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Introduction

During the English Renaissance, the rhetoric of water played a fundamental role in the shaping of

British national identity under the Stuart courts of James I and Charles I. On the one hand, thanks to

the geographical discoveries of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, England opened itself to a

new maritime,  colonial,  and commercial  policy  of  expansionism,  while,  on the  other  hand,  its

insular  nature  identified  itself  with  a  secluded  iconography  of  national  identity,  shaped  by  its

chorography and by its rich internal system of rivers. The aim of this dissertation is to investigate

the aesthetic, political and symbolical implications of water in Stuart court masques (1603-1642), in

the light of the relationship between the visual and the verbal dimensions.

Among  Renaissance  festivals,  Stuart  masques  were  a  private  form  of  court  spectacle

organized for the king and a select audience within the physical space of the court, aimed at the

celebration  of  the  power  of  monarchical  absolutism.  Particularly  after  the  introduction  of  the

perspective stage, the king, sitting at the centre of the scene, was both the main spectator and the

main  spectacle  of  the  show.  The  masque  is  among  the  stage-forms  that  most  exploited and

overcame  the conflict  between art  and nature.  The antimasque,  with its  professional  actors and

actual speeches, preceded and was opposed to the iconic and almost mute impersonation of court

members, who showed themselves as in some sort of tableaux vivants. This conflict was dissolved

and resolved in the achievement of order and harmony in the final revels, during which audience

and masquers mingled,  coalescing the two opposite  dimensions of reality  and fiction.  Masques

displayed complex sceneries and stage devices, along with rich and elaborate costumes. Besides the

prevalence  of  their  symbolic,  allegorical  and figurative  dimensions,  they  engaged the  audience

using several sensory channels, thus giving space to theoretical speculations on the relationship of

13



art and nature and on the exploitation of both the active and passive role of the viewer/spectator.

Court spectacles are better understood, and their meaning is better grasped, when observed as

an ensemble of events and not as isolated occasions. Masques were often included in groups of

civic/court shows organized around a specific occasion – weddings, royal entries, ambassadorial

receptions or investitures – and according to a common plan. At times scholars have tried to state

the superiority of the court dimension over the civic one, but the complexity of the meanings and

functions of these entertainments lies precisely in the dialectic they establish among themselves,

either in public or private contexts.

In  Stuart  Britain,  water  conveyed  different  and,  at  times,  conflicting  images  of  national

identity: the sea that surrounds Britain was perceived as the natural defence from external political

and cultural threats, whereas its internal rivers constituted its chorographic, commercial, religious,

and royal arteries. At the same time, water could be seen as an instrument of knowledge in being the

outbound path towards geographical discovery and colonial enterprises and its symbolism covered a

wide range of religious, political and aesthetic dimensions as a cosmological element of life and

agent  of  purification.  The  human  control  of  water,  implied  in  the  technical  and  metaphysical

enquiries of the Renaissance, translated itself into the dialectic between art and science and gardens

in  particular  concentrated  the  two major  aspects  of  the  development  of  hydraulic  engineering:

technical  civilization  and Neoplatonism.  Water,  real  and artificial,  was  a  pervasive  presence  in

masques, both as an element of the stage settings and as a literary topos. 

Moving from the methodological approach of cultural, comparative and reception studies,

this work presents a literary reading of images related to water (seas, rivers, hydraulic gardens and

navigation), as expressed in both poetry and stage settings (painting, architecture, mechanical and

hydraulic devices) in the light of the English and European Renaissance interest in and curiosity for

water's scientific, alchemical, geopolitical and aesthetic dimensions. Furthermore, the occasional

nature of court spectacles testifies to the plurality of positions and attitudes towards national identity

within the Jacobean and Caroline courts: this particular thematic analysis proves to be a fascinating

and fertile vantage point for the reconstruction of the simultaneous reception of aquatic patterns in

masques from the point of view of the audience, that is to say of the different members of the royal

family  present  at  the  performances,  each  one  of  them  taken  in  their  roles  as  masques'

commissioners, receivers, and protagonists.

Part I of this dissertation aims at setting the theoretical and critical basis for such an enquiry.

Chapter I is a survey of literary criticism on Stuart court masques in order to illustrate their main

political,  literary,  and  aesthetic  aspects,  and  offers  a  combined  methodology  of  cultural  and

audience studies. Chapter II, in its turn, offers an overview of themes, symbolisms and aesthetic
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occurrences linked with water in the English Renaissance and inserts Stuart court Masques into the

context of European and continental aquatic festivals.

Part II analyses water images and symbolisms in four main case-studies, arranged in groups

of four cycles of Jacobean and Caroline masques, chosen according to a chronological, formal and

thematic structure. Chapter III focuses on the creation of the Prince of Wales (1610), in order to

demonstrate that the events organised for the occasion formed what can be considered as a proper

Renaissance aquatic festival, that combines both civic and court shows: a land and a water pageant

(R. Amerie's  Chester's Triumph in Honour of her Prince and A. Munday's,  London's Love to the

Royal Prince Henrie), a masque (S. Daniel's Tethys' Festival), and a naumachia. Chapter IV deals

with the shows of 1624-1625 (Ben Jonson's  Neptune's Triumph for the Return of Albion and The

Fortunate Isles and their Union) that close the Jacobean masquing season and represent a bridge

between the reigns – and the masques – of James I and Charles I.  Chapter V investigates Ben

Jonson's Love's Triumph through Callipolis and Chloridia, two masques that, both staged in 1631,

open and introduce the main formal and aesthetic patterns of the Caroline masquing season, while

coinciding  as  well  with  the  poet's  last  involvement  in  court  shows  and  with  the  end  of  his

collaboration  with the  architect  Inigo Jones.  Finally,  William Davenant's  Britannia  Triumphans

(1638) is the object of Chapter VI and is  analysed in the light of a wider Caroline festival,  in

relation to the launch of Charles's royal vessel ‘The Sovereign of the Seas’ (1637) and the river

reception of a Moroccan Embassy in 1637.
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Chapter I

‘Spectacles with light and motion’.

An Overview of Literary Studies on the Stuart Court Masque

‘These things are but toys, to come amongst such serious observations’.
An Overview of Literary Studies on the Stuart Court Masque

Helen Watanabe O’Kelly effectively defines  European Renaissance court  and civic  festivals  by

dividing  them into  ceremonies  and  spectacles,  split  accordingly  between  a  public  and  a  civic

dimension:

Ceremonies are those events which do not just demonstrate power relations in symbolic fashion,
but which actually bring power structures into being. […] The very efficacy of these public
ceremonies  resides in  their  being public,  in the  fact  that  they are witnessed by the people.
Spectacles, on the other hand, are theatrical events. […]. These are representations of the nature
of power, their theme often the bringing of order out of chaos, whether the chaos is caused by
evil forces from without, or by the operation of ungoverned passions within the ruler himself.1

The categorization offered by Mulryne and Goldring starts from a general assumption, that

refers not only to the Renaissance but is still valid in the present time, that the public and private

spheres stand in a sort of consequential relationship to each other: “while ceremonies create power

structures, […] spectacles act them out and present them symbolically, often showing how they can

1 H. Watanabe O’Kelly, “Early Modern European Festivals – Politics and Performance, Event and Record” in
J.R.  Mulryne  and  E.  Goldring  (eds.),  Court  Festivals  of  the  European  Renaissance.  Art,  Politics  and
Performance, Farnham, Ashgate, 2002, p. 15.

