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At the height of the Marprelate controversy in the late sixteenth century, ephemeral print was 

used to stage protest against Church and State through drawing from established tropes and 

literary personas. Such personas, Samuel Fallon argues, were central to the development of 

publicity: ‘they were virtual persons called forth by emerging forms of virtual community.1 Fallon 

takes as a starting point the character Pierce Pennilesse, Nashe’s ‘paper monster’ alter ego, to 

consider how a variety of monsters outgrew their original contexts and had afterlives as 

charismatic literary personas within the public realm and the marketplace of print. Yet the textual 

persona of Nashe also outgrew his original context and he and his writing were invoked 

frequently and reimagined by later audiences. This essay addresses Thomas Nashe’s afterlife to 

consider the use and abuse of Nashe’s literary authority in addressing religious and political 

controversy in the early 1640s. In the lead-up to civil war and shortly after war broke out, several 

tracts by John Taylor were printed, each invoking the ghost of Tom Nashe, something that 

EEBO seems to take all too literally through attributing Nashe as the post-mortem author. 

Through addressing the literary agency and textual persona of Nashe, each pamphlet takes 

Nashe from his sixteenth-century context and transplants him into mid seventeenth-century 

political discourse. As we will see, both Nashe and the Marprelate controversy are revived in the 

1640s as a way to comprehend civil war: Nashe’s voice is inexpertly ventriloquized by those 

more confident with the voice of Marprelate even as they adopt Nashe’s authorial persona to 

support Archbishop William Laud. The first half of this essay is dedicated to outlining the 

Marprelate controversy to provide some context for these later writings before considering how 

Nashe’s literary persona is brought into later discourses where parallels between past discords 

and present discontents are identified. The discussion of the Marprelate controversy is divided 

into two parts: in the first section, I tease out the textual performativity of a tract once attributed 

to Nashe before turning to the broader political and cultural context of the controversy to show 

 
I would like to thank Douglas Clark, Chloe Preedy, and Kirsty Rolfe for their comments on an earlier 

draft of this essay. 
1 Samuel Fallon, Paper Monsters: Persona and Literary Culture in Elizabethan England (Philadelphia: University 

of Pennsylvania Press, 2019), p. 17. 
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some of the points that forged Nashe’s literary persona and how his writing was received in the 

seventeenth century. Through introducing the Marprelate controversy ‘backwards’ – starting 

with the specific before moving to the general – the ripples of the Marprelate controversy and 

Nashe’s involvement in it will be more readily identifiable. What I hope to reveal is the 

continued legacy of Nashe in the seventeenth century is a complex one that is as much bound up 

with the Marprelate controversy and its resonances with later religious and political dissent as it 

is with Nashe’s writing. 

 

Railing in rhyme: Mar-Martine  

 

MAR-MARTINE, 

 

    I know not why a trueth in rime set out 

    Maie not as wel mar Martine and his mates 

    As shameslesse lies in prose-books cast about 

    Marpriests, & prelates, and subvert whole states 

     For where truth builds, and lying overthroes,  

     One truth in rime, is worth ten lies in prose.2 

 

Thus declares the title page of an anonymous tract printed in 1589 and at one time attributed to 

Thomas Nashe and/or John Lyly.3 Since this tract was understood in the seventeenth century as 

the work of Nashe it and similar anti-Martinist tracts feed into Nashe’s afterlife and literary 

 
2 Anon., Mar-Martine. [1589], title page [sig. A1r] STC 17461. 
3 The text’s bibliographical details on EEBO and on the Huntington Library’s Catalogue note Nashe and 

Lyly as attributed authors, as does a 1912 reprint of the complete text; the British Library’s catalogue 

entry suggests Nashe as author, though this attribution has been discredited. Karen Kettnich notes it is 

probably not by Nashe in ‘Nashe’s Extemporal Vein and his Tarltonizing Wit’, in The Age of Thomas 

Nashes: Text, Bodies and Trespasses of Authorship in Early Modern England, ed. Stephen Guy-Bray, Joan Pong 

Linton and Steve Mentz (Farnham: Ashgate, 2013), pp. 99-114 (p. 105, n. 29, and pp. 105-6). Joseph 

Black attributes Lyly as the author. See the introduction to The Martin Marprelate Tracts, ed. Black 

(Cambridge University Press, 2008) and Joseph Black, ‘The Marprelate Controversy’ in The Oxford 

Handbook of English Prose, ed. Andrew Hadfield (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2013), pp. 544-59 (p. 

555). 
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persona irrespective of whether they were actually written by him.4 I have presented the text as it 

appears on the title page because the way it has been typeset is significant. The clear Roman type 

is printed without ornament, but even these blank spaces are purposeful since, as Claire Bourne 

notes, ‘setting a piece of type to produce a blank space required of the compositor the same 

amount of labour as setting a special character like a pilcrow’.5 The blank space draws attention 

to the absence of any of the features we might expect to find on a title page – no mention or 

who the author is, or who printed the text (though this is to be expected in the context of the 

Marprelate controversy), and no other paratextual markers that would tell the reader that this is a 

title page. Even the purpose the words serve on the title page is ambiguous. A glance at the 

bibliographical details for the tract on EEBO and on the British Library catalogue present all of 

the words on the front page as the title of the tract.6 Yet another entry in the British Library 

catalogue, of a 1912 reprint, has the title as Mar-Martine.7 The ambiguity is further heightened by 

the way in which the layout of the bibliographical details on EEBO and on the library catalogue 

transforms the poetry into prose. There is a structural precision to the typography that is lost in 

its replication and this precision correlates rhetorically with the words on the page. In this 

attention to typesetting, the pamphlet is echoing the Martinists, who used spoof running heads 

and errata, as well as publication details.8 For example, Hay any worke for Cooper, printed in 

 
4 Alexandra Halasz, The Marketplace of Print: Pamphlets and the Public Sphere in Early Modern England 

(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1997), p. 85. 
5 Claire L. Bourne, Typographies of Performance in Early Modern England (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 

2020), p. 71. 
6 I know not why a trueth in rime set out Maie not as wel mar Martine and his mates, As shamelesse lies in prose-books 

cast about Marpriests & prelates, and subvert whole states. For where truth builds and lying overthroes, One truth in rime, 

is worth ten lies in prose. [By T. Nash?] Martin Marprelate [London?], [1589]. BL Shelfmark 702.g.20. 
7 Mar-Martine. [A reprint of the complete text of the tract, the authorship of which is here attributed to 

John Lyly and Thomas Nash, together with the text of “Marre Mar-Martin,” an anonymous rejoinder to 

the above. With an introduction by T. G. Crippen. Reprinted from the Transactions of the 

Congregational Historical Society.]. BL Shelfmark 11630.ee.20. An additional textual muddle comes from 

the fact another tract missing the terminal ‘e’ in its title, Mar-Martin, was also printed in 1589, the opening 

stanza of which castigates ‘a frutelesse lye in print’, whether that print be poetry or prose (Mar-Martin 

(London, 1589), STC 17461.5, sig. A1r.  
8 Joad Raymond, Pamphlets and Pamphleteering in Early Modern Britain (Cambridge: Cambridge University 

