


builds upon such sources, in order to gather the most comprehensive ever collection of
early Stuart political poetry. Its purpose is twofold: to bring this material into the public domain
in the most effective possible manner, and to provide a framework for further research. With
these ends in mind, it provides one reliable text of each poem that has been identified in

manuscript sources, along with explanatory annotation and a list of other known sources.

The purpose of this introduction is neither to present new arguments about early Stuart
political poetry, nor to rehearse arguments that the editors have made elsewhere, but rather to
contextualize the material and explain the editorial methods. Like the edition as a whole, it is
prepared with an interdisciplinary audience in mind, and attempts to situate these poems in
relation to scholarly concerns in both historical and literary studies. The first section considers
the cultural and political conditions of early Stuart England, and outlines the principal
characteristics and functions of libels. The second section describes in detail the editorial
decisions on which the edition is based, and summarizes the practices that have been employed

throughout.

1. The conditions and practices of libelling

The early Stuart period was not the first time that poetry had been employed in politics,
nor would it be the last. Nonetheless, this edition aims to demonstrate that the political poems of
these years form a body of interconnected work, which is lent coherence by virtue of the
activities of both writers and readers. These people were without doubt aware of what their
culture was producing, and were keen to participate in a vital cultural and political practice.
Consequently, when surveying the literary and political culture of the period it is possible to
identify a number of converging factors which might explain not only the proliferation of libels,
but also the principal characteristics of early Stuart political poetry. As becomes apparent from
any consideration of the poems and their contexts, early Stuart libels participated in an
increasingly contestatory culture, and in turn helped to refine the central conflicts and struggles

of that culture.

One of the most popular poems contained in this edition may seem, with the questionable

benefit of temporal distance, a peculiar and quirky achievement. “The Parliament






The evident transformation of “The Parliament Fart”, from a coterie production into a text
of national renown, also typifies the way in which networks of political comment were
stretching across the nation (Cust; Raymond). Although the discussion of domestic politics in
print was heavily proscribed, contemporaries exhibited new levels of sophistication in their
production and dissemination of news. The aisles of St. Paul’s Cathedral, long recognized as a
central meeting place in the city, became the heart of the news business: “the great Exchange of
all discourse”, according to one commentator, where men might “turn merchants...and traffick
for news” (Earle 111v; Cogswell, Blessed Revolution 20-53). Beyond Paul’s Walk, news was
circulated into the provinces either informally, or through the expanding commercial production
of newsletters and manuscript “separates” reporting events and debates. Letters and diaries from
the period document the spread and intensity of interest in politics, and equally underline the
importance of libels. The Suffolk clergyman John Rous, for example, appears to have found
libels both unsettling and compelling. Though generally scornful of “light scoffing wittes” who
“rime upon any the most vulgar surmises”, Rous nonetheless recorded a significant number of
libels (30). Transcribing a poem about the Isle of Rhé expedition, for instance, Rous commented
that, “whether any more be sette downe then vulgar rumor, which is often lying, I knowe
not” (22).l

These practices of textual circulation coalesced with established methods for the
dissemination of poetry. Many poets, throughout the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries,
acknowledged what has become known as the “stigma of print”, and consequently eschewed the
relatively new technology of the printing press in favour of scribal distribution (Saunders). John
Donne is the most notable example of a poet whose work circulated only in manuscript form in
this lifetime; by contrast, Michael Drayton draws attention to this phenomenon by presenting a
contrary argument, lamenting that “nothing [is] esteem’d in this lunatique Age, but what is kept
in Cabinets, and must only passe by Transcription” (4.v*). Moreover, despite Drayton’s biased
representation, manuscript culture was by no means a private and controlled mode of textual
circulation. Though most prevalent within certain sites-the universities, the court, and the inns
of court-surviving evidence reveals authors and collectors alike seeking and exchanging poetry,
thereby constructing miscellanies which reflect personal tastes and interests. Moreover, while

literary history has tended to focus on identifiable canonical authors, scores of surviving
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