19



better operate”.2 

Masques were generally performed on Christmas and Twelfth Night in the private space of

the court, namely Whitehall and the other main royal palaces, such as Somerset House, Greenwich

and Hampton Court, and can be ascribed to the category of spectacles: commissioned by the king

and other members of the royal family, who often also performed them, these shows combined

acting and dancing. Stuart masques can be tracked across an imaginary chronological and aesthetic

line that goes from Samuel Daniel's The Vision of the Twelve Goddesses (1603) to the very last of

Whitehall festivals, William Davenant's Salmacida Spolia (1640).3 

Despite the fact that some masques, especially but not exclusively on occasion of the visit of

a member of the royal family, were staged in private environments outside the court, such as noble

households and the Inns of Court, it  can be argued that Stuart masques were eminently a court

phenomenon, both from a physical and symbolical point of view. Developing, on the one hand,

from Tudor festivities – especially those pertaining to the reign of Henry VIII and to the tradition of

Elizabeth's Accession Day tilts, and from Scotland's own festival history – and, on the other hand,

from the tradition of continental festivals, masques configured themselves as royal entertainments

strongly linked with the Stuart court and with its alignment with continental absolutist monarchies.4

The reigns  of  James  I  and Charles  I  somehow constituted  a  combined entity  against  both  the

Elizabethan age that preceded them and the protectorate and the restored courts that came next. This

sort  of  inward  and  cultural  identity  was  mirrored  by  the  masque as  a  genre:  while  the  major

innovations that  masques brought  re-emerged and developed in the Restoration drama (both in

terms of stage devices and from the point of view of a multidimensional nature of the show, leading

to the hybrid genre of opera), Stuart masques somehow died with the beheading of Charles I. When

Charles  II  opened  the  theatres  again,  pageants  and  court  entertainments  abounded,  but  they

2 Ivi, p. 16.
3 Although there  were  other  entertainments prior  to  Daniel's  masque,  The Vision  of  the  Twelve  Goddesses

remains the first Stuart masque whose text survives. Likewise, other masques were performed after Salmacida
Spolia, but not within Whitehall.

4 See R. Strong,  Art and Power: Renaissance Festivals 1450-1569, Berkley, University of California Press,
1984. Strong's seminal study first appeared in 1974 with the title  Splendour at Court.  Besides Strong, on
European Renaissance festivals, see, among others, J. Mulryne and M. Shewring (eds.),  Italian Renaissance
Festivals and their European Influence, Lewiston, Edwin Mellon Press, 2002; J. Mulryne and M. Shrewing
(eds.),  Court  Festivals  of  the  European  Renaissance,  cit.;  J.  Mulryne  and  M.  Shrewing  (eds.),  Europa
Triumphans:  Court  and  Civic  Spectacles  in  Early  Modern  Europe,  Farnham Surrey,  Ashgate, 2004;  M.
Shewring and L. Briggs (eds.), Waterborne Pageants and Festivities in the Renaissance: Essays in Honour of
J.R. Mulryne, Farnham, Surrey, Ashgate, 2013. On English festivals, tournaments and pageantry in particular,
see also: S. Anglo, Spectacle, Pageantry, and Early Tudor Policy, Oxford, Clarendon Press, (1969) 1997; A.
Young,  Tudor  and  Jacobean Tournaments,  Madison,  University  of  Wisconsin,  Sheridan  House,  1987;  J.
Mulryne and M. Shewring (eds.),  Theatre and Government under the Early Stuarts, Cambridge, Cambridge
University Press, 1993. Henceforth bibliographical lists in footnotes will be given in chronological order.
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developed into something different from the masques of the early Stuart courts.5

Although the occasional aspect of masques has always been self-evident, it can be observed

that, as a literary genre, they have not benefited from great consideration until the last century: even

Francis Bacon, first-hand witness and author himself of court shows, defined them as “toys”.6 After

the  last  performance  of  Salmacida  Spolia in  1640,  masques  were  viewed  with  a  certain

embarrassment,  and gradually  disappeared  from literary  theory  and criticism.  In  the  nineteenth

century,  they  obliquely  re-emerged  in  John  Nichols's  publication  of  Jacobean  progresses  and

entertainments,7 but it was not until the twentieth century that, with the advent of cultural studies

and New Historicism, masques started to be considered as a form of art and as a literary genre

autonomous  and  aesthetically  defined  that  could  be  legitimately  ascribed  to  the  tradition  of

Renaissance festivals.

In a study published in 2008, Martin Butler outlines a helpful overview on the history of the

literary criticism devoted to Stuart court masques in the twentieth century,8 detecting three main

tendencies developed during the 1950s and 1960s in the early reading of masques as literature

(Orgel, Goldberg), iconography (Gordon) and works of art (Strong).9 To these, Luren Shohet also

5 In comparing the Stuart Masque to previous festival traditions in England, Martin Butler observes that: “It
would be misleading to represent the Stuart masque as the culmination of a continuous, quasi-evolutionary
process. There was no steady flowering as the form of festival was dictated by the changing social, economic,
and political requirements of the court. […] James and Charles on the other hand were prepared at lavish
substantial sums of festivity and to exploit its potential for political statement. The masque developed as their
preferred form primarily because of its ritual and almost mystical dimensions: it celebrated the dignity of the
prince and choreographed the court into an act of homage to his magical centrality”. M. Butler, “Private and
Occasional  Drama”  in  A.R.  Branmuller,  M.  Hattenway  (eds.),  The  Cambridge  Companion  to  English
Renaissance  Drama,  Cambridge,  Cambridge  University  Press,  1990,  pp.127-159,  p.  136.  For  a  general
account  on  Restoration  drama,  see,  among  others,  L.  Innocenti,  La  Scena  Trasformata:  Adattamenti
Neoclassici di Shakespeare,  Firenze, Sansoni, 1985; S.J. Owen (ed.), A Companion to Restoration Drama,
Oxford, Blackwell, 2001; M. Sestito, La Restaurazione e il Settecento, Roma, Carocci, 2002; On the influence
of the Stuart court masque on Restoration drama, see in particular, D. Lewcock, Sir William Davenant, the
Court Masque and the English Seventeenth-century scenic stage, New York, Cambria Press, 2008. 

6 “These things are but toys, to come amongst such serious observations. But yet, since princes will have such
things, it is better they should be graced with elegancy than doubed with cost”, Francis Bacon, “Of Masques
and Triumphs”, in Id.,  The Essays or Counsels Civil and Moral, edited by Brian Vickers, Oxford, Oxford
University Press, 1999, p. 88.