Press, 2003), p. 40. Raymond gives Oh Read Over D. John Bridges, for it is a Worthy Worke: or an epitome of the 

fyrste booke, of that right worshipfull volume, written against the puritanes, in the defence of the noble cleargie, by as 

worshipfull a prieste, Iohn Bridges (1588) as an example of a tract with a spoof list of errata. 
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Coventry by Robert Waldegrave in 1589 states on its title page that it was ‘Penned and compiled 

by Martin the Metropolitane’, and ‘Printed in Europe / not farre from some of the Bounsing 

Priestes’.9 What both Martinist and anti-Martinist tracts illustrate is the performative quality of 

text and how the rhetorical function of typography underpins the argument of the tract.10 

 

The poem on the title page of Mar-Martine pits poetry against prose, presenting poetry as truth 

triumphant and battling the deceit embedded in prose. Marprelate tracts are positioned as setting 

lies in prose in a malicious attempt to overthrow Church and State, but the one key truth argued 

in rhyme can demolish these untruths. Different forms of writing are thus placed in opposition 

to each other, suggesting that poetic form has a higher intrinsic value than prose works. The 

page is used as a performative space for a type of railing and invective that, paradoxically 

perhaps, asserts its refined honesty before the poem continues the argument as laid out on the 

title page. Instead of the title page catching the eye through decorous ornamentation or through 

salutary description, the title page presents its reader with a provocation that gives the argument 

shape. While it might not ‘look’ like a title page, it scaffolds the pamphlet by vocalizing its 

substance. As the pamphlet progresses, it works its way through the offices of state, the Church, 

and everyday life to castigate ‘Martine, a traitorous Libeler’.11 Towards the end of the poem, 

however, a different performative space is invoked: 

 

 These tinkers terms, and barbers iests first Tarlton on the stage, 

 Then Martin in his bookes of lies, hath put in every page: 

 The common sort of simple swads, I can there state but pitie: 

 That will vouchsafe, or deyne to laugh, at libelle so unwittie. 

 Let Martin thinke some pen as badde, some head to be as knavish: 

 Some tongue to be as glibbe as his, some rayling all as lavish, 

 And be content: if not, because we know not where to finde thee: 

 
9 Attributed to Job Throckmorton and John Penry, Hay any worke for Cooper: or a briefe pistle directed by waye of 

an hublication to the reverende byshopps counselling them, if they will needs be barrelled vp, for feare of smelling in the 

nostrels of her Maiestie [and] the state, that they would vse the aduise of reuerend Martin, for the prouiding of their cooper 

([Coventry, 1589]), title page, sig. A1r.  
10 Jennifer Richards notes Nashe has a similar attentiveness to page layout and the connections this has 

with performance and Nashe’s oralism. See Richards, Voices and Books in the English Renaissance: a New 

History of Reading (Oxford: Oxford University press, 2019), p. 241.  
11 Mar-Martine, sig. A4v. 
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 We hope to se thee where deserts of treason have assignd thee.12 

 

The previous stanza ends, ‘My rithme shall be as dogrell, as unlearned is thy prose’, suggesting an 

equivalency between Martin’s prose and the speaker’s verse.13 The preposition ‘these’ that begins 

the stanza quoted above ambiguously connects the poetry and prose mentioned at the end of the 

previous stanza to foolish utterances found in ‘tinkers terms’ and ‘barbers iests’. Textual words 

and spoken words weave together as words on and off the page influence each other 

symbiotically. Stage, page, books and ink are all presented as ‘ingredients’ for the production of 

performative spaces, but another performative space is also brought into the narrative: the 

gibbet. As such, railing is presented as an evil that has corrupted all forms of oral and literate 

culture and can only be remedied through executing the culprits, exposing the ubiquity of a type 

that Maria Teresa Micaela Prendergast identifies as belonging to a coherent body of railing 

literature. ‘While such texts’, Prendergast writes, ‘might not constitute a fully articulated genre in 

their own right, texts dominated by railing do share certain generic traits – traits which…often 

contradict each other. These include a strong moral stance, a saucy vituperative persona, hurling 

inventive at a known opponent, and doing so with an arsenal of elaborate rhetorical figures’.14 

Mar-Martine revels in these contradictions, castigating writing that has a similar railing tone.  

 

Such hurling of invective and use of elaborate rhetorical figures like ‘glibbe tongue’ has a 

distinctly oral feel: words on the page echo words on the stage as Martin is accused of 

appropriating the tenor of jests that reverberated through the playhouse via the mouth of 

Richard Tarlton. Given Gabriel Harvey’s jibe at Nashe’s ‘Tarltonizing wit’ and the many other 

references to Tarlton in Marprelate tracts, the referencing of Tarlton here is by no means 

unique.15 The reference to Tarlton, paradoxically perhaps, may even have strengthened its 

connection to Nashe for early readers, contributing to its initial misattribution. As Karen 

Kettnich reminds us, the persona of Tarlton and his particular brand of clownish, stylised, 

precise, rehearsed ‘spontaneous’ extemporising is appropriated frequently in railing texts, even as 

the name of the celebrated Elizabethan actor was used to discredit opponents. Rhetorically 

 
12 Mar-Martine, sig. A4v., italics inverted. 
13 Mar-Martine, sig. A4v. 
14 Maria Teresa Micaela Prendergast, Railing, Reviling, and Invective in English Literary Culture, 1588-1617: The 

Anti-Poetics of Theatre and Print (Farnham: Ashgate, 2012), p. 2. 
15 Gabriel Harvey, Foure letters, and certaine sonnets especially touching Robert Greene, and other parties, by him abused 

(London, 1592), sig. E2v.  
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dexterous yet reminiscent of the Vice figure in medieval morality plays, Tarlton’s carnivalesque 

performances could go as far as singling out members of the audience to be the subject of his 

jests for audience-pleasing laughs. To mimic Tarlton was to debase yourself by producing cheap 

jibes.16 Mar-Martine criticises such Tarltonizing wit, even as the tract appropriates the spirit of 

such rhetorical dexterity. Such rhetorical flourishes outlived the Elizabethan context of the 

Marprelate controversy, as did Harvey’s jibes: although Nashe rejected Harvey’s attack, the slur 

stuck.17  

 

While Nashe’s style later came to be associated with Tarlton, as the referencing of Tarlton in 

Mar-Martine indicates, Tarlton also was presented as the Lord of Misrule behind the Marprelate 

tracts. Here we see invective and railing carefully targeted despite its semblance of unstructured 

rambling. The tract gradually layers points of critique to present carefully crafted argumentation 

that looks like careless extemporising. An argument is not developed so much as words are 

unleashed at a breathless pace: the words beg to be uttered aloud and the timbre and texture of 

the voice adds further inflections to the satire. Yet the poem is given structure through 

horizontal line rules breaking it up into various sections that introduce different poetic metres: 

visually, these line rules help to break up the poem, slowing down the apparently breathless verse 

on the page, while the use of punctuation further helps to regulate verbal utterances and the pace 

of the voice in reciting the text. The invective settles with a desire to see Martin brought to 

justice. Stage, page, and literary personas collide as the carefully crafted narrative and measured 

rhyme schemes appear to jumble into rambling, borderline inarticulate speech. Prose, poetry and 

drama collapse into the personas presented on the page.  

