which are two lyrics inspired by Marlowe’s ‘Passionate Shepherd’: ‘Upon a kiss given’ (fol. 97v-98r) and ‘The S[h]heperdisse her Replie’ (fol. 100v-101r) (Doughtie 1985: 110-12, 114-15). Henry Stanford set aside space in his anthology (Cambridge MS Dd.5.75) for poetry written by his pupils and by him, including sonnets he wrote to accompany books he sent as gifts to his female aristocratic employers (May:1988; Marotti 1995: 187-9).  Compilers often composed epitaphs and elegies about friends or family members. For example, at the end of British Library MS Harley 6917-18, Peter Calfe (the younger?)  has ‘An Elegy: On the much Lamented Death of his Ever honourd friend George Gore Esquire’ (‘Since thou art fledd, nere more for to appeare’ [fol. 96r]) as well as eight other elegiac poems, including one for his own wife that was obviously inspired by the popular elegy by Henry King, many of whose poems were transcribed in the collection (Marotti 1995:204-6).


In the Skipwith family manuscript, a five-part compilation mainly assembled over several decades by or for Sir William Skipwith and his son Sir Henry, we find some of their own verse. Sir William’s poems register the stylistic influence of both Donne and Jonson, the first of whose poems form a large group in the early part of the collection (Marotti 1995:196-9). Nicholas Burghe’s four poems in his collection (Bodleian MS Ashmole 38) embody some of the different poetic styles and idioms of the verse he selected for his manuscript, a fact that left him open to a charge of plagiarism apparently levelled at him by the recipient of one of his poems, to whom he replied:

You cal’d me Theefe, when I presumed to Raise


Thes few rude Lynes, thy bewtye for to Prayse


Tho stol’st my hart; why then tis past beliefe


ytt tis not I; but Thou that arte the theefe.






(p. 23)
In the act of copying, scribes internalized and appropriated the words and the styles of the poems in their possession. Thus, especially in a period in which modern notions of originality were not the norm, the boundary between others’ work and one’s own was blurred.

Poems copied from printed books

One of the common practices in manuscript culture, especially in the seventeenth century, is the transcription of poems from printed books. Earlier works, such as those that formed Tottel’s Miscellany, migrated from manuscript to print; similarly, the posthumous print editions of the poetry of Donne (1633) and Thomas Carew (1640) gathered work that had remained in manuscript circulation during the poet’s lifetime. The flow of texts, however, could be reversed, with work in print returning to manuscript. For example, British Library MS Harley 6910, as Katherine Gottschalk (1979/80) has shown, was primarily based on printed texts. British Library MS Additional 34064 has poems copied from the 1593 edition of Sidney’s Arcadia, and from Spenser’s The Ruines of Time and Mother Hubbard’s Tale from the 1591 volume of his Complaints (Ringler 1984). The Burley Manuscript (Leicestershire County Council MS DG7/LIT 2), which has a selection of poetry and prose, has many passages from Edmund Spenser’s The Ruines of Time, undoubtedly copied from a printed edition.
 Bodleian MS Ashmole 38 has, among other items, many pieces lifted from the 1605 edition of William Camden’s Remaines. Folger MS V.a162, a verse miscellany probably compiled at Oxford, not only has copies of Shakespeare’s Sonnets 32 (fol. 26r) and 71 (fol. 12v), but also, from other print sources, copies of Edmund Spenser’s Amoretti IV, appropriated for new use as ‘A Sonnett on the new yeere  1639’ (fol. 22v), George Herbert’s ‘The Altar’ (fol. 12v) and ‘Redemption’ (fol. 15v), poems by Thomas Watson, Henry Parrot,  and William Habington (fols 13v, 21v, 23v), as well as a piece  ‘On Sir Thomas Overbury’ (‘Once dead and twice alive, death could not frame’), which was published in the 1616 posthumous edition of Overbury’s The Wife. A very large number of the other poems in this collection are rare, if not unique, pieces, suggesting that the two main scribes responsible for this manuscript wrote some of them – for example, “To his dear friend Mr Stephen Jackson” (“Brother for so I call thee, not because” [fol. 12r]) and “On the wor[ship]full Sir Paul Pinder” (“Sir Paul of all that ever bare that name” [fol. 21r]), an anagram poem the first letters of each line of which spell out the addressee’s name. The antiquary Marmaduke Rawden’s anthology (British Library MS Additional 18044) acknowledges in the text the printed sources from which poems were copied. Bodleian MS Douce 280 has texts from Spenser’s Mother Hubberd’s Tale, The Tears of the Muses, and The Visions of Petrarch, as well as songs from printed books (Marotti 1995, 21; Doughtie 1993). 