7 J.  Nichols,  The  Progresses,  Processions,  and  Magnificent  Festivities  of  King  James  the  First,  his  royal
consort,  family,  and  court;  collected  from  original  manuscripts,  scarce  pamphlets,  corporation  records,
parochial registers. Illustrated with notes, historical, topographical, biographical, and bibliographical , New
York, Franklin, London, Society of Antiquaries, 1828, 4 vols.

8 M. Butler,  The Stuart Court Masque and Political Culture, Cambridge, Cambridge University Press, 2008.
The  volume partially  re-unites  and re-elaborates  the  results  of  several  studies  carried  on by Butler  over
decades.

9 S. Orgel,  The Jonsonian Masque, Cambridge, Harvard University Press, 1965; Id.,  The Illusion of Power:
Political Theater in the English Renaissance, Berkeley; Los Angeles; London, University of California Press,
1975;  J.  Goldberg,  James  I  and  the  Politics  of  Literature.  Jonson,  Shakespeare,  Donne  and  their
Contemporaries,  Stanford,  Stanford  University  Press,  1989;  D.J.  Gordon,  The  Renaissance  Imagination:
Essays and Lectures. Edited by S. Orgel, Berkley, University of California Press, 1975. Roy Strong, Art and
Power,  cit.;  the catalogue of designs by Inigo Jones, compiled and co-authored by Stephen Orgel and R.
Strong is also of ground-breaking and seminal importance: S. Orgel, R. Strong, Inigo Jones: The Theatre of
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adds the new historicist scholars that from the 1980s have also investigated Stuart court masques,

such as Graham Perry and R.M. Smuts.10 As Shohet summarises, “with New Historicism's intense

focus in the 1980s and 1990s on how aesthetics and politics underwrite  one another,  the court

masque became a synecdoche of Stuart culture […]: a fascinating emblem of ways that art and

statecraft  articulate  and  maintain  one  another's  conditions  of  possibility”.11 Later  criticism

developed  certain  counter-currents  which  addressed,  on  the  one  hand,  the  masque  as  “less

monolithically royalist”,12 and on the other hand, the circumstances of masques' performance within

a wider historical context, though, Butler comments, restricted to field-studies.13 

Orgel and Strong, in particular, underlined the major political value of masques, stressing the

privacy of the court environment. More recently, however, Barroll has noted the peculiarity of the

Stuart courts, pointing out the opposition between mixed monarchies and more monolithic powers

by  observing  how  Whitehall  was,  to  some  extent,  more  centralised  when  compared  to  other

European courts.14 Its economic and financial weaknesses increased the role of the aristocracy and

financial  elites and the court  became therefore the main point of contact between the king and

England's social groups, thus giving masques a particularly sensitive public role:

Masques were performed before comparatively small  audiences and were usually seen only
once. They did not, then, function as political propaganda and information management in the
way in which we understand those things today. Nonetheless, their spectators were drawn from
the social elites from which the crown chose its officials and magistrates, who sat in parliament,
and channelled royal authority into the realm at large. They were thus an important point of
contact between the crown and its political class, cementing their bonds of loyalty and outlook.
At  the  same time,  masque nights  were an opportunity for  honouring the representatives  of
foreign powers, whether extraordinary ambassadors, who were temporarily present at Whitehall,
or resident ambassadors who acted as their countries' representatives throughout the year.15

the Stuart Court, Berkeley, University of California press, 1972, 2 vols.
10 G. Parry, The Golden Age Restor'd: The Culture of the Stuart Court, New York, St Martin's Press, 1981; R.M.

Smuts Court Culture and the Origins of a Royalist Tradition in Early Stuart England, Philadelphia, University
of Pennsylvania Press, 1987.

11 L. Shohet, Reading Masques: the English Masque and Public Culture in the Seventeenth Century , New York,
Oxford University Press, 2010, p. 3. 

12 L. Shohet,  op.cit.,  p. 4. Both Shohet and Butler quote, among others, David Lindley,  The Court  Masque
Manchester, Manchester University Press, 1984; Kevin Sharpe,  Criticism and Compliment: the Politics of
Literature in the England of Charles I,  Cambridge, Cambridge University Press, 1987; J.R. Mulryne,  M.
Shewring (eds.), Theatre and Government under the Early Stuarts, cit., D. Bevingon, P. Holbrook (eds.), The
Politics of the Stuart Court Masque, Cambridge, Cambridge University Press, 1998; C. McManus, Women on
the Renaissance Stage. Anna of Denmark and Female Masquing in the Stuart Court 1590-1619, Manchester,
Manchester  University  Press,  2002;  Id.  (ed.), Women  and  Culture  at  the  Courts  of  the  Stuart  Queens,
Basingstoke, Palgrave Macmillan, 2003; J. Leeds Barroll,  Anna of Denmark, Queen of England: a Cultural
Biography, Philadelphia,  University of Pennsylvania Press, 2001. More recently,  James Knowles has also
published a monograph on the political context of Stuart masques, see J. Knowles,  Politics and Political
Culture in the Court Masque, Basingstoke, Palgrave, 2015.

13 M. Butler, The Stuart Court Masque and Political Culture, cit., p. 12.
14 See L. Barroll, op. cit., p. 2.
15 M. Butler, The Stuart Court Masque and Political Culture, cit., p. 2.
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In  similar  words,  Shohet  defines  court  boundaries  as  “permeable”,  a  characteristic  that

permitted that “even the most elite court masques were discussed, and their scripts were circulated,

well  beyond the  court”.16 Since  private  reading has  a  fundamental  role  in  the  formulation  and

shaping of public culture,17 the complexity of the process of monarchic self-fashioning through

court spectacles is made even more evident by the role that masques acquired when they crossed the

threshold of the court in print form:

In  seventeenth-century  England,  masques  were  indeed  read.  Masques  often  were  printed,
frequently  in  inexpensive  quartos,  and  often  reprinted.  Others  survive  in  manuscript.
Furthermore,  calibrating  our  notion  of  what  constitutes  a  masque  “text”  to  early  modern
understandings of masques, which can include song, dance, or “social text” […] in addition to
its  poetry,  reveals  yet  more  masque  “publication”  in  the  sense  of  “making  public”.  Print
masques'  circulation  indicates  their  participation  in  the  emergent  modes  of  reading  that
produce early public culture in Britain.18

Jerzy Limon provides a similar definition of the masque as a form of “courtly behaviour” of

both  masquers  and  audiences.19 The  monarchs  who  impersonated  mythological  characters  in

masques  pursued  a  political  agenda  of  self-fashioning  and  the  physical  space  that  spectators

occupied, in terms of distance from the king and, as a consequence, from the perspective stage,

acted out their social role within the court. The masque, thus, both shaped and was shaped by court

behaviour, functioning as “a manifestation of the concrete behaviour of its particular authors and as

a reflection of the codes by which behaviour is shaped, and it reflects upon these codes”.20 The

obvious theoretical assumption behind Limon's reading of the masque lies in the definitions of self-

fashioning and, above all, of theatricality as a codified conduct of Renaissance courts, as theorised

by Stephen Greenblatt:

Theatricality,  in  the  sense  of  both  disguise  and  histrionic  self-representation,  arose  from
conditions common to almost all Renaissance courts: a group of men and women alienated
from the customary roles and revolving uneasily around a center of power, a constant struggle
for recognition and attention, and a virtually fetishistic emphasis upon manner. The manuals of

16 L. Shohet, op. cit., p. 5.
17 For a definition of “public sphere” see J. Habermas, The Structural Transformation of the Public Sphere. An

Inquiry into a Category of Bourgeois Society, Enlg. trans. Thomas Burger, Cambridge, Mass., MIT Press,
1989. Shohet suggests that, in Habermas's terms, the function of printed masque can be compared to that of
religious polemic and scientific discourse, in the light of the analysis explored in D. Zaret, “Religion, Science,
and Printing in the Public Spheres in in Seventeenth-Century England”, in C. Calhoun (ed.),  Habermas and
the Public Sphere, Cambridge, Mass., MIT Press, 1992, pp. 212-35, and in A. Johns, The Nature of the Book:
Print and Knowledge in the Making, Chicago, University of Chicago Press, 1998. see L. Shohet, op. cit., p.
14.

18 Ibid.
19 J. Limon, The Masque of the Stuart Culture, Newark, University of Delaware Press, 1990, pp. 93-104.
20 Ivi, p. 93.
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court behavior which became popular in the sixteenth century are essentially handbooks for
actors, practical guides for a society whose members were nearly always on stage.21

Butler resumes the political reading of masques from both the old school interpretation of

private courtly dynamics led by Orgel and Strong, and its later re-adaptation into a more public-

concerned  perspective,  and  tracks  court  masques  according  to  a  chronological  index  of  Stuart

political  consciousness  that  can  be  summed  up  into  six  main  steps:  the  early  Jacobean

preoccupation  with  the  Union  of  England  and  Scotland  (c.  1603-1608);22 the  ideological

uncertainties around Prince Henry and the Palatine Wedding (1609-1613]); the factional rivalries of

mid-reign (c. 1613-1617); the polarization brought on by the European war (1617-1625), Charles I's

setting of the state on new footing (c.1627-1629); and, finally, the way in which the failure of the

Scottish rule and the catastrophic consequences for England put festivities under strain in the 1630s.

Butler defines the identity of the Stuart court  as “complex”: in terms of geographical spaces,

the royal  palaces were divided into the king's  and the queen's  households,  creating almost  two

different courts within the court. Both Caroline and Jacobean monarchies were really plural entities

since,  for  the  first  time  after  Elizabeth  I,  they  were  composed  by/of  proper  families,  and  the

“polycentric” nature of the court extended to courtiers outside the royal families as well:23

Unlike Elizabeth, James and Charles had families, and their consorts and children maintained
separate households, with their own estates, officials, and companions. A large part of the two
queens'  time  was  spent  at  Somerset  House  and Greenwich,  and  their  establishments  were
institutionally  distinct.  Each  had  a  hierarchy  of  officers  that  mirrored  their  husbands'
households, and each fostered a separate cultural identity, through patronage, friendships and
personal style. […] Beyond the royal family, favourites and powerful courtiers often acquired
their own followings too.24

Neil Cuddy summarises different entities that  contemporary definitions of ‘court’ implied

during the Stuart reigns:

21 S. Greenblatt, Renaissance Self-Fashioning: From More to Shakespeare, Chicago and London, University of
Chicago Press, 1980, p. 162.

22 As suggested by Kevin Curran, who follows the lead of R.C. Munden, from here on the capitalised term
Union will be used to indicate whatever refers to “King James's political project of merging England and
Scotland into one kingdom”, while in any other circumstance the term will be used in the lower-case form.
See K. Curran, Marriage, Performance and Politics at the Jacobean Court, Farhnam, Surrey, Ashgate, 2009,
p. 4; R.C. Munden, “James I and ‘The Growth of Mutual Distrust’: Kings, Commons and Reform 1603-1604”
in K. Sharpe (ed.), Faction and Parliament: Essays on Early Stuart History , Oxford, Oxford University Press,
1978, pp. 43-72.

23 In  defining  the  Stuart  court  as  ‘polycentric’,  Butler  quotes  from  James  Knowles.  See,  in  particular,  J.
Knowles,  “The  ‘Running  masque’ recovered:  a  masque  for  the  marquess  of  Buckingham (c.  1619-20)”,
English Manuscript Studies, 8 (2000), p. 81. On the thin boundaries between Court and City, see also R.M.
Smuts, op. cit. 

24 M. Butler, Stuart Court Masque and Political Culture, cit., p. 20.
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Contemporaries sometimes used the term ‘court’ to describe the permanent complex of palaces,
government departments, and aristocratic town houses, in Westminster and the West End of London;
to refer  to  a political  grouping,  in  Parliament (especially  after  1660);  to  refer  to  a  complex of
attitudes, as post-revisionists have pointed out; or to describe ways of behaving (‘court manners’).
But when employed like this, the word was being used with the imprecision of general usage, or of
the political outsider. There was also a precise contemporary usage, however, employed by insiders,
and arising directly from the institutional realities. ‘The Court’ was where the King was – at a
palace, a royal hunting lodge, at one of his greater subjects' country seats, or even lodged at a inn or
on board a ship.25

According to Cuddy, the royal court proper thus was limited to the three historical divisions

of ‘Household’, ‘Chamber’ and ‘Bed Chamber’: 

And by 1603,  the  ‘institutional’ structure of  the  royal  Court  proper  was  already established  as
consisting of three divisions: the Household, under the Board of Greencloth; the Chamber, under the
Lord Chamberlain;  and the Bedchamber,  under the Groom of the Stool-First  Gentlemen of the
Bedchamber. […] Queens and princes also inhabited what resembled, in structure though not in size
or opulence, satellite ‘courts’: but even if those members of the royal family had a secure hold on
the royal affection (which in fact they often did not), what they could offer independently to suitors
was dwarfed by the patronage and power at the direct disposal of the monarch.26

Butler  also  observes  the  importance  of  constantly  relating  the  court  to  the  city:  not

infrequently court festivals spilt into public space, and, often, they represented the king's reaction to

or his position on public events and the same happened with the entertainments organised  for the

king – or the queen – when they travelled the country.27 Finally, the European aspect of the masque

is  worthy  of  consideration  on  both  political  and  aesthetic  grounds.  As  a  matter  of  fact,  some

masques were commissioned by the king, but some others were presented to the monarch by other

royal  or  courtly  agents,  engaging in  a  conversation  with  the  crown in  the  presence  of  foreign

ambassadors and representatives:

Unlike other Stuart cultural forms, masquing always had a European aspect, either explicit or
implied.  Masques were events  on the world stage,  intended for  foreign consumption,  their
imagery putting the Stuarts in competition with Habsburg and Bourbon, and signalling their

25 N. Cuddy, “Reinventing a Monarchy: the Changing Structure and Political Function of the Stuart Court, 1603-
88”, in E. Cruickshanks (ed.),  The Stuart Courts, Stroud, Goustershire, Sutton Publishing, 2000, pp. 59-85,
pp. 62-63.