 

The Tarltonizing muse thus infuses the aural, textual and visual structure of the tract, which in 

turn feeds into Elizabethan politics and poetics. Nashe’s wit, Tarlton and Marprelate become 

inextricably linked as religion, politics and poetics collide. The forms of protest forged in the 

heat of the Marprelate controversy would be recycled in the seventeenth century. To understand 

how, we first need to consider some of the circumstances that created the paper monster that 

was Martin Marprelate. 

 

Staging religious dissent: Martin Marprelate 

 
16 Kettnich, ‘Nashe’s Extemporal Vein’, p. 103. 
17 Kettnich, ‘Nashe’s Extemporal Vein’, p. 113. 
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Since the beginnings of the Church of England, debates over how it should be constituted 

abounded, coming to a head at various crunch points. One such pressure point came with the 

appointment of John Whitgift as Archbishop of Canterbury in 1583. Whitgift was a long-

standing opponent of Presbyterianism and implemented reforms with the intention of creating 

conformity in Church worship. While those opposed to episcopal worship had been engaged in 

polemical battles in print for decades, between October 1588 and September 1589, six pamphlets 

and a broadsheet were printed. Under the pseudonym of Martin Marprelate, the Presbyterian 

Martinists attacked Whitgift’s reaffirmation of episcopacy and endeavours to impose uniformity 

on the Church. While the criticisms laid out in the Marprelate tracts were not exactly new, they 

were possibly the most sensational attack on episcopal worship to spring from the printing 

presses in the late sixteenth century. The Martinists primarily satirised bishops, attacking 

Whitgift’s and the Church’s attempts to suppress non-conformist literature while also calling for 

reforms in Church worship and governance. They appropriated aspects of Menippean discourse 

such as dialogic confrontation, scandal and lack of decorum in adhering to generic conventions 

as a way of deriding the Elizabethan Settlement, bishops and episcopal worship.18 Social levelling 

prevails and this lack of deference to authority renders the hierarchies present in the episcopal 

church irrelevant and destroys any claim the bishops may have laid to intellectual and theological 

authority.  

 

The Marprelate Tracts were produced on an underground printing press, angering the bishops 

and the authorities who sought out the printers, writers and those who harboured the Martinists 

as they moved around the country. On 4 August 1589, some moveable type fell out of a cart 

near Warrington. John Hodgkins, one of the printers, tried to persuade onlookers that the 

strange bits of metal ‘were shott’, but news of the incident spread. About ten days after the 

printers accidentally dropped their paper bullets at Warrington, the guerrilla press was traced to a 

safe house near Manchester, three printers were arrested and the Marprelate controversy began 

to come to an end.19 One final tract was produced in September 1589. Prior to this and as the 

 
18 Joseph Natvisky, ‘Disputing Good Bishop’s English: Martin Marprelate and the Voice of Menippean 

Opposition’, Texas Studies in Literature and Language 50 (2008), 177-200. For an account of Nashean 

‘literary theory’ and how this connects to Menippean satire and rhetoric, see Lorna Hutson, Thomas Nashe 

in Context (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1989), chapters 6 and 7. 
19 There are numerous summaries of the Marprelate controversy. See especially Leland H. Carson, Martin 

Marprelate, Gentleman: Master Job Throkmorton Laid Open in his Colors (San Marino: Huntingdon Library, 
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printing and circulation of the tracts was gathering momentum, Richard Bancroft suggested that 

the bishops should bring in the paid expertise of professional writers such as Nashe, John Lyly, 

Anthony Munday and Robert Greene to fight fire with fire, and Gabriel Harvey ‘wrote on the 

side of “proper authority”’ of his own volition.20 What resulted were a series of pamphlets that 

both appropriated and derided the rhetoric of the Martinists, which, Alexandra Halasz argues, 

attempted to reaffirm the position of the orator within discursive fields that were no longer 

confined to highly literate audiences moulded by institutional spaces.21 Rejecting the well-honed 

rhetoric that underpinned the humanist education of the sixteenth-century universities, these 

tracts played nastily with their adversaries. In so doing, they attempted – and partially succeeded 

– in realigning the discourse back into an authority-conscious sense of the Carnivalesque and the 

grotesque.22 Anti-Martinists more readily flirted with the grotesque, bodily deformity and 

monstrous births. As Jason Scott-Warren notes, Nashe, in particular, gave body to Marprelate.23 

But, as Marprelate’s description of the conception of his textual adversary Mar-Martin attests, 

Marprelate also revelled in this type of satire: 

 

from Saraum came a gooses egg 

with specks and spots bespatched 

A priest of Lambeth coutcht thereon: 

thus was Mar-Martin hatched24 

 

 
1981), pp. 8-21 and pp. 210-36; Antoinina Bevan Zlatar, Reformation Fictions: Polemical Protestant Dialogues in 

Elizabethan England (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2011), pp. 167-75; Black’s introduction to The 

Martin Marprelate Tracts, and Black’s ‘The Marprelate Controversy’. 
20 Halasz, The Marketplace of Print, p. 86. Conversely, Prendergast observes that, despite appearing relatively 

neutral, Harvey ‘showed respect for the Martinists (Prendergast, Railing, Reviling, and Invective, p. 76).  
21 Halasz, The Marketplace of Print, pp. 86-87. 
22 The classic study on the carnivalesque remains Mikhail Bakhtin’s Rabelais and His World, translated by 

Hélène Iswolsky (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1984). 
23 Jason Scott-Warren, ‘Nashe’s Stuff’, in The Oxford Handbook of English Prose, 1500-1640 ed. Andrew 

Hadfield (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2013), pp. 204-218 (p. 205). 
24 The iust censure and reproofe of Martin Iunior. Wherein the rash and vndiscreete headines of the foolish youth, is sharply 

mette with, and the boy hath his lesson taught him, I warrant you, by his reuerend and elder brother, Martin Senior, sonne 

and heire vnto the renowmed Martin Mar-prelate the Great. Where also, least the springall shold be vtterly discouraged in 

his good meaning, you shall finde, that hee is not bereaued of his due commendations (1589), sig. D3r. 
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The Sarum Missal was primarily used in the English Church before the introduction of the Book 

of Common Prayer; the grotesque imagery of the Catholic rite producing a fool’s (goose’s) egg 

on which an unnamed Archbishop of Canterbury – presumably Whitgift – copulates to produce 

the monstrous Mar-Martin, coupled with the ABCB rhyming scheme, lends the narrative an 

absurd playfulness, but it also reinforces the satire of the prose that precedes it in the pamphlet. 

The tract as a whole serves as both a counterattack on Mar-Martin and also as a criticism of 

social hierarchies and wealth.  

