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     At some time in the early 1520s, a satire against Cardinal Wolsey 
and the new method of teaching Latin was narrated by a parrot.2 This 
bird was immortal and, in a sense, divine. It was also wily, 
ostentatiously learned, rude, deliberately obfuscatory, and in places 
surprisingly frank, stating more than once that it spoke directly for 
the poem’s author, the former Rector of Diss John Skelton. The 
parrot also said that the meaning of its many obscure rants and 
references would be clear to those with the eyes to see: in other 
words, although the meaning was somewhat hidden, that meaning 
was overtly declared. Although the poem has been studied in some 
depth, particularly in relation to the political and pedagogical issues 
addressed within, the fact that a divine bird (traditionally a vehicle 
for truth) is so famously obscurantist raises a number of interesting 
questions. This paper charts the various precedents current in pre-

                                                       
1 An earlier version of this paper was presented at the ARC Centre for the 
History of Emotions conference ‘Sourcing Emotions in the Medieval and Early 
Modern World’, University of Western Australia, 27-29 June 2013, and to the 
Medieval and Early Modern Cohort graduate seminar at the University of 
Melbourne. I am grateful to those present for their feedback. 
2 In this paper I cite line numbers from the electronic version of Speke, Parrot, 
accessible at http://www.skeltonproject.org/spekeparott.  
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Reformation England that made a parrot the perfect narrator of 
divine confusion.  
     Parrots stood for many things in the early sixteenth century, 
partaking of both Babel and Logos, imitation and sentience. In 
certain medieval discourse, a popinjay (or parrot) signified a beautiful 
or praiseworthy person, referring to the bird’s beauty and rarity. It 
was considered to have been born in heaven and there, to have 
learned not only how to speak but how to think. After 1492, the 
growing popularity of parrots as luxury pets led to their 
transformation into a symbol for worthless but decorative courtiers, 
as reflected in the sense of “popinjay” as an ostentatious fool. Thus, 
Skelton’s Parrot is both divine and decadent. This makes it a very 
unreliable narrator that complicates the social function and persona 
of the court poet, combining artifice and hypocrisy with divine 
wisdom. Parrot introduces himself as speaking most ancient and 
modern languages,3 having the gift since his birth from Dame 
Philology.4 Now, however, Logos has become Babel: although 
Parrot can speak languages “aptlye”, mankind cannot; “reason and wyte 
wanteth.”5  
     Parrot uses “that supposition that callyd is arte. / Confuse distributyve” 
to recast the relationship between Babel and Logos. References to 
traditions, ideas, and tags of diverse languages are used to legitimize 
the idea of confusion as a spiritual and logical tool: “Thus dyvers of 
language by lernyng I grow.”6  Further: 

 
The mirror that I tote in, quasi diaphonum, 
Vel quasi speculum, in enigmate, 
Elencticum, or ells enthimematicum, 
For logicians to loke on, somewhat sophistice; 
Rhetoricyons and oratours in freshe humanyte, 
Support Parrot, I pray you, with your suffrage ornate, 
Of confuse tantum avoiydynge the checkmate.7 