26 Ibid.
27 On civic pageants and on their relationship with masques, see, among others, J. Knowles, “The Spectacle of

the Realm: Civic Consciousness, Rhetoric and Ritual in Early Modern England”, in J.R. Mulryne and M.
Shewring (eds.),  Theatre and Government under the Early Stuart,  cit.,  pp. 157-189; N.E. Wright, “‘Rival
Traditions’: Civic and Courtly Ceremonies in Jacobean London”, in D. Bevington and P. Holbrook (eds.), The
Politics of the Stuart Court Masque,  cit.,  pp. 197-217; D. Bergeron,  Practising Renaissance Scholarship:
Plays and Pageants, Patrons and Politics, Pittsburgh, Duquesne University Press, 2000; Id.,  English Civic
Pageantry. 1558- 1642. Revised Edition, Medieval and Renaissance Texts and Studies, 2003; I.W. Archer,
“City and  Court  Connected:  the Material  Dimensions  of  Royal  Ceremonial,  ca.  1480-1625”,  Huntington
Library Quarterly, vol. 71, n. 1, March 2008, pp. 157-179; T. Hill, Pageantry and Power: A cultural History
of the Early Modern Lord Mayor’s Show 1585-1639, Manchester, Manchester University Press, 2010.
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desire to be global players. Their emphasis on peace and stability was implicitly comparative,
for it underlines the Stuarts' international standing and the values they espoused.28

The  self-fashioned  image  of  peace  that  the  court  promulgated  through  masques  was  not

uncomplicated:  James's  identification  with  King  Solomon,  celebrated  in  Rubens'  depiction  on

Whitehall's  ceiling,  mediated between religious  and continental  alignments  on the verge  of  the

Thirty Years war. But contradictions emerged in the masques that celebrated Prince Henry, eager to

go  to  war,  and  those  related  to  the  Palatine  wedding  between  Princess  Elizabeth  and  Prince

Frederick of the Rhine, a political alliance that put England closer to the Protestant faction. 

As for Charles I, he tried to manage all these contradictions inherited from his father’s reign by

wishing to take a step into the European political dialogue, but refusing active military participation

at the same time. As Butler observes, “Stuart festivity was thus caught in an almost impossible

double bind. The desire to promote Britain as a power to be reckoned with internationally was at

odds with the ideology of peace and stability which, for domestic reasons, the Stuarts also needed to

underwrite”.29

‘More remoued mysteries’.
The Masque as Literature: Words vs Staging

European Renaissance festivals survived soon after the performance only in the form of records,

that usually worked as accounts of court and state events or as calendars and sources for future

entertainments of the same type, and, eventually, they gave the exegetical coordinates for the show

they reported:

First, festivals are state events and as such have a place in the records as much as battles or
treatises. Second, they must be recorded as part of the tradition of the court that stages them.
Since festivals are one of the ways in which a court articulates an iconography for itself which it
elaborates down to generations,  each court  builds up its  own archive of record of previous
festivals, which it draws on when planning the next one. Third, the official account sets down
and explicates the political programme of the festival as depicted in the official iconography of
that festival […]. Fourth, the festival must be recorded so that the official account can be sent to

28 M. Butler,  Stuart Court Masque and Political Culture,  cit., p. 28. “Furthermore, the masques' emphasis on
ceremony, royal glory and courtly elegance suited the purposes of two monarchs whose attitude towards the
dynastic and religious conflicts of Europe was unpopularly pro-Spanish or at best neutral, pacific, and non-
interventionist. In strong contrast with the often militantly Protestant and nationalist tone of Elizabethan tilts,
the lauding in many Stuart masques of England's peace and separateness from a war-torn Europe marks a
significant  political  as  well  as  artistic  departure.  The  masques  ushered  the  Stuarts  into  an  international
community by cultivating the visual and political language of pan-European absolutism”. Id., “Private and
Occasional Drama”, cit., pp. 136-137.

29 Ivi, p. 28-29.
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other courts.30

There is an evident discrepancy between the actual performance of the festival and its record

which varies according to many factors, such as authors, addressees, or printing environment, while

the real performance cannot ever, by any means, be totally retrieved:

 

Thus any modern scholarly discussion of festivals  must  of  necessity  concern itself  with the
means by which a festival has been recorded […]. Our view of them is mediated by the official
view of the festival which the organising court has given us. We can never discuss the actual
festival. We are always discussing the records of that festival.31

Stephen Orgel’s early studies disentangle the problem of defining a form of the masque as

genre by analysing the works of Ben Jonson as the most prolific author of masques and the one who

is most self-aware and concerned with masques' literary identity. Although it is impossible to divide

the spectacular part of the show from the poetry recited by the actors, and vice versa, since they

both depend on the occasional nature of masques, according to Jonson it is literature that gives unity

to the form:

In considering the Jonsonian masque as a literary form, on the one hand, and as an occasional
entertainment, on the other, we are not dealing with two aspects of the same thing. The masques
were commissioned to be produced once or  twice or,  in  rare  cases,  three  times,  at  a  great
expense for a relatively small and select audience; but the poet makes no apology for the fact
that his spectacles are determined by the requirements of that audience. […]. The unity was
achieved by making occasional necessities into crucial elements of structure […]. But more
profoundly than this, the unity was achieved by treating the masque as literature. Jonson went
far  beyond  his  predecessors,  ultimately  making  of  the  masque  what  he  and  a  few  other
playwrights had also made of the drama: a work whose text was no longer dependent on its
production.32

The Jonsonian masque in particular can be split into three major parts, that is to say the anti-

masque, a peculiar Jonsonian innovation that displays a chaotic, satirical or ironic world, acted out

by professional actors,33 the proper masque, mainly danced and allegorically embodied by masquers

who are often members of the royal family, and the final revels, where masquers and audience

dance together, resolving the conflictual narrative presented in the two previous moments:

Before 1612, [the antimasque] was characterised by grotesquerie or melodrama. But from the

30 H. Watanabe O’Kelly, “Early Modern European Festivals – Politics and Performance, Event and Record” in
J.R. Mulryne and E. Goldring (eds.), Court Festivals of the European Renaissance, cit., p. 17.

31 Ivi, p. 20.
32 S. Orgel, The Jonsonian Masque, cit., pp. 62-63.
33 For an in-depth analysis of further social and political functions of the antimasque, see, among others: H.