Poems popular in the manuscript system

If, with our familiarity with canonical texts, we look at the poems that were copied repeatedly in manuscript collections, we discover some expected and some unexpected things. We know, judging from the extraordinary number of manuscripts in which the poetry appears (some 250), that John Donne’s poems were in great demand in the manuscript system of literary transmission, particularly some of his love elegies and lyrics. There are poems by other canonical poets that, not surprisingly, recur often: for example, Ralegh’s ‘What is our life’, ‘Even such is time’, and ‘The Lie’; Sir John Harington’s ‘A virtuous lady sitting in a muse’; Jonson’s ‘The Hour-Glass’ and two of his Venetia Digby poems, ‘The Body’ and ‘The Mind’; Carew’s ‘Ask me no more whither do stray’, ‘A fly that flew into his mistress’ eye’ (‘When this fly liv’d, she us’d to play’) and ‘The Rapture’; King’s ‘The Exequy’; and Herrick’s ‘Curse’ (‘Go perjur’d man’), ‘Welcome to Sack’ and ‘Farewell to Sack’. What is, perhaps, surprising is the popularity of poems that, largely because of the low visibility of most of them in print, have not been well-known beyond their own time: for example, Walton Poole’s ‘If shadows be a picture’s excellence’; William Browne of Tavistock’s epitaphs on the Countess of Pembroke (‘Underneath this sable hearse’) and Anne Prideaux (‘Nature in this small volume was about’), and the lyric “On one drowned in the snow’ (‘Within a fleece of silent waters drown’d’); Sir Henry Wotton’s ‘The characters of a happy life’ (‘How happy is he born or taught’) and ‘O faithless world’; William Strode’s ‘On a blistered lip’ (‘Chide not thy sprowting lippe, nor kill’), ‘On a butcher marrying a tanner’s daughter’ (‘A fitter match hath never been’), ‘On a Gentlewoman walking in the snow’ (‘I saw fair Cloris walk alone’), and ‘My love and I for kisses played’; and such anonymous poems as ‘I’ll tell you how the rose did first grow red’ and ‘Farewell ye gilded follies’. 


Some of the popular pieces were popular because they were disseminated widely at the university, especially at Christ Church, Oxford. Others were popular because they were examples of wit like the pieces gathered in such mid-century miscellanies as (the much-reprinted and constantly expanding) Wits Recreations (1640), The Harmony of the Muses (1654), Sportive Wit (1656), and Parnassus Biceps (1656): they attracted the attention of educated, socially fashionable young men. Still others were popular because they dealt with socially or politically prominent individuals. Some of these poems, tied to their immediate contexts or not part, finally, of notable printed editions of particular canonical poets’s work, dropped out of sight. 

What is clear from the list of poems that were popular in manuscript transmission is that some poets who loomed large in print did not do so in manuscript and vice-versa. Some early modern English poets, such as Wyatt, Surrey, Sidney, Ralegh, Dyer, Greville, Harington, Gorges, Southwell, Donne, Carew, Corbett, Strode, Randolph, and Traherne functioned almost exclusively in the system of manuscript transmission during their lifetimes, and their poetry was either put into print without their permission or published posthumously. Other poets, such as Gascoigne, Spenser, Daniel, Drayton, Jonson, Herrick, Shirley, and King used the manuscript system of transmission, but also allowed their work printed or, as in the cases especially of Spenser, Daniel, Drayton, and Jonson,  made a determined effort to publicize their names through print. Literary histories, which have been based largely on the products of print culture, have given less attention to manuscript-system poets such as Dyer, Gorges, Greville, and Strode (especially the last of these) and they have ignored most of the anonymous verse found in the manuscript medium. 