                                                       
3 Speke, Parrot 25-42. 
4 Speke, Parrot 43-5. 
5 Speke, Parrot 53. 
6 Speke, Parrot 103. 
7 Speke, Parrot 190-96. 
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Confusion in this sense is not always bewilderment or lack of ability 
to distinguish. As the next verse says, “that supposition that callyd is arte” 
shows that Parrot is adept at supposition theory, a branch of 
medieval logic. Rather than with signification, or the imposition of 
meaning on a word, in supposition an already-meaningful term 
‘stands in for’ another referent, as it does in synecdoche and 
symbolism. This is the case in Speke, Parrot, where animals stand for 
families and professions, Biblical figures for contemporaries’ 
personal qualities, and lines of liturgy for entire hymns and services.8 
Confuse distributyve supposition refers to all of these referents being 
‘fused’ together in a cumulative way: X is Y-1, and also Y-2, and also 
Y-3. It is an important part of Parrot’s message that the many 
instances of supposition are to be understood cumulatively—Wolsey 
is Moloch, and also the golden calf, and also the king’s mastiff; Parrot 
is Psittacus the son of Deucalion, standing for Logos, and also 
Pamphilus de Amore Galatheae, the lady’s pet. 
     Arthur Kinney calls confuse distributyve supposition an effect that 
“scatters or distributes its meaning throughout the poem so that the 
significance grows in the mind of the reader as he [sic] progresses 
through it (as often with Scripture),”9 and shows it to be an 
important technique in the sixteenth-century preaching in which 
Skelton would have been trained.10 Skelton was born circa 1460, took 
degrees from Oxford and Cambridge, and was then appointed tutor 
to the young Henry VIII, then Duke of York, in 1494. In 1498 he 
was appointed rector of Diss in Norfolk, possibly at the wishes of 
Margaret of Beaufort, the king’s mother, and in 1512 he was brought 
back to court as Orator Regius. While Skelton’s predilections may 
have been more for court and secular life than for the priesthood, it 

                                                       
8 Many of these have been expounded, for example, by F.W. Brownlow, “‘Speke, 
Parrot’: Skelton’s Allegorical Denunciation of Cardinal Wolsey.” Studies in 
Philology 65.2 (1968): 124-139. See also Arthur F. Kinney, John Skelton, Priest as 
Poet: Seasons of Discovery (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1987), 
15-30. 
9 Kinney 1987, 15. Cf. Brownlow 1968, 137, quoted in Kinney 1987, 205. 
10 Kinney 1987, 39-40. See also Richard Halpern, The Poetics of Primitive 
Accumulation: English Renaissance Culture and the Genealogy of Capital (Ithaca: Cornell 
University Press, 1991), 126-135. 
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is notable that his orthodox Catholicism was never doubted. The 
poem written before Speke, Parrot was a lively condemnation of a 
parishioner’s habit of training his hawk inside the church, in which 
some readers have found sincere spiritual, rather than social, 
outrage.11 The work immediately following Speke, Parrot, entitled 
Colyn Clout, is also a comprehensive catalogue of complaints against 
clerical abuses. Kinney argues that confuse distributyve permeated 
secular and sacred modes of thinking alike; in early fifteenth-century 
liturgy, Goliardic poetry, and mystery plays, as in Speke, Parrot, “it is 
not the event but the significance of the event that matters,” built up 
by “interpretive repetitions” throughout the mass, poem, or play.12 
     Speke, Parrot has had a critical reputation for being obscure, and 
generally critics have therefore regarded it as either a failure as 
literature, or ahead of its time.13 The scarcity of evidence for its 
contemporary readership and reception does not help; historians 
have been limited largely to publishing records and marginal 
glosses.14 While we may not know the extent to which contemporary 
readers and hearers found the poem obscure, or to what degree the 
obscurity bothered them, we can ask: what could the parrot signal to 
a sixteenth-century audience?15 
     In classical times, parrots were known both as mindless imitators 
of human speech and divine manifestations of the voice of the 
divine, who could greet humans without being taught. For Pliny the 
Elder, the parrot “which comes from India...a green bird with a red 
circlet around its neck,” could only imitate speech, rather than speak 
or think for itself: “It can be taught to speak; it greets its master and 
repeats words said to it…” It was also very hard-headed, if not 

                                                       
11 For Skelton’s life see Peter Green, John Skelton (Longmans, Green and Co, 
1960). 
12 Kinney 1987, 91.  
13 Cf. Peter Green, John Skelton. Writers & Their Work. (London: Published for 
The British Council and the National Book League by Longmans, 1960), 13. 
14 For textual history see for example Jane Griffiths, John Skelton and Poetic 
Authority: Defining the Liberty to Speak (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 2006); John 
Scattergood (ed.) John Skelton: The Complete English Poems, revised edition (Liverpool: 
Liverpool University Press, 2015). 
15 A detailed exploration is in David Lawton, ‘Skelton’s Use of Persona.’ Essays in 
Criticism XXX: 1 (1 January 1980), 9-28. 
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actually dull-witted, and to learn, it was necessary to be hit on the 
head with an iron bar.16 
 

 
Figure 1 
Mosaic of a parrot from Palace V in 
Pergamon, 160-150 BCE. Pergamon 
Museum, Collection of Classical 
Antiquities, Berlin. 
 