Craig, “Jonson, the Antimasque and the Rules of Flattery”, in D. Bevington, P. Hobrook,  The Politics of
Stuart Court Masques, cit., pp. 176-196.
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fantastic witches of The Masque of Queens (1609) and the delicate indecorousness of Oberon's
satyrs  (1611),  Jonson turned gradually for  his  antimasques to  the  material  of  his  plays,  to
“comedy, personal satire, and topical allusion,” which his Oxford editors call “disintegrating
attractions”, but which will be found at the center of Jonson's greatest masques. The antimasque
world was a world of particularity and mutability – of accidents; the masque world was one of
ideal abstractions and eternal verities.34

Moreover, and most interestingly, Orgel defines and stresses the importance of a ‘poetic of

space’ determined by the fundamental role of the perspective stage that defines the relations of

power enacted in the text,  since the “location of the royal seat was determined by the laws of

optics”:35

As in the royal productions at Whitehall, it is perspective that defines the audience. At court,
only the king has a perfect seat. But every spectator in this ampitheater views one (and only
one) perfect perspective. The central experience of drama at court, then, involved not simply
the action of the play, but the interaction between the play and the monarch, and the structured
organization of the other spectators around him.36

Likewise,  Orgel  identifies  the  revels  as  a  crucial  moment  of  conflation  of  the  worlds  of

fantasy and reality, previously personified by actors and masquers, who did not belong to the same

category of performers:

The clicmatic moment of the masque was nearly always the same: the fiction opened outward to
include the whole court, as masquers descended from pageant car or stage and took partners
from the  audience.  What  the  noble  spectator  watched,  he  ultimately  became.  The  greatest
problems in such a form are posed by protocol. Masquers are not actors; a lady or a gentleman
participating in a masque remains a lady or a gentleman, and is not released from the obligation
of observing all the complex rules of behavior at court. The king and queen dance in masques
because dancing is the perquisite of every lady and gentleman. But playing a part, becoming an
actor or actress, constitutes an impersonation, a lie, a denial of the true self. […]. For speaking
roles, therefore, professionals had to be used, and this meant that the form, composite by nature,
was in addition divided between players and masquers, actors and dancers.37

In a later essay, Orgel revises the strict identification between aesthetics and politics in the

masque,38 and, as a matter of fact, Butler observes that the limits of Orgel's early conception of the

34 S. Orgel, The Jonsonian Masque, cit., pp. 72-73.
35 S. Orgel, The Illusion of Power, cit., p. 14. 
36 Ivi, pp. 11-14.
37 Ivi, pp. 39-40.
38 In 1998 Orgel explored the dynamics of self-affirmation on the one hand, and of negotiation on the other

hand, between Jonson and his  role  as  coterie  poet,  and Queen Anna,  Prince Henry,  King James and the
Countess of Bedford as different patrons, and reformulated his previous assumption that masques should be
seen as “genuine collaborations” between patrons and artists: “The Jacobean years were good ones for Jonson
as  a  court  poet.  He  maintained  both  his  place  and  his  self-esteem  through  a  finely  poised  rhetoric  of
hyperbolic compliment, including as much self-aggrandizement as praise of his patrons. […] Court masques
were […] on the one hand, royal utterances, and on the other, scholarship, philosophy and poetry. As such
they validated both Jonson's social place, his authority to speak for the monarch, and his literary credentials,
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masque can be summarised in an excessive homologation of the genre – which can be valid for a

single author, namely Jonson, but masques were written by many other poets – and a sometimes

misleading insistence on the absolute primacy of the king's gaze.39 Despite the undeniable symbolic

value of the perspective stage, optical relationships, as Butler argues, are not always so stable in

practice. Furthermore, John Orrell  maintains that Inigo Jones handled perspective more flexibly

than first appearances might suggest.40 At the same time, Russell West insists that the perspective

stage created relationships of exclusion between the king and the rest of the audience, since the

perspective stage isolated the monarch to a monocular vision, especially in the case of James I, who

never performed actively: “Although the royal gaze was ubiquitous, it could never be the evening's

sum total”.41 West's position, seconded by Butler, can be further questioned by considering that,

despite his not acting in masques, the king was often addressed in fictional terms and that, by virtue

of this passive allegorical agency, he could also change the course of the plot.42 

Jonathan  Goldberg  focuses  more  directly  on  the  masque's  textuality,  starting  from  the

assumption that cultural forms do not merely reproduce, but actively shape the power structures of

the societies to which they belong to the point that “language and politics – broadly construed – are

mutually constitutive”.43 According to Goldberg, the masque itself and the king watching it “bear a

single meaning”, and Butler, seconded by Curran,44 judges this reading of masques as limited by

such a rigid assumption on the politics of the period that makes “masques seem stereotypical by

adopting a one-dimensional view of Jacobean history, attributing an unrealistic political uniformity

to the period, and failing to take account of historical change”.45 

Jerzy Limon defines the masque conceived as a text under three different aspects. He first

distinguishes  between  two  main  categories  of  sources,  sometimes  both  present  but  not  always

coinciding  in  the  case  of  every  single  masque:  manuscripts  and  printed  editions.  Manuscript

versions were usually written before the performance, while printed editions appeared after it and

the presence,  recurrence,  and tradition of  printed masques  testifies  to  the increasing value that

his authority to speak for the ages. They were, in short, not only texts, but subtexts”. S. Orgel, “Marginal
Jonson”, in D. Bevington, P. Holbrook (eds.), The Politics of the Stuart Court Masque, cit., pp. 144-175, pp.
151; 168-169. 

39 M. Butler, The Stuart Court Masque and Political Culture, cit., p. 14.
40 J. Orrell,  The Human Stage: English  Theatre Design, 1567-1640, Cambridge, Cambridge University Press,

1988, pp. 228-244.
41 M.  Butler,  The Stuart  Court  Masque  and  Political  Culture,  cit.,  p.  15.  See  also  R.  West,  “Perplexive

Perspectives: The Stuart Court and Contestation in the Jacobean Masque”,  The Seventeenth Century, 18:1,
2003, pp. 25-43.

42 The stage and floor plan for Floriméne gives a perfect idea of the spatial organization of the masque. See plate
1.

43 J. Goldberg, op. cit., p 57.
44 K. Curran, op. cit., pp 11-13.
45 Ivi, p. 4.
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audiences  progressively  conferred  on  the  show and,  therefore,  to  the  development  of  a  proper

literary tradition. As a matter of fact, Limon adds, when thinking and talking about a masque, it is

necessary to always consider that it exists in two different dimensions: the past performance and the

surviving text. Whereas Orgel, as already stated, considers them as two sides of the same coin,

Limon treats performance and text, from a semiotic point of view, as two distinct identities and

accordingly  outlines  three  definitions  of  the  masque:  the  “ur-masque”,  the  “masque-in-

performance”, and the “literary masque”.46

The first one consists of a “pre-text” that could exist in written form, or simply in the mind of

the single or many inventors, such as the poet, the architect, the musician and the choreographer: a

“syncretic scenario of the performance” that “was not the creation of a single person and did not

have to be written down”.47 When manuscripts of this kind survive, they are obviously related to

drama, and they can be recognised by stage directions appearing in the present or future tense. The

second  definition  is  that  of  “masque-in-perfomance”,  and  it  also  pertains  to  the  category  of

manuscripts: it elaborately describes the performance, but at the same time “it does not exist and

can never  be retrieved”,48 since the  verbal  translation excludes  the  acting,  the dancing and the

music, elements that words can only describe. The third category of masque is the printed edition,

that Limon defines as the “literary masque” and consists of “the text of the masque that has been

preserved until  this  century in  printed  form”.49 Limon observes  that,  even though the  dramatic

performance may be of a literary type,  this  kind of text is  always non-dramatic.  As mentioned

before, printed editions testify to the development of a literary tradition and they can be ascribed to

the genre of the European books of festival, with which they share a variable degree of reliability.