Conclusions
Manuscripts of poetry, first, highlight the connections of literary texts to their original and subsequent social and political contexts: lyrics by Sir Walter Ralegh, for example, could register one set of social and political attitudes in their original circumstances of composition, but also take on new significance in later historical contexts. Whereas printed collections, from the time of Tottel, tended to remove texts from their occasional matrices and lift them into a developing sphere of the literary, manuscript anthologies invited topical readings. 

Second, manuscript collections enact a different conception of textuality. Instead of maintaining an author-centred attitude, they present texts as changeable and changing, subject to the co-creative literary agency of the compilers and transmitters. Some authors’ works have a particularly interesting history in the manuscript system – Ralegh’s and Donne’s, for example. Michael Rudick’s (1999) edition of the former, which he terms ‘A Historical Edition’, presents the author as a changing sign within a materially grounded literary history rather than as a biographical entity whose texts need to be purged of (alleged) corruptions and misattributions, then reconstructed in an idealistic way. The manuscript evidence encourages this socio-centric approach. By contrast, authors not strongly represented in the manuscript anthologies of the period, such as Herbert and Milton, have a different relation to socio-literary history.


Third, manuscript anthologies force us to pay attention to texts outside the familiar literary canon, especially to a large body of unidentified, rare, or unique poems – including verse written by the compilers themselves. Many of the pieces in the surviving manuscript collections are at least rare, if not unique. Some are skilful, some clumsy, but all are culturally symptomatic.


Fourth, the combination of elements in personal anthologies is often idiosyncratic, a product not only of the developing interests of compilers, but also of happenstance (such as the acquisition from a particular source of a group of poems for transcription). The resulting collection may be quite heterogeneous, typically not arranged in a particular generic or other order, although some collections have an arrangement of their contents by genre.


Fifth, manuscript anthologies often present individual authors within the social and literary networks in which they were enmeshed rather than in isolation from them. And so, if, for example, we compare the different ways we encounter their work within manuscript anthologies with its presentation in single-author editions, the traces of the social and political contexts are more visible in the former as are the literary ‘conversations’ in which they were engaged with their contemporaries. The print publication of single-author editions removed poets from their socio-literary relationships. For example, we know that Spenser and Sidney exchanged verse with one another (Woudhuysen 1996: 297), but their published work does not reveal this reality.


Sixth, the personal anthologies are important evidence for scholars to use in constructing narratives of changing aesthetic and literary tastes in the early modern period – a story worth telling, but one which should be based not simply on the printed remains from the period. Aesthetic judgment and connoisseurship were exercised to some degree in the construction of some of the personal anthologies of the period, and, although they were not the only or the consistent standards used to determine inclusion of particular pieces, it is fair to say that the artfulness and skill perceived in particular poems account for their presence in the collections. Just as keepers of commonplace books made judgments about what ideas and authoritative statements were worth recording (and internalizing as part of their intellectual furniture), so too compliers of poetical anthologies, in a period in which the modern institution of literature was taking shape largely through the impact of print culture, transcribed poems whose artful expression made them worth preserving. To some extent, then, the compilers functioned as literary critics. 


There are, of course, many other reasons for examining these manuscript documents, including the important one having to do with the need to rewrite literary history to make it less dependent on print culture and more representative of the full system of textual circulation and transmission in all media – voice, manuscript, and print. 
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NOTES





� Woudhuysen (1996:157) states that there are about 230 verse miscellanies surviving for the period before 1640, twenty-seven of which were compiled before 1600. 