 

 
While Pliny’s observations might be understood to have represented 
certain classical attitudes to parrots around the ancient 
Mediterranean, medieval sources appear to have been dominated by 
a more mystical view of parrots.17 Boccaccio emphasised the bird’s 
divine origin, before it lived in the East, and saw the green color as 
evidence of its figurative, and perhaps literal, immortality: 

 
Psittacus ... having ... the learning of his grandfather 
Prometheus, ... travelled among the Ethiopians, where 
he was held in the greatest veneration when he had 
passed a very long time there ...[T]he fame of his 
strength and name ... endured in his perpetual green 
colour...18 
 

                                                       
16 Pliny the Elder, The Natural History, Book 10:58, ed. John Bostock, M.D., 
F.R.S. H.T. Riley, Esq., B.A. (London. Taylor and Francis, Red Lion Court, Fleet 
Street, 1855). Available online at http://data.perseus.org/citations/urn:cts: 
latinLit:phi0978.phi001.perseus-eng1:10.58. 
17 Cf. Bruce Boehrer, Parrot Culture: Our 2500-Year-Long Fascination with the World’s 
Most Talkative Bird (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2004), 23-4. 
18 ‘Psytacus ... Promethei aui sui doctrinis imbutus ad aethiopias abiit: ubi in maxima 
veneratione habitus cum in longissimum evasisset aevum ... Huius ego fictionis causam credo sui 
nominis virtutis phamam: quae eo cano mortuo viriditate duravit perpetua ...’ Boccacio, 
Genealogiae 4.49 (1371 MS, first published Venice 1472), trans. in Boehrer 2004, 
33. 
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Skelton’s parrot describes himself as the same breed, “My fethers 
fresshe as the emerawde grene, / Abowte my necke a cerculett lyke the riche 
rubye.”19 Skelton knew Boccaccio’s works (“John Bochas with his volumys 
grete”20) and probably particularly De Genealogia Deorum: Parrot refers 
to himself several times as Psittacus.21 He is: a byrde of Paradyse, / By 
Nature devysed of a wonderowus kynde,... Eufrates, that flodde, dryvythe me into 
Ynde, / Where men of that country by fortune me fynde, / And send me to 
greate ladyes of estate.22 Far from being a recalcitrant learner, this parrot 
has superhuman understanding. 
     For Isidore of Seville, the green bird from exotic India with the 
red collar could greet humans naturally, but must learn other words 
by imitation. Parrots could learn to produce many speech acts, but 
could only comprehend one: 
 

It can speak articulated words, so that if you did not see 
it you would think it was a person speaking. By nature 
it greets people by saying “Ave”; from this came the 
saying “I a parrot will learn to say the names of others 
from you, but I learned on my own to say ‘Hail 
Caesar.’”23 
 

Sir John Mandeville also found parrots to be able both to produce 
and to comprehend language, but rather than drawing the distinction 
between speech acts, Mandeville described two kinds of parrots. In 

                                                       
19 Speke, Parrot 16-17. 
20 John Skelton, A Garland of Laurel, line 365.  In Alexander Dyce (ed.), The 
Poetical Works of John Skelton: With Notes, and Some Account of the Author and His 
Writings (London: T. Rodd, 1843), 376. 
21 Speke, Parrot 28, 229, 373, 518. 
22 Speke, Parrot 1-7. 
23 Isidore of Seville, trans. Stephen A. Barney, W. J. Lewis, and J. A. Beach.; with 

the collaboration of Muriel Hall. The etymologies of Isidore of Seville, (Cambridge, UK; 