As a matter of fact, both James I and Charles I had the power to censure both the performance and

the publication of masques, and there can be observed a development into two phases in the printing

of masques that moves from a journalistic tendency, with a detailed description of sceneries, to a

more literary-concerned exploitation of the genre:

At any rate, the examples above make it clear that every description is an interpretation of the
particular elements of the actual performance. Paradoxically, the lack of description is also an
interpretation, for it eliminates those elements of the production that, from the writer's point of

46 “By the term masque I mean two different phenomena. The first is the literary masque as a type of text that
has survived in print or manuscript to the twentieth century. The second is the masque-in-performance, a
theatrical text that can only be reconstructed on the basis of surviving contemporary sources”. J. Limon,  op.
cit., p. 8. Limon's distinction between ‘literary’ and ‘theatrical’ derives from his conviction that theatre and
literature are “two distinct systems”. Ibid. Although Limon's position can be discussed, the categorization he
offers in his study may be helpful, at least from the point of view of terminology.

47 J. Limon, op. cit., p. 20.
48 Ivi, p. 23.
49 Ibid.
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view,  are  not  significant  to  his  literary purpose.  If  one treats the postperfomance text  as an
accurate account of the spectacle, then it is natural to make the descriptive parts longer and more
detailed, often to the point where they dominate the whole text. If, on the other hand, one treats
this text as an autonomous literary work, then the tendency is to select only these elements of the
spectacle that are useful materials for the construction of a literary work. If this work is to retain
its initially poetic character, it is natural to keep down the length of prose descriptions.50

The two kinds of records described above refer to the same contents, but vary in the way in

which they present them, with sensible consequences on the self-perception and self-awareness of

the masques – and of their authors – as a literary genre: 

The first tendency will lead to basically journalistic accounts […]; the second may lead to the
creation of  literary works.  In  the  first  type the allegorical,  or  symbolical,  meanings will  be
expounded, which to a large extent deprives the text of its many layers of meaning, that is of its
poetic function; in the other type the poetic function will be preserved, which allows one to treat
these texts as literary texts as literary works in their own right.51

Since the king had active or passive agency within the development of the argument of the

masque,  Limon  argues  that  all  the  masques-in-performance should  be  treated  as  a  whole  text,

suggesting an association between masques and emblems, in the light of some examples of court-art

that translated the philosophy of the king:52

It  is  the king's  eye or his mind that  is  equipped with supernatural  powers  that  enable  the
context of his “book” to appear in the magical box. Thus the model of the universe created in
the masque […] is based on the concept of the world as a book, or a text, being a projection of
the king's mind. This also implies that the masque is a theatrical transmutation of a book and
may therefore be treated as a text about a text. […] In this sense the masques presented at the
Stuart court may, and perhaps should, be treated as one text,  being the projection of royal
wisdom.53

Despite  being limited  to  the  theories  he illustrates  in  his  study,  and despite  the  fact  that

perhaps at times it can be labelled as simplistic, Limon’s set of definitions can be a useful starting

point that will be recalled during the course of the present study, at least in terms of the terminology

of ‘masque-as-text’ and ‘masque-in-perfomance’.

50 Ivi, pp. 40-41.
51 Ibid.
52 Limon  quotes,  for  instance,  Henry  Peacham's  transposition  of  James  I'  treatise  on  the  divine  nature  of

sovereignty,  Basilikon Doron, into an emblem book, or Ruben's decoration of the ceiling of Whitehall, that
according to Roy Strong, is another transposition of the same text. Ivi, p. 85.

53 Ibid.
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‘O Showes! Showes! Mighty Showes! / The eloquence of Masques!’
The Masque as Work of Art: Iconography and Materiality

Masques were “theatrical without being intrinsically dramatic”:54 their narrative plot was rather a

pretext for the dancing that took longer than the rest of the show. The appearance of the masquers in

the central  section of the show (the ‘main masque’)55 was generally preceded by a preliminary

scene,  known  as  the  antimasque,  in  its  turn  usually  introduced  by  a  poem or  song,  and  was

concluded by an epilogue:

In  the  Stuart  masque  the  theatrical  dimension  is  much  elaborated.  The  hall  where  the
entertainment  takes  place  is  set  up  as  a  theatre,  and  a  quasi-dramatic  fiction  explains  the
appearance of the masquers in their appointed roles, and envelopes the entire action, including
the social dancing (known as the 'revels'). A preliminary episode called the 'antimasque' (there
might be more than one of these) leads into the masque proper or 'main masque', and serves
both as an exposition and a contrast. At its fullest extent the structure comprises an introductory
poetic  dialogue (perhaps  including  song),  one  or  more antimasques,  the  main  masque,  the
revels (sometimes punctuated by song), and an epilogue as the masquers withdraw to the stage,
from which they have descended to dance their set pieces and join in the revels.56

There was a fundamental distinction in the formal roles of professional actors and masquers

because, on a regular basis, only the former ones delivered spoken parts in the antimasque, while

masquers, who were usually members of the court, were mute. The reason was not simply technical

but  rather  social  and political,  since  it  was  silence  that  legitimised  the  presence  of  both  royal

members and women on the stage, a practice otherwise considered inappropriate, if not immoral.57

On the contrary, the allegorical display of masquers as tableaux vivants, in the tradition of morality

plays and mummings, as well  as European pageants, made it possible to detect static segments

within the diachronic development of the show, associating masques with a more visual rather than

a verbal entertainment. 

One of the main differences between public and court theatres in the Renaissance was the

54 J. Peacock,  The Stage Designs of Inigo Jones.  The European Context,  Cambridge,  Cambridge University
Press, 1995, p. 4.

55 “The word ‘masque’ could still be applied to the central part alone of the elaborate structure which bore the
same name – the part where the masquers appeared in their splendid costumes, performed their rehearsed
dances, and then danced with the spectators”. Ivi, p. 2.