 

Andrew Hadfield notes how Benedict Anderson’s pathbreaking investigation into the origins of 

nationalism has been criticised for failing to grasp how print culture and the mass circulation of 

news have a longer prehistory than Anderson’s study suggests.25 Partly taking his cue from 

Anderson, Hadfield provocatively traces the relationship between literature and class through 

historical crunch points and how class conflict is represented in English literature to put pressure 

on our understanding of how class functions in the premodern period. The context of the 

Marprelate controversy would certainly seem to echo Hadfield’s contentions as the tenor of the 

tracts create imagined communities that reflect on wealth and class as well as church and state, 

and this can also be seen in Nashe’s work.26 As Lorna Hutson observes, Nashe abandoned ‘the 

protestant-humanist notion of reading for profit to pursue his own “festive” notion of reading as 

a recreative purgation of received images and ideas’ pretty much at the start of his career and 

instead favoured Menippean satire.27 Such recreative purgation suggests a symbiotic relationship 

between the Marprelate tracts and the development of Nashe’s notoriously slippery style. There 

is a precision to the festive satire that brings protest into the marketplace. Ironically, in hiring 

wits to appropriate and develop the rhetoric adopted by the Martinists, the bishops did not gain 

control of the debate. Rather, they temporarily allowed a liminal space to be created that moved 

beyond the traditional boundaries of authority and the home. In moving beyond Protestant-

humanist rhetoric to instead develop and revel in an exchange that is designed to inform, 

misinform, and entertain the reading public, the Marprelate controversy spoke to its readers in a 

 
25 Andrew Hadfield, Literature and Class: from the Peasant’s Revolt Until the French Revolution (Manchester: 

Manchester University Press, 2021), p. 13. See also Benedict Anderson, Imagined Communities: Reflections on 

the Origin and Spread of Nationalism (London: Verso, 1983). 
26 Hadfield notes how many writers, including Nashe, can be considered in relation to ‘shifting/unstable 

class positions’ and how ‘Class was a significant and obvious factor in the lives of most writers, 

structuring their relationship to everyday reality’ (p. 126). 
27 Hutson, Thomas Nashe in Context, p. 120 and esp. chapters 6 and 7. 
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way that could never be controlled fully by Elizabethan censorship. Where the Martinists 

subverted the licensing regulations, the anti-Martinists attempted to beat them at their own 

rhetorical game. Such satiric imagery would be echoed in the 1630s and early 1640s, where anti-

Laudian libels would figure the hapless archbishop as the devil incarnate, vomiting up books, 

eating the ears of those who criticised him, or being locked in a bird cage.28 

 

As well as echoing the Marprelate controversy, some adopted the persona of Marprelate or of 

the anti-Martinists as a way of directly responding to the religious and political climate of the 

mid-seventeenth century. In the 1640s (and in the Restoration), some of the Marprelate tracts 

were reprinted.29 This illustrates how remembrance of previous events can feed into the present: 

the Elizabethan past collides with the Stuart present and any sense of teleological or 

chronological difference collapses under the weight of contemporary anxieties regarding the 

place and function of church and state. Yet it also shows us the possibilities for satire to be 

recycled and reappropriated as a way of making sense of different political and cultural moments. 

Writing of the relationship between literary works, memory and culture, Astrid Erll notes how 

literary genres encode our understanding of cultural memory: ‘Literature’, Erll writes, ‘takes up 

existing patterns, shapes and transforms them, and feeds them back into memory culture’.30 

Genres too shape cultural memory and remembrance: 

 

Genres are also a method of dealing with challenges that is [sic.] faced a memory culture. 

In uncommon, difficult, or dangerous circumstances it is especially traditional or strongly 

conventionalized genres which writers draw upon in order to provide familiar and 

meaningful patterns of representation for experiences that would otherwise be hard to 

interpret. For example, in late-nineteenth-century British fictions of empire, the genre 

patterns of romance provided a ready format for dealing with colonial anxieties…By the 

same token, the emergence of new genres can also be understood as an answer to 

mnemonic challenges.31 

 
28 For discussions of anti-Laudian satires and visiual culture, see Helen Pierce, ‘Anti-Episcopacy and 

Graphic Satire in England, 1640-1645’, The Historical Journal, 4 (2004), 809-48; Rachel Willie, Sensing the 

visual (mis)representation of William Laud, SPELL: Swiss Papers in English Language and Literature, 34 (2017), 

183-210. 
29 Raymond, Pamphlets and Pamphleteering, p. 125, pp. 211-13 and pp. 365-68.  
30 Astrid Erll, Memory in Culture, translated by Sara B. Young (Basingstoke: Palgrave, 2011), p. 148. 
31 Erll, Memory in Culture, pp. 148-9. 
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Erll’s wide-ranging study provides a brief history of memory studies and its social, cultural, 

historiographical, material, and psychological institutions before turning to media and literature, 

but what I am most interested in here is how memory studies and literary studies can help us to 

understand the connections between the Marprelate controversy and later social and civil unrest. 

Dermot Cavanagh has traced three distinct phases of prose satire in the sixteenth century, 

starting with Erasmus’ Praise of Folly (1509; printed 1511 and translated into English by Thomas 

Chaloner in 1549), then Stephen Gosson’s The School of Abuse (1579) followed by Nashe, Christ’s 

Tears Over Jerusalem (1594) and The Unfortunate Traveller (1594).32 What emerges is ‘the capacity to 

scrutinize contemporary values is a crucial quality of sixteenth-century satire’, enabling it to 

interrogate received wisdom about the relationship between authority and morality.33 These 

intertextual and generic resonances illustrate how the prehistory of the Marprelate tracts was not 

only forged in the heat of religious controversies and polemical debate, but also in the literary 

forms that circulated in the sixteenth century. The long, stuffy polemics that provided the 

Martinists with fuel for their satirical pens were also not immune from colloquial and satiric 

flourishes: while many scholars have noted the dry tedium of John Bridge’s c. fifteen-hundred-

page Defence of the Government Established in the Church of Englande for Ecclesiasticall Matters (1587), 

Eric Vivier has drawn attention to how aspects of Marprelate rhetoric were indebted to the 

Defence, despite or perhaps because it was frequently ridiculed by the Martinists.34 The satire in 

these forms of writing thus clings to a type of literary tradition even as they break the decorum 

of public discourse: the Marprelate tracts are embedded within genre patterns well-established in 

prose even as they emerge as a form of radical political and doctrinal protest that is indebted to 

colloquial extemporizing derived from the stage and especially Tarlton’s jigs. The nebulous 

quality of the tracts within memory culture meant that, by the 1640s, the radicalism of 

Marprelate had become tradition and therefore could be used as a way of understanding Stuart 

controversies. Some Marprelate tracts were thus reissued and Thomas Nashe also made a ghostly 

appearance. 