New York: Cambridge University Press, 2006), XII. vii. 24, p. 265. 
See M. Valerii Martialis Epigrammaton libri, recognovit W[ilhelm] Heraeus 
(Leipzig: Jacobus Borovskij, 1925/1976). Perseus Digital Library. 
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/text?doc=Perseus:abo:phi,1294,002:14:73 
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the kingdom of Prester John, roughly approximate to modern 
Ethopia, he wrote: 
 

there be many popinjays … And they speak of their 
proper nature, and salute men that go through the 
deserts, and speak to them as apertly as though it were 
a man ... And there be also of another manner ... and 
they speak not, or but little, for they can not but cry.24 

 
In Christian Europe, the parrot’s Ave Caesar became Ave Maria, a 
prophecy of the birth of Christ. The parrot was thus a divine 
messenger, and as some authors would have it, an incarnation of the 
Logos, the word of God itself.25 Several late medieval images of the 
Madonna and Child depict Mary with a parrot.26 
 

 
 
Figure 2 
Detail from Jan van 
Eyck, The Virgin and 
Child with Canon van 
der Paele, 1434-36. 
Oil on wood, 122 x 
157 cm. 
Groeningemuseum, 
Bruges.  
 

                                                       
24 Sir John Mandeville. The Travels of Sir John Mandeville: The Fantastic 14th-Century 
Account of a Journey to the East (Mineola: Dover Publications), 181. 
25 Kinney 1987, 16; Nathaniel Owen Wallace, ‘The Responsibilities of Madness: 
John Skelton, “Speke Parrot”, and Homeopathic Satire’, Studies in Philology 82:1 
(1985), 61. 
26 For example see Martin Schongauer, Virgin and Child with a Parrot, 1470-1475. 
Musee Unterlinden, Colmar. http://www.musee-unterlinden.com/en/ 
collections/la-vierge-au-perroquet/; Sebald Beham after Barthel Beham, The 
Virgin and Child with the Parrot, 1549. Art Institute, Chicago. http://www.artic.edu 
/aic/collections/artwork/77433. 
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Indeed, in 1430 Lydgate himself addressed Mary as “O popinjay, 
plumed with all cleanness.”27 The reverse of Eva, this Ave symbolised 
the virgin birth’s reversal of original sin, with which the parrot was 
also associated in medieval and early modern art. The parrot as a 
symbol of the purity and holiness associated with the divine and 
more specifically with Mary herself, also appears in other late 
medieval images of women. 
 

Figure 3 
Detail from 
Albrecht Dürer, 
The Fall of Man 
(Adam and 
Eve), 1504. 
Print Engraving, 
252 x 194 mm. 
Museum of Fine 
Arts, Boston. 

 
 
Figure 4  
Detail from La 
Dame à la 
licorne, late-
fifteenth century. 
Tapestry, 3.75 
m x 4.60 m. 
Musée national 
du Moyen Âge, 
Paris. 
 
 
     However, after 1492, parrots became increasingly numerous in 
European courts, and the association between lady and parrot 

                                                       
27 John Lydgate, Ballade at the Reverence of Our Lady in The Minor Poems of John 
Lydgate, ed. H. N. MacCracken, vol. 1, EETSES 107 (1911; reprint 1961), 258. 
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shifted. The lady was now once again Eve as well as remaining Mary, 
and the parrot became pet as well as prophet. Skelton’s parrot too is 
both, situating himself from the beginning as “a mynyon to wayte upon 
a quene; / ‘My propyre Parott, my lytell pratye fole.’ / With ladyes I lerne and 
goe with them to scole.”28 This role, which scholars have seen as 
somewhat sexual and somewhat pedagogical,29 shades into the 
Christological as well: in his recitation to Galathea of the old ballad 
in which Besse is the church and Christ the lover, Parrot says “I wyl 
be ferme and stabyll, / And to yow serviceabyll, / And also prophetabyll.”30 
This could be interpreted in a number of ways, as Parrot prompts us 
to do: otherwise “lost is the hole sentens.”31  
     Color symbolism may have played a part in this. We have seen 
that for Boccaccio, the parrot’s green plumage was evidence of 
immortality. Heather Dalton has shown that while parrots and other 
“exotic birds ... were employed in Renaissance paintings to symbolise 
victory and purity, as well as to evoke magnificence,”32 for a white 
cockatoo in sixteenth-century Mantua “its colour, or rather lack of 
it, appears to have given it the edge over other parrots when it came 
to symbolising holiness.”33 Of course, purity and rarity coincide, and 
economically, as the birds became a commoner luxury, their 
mystique and consequent holiness would have lessened simply 
through numbers. 