� Ivy (1958:40) states that ‘In manuscript times, the quire was the basic unit of the book. Most books were probably written by their authors in quires . . . Miscellaneous manuscripts were compiled by the quire’.


� In quoting from manuscript documents, I have modernized i/j and u/v and expanded contractions, but retained original punctuation.


� See the description of this manuscript in Krueger (1975:438-9).


� On the last of these, see Brown (2003).


� On the poetry concerning Cecil, see Croft (1991). On the latter, see McRae (2004:46-80 passim and 120-43 passim) and Marotti (1995:107-10). Poems on both figures are reproduced in Bellany and McRae (2005). 


� See also Love and Marotti (2002:74-80) and, for later satiric and political verse, Love (2004).


� The manuscript catalogue developed through this multi-year project by Elizabeth Clarke, Victoria Burke, Jonathan Gibson and others is now available online, accompanied by digitized copies of manuscripts, through Adam Matthew Publications:< � HYPERLINK "http://www.adam-matthew-publications.co.uk/collections_az/Perdita/highlights.aspx" �http://www.adam-matthew-publications.co.uk/collections_az/Perdita/highlights.aspx�>.


� Lady Dorothy was close to the Catholic Tixall circle, a friend in particular of Constance Aston Fowler, in whose manuscript collection (Huntington MS HM 904) this poem also appears: for this, see Aldrich-Watson (2000:105). Stevenson and Davidson (2001:261-2) print another of her poems (from Fowler’s manuscript collection), ‘Deare Cosen pardon me, if I mistowke’.


� This online resource <� HYPERLINK "http://www.twocrowns.com/firstlines/fl1.php" �http://www.twocrowns.com/firstlines/fl1.php�> (now accessible only by password) should soon be posted on the Folger Shakespeare Library website. It conflates several separate first-line indexes: the old British Library handwritten index of poetry in manuscripts purchased before 1895, Crum’s Bodleian index, and the indexes of the Brotherton Collection (University of Leeds), the Folger Library, the Houghton Library (Harvard), the Beinecke Library (Yale), and The Huntington Library. Peter Beal’s ongoing project of producing an expanded, online version of his Index of English Literary Manuscripts should help fill in some of the gaps in our knowledge. 


� The six lines beginning ‘Helpe Mistress Helpe, the flames of my desire’ also appear as a separate poem in Bodleian MS English Poetry c. 50, fol. 117v. Interestingly, two poems later, we find a transcription of the first two stanzas of Donne’s ‘Loves Diet’ (untitled), followed, on fol. 118r, by Ben Jonson’s ‘My Picture Left in Scotland’ (untitled). The anonymous six-line poem is also found in  Folger MSS V.a.96, fol. 51 and V.a.322, p. 127 and Bodleian MS English Poetry c.50, fol. 117v (ending ‘For nothing else will put it out I know’).


� This piece is also found in British Library MSS Additional 19268, fol. 14 and Sloane 1792, fol. 92; Bodleian MS English Poetry f.25, fol. 64v; Westminster Abbey MS 41, fol. 89; and Yale Osborn MS b 205, fol. 73.


� All three poems are found in Folger MS V.a.170, pp. 184-92, followed by Thomas Randolph’s and William Strode’s separate Latin translations of Jonson’s poem, pp. 192-7.


� The Spenser selections are on fols 317r-20v under the heading, ‘Verses taken out of the ruines of tyme’:  (in order) The Ruines of Time, ll. 43-56, 83-4. 102-5, 106-19, 134-40, 159-61, 169-75, 183-96, 216-17; Mother Hubbard’s Tale, ll. 713-56, 891-908, 1021-2, 1151-78; The Ruines of Time, ll.  223-8, 239-43, 258-64, 272-3, 302-5, 365-71, 435-59, 673-9, 517-28; The Tears of the Muses, ll. 571-82, 589-94; Mother Hubbard’s Tale, ll. 133-53, 254-8, 431-6, 457-8, 475-6. 
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