 

The Ghosts of Nashe and of Marprelate in the 1640s 

 

 
32 Dermot Cavanagh, ‘Modes of Satire’, in The Oxford Handbook of English Prose, 1500-1640, ed. Andrew 

Hadfield (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2013), pp. 380-95. 
33 Cavanagh, ‘Modes of Satire’, p. 382. 
34 Eric D. Vivier, ‘John Bridges, Martin Marprelate, and the Rhetoric of Satire’, ELR , 44 (2014), 3-35. 
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When William Laud was appointed Archbishop of Canterbury in 1633, he began instigating 

unpopular reforms in church worship, which proved disastrous when he attempted to impose 

episcopal worship on Presbyterian Scotland. Tensions abounded until in 1639 the Bishops’ Wars 

broke out between Scotland and England. While the archbishop had the support of the king, he 

did not have the confidence of Parliament. In 1641 he was impeached and imprisoned in the 

tower of London. When discontent with Charles’s reign eventually led to the outbreak of civil 

war in 1642, Laud’s position became even more precarious and the hapless prelate was executed 

for treason in 1645.35  

 

This brief summary of Laud’s later career and death inevitably skips over much detail and offers 

no room for caveats, but I am mostly concerned with how Laudian reforms were perceived as 

bringing the Church of England closer to Catholicism, something that even the Pope Urban VIII 

seems to have recognized as, in 1633, he twice offered to make Laud a Cardinal.36 While Laud 

asserted his opposition to Roman Catholicism, his critics censured him for his ‘Catholic’ 

reforms: those opposed to Laud seized upon parallels between Whitgift’s endeavours at 

uniformity in the late sixteenth century and Laudian reforms in the mid-seventeenth century. 

Laud’s aim was to restore the Church to its ‘first Reformation’ and appealing to Elizabethan 

precedent allowed Laudian reforms to be packaged as a conservative return to the Church’s 

founding principles.37 Yet this also meant the types of satire used to attack Elizabethan reforms 

could be recycled to critique Laud. Both Laud and his detractors believed they were upholding 

the traditional values of the Church of England, even if the ultimate result of Laudian reforms 

meant that the fragile Jacobean consensus collapsed and ‘Elizabethan ecclesiastical tradition’ 

 
35 For biographies of Laud, see Charles Carlton, Archbishop William Laud (London: Routledge, 1987), 

Hugh Trevor Roper, Archbishop Laud. 3rd edn (Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 1988) and Anthony 

Milton’s ODNB entry ("Laud, William (1573–1645), archbishop of Canterbury." ODNB, (Oxford: 

Oxford University Press, 2009), 

https://www.oxforddnb.com/view/10.1093/ref:odnb/9780198614128.001.0001/odnb-9780198614128-

e-16112. 
36 William Laud, The history of the troubles and tryal of the Most Reverend Father in God and blessed martyr, William 

Laud, Lord Arch-Bishop of Canterbury wrote by himself during his imprisonment in the Tower; to which is prefixed the 

diary of his own life (London, 1695), sig. Gggg4v. 
37 Kenneth Fincham, ‘Episcopal Government, 1603-1640’, in The Early Stuart Church, 1603-1642, ed. 

Kenneth Fincham (Basingstoke: Macmillan, 1993), pp. 71-92 (pp. 77-80). 
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effectively became marginalised.38 A tension arose between two polarising factions that both laid 

claim to (and drew from) ecclesiastical and literary tradition as a means of asserting the integrity 

of their way of practising faith.  

 

The ghostly ventriloquised voice of Nashe was heard in these debates. John Taylor, in particular, 

revelled in his self-styled persona as inheritor of the Nashean mantle; one way he drew from 

Nashe was to appropriate the ghost of Nashe to be the authority figure who offers commentary 

on religious and political discontents. Taylor was not unique in producing tracts by the ghosts of 

dead figures: in the 1640s and ’50s, conversations were staged between the ghosts of Charles I, 

Oliver Cromwell, Thomas Wentworth Earl of Strafford, Henry VIII, and many more.39 Perhaps 

what makes Taylor’s ghost unique is that, in assuming the persona of Nashe, Taylor is appealing 

to literary authority rather than political authority. As Michelle O’Callaghan has argued in her 

reading of Taylor’s positioning of Thomas Coryate as a Gabriel Harvey to Taylor’s Nashe, the 

binaries between the learned scholar poet and the unlearned sculler or water poet (and between 

elite culture and popular culture) are not as clear as they may at first appear.40 This fluidity 

between ‘educated’ and ‘uneducated’, ‘popular’ and ‘elite’ is also present in how writers engaged 

with mid-seventeenth century politics. Taylor frequently references Nashe in his political 

commentaries as a way of asserting his textual and literary authority, and gains influence in print 

through constructing a connection between himself and the Elizabethan wit. This is, perhaps, 

most forcibly apparent in two tracts, Differing Worships, or The Oddes, Betweene some Knights Service 

and God’s. Or Tom Nash his Ghost, (the old Martin queller) newly rous’d, and is come to chide and take order 

with Non conformists, Schismatiques, Separatists, and Scandalous Libellers, and Crop-eare Curried, or Tom 

 
38 Anthony Milton, ‘The Church of England, Rome and the True Church: The Demise of a Jacobean 

Consensus’, in The Early Stuart Church, 1603-1642, ed. Kenneth Fincham (Basingstoke: Macmillan, 1993), 

pp. 187-210 (p. 203). 
39 For discussions of these, see, for example, Laura Lunger Knoppers, Constructing Cromwell: Ceremony, 

Portrait and Print, 1645-1661 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2000); Elizabeth Sauer, ‘Paper 

Contestations’ and Textual Communities in England, 1640-1675 (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2005); 

Raymond; Rachel Willie, Staging the Revolution: Drama, reinvention and history, 1647-72 (Manchester: 

Manchester University Press, 2015), pp. 52-79; Susan Wiseman, Drama and Politics in the English Civil War 

(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1998). 
40 Michelle O’Callaghan, ‘”Thomas the Scholer” versus “John the Sculler”: defining popular culture in the 

early Seventeenth Century’, in Literature and Popular Culture in Early Modern England, ed. Matthew Dimmock 

and Andrew Hadfield (Farnham: Ashgate, 2009), pp. 45-56. 



14 
 

Nash his Ghost. Printed in 1640 and 1644 respectively, these two texts establish a connection 

between Nashe and Taylor as a way of engaging with contemporary anxieties regarding church 

and state. Differing Worships defends episcopal worship and the Church of England against what is 

perceived as the twin evils of Catholicism and Presbyterianism. The pamphlet details kneeling in 

prayer and as part of worship, anointing with the sign of the cross in baptism, and the wearing of 

surplices by priests to argue that such displays of faith conform with the scriptures and the 

‘authentique old’ ways of practicing faith.41 The pamphlet criticises non-conformists who 

pretend to follow Calvinist doctrine but fail to grasp Calvin’s teachings. Far from adhering to 

Calvinism, proponents of ‘severe Geneva Anarchie’42 must learn humility and kneel to their God: 

 

Those unkneeling saucy Separatists 

Are often falsly called Calvinists: 

For master Calvin’s flat against their side; 

And they are all from his directions wide43  

 

Anabaptists, Presbyterians, and those practising the various other forms of Christianity that 

emerged in the mid seventeenth century are conflated under the umbrella title of ‘Schismatique 

Separatists’.44 Their failure to adhere to what the pamphlet identified as the traditional and 

authentic modes of worship as articulated by Richard Hooker, Whitgift and the canons and 

ordinances passed during the reigns of Elizabeth I and her successor to the English throne, 

James, is here attacked. Tellingly, Taylor refers to the separatists as holding ‘Amsterdamnable 

opinions’.45  

 

 
41 John Taylor, Differing Worships, or The Oddes, Betweene some Knights Service and God’s. Or Tom Nash his Ghost, 

(the old Martin queller) newly rous’d, and is come to chide and take order with Non conformists (London, 1640), sig. 