                                                       
28 Speke, Parrot 19-21. 
29 Griffiths 2006, 98, quoted in Antony J. Hasler, Court Poetry in Late Medieval 
England and Scotland: Allegories of Authority (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 2011), 157. See also Kinney 1987, 25-6, who provides later verses of the 
song that support this reading. 
30 Speke, Parrot 246-8. 
31 Speke, Parrot 182. 
32 Heather Dalton, ‘The Parrot in the Picture: A Sulphur Crested Cockatoo in 
Fifteenth-century Mantua’. Seminar given at the University of Melbourne 
Medieval Round Table, 1 August 2011. Abstract available from 
http://arts.unimelb.edu.au/amems/seminars-reading-groups/medieval-round-
table/2011. 
33 Heather Dalton, ‘A Sulphur-crested Cockatoo in fifteenth-century Mantua: 
rethinking symbols of sanctity and patterns of trade’, Renaissance Studies 28: 5 
(November 2014), 685. I am indebted to this article and the earlier seminar for 
many valuable leads on parrot lore. 
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     However, just before the Reformation, the social, economic, and 
political circumstances in the history of the parrot as a symbol 
intersected such that parrots could be an appropriate vehicle, 
perhaps the most appropriate vehicle, for religious confusion. 
According to the art of confuse distributyve, it is the combination of 
signs that creates the whole significance, and there are contemporary 
precedents for this. Jean Lemaire de Belges’s Épîtres de l’amant vert 
(1505) is also narrated by a parrot, the green lover of the title, who 
kills himself after the death of his mistress’ brother. Subsequently, 
the parrot returns and consoles his mistress for both deaths with a 
Dante-esque account of his journey to the underworld. Here, the 
parrot has a dual role: as messenger and prophet able to travel 
between the human and divine worlds, and simultaneously as 
hedonist lady’s pet and/or substitute lover.34 Further east, in the 
mythical birthplace of the parrot, a similar tradition is in evidence. 
The Tūtī’nāmah (Book of the parrot) is a collection of fifty-two moral 
tales told by a parrot to his mistress, to distract her from meeting her 
lover during her husband’s prolonged absence. The story was 
translated into Persian around 1335 from Sanskrit, and became 
popular in Mughal courts from the sixteenth century forward.35 
     In Sir David Lindsay’s 1529 satire on the church, The Testament 
and Complaint of our Sovereign Lord’s Papyngo, the parrot, a pet of the 
king, can speak any language untaught, and after death, is torn apart 
by other birds, situating it as a divine martyr.36 Skelton’s Parrot is “by 
nature devised of a wondrous kind”37: “When Parrot is dead, he doth not 
putrefy.”38 In fact, Parrot identifies with “mannes soule, that Chryst so dere 

                                                       
34 Cf. Ovid, Amores II: VI, c 15 BCE, a lament for a dead pet parrot. 
35 Ziyaʹ uʹd-din Nakhshabi, Tales of a parrot = The Cleveland Museum of Art’s 

Ṭu ̄t ̣īna ̄ma, ed. and trans. Muhammed A. Simsar (Cleveland: The Museum, 1978). 
Available in facsimile at http://handle.slv.vic.gov.au/10381/186409.  
36 Sir David Lindsay, The Testament and Complaint of our Sovereign Lord’s Papingo, in 
The warkis of the famous and vorthie knicht Schir Dauid Lyndesay of the Mont, alias, Lyoun 
King of Armes. Newly correctit, and vindicate from the former errouris quhairwith thay war 
befoir corruptit: and augmentit with sindrie warkis quhilk was not befoir imprentit. The 
contentis of the buke, and quhat warkis ar augmentit, the nixt syde sall schaw (Edinburgh: 
Iohne Scot, [1568]), 122. 
37 Speke, Parrot 2. 
38 Speke, Parrot 213. 
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bought.”39 Just as one interpretation of Parrot’s song to Galathea has 
Christ recalling the errant church, the parrot signalled a call for 
church reform, in this case representing both Christ and the soul. 
     It also symbolised the speech of unwitting or ungodly priests: for 
Boehrer at least, Reformation played “a major role in creating one of 
the most enduring clichés of modern western animal 
representation”: the mindless mimicry of the parrot.40 Even before 
the Reformation, Skelton’s Parrot is a symbol of mindless mimicry, 
and for Tyndale in 1528: “The prest ought to…,not to playe the popengay 
with Credo saye ye, volo saye ye and baptismum saye ye, for there ought to be no 
mummynge in soch a mater.”41  As has been noted, the main subject of 
this satire is Thomas Wolsey, whose rise to power during the late 
1510s and early 1520s was clearly alarming to Skelton on both 
political and theological grounds. The various enormities Skelton 
complained of are fairly transparently detailed in the poem’s last 
section: 

 
He tryhumfythe, he trumpythe, he turnythe all up and downe, 
With, ‘Skyregalyard, prowde palyard, vaunteperler, ye prate! 
Hys wolvys hede, wanne, bloo as lede, gapythe over the crowne: 
Hyt ys to fere leste he wolde were the garland on hys pate, 
Peregall with all prynces farre passyng hys estate; 
For of ower regente the regiment he hathe, ex qua vi, 
Patet per versus, quod ex vi bolte harvi... 
So prodigall expence and so shamfull reconyng…   
So muche portlye pride, with pursys penyles… 
So myche pride of prelattes, so cruell and so kene… 
So myche mokkyshe makyng of statutes of array… 
So many vacabondes, so many beggers bolde; 
So myche decay of monesteries and of relygious places; 
So hote hatered agayste the Chyrche, and cheryte so colde… 
So myche sayntuary brekyng, and prevylegidde barryd… 

                                                       
39 Speke, Parrot 215. 
40 Bruce Boehrer, Animal Characters: Nonhuman Beings in Early Modern Literature 
(Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2010), 95. 
41 William Tyndale, The obedience of a Christen man. 1st ed., 1528 (1 vol.) f. lxxxixv. 
Marlborow [Antw.] H. luft STC 24446. 
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So rygorous revelyng, in a prelate specially; 
So bold and so braggyng, and was so baselye borne; 
So lordlye of hys lokes and so dysdayneslye.42 

 
This more familiar type of “confusion,” of which Parrot complains, 
has been explored perhaps most thoroughly by Greg Walker, 
particularly in relation to contemporary politics.43 Most modern 
commentators, however have noted Skelton’s pointed literary 
campaigning against Wolsey on both political and theological 
grounds: and of course, in pre-Reformation England the theological 
was political. 
     Like Skelton’s Parrot, both l’Amant Vert and Papyngo are royal 
pets, a new version of the bird as metaphor for the court poet. 
Skelton’s Parrot, the pampered but disregarded pet of the court 
ladies, laments the decadence in which it lives and the chaotic 
nonsense spoken around it.44 The parrot can speak many languages 
and knows a number of Biblical references with which to satirize the 
contemporary political situation, but is either interrupted by the 
court ladies wanting entertainment, or breaks off the satire to ask for 
sweetmeats.45 Parrot (and therefore Skelton) “put[s] himself forward 
as an alternative advisor, whose fragmentary speech is as apt 
reflection of the political misrule he satirizes.”46 Like Mandeville’s 
parrots he “speaks to them as aptly” as a human, but at times he 
“cannot but cry.” Thus both theologically and politically, Skelton 
refers both to Babel and to “the Pentecostal gift of tongues,”47 the 