C2v. For a discussion of scurrilous protestant polemic across Europe in the sixteenth century, see Bevan 

Zlatar, Reformation Fictions. 
42 Differing Worships, sig. C3v. 
43 Differing Worships, sig. C2v. 
44 Differing Worships, sig. C3v. 
45 Differing Worships, sig. C4v.  
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According to a deposition of 1589, an unnamed Dutchman sold a printing press to John Penry, 

one of the Martinists.46 Many illicit books were printed in Amsterdam, including reprints of 

Elizabethan pamphlets.47 In his study of Dutch responses to the execution of Charles I in 1649, 

Helmer Helmers has illustrated how the relationships between the Low Countries and England 

were complex and close, binding each nation together in a political and cultural Anglo Dutch 

public sphere.48 Whereas later writers sought to establish a geographical connection between a 

paradoxical royalist republic and defeated royalists, here ‘Amsterdamnable opinions’ establishes a 

geographical and temporal connection between Martinists and later English and European non-

conformists where the Netherlands becomes the space for ecclesiastical sin. However, the 

pamphlet also turns its satire to Catholicism, asserting that Catholics are equally blameworthy as 

they have moved away from the true tenets of Christianity: 

 

The Romish Church was Right, for many yeares, 

Till (’mongst the wheat) the Envious men sow’d tares: 

Wherefore we first began to leave her quite, 

When shee began to mingle wrong with right49  

 
46 A breiffe of the Depositions allredy taken, touching the printing and publishing of Martins  

Libelles, and of the supposed Author thereof. Lambeth Palace Fairhurst Papers MS 3470, fols. 105-06. 

Transcription available: The Martin Marprelate Press: A Documentary History, ed. Joseph Black (University of 

Massachusetts Amherst), https://people.umass.edu/marprelate/documentfifteen.html 
47 Raymond, Pamphlets and Pamphleteering, pp. 179-81; David Como offers a corrective to some received 

wisdom that links the prominent Leveller Richard Overton’s works (perhaps especially his use of the 

‘ghosts’ of Martin and Margery Marprelate), printed on the Cloppenburg Press to the Cloppenburg 

bookselling dynasty in Amsterdam. Nevertheless, many illicit and scurrilous materials were printed in 

Amsterdam and smuggled into England. See David R. Como, ‘Secret Printing, the Crisis of 1640, and the 

Origins of Civil War Radicalism’, Past & Present, 196 (2007), 37-82.  
48 Helmer Helmers, The Royalist Republic: Literature, Politics, and Religion in the Anglo-Dutch Public Sphere, 1639–

1660 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2015). Esther van Raamsdonk takes a complementary 

approach, focusing on how Dutch influences and connections anchor canonical English writers within a 

European framework (van Raamsdonk, Milton, Marvell, and the Dutch Republic (London: Routledge, 2021)) 

and collaborations between Dutch and English speakers in the medieval and early modern period, and the 

influence of Dutch migrants on English literary culture has been examined in Sjoerd Levelt and Ad 

Putter, North Sea Crossings: The Literary Heritage of Anglo-Dutch Relations 1066–1688 (Oxford: Bodleian 

Library, 2021).  
49 Differing Worships, sig. C4v. 
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In this reading, the Church of England becomes a way of sanitising Catholicism of the 

corruption that has gradually infiltrated its offices. Kneeling and making the sign of the cross in 

baptism are therefore rightfully used as part of church worship by good Christians, despite the 

long association with Catholicism of these forms of ritual. Although the wearing of the surplice 

by those in holy orders is, in the pamphlet, presented as a ‘Romish’ invention, it is sanitised of 

this association because ‘when the Church was in her prime perfection, / This vestment was 

ordain’d by good direction,’.50 The colour white’s biblical associations with purity and the 

surplice’s connection to early Christian martyrs means that, contrary to what those opposed to 

Laud’s ‘Catholicising’ of the Church of England may think, his reforms enable the Church to 

negotiate safely what are perceived to be the twin evils of non-conformism and Catholicism. 

 

In making these claims, Taylor is making assertions about the public nature of worship. Church 

ritual is called into question and Taylor firmly sides with Laude and projects himself as the 

upholder of tradition. By invoking the memory of Nashe and of the Marprelate controversy, 

Taylor is underpinning this sense of being the gatekeeper of the authentic church by suggesting 

that the Church of England is in constant need of a textual bodyguard. Nashe served this 

function in the previous generation and Taylor is both the inheritor and the guardian of this kind 

of engagement with ecclesiastical politics; Taylor becomes the protector of true governance in 

church and state. Four years later, Taylor was to make this role more emphatic with the 

publication of Crop-Eare Curried. Here, we see a shift from the focus upon church reforms to 

offer censure and commentary upon parliamentarian concerns. The eponymous ‘Crop-Eare’ who 

finds himself curried is William Prynne. Eleven years previously, Prynne had offended the court 

through the publication of his lengthy anti-stage play diatribe Histriomatix as the crown had read 

it as a covert attack on Henrietta Maria and her ladies in waiting who performed amateur 

dramatics at court.51 For his efforts, Prynne was duly fined, imprisoned, had his tongue split and 

his ears cropped. From the tower, a sympathetic jailor kindly helped Prynne to continue 

circulating his texts. This earned Prynne a branding and further mutilation of his ears. The 

punishment of Prynne was judged by many contemporaries as too severe and public outcry – 

 
50 Differing Worships, sig. D3r. 
51 Martin Butler, Theatre and Crisis, 1632-1642 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1984), p. 84. 
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including satires against Laud – was a contributory factor in the archbishop’s downfall.52 Taylor, 

however, presents Prynne as a far from sympathetic figure.  

 

The title page to Crop-Eare Curried asserts that it serves the function of mutilating Prynne’s text in 

a similar manner to which the Crown set about relieving the lawyer of his ears: 

 

Crop-Eare Curried. Or Tom Nash His Ghost, Declaring the pruning of Prinnes 

two last Parricidicall Pamphlets, being 92 Sheets in Quarto, wherein the one of 

them he stretch’d the Soveraigne Power of Parliament; in the other, his new-

found way of opening the counterfeit Great Seale.53   

 

Here, Prynne’s tracts are dismissed because Prynne’s writing assumes Parliament holds authority. 

The sheer length of Prynne’s texts becomes a means of ridiculing him and reducing his 

significance and the intellectual integrity of his arguments. However, far from pruning the text, 

the title page then goes on to advertise that the rebuttal takes the form of ‘a short survey and ani-

mad-versions of some of his falsities, fooleries, non-sense blasphemies’.54 Contradictions abound 

as Taylor insists that he is both cropping Prynne’s text and appropriating the format of the 

lengthy animadversion to engage with, and refute, Prynne’s arguments. Yet Taylor is selective in 

his recourse to Prynne and the animadversion proves a fragmentary and incomplete rebuttal of 

Prynne’s text. Loosely connecting to the appropriation of Menippean discourse and under the 

supervision of Nashe’s ghost, Taylor subverts the generic conventions of the animadversion and 

in so doing negates the lengthy prose style of Prynne. 