                                                       
42 Speke, Parrot 431-507. 
43 Greg Walker. John Skelton and the Politics of the 1520s (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1988). 
44 John Skelton, Here after foloweth certayne bokes, co[m]pyled by mayster Skelton, Poet 
Laureat whose names here after shall appere. Speke parrot The deth of the noble prince Kyng 
Edwarde the fourth. A treatyse of the Scottes. Ware the hawke The tunnyng of Elynour 
Rummynge. Printed at London: By Richard Lant, for Henry Tab, dwelling in Pauls 
church yard, at the sygne of Iudith, [1545?] STC (2nd ed.) / 22598. 
45 Griffiths 2006, especially 90-93. 
46 Griffiths 2006, 79. 
47 John M. Berdan, ‘Speke, Parrot. An Interpretation of Skelton’s Satire’, Modern 
Language Notes 30: 5 (May 1915), 142; Kinney 1987, 17. 
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understanding of both together through the method of confuse 
distributyve representing the Logos. 
     One of Parrot’s chief complaints of Wolsey, as hinted in 
Tyndale’s remark, is the uncomprehending way contemporary 
scholars (and therefore clergy) learned languages. Wolsey had 
recently founded a chair in Greek at Christ Church, Oxford, and 
Parrot complains that the students could only repeat fragments of 
the canonical texts without being able to understand enough to 
produce the simplest sentence on their own “they cannot say in Greke, 
rydynge by the way,/ How, hosteler, fetche my hors a botell of hay!”48 This 
complaint reflects a current debate of the 1520s: the so-called 
Grammarians’ War, a pamphlet war that centred on the “old” style 
of teaching Latin by grammatical precept and the “new” style of 
learning by imitation, as the students of Greek at Oxford were 
taught. Jane Griffiths extrapolates how Parrot’s confuse distibutyve, his 
“shredis of sentence” (92) is a reflection on the practice of imitation. 
It was also a demonstration of the usefulness of imitatio, the much 
more nuanced practice of learning content and style well enough and 
from enough different authorities as to make the content anew (the 
usual metaphor was the digestive process.) Griffiths finds that 
teaching by imitation “creates an audience unable to appreciate the 
urgency of Parrot’s apocalyptic warnings.” These “teaching methods 
are thus figured as one of the threats to the kingdom.”49 
     As Griffiths expounds on the teaching of style by imitation versus 
by grammatical precept, the former would appear to represent a view 
of language as Logos, “the pure and universal Latin” from which it 
is unwise to deviate with neologisms: nova non sine quodam periculo 
fingimus.50 The proponents of teaching by grammatical rule on the 
other hand take a more charitable view of the Babel of vernaculars: 
“every countre doth avaunse with laude his owne language… sythen al speches 
suffre confusyon save hebrewe.”51 