 

 
52 For a contemporary account, see John Rushworth, Historical Collections From The Year 1628 to the Year 

1638, Abrid’d and Improv’d. vol. 2 (London, 1706), sigs. V3r-V3v. 
53 John Taylor, Crop-Eare Curried. Or Tom Nash His Ghost, Declaring the pruning of Prinnes two last Parricidicall 

Pamphlets, being 92 Sheets in Quarto, wherein the one of them he stretch’d the Soveraigne Power of Parliament; in the 

other, his new-found way of opening the counterfeit Great Seale (1644), title page [sig. A1r]. Crop-Eare Curried 

appears to be a revision or reprint under a different title of an earlier pamphlet, though only a fragment of 

this earlier pamphlet appears to have survived. See Tom Nash his ghost: or The currying of crop-eare. The pruining 

of Prinnes prurient parricidicall pamphlets wherein he stretch'd the soveraigne prower of Parliaments and his new found way 

of opening the Great Seal (London, 1643). 
54 Crop-Eare Curried, title page. 
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Nashe’s ghost does not only serve as the persona through which the rebuttal is served. The 

pamphlet echoes and inverts the opening of Shakespeare’s Richard III by setting the scene ‘In this 

Mad, Sad, Cold Winter of discontent’.55 Such a scene is ripe for spectral hauntings and what, in 

this volume, Christopher Salamone terms the ‘spectral threat of satire’.56 The spectre of 

Marprelate also haunts the tract: as Joad Raymond notes, in Crop-Eare Curried, Taylor identifies 

‘Elizabethan contention over reformed church government’ and the Marprelate controversy as 

marking the origins of pamphlet wars in the mid seventeenth century.57 Taylor marries allusion 

to the stage with textual spectres as the apparition of Nashe implores for a rebuttal of Prynne’s 

work: 

 

Concerning William Prinne, he hath lately write two damnable and detestable 

Books, stuft with as much Hipocrysie Villany, Rebellion and Treason as the 

Malice of the Divill, and his own mischievous braine could invent…Jack (kind 

Jack) I Conjure three to take this Railing fellow in hand, look upon his wicked 

works, view his villanies, squeeze the Quintessence of his eighty and odde sheets 

of printed Confusion into 12 leaves in Quarto, that the abominable charge or his 

worthlesse high priz’d Volumes (at ten or twelve shillings) may by thee be 

Epitomized, Abreviated, and Curtall’d in Bulk, and price to six-pence a peece. 

Fear not, go on Boldly. I will leave my Genius with thee, which shall Inspire thee, 

and infuse into thee such Terrible, Torturing, Tormenting, Termagant flames and 

flashes as shall Firk, Ferret and force Prinne and his partners run quite out of that 

little wit that is left them, and desperately save the Hangman a Labour, farewell.58 

 

Central to the notorious quarrel between Nashe and Harvey was a sense that literary discernment 

had broken down.59 In Pierce Penniless (1592), Nash laments how ‘every grosse braind Idiot is 

suffered to come into print’ while scholars are unable to earn a living by the pen.60 Prynne’s 

sulphur-riddled books, infused with devilish art, would seem to be further example of how an 

 
55 Crop-Eare Curried, sig. A2r.  
56 Christopher Salamone, ‘Thomas Nashe and his terrors of the afterlife’, see p. xxx. 
57 Raymond, Pamphlets and Pamphleteering, p. 27. 
58 Crop-Eare Curried, sig. A3r. 
59 For an in-depth discussion of Nashe, and the persona of Pierce Pennilesse in relation to literary 

discrimination, value and the quarrel between Nashe and Harvey, see Fallon, Paper Monsters, chapter 4. 
60 Thomas Nashe, Pierce Penilesse his supplication to the diuell. (London, 1592), sig. A1v.  
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indiscriminate reading public has been infected with detestable books. Prynne’s books are ‘stuft’, 

implying a lack of discernment by the author to regulate their prose in part due to their diabolical 

muse. But this conversation between the quick and the dead, where the ghostly Nashe ‘conjures’ 

the living Taylor to vanquish Prynne, suggests Prynne is not the only writer to be influenced by 

devilish art. The abrasive and alliterative infusing of Taylor with Nashe’s ‘Genius’ to drive Prynne 

and his associates to a painful death before they can be executed for treason suggests a desire to 

restore literary order to print, yet, ultimately, this decorum is negated through one ‘railing fellow’ 

being replaced by another.  

      

 A ghostly Nashe thus lays down the gauntlet to Taylor. Nashe’s pseudo-absence facilitates a 

textual presence when Taylor is handed the Nashean authorial identity and voice to truncate and 

refute Prynne’s pamphlets.61 By rendering Prynne’s prose into cheap print, Taylor will negate its 

market value and transform it from costly tome to an ephemeral text. However, this also means 

that Prynne’s words will be more readily available to a wider audience through its broader 

circulation in the marketplace. Far from diminishing the importance of Prynne’s pamphlets, 

Taylor’s glosses add a sense of urgency to the tracts and enforce the view that they are a matter 

for public debate. 

 

In dismissing Prynne’s arguments, Taylor looks to the past as a way of supporting his refutations. 

Yet again, precedence, tradition and biblical exegesis are invoked as a way of challenging Prynne. 

The dual epistemological stalwarts of tradition and the Bible become a means of verifying the 

credibility (or lack thereof) of Prynne’s arguments, but Nashe’s presence lends the text a literary 

authority that draws Taylor’s work into Nashe’s literary canon even as, rhetorically, Taylor’s texts 

are distinctly unNashean in style. This is further emphasised by the prophecy upon which the 

tract ends. Not content with refuting the claims of the ‘running-witted, rolling-headed, raling-

tongu’d, rattle-brain’d Roundhead’, Taylor foretells ‘The king shall prevail in the end’.62 

Conflating early modern cosmographical truths with classical mythology and the current political 

moment, Taylor imagines a future where Prynne (presented as the offspring of a Centaur) and 

his ilk are thwarted. Past, present, future and the mythological all conjoin as Taylor seeks to gain 

 
61 For more on the Derridean impulses that underpin the rhetorical figuration of the author, see 

Salamone, ‘Thomas Nashe and his terrors of the afterlife’ pp. xxx. See also Kate De Rycker, ‘Thomas 

Nashe and the virtual community of English writers’ pp. xxx 
62 Crop-Eare Curried, sig. E4r. 