                                                       
48 Speke, Parrot 146-7. 
49 Griffiths 2006, 80. 
50 William Horman, Vulgaria, STC 13811 (London: Richard Pynson, 1519), fols. 
303v, 305, quoted in Griffiths 2006, 85. 
51 Robert Whittinton, Vulgaria, in The Vulgaria of John Stanbridge and the Vulgaria of 
Robert Whittinton, ed. Beatrice White, EEETS os 187 (1932), 94, quoted in 
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     For Griffiths, Parrot’s confuse distributyve “demand[s] a 
collaborative relationship between writer and reader.”52 The de-
contextualization of proverbs create “that element of surprise 
essential to startle the reader into engagement with the text,” and 
further, “by contrast [teaching by imitation of style is] liable to 
promote... the false assumption that a certain familiar word or phrase 
has an immutable meaning,” thus stifling both creativity in reading 
and free speech in political and poetic writing.53 
     Kinney also finds Parrot’s early languages as Babel. For Kinney, 
Parrot is an exile from paradise whose “knowledge separates him 
from the fallen world he inhabits”: “the confuse distributive…will 
allow him to prophesy the future by recalling splintered but 
appropriately typological events...and then reinventing them”54: 
when all of the languages of Babel are combined, the whole is the 
Logos (just as every color on the spectrum is combined in white.) 
     Skelton has often been seen as a peculiarly transitional poet, 
between the mystery play and the Rabelaisian, representing either 
very late medieval or very early modern sensibilities: or, of course, 
both. Anna Torti, among others, has addressed the confuse distributyve 
in Speke, Parrot from a chronological point of view, as representing a 
(self-reflective) transitional style between medieval and early modern 
poetics; “from medieval literary models to more typically 
Renaissance ones.”55 I would suggest that the contrasting methods 
Skelton refers to and discusses here between imitation and imitatio, 
repetition and comprehension, are not necessarily of different times. 
The confuse distributyve of medieval logic that Skelton so specifically 
employs is, for one, medieval, rather than proto-modern or 
postmodern. It asks hearers to mediate between learned and 
invented understandings. If we understand confuse distributyve as a 
method of logic rather than of poetics, it still works in the same way, 

                                                       
Griffiths 2006, 84. This difference prefigures what are now known as 
prescriptive and descriptive attitudes to language change. 
52 Griffiths 2006, 93. 
53 Griffiths 2006, 99. 
54 Kinney 1987, 19.  
55 Anna Torti, The Glass of Form: Mirroring Structures from Chaucer to Skelton 
(Rochester: D.S. Brewer, 1991), 129. 
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with part standing for the whole, and the more and more diverse the 
parts the richer and more complete the whole. As one of Skelton’s 
earliest modern commentators, F. W. Brownlow, noted, “Speke, 
Parrot is a typically medieval work of art in that… it is manifestly 
incomplete without the cooperation of an audience of informed 
readers.”56 But how does that cooperation work? How do Parrot and 
his audience train each other?  
     In our own times, Irene Pepperberg’s work with Alex, an African 
grey parrot (Psittacus erithacus), suggests that while parrots (and other 
birds) do “mindlessly mimic,” Alex could also “learn to use human 
speech referentially” if training was referential, functional, and 
socially rich. While babbling to himself in his cage, Alex 
spontaneously coined new words from parts of words he had 
learned, just as young children do, and when these comprised 
existing English words that were reinforced by trainers, Alex learned 
how to use these words referentially. While Alex learned referential 
terms by imitating his trainers, the process of generating new words 
showed (for Pepperberg) that Alex was not just imitating language, 
but recognizing component parts and spontaneously recombining 
them57 — just as Skelton’s Parrot does. The meaning of these terms 
was eventually mapped to “appropriate referents” not just by Alex 
but by the humans around him, just as Skelton’s Parrot prompts the 
humans around him to do. 
     It is clear from the foregoing work that in the early sixteenth 
century, several ideas about parrots held currency at the same time. 
Parrots were divine, could prophesy, told stories to their mistresses, 
could imitate any language, and in some cases did not have to be 
taught. At the same time they were also foolish. Skelton’s parrot, as 
we have seen, is all of these. He can imitate each of many languages, 
and comprehend a totality of language in general: to be able to 
imitate each is to be able to comprehend all. The many languages of 
parrot symbolism meant that the confused Babel of languages 

                                                       
56 Brownlow 1968, 137. Quoted in Kinney 1987, 205. 
57 Irene M. Pepperberg, ‘Vocal Learning in Grey Parrots: A Brief Review of 
Perception, Production, and Cross-Species Comparisons.’ Brain & Language 115 
(2010): 81-91, 85. 



Glossolalia 8.1 

67 

represented not the opposite of Logos but Logos itself, through the 
Pauline mirror in the parrot’s cage of the court. 
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