20 
 

a textual victory over critics of the king. However, Taylor also alludes to the commercial nature 

of the printed word: 

 

and although Lilbourne the Libeller, or a Mushroom hatched by this blazing star in 

the blacke Night of sedition, and that sincere upright verst man Withers with the 

rest of the Rabble of railing Poets be retained in fee by the Rebells to write 

weekly Lyes for them: yet Tom Nash his Ghost returning to this Charon, with 

some distilled wilde-fire-water in an inke-horne, shall provide such a whip for this 

proud Horse, such a Bridle for this senseless Asse, and such a rod for this mad 

fooles backe, as shall tame Cerberus 63 

 

Harking back to the kinds of insult throwing that became a characteristic of the Marprelate 

controversy and the Nashean grotesque, Taylor renders those who write for the parliamentarians 

as deformed beasts. Taylor fulfils the function of detractor, but only until Nashe’s ghost rises 

again. With his ‘wilde-fire-water’ – possibly an allusion to the rumour that Nashe drank aqua 

vitae with gunpowder to ‘inspire his malicious spirit with rayling matter’64 – Nashe will tame the 

beast of sedition and mete out painful punishments through instilling the pen with a railing 

voice. Nashe thus becomes the order-restoring focal point of the narrative, but ‘wilde-fire-water 

in an inke-horne’ also focusses attention on the physicality of writing and the capacity for it to be 

a messy and error-fuelled activity where words are deliberately scratched out or accidentally 

blotted out through ink spills. Inkhorn additionally suggests inkhornism, or a love of pedantic 

language infused with neologism.65  The inkhorn evokes a scholarly industry that seems to be at 

odds with the marketplace, which is further underscored by the reference to the ‘Rabble of 

railing poets’ being in the employ of parliament. Mercantile transactions underpin the production 

and reproduction of these texts, but this in turn reminds the reading public through inference 

that Nashe’s interventions in the Marprelate controversy were also commissioned.  

 

The pamphlet thus begins by staging a visitation by Nashe’s ghost and ends with a prophecy that 

Nashe’s spirit will return to spar with the king’s adversaries. Such representations assert Nashe’s 

 
63 Crop-Eare Curried, sigs. F1r-F1v. 
64 William Vaughan, The Newlanders cure Aswell of those violent sicknesses which distemper most minds in these latter 

days (London, 1630), sig. B2v. 
65 Miriam Jacobson, Barbarous Antiquity: Reorienting the Past in the Poetry of Early Modern England 

(Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2014), pp. 30-31. 
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considerable textual authority. In being constructed as an authority figure, this representation of 

Nashe becomes a means of establishing a connection between Civil War concerns and the past, 

but in lacking physicality within the corporeal world, the textual apparition is not tied to current 

affairs and can therefore also be used to imagine a future where the parliamentarians have been 

defeated. Tradition and prophecy conjoin to assert the integrity of the royalist cause. The fact 

that parliamentarian writers also looked to precedent as a means of asserting their position does 

not negate this. Rather, it emphasises the plurality of voice and textual performances as the 

authority of Nashe’s literary persona is affirmed.  

 

To varying degrees, Nashe becomes the focal point of anxieties regarding how to construct 

satirical images of those in conflict with church and crown. This is further emphasised by an 

anonymous tract, printed first in York and then in London around 1642. As with Taylor’s 

pamphlets, Tom Nash his Ghost affords Nashe textual authority in the past and the present. In the 

pamphlet, Nashe appears before ‘Anabaptists, Libertines and Brownists’ and remonstrates with 

them regarding their rejection of the Book of Common Prayer.66 Directly alluding to the 

Marprelate controversy, the tract establishes a teleological connection between Martinist error 

and anti-Laudian strife. However, the text is also prefaced with a poem that directly engages with 

the textual/spectral Tom Nash’s lack of physical form: 

 

I am a Ghost, and Ghosts doe feare no Lawes; 

Nor doe they care for popular Applause: 

I liv’d a Poet poore, long time agoe; 

And (living a poore Poet) I dy’d so. 

… 

In those dayes, we had desperate madmen here, 

Who did the Queene, State, Church and Kingdom jeere. 

And now a Crew are up as wise as those 

Who do all Rule and Government oppose. 

In those dayes I did bring those men in frame; 

An not my Ghost is come to doe the same67  

 
66 Tom Nash his Ghost. To the three scurvy Fellowes of the upstart Family of the Snuffleers, Rufflers and shufflers; the 

thrice Treble-troublesome Scufflers in the church and State, the onlye Lay Ecclesi-Ass, I call Generallissimos. (London, 

1642), title page [sig. A1r]. 
67 Tom Nash his Ghost, sig. A1v, italics inverted. 
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Nashe thus comes to harangue the inheritors of Martinist strife. The textual warfare occurs 

because discontents with the Caroline church and state are believed to directly echo Elizabethan 

controversy. Nashe’s experiences of the Marprelate controversy mean he is depicted as having 

special insights that can only aid his successors in refuting latter-day Martinists. However, the 

opening couplet asserts that Nashe holds authority beyond that afforded to him as a poster boy 

of the Marprelate controversy. Nashe may trouble himself with Caroline affairs, but he is not 

troubled by concerns of the corporeal. Since he no longer inhabits a place in the material world, 

neither the law nor a desire to gain popularity from the reading public can inhibit his words. 

Unlike living critics, the ghostly Nashe is presented as being able to write pamphlets comprising 

universal truths and unbiased appraisals of ecclesiastical and state controversy. The pamphlet 

speaks to cultural memory and claims its veracity through ventriloquizing Nashe and by blending 

the political events of the dead poet’s past with the anonymous living author’s present. 

 

A sweet Satyrick vain? 

 

In the opening to God and Mammon (1646) Samuel Sheppard reflects on the power of words. 

Echoing an invocation to the muses, Sheppard seeks ‘purpose’ to ‘inspire’ his mind. Listing 

various rhetorical strategies to combat hypocrisy, ‘a sweet Satyrick vain’ is called upon, but one 

that is ‘Better then ere flow’d from the quill of Nash’.68 Once again, the persona of Nashe is 

invoked, but here Nashe is presented as someone whose prose is to be emulated and surpassed. 

Whereas the ghost pamphlets assert Nashe’s prominence as the universal truth-sayer and slayer 

of the kinds of folly that breeds discontent within the body politic, Sheppard resituates Nashe as 

a writer with his own distinct voice. Conversely, the ghost narratives assert that, post-mortem, 

Nashe has no definable place in the public realm and this affords him a privileged position. 

However, this very attempt to eschew publics becomes a form of performativity that reaffirms 

the drama of print and Nashe’s Tarltonizing wit. By actively engaging with contemporary 

debates, these texts embrace textual performativity, railing, and invective. Ultimately, John 

Taylor’s pamphlets may be more indebted to Marprelate than to Nashe stylistically, but in giving 

Nashe’s apparition a voice, later writers (to reshape Erll’s observations) took up Nashe’s 

 
68 S[amuel] S[heppard], God and Mammon. Or No Fellowship betwixt Light and Darknesse, the Supersitious and 

True Woshipper (London, 1646), sig. A2r. See also Lena Liapi’s essay in this volume on Nashe’s 

posthumous reception as a satirist (Liapi, ‘“When prints are set on work, with Greens & Nashes”: 

Nashe’s “popularity” revisited’ pp. xx). 
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rhetorical patterns, reshaped and transformed them, before feeding them back onto the page and 

into memory culture.  