56 Ibid.
57 The presence in the Stuart court of an acting queen (Henrietta Maria) surrounded by acting ladies became

precisely one of the main targets of William Prynne's  Hystriomastix, a Puritan treatise published in 1631
against the lascivious practices of Renaissance theatre. Henrietta Maria is generally considered as a fore-
running and ground-breaking figure in the process of accession of women to the stage before Charles II gave
official permission to women to act in public and private theatres: Aurelian Townshend's  Tempe Restored
(1635) probably featured the first female singer on the English stage and the queen's ladies reportedly gained
spoken parts  in  pastorals  arranged and staged by,  for  and with the queen herself.  See,  among others,  S.
Tomlinson, “She that Plays the King: Henrietta Maria and the Threat of the Actress in Caroline Culture”, in G.
MacMullan (ed.), The Politics of Tragicomedy: Shakespeare and After, London Routledge, 1991, pp. 189-207.
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latter’s  use of complex sceneries  and costumes,  mainly because of the much greater  economic

disposition of the court in financing them. This difference does not imply that the former is less

visual than the latter since, as Orgel explains, the whole of Elizabethan theatre can be considered as

a verbal medium and acting a rhetorical means by which “the Renaissance actor did not merely

imitate  action,  he  persuaded  the  audience  through  speech  and  gesture  of  the  meaning  of  the

action”.58 However, for Renaissance theorists moving from Aristotle's  Poetics, drama is a form of

poetry whose medium is spectacle.  The antithesis  between the verbal and the visual applied to

Renaissance  drama  in  order  to  contrast  court  theatre  with  public  theatre,  with  the  former

supplanting  the  latter  by  substituting  images  with  words,  is  artificially  superimposed  from  a

contemporary point of view, while Renaissance theatre was, and should always be considered as,

visual and verbal at the same time: 

The distinction, then, between “verbal” theatres and “visual” theatres in this period is a false
one. Both the Globe and court theater were spectacular, both were highly rhetorical; the visual
and verbal  emphasis in no way excluded each other.  In fact,  if  we look at  plays that  were
specifically written to be produced with scenes and machines,  we shall  find them far more
elaborately rhetorical than plays for the public stage.59

It is the adjustment of the scene and of the audience according to the rules of optics, applied

by introducing the perspective scene that marked the real difference between public theatres and the

setting of the court masque. By observing the plan for the staging of Florimène, a French pastoral

show commissioned by and performed for Queen Henrietta Maria in 1635, Orgel describes the

spatial relationship between the front part of the scene, with its fixed narrative, and the back part,

where the mechanical machines changed backdrops and scenery: 

The  front  part  of  the  stage,  then,  consisted  of  a  fixed  setting;  within  this  area  the  actors
performed. The back part, however, was an enormously versatile scenic machine […]. All this
was concealed by a curtain as the audience took their places. No house lights were dimmed to
begin the performance; the spectators' own costumes and jewels were part of the show.60

Court masques were a form of art because they took part of all the grammar of court self-

fashioning and formed “an indispensable part of the courtly celebration of any extraordinary event,

whether  personal,  social,  or  political  –  a  royal  marriage,  the  visit  of  a  foreign  dignitary,  the

conclusion of a treaty”.61 This aesthetic and symbolic mechanism of self-fashioning, labelled by

58 Orgel, The Illusion of Power, cit., p. 17
59 Ivi, p. 19.
60 Ivi, pp. 29-30.
61 Ivi, p. 39.
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Jerzy Limon as a “liturgy of state”,62 leads the discussion on masques towards the relationship

between the masque and its audience. The interaction between the masque and its spectators was

first  of  all  determined  by  spatial  relationships  and,  from  an  architectonic  point  of  view,  the

allegorical  and  symbolic  nature  of  masques  was  underlined  by  the  presence  of  a  proscenium,

indispensable for a perspective stage, working as the frame of a painting:

To begin with, perspective settings require a proscenium, a frame at the front of the stage […].
But a frame does more than separate the viewer from the scene. It also directs his attention and
provides  a  context  for  the  action it  contains.  […] A framed painting  is  possessed,  limited,
defined; and what it depicts becomes an epitome, life in miniature and under control. So it is
with a framed stage, the theater created and possessed by its audience.63

According to Erwin Panofsky, the theories by Giordano Bruno and Nicholas of Cusa on the

definition of space as endless and geometric made it possible for artists, on an epistemological

level, to project space into the depth of a picture by means of the use of perspective in painting.64

Starting from this assumption, Jerzy Limon observes that the use of perspective and stage machines

aligns  the  masque  with  a  certain  tradition  of Renaissance  art,  characterised  by  a  strong

epistemological and scientific dimension: “To understand the mathematics and geometry of space

and the  physical  laws  of  optics  meant  that  one  might  gain  insight  into  the  very  nature  of  the

universe and of God. In this way art could gain a scientific dimension”.65 According to a widespread

assumption regarding the Renaissance theory of the universe, man mirrors the perfection of the

universe and God along the path of a graded chain of beings,66 and the same relationship between

microcosm and macrocosm is applied by Roy Strong in his reading of court festivals as fictional

dimensions in which man gains all the power and control over destiny in an ideal and idealised

world:

If I had to define the Renaissance court fête in relation to the prince, I would say that its
fundamental objective was power conceived as art. The fête enabled the ruler and his court to
assimilate themselves momentarily to their heroic exemplars. For a time they actually became
‘ideas’ which they were but terrestrial reflections. The world of the court fête is an ideal one in
which nature, ordered and controlled, has all dangerous potentialities removed. In the court
festival,  the Renaissance belief in man's ability to control his own destiny and harness the
natural  resource  of  the  universe  find  their  most  extreme  assertion.  In  their  astounding
transformations,  which defeat  magic,  defy time and gravity,  evoke and dispel  the seasons,
banish darkness and summon light, draw down even the very influences of the stars from the

62 J. Limon, op. cit., p. 62.
63 Orgel, The Illusion of Power, cit., pp. 20-21.
64 See E. Panofsky, Perspektive asls symbolische Form, 1927, Engl. tr. Christopher S. Wood, The Perspective as

Symbolic Form, Cambridge, Ma., MIT Press, 1996. 
65 J. Limon, op. cit., p. 53.
66 See A. Lovejoy, The Great Chain of Beings, Cambridge, Ma., Harvard University Press, 1936.
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heavens,  they celebrate man's total  comprehension of the laws of nature.  The Renaissance
court fête in its fullness of artistic creation was a ritual in which society affirmed its wisdom
and asserted its control over the world and its destiny.67

In  the  light  of  this  epistemological  and  aesthetic  paradigm,  Limon  further  explores  the

functionality of the perspective stage and observes how the masque usually staged a tripartite world

composed of heaven (identified with the perspective stage), earth (coinciding with the court), and

the world outside the court  that  inhabits  the fictional  dimension of  the antimasque.  Within the

masque,  both  heaven and  earth  communicate  by  means  of  the  court,  meant  as  a  physical  and

symbolic space:

The illusionistic stage functions here as a sort of magical box, or perhaps as a new scientific
instrument,  which allows for  encounters  between divine beings and the court.  The latter  is
naturally located in the middle, between the metaphysical sphere and the mundane, noncourt
world. The very structure of this universe is significant: communication between the ordinary,
human world and the representatives of the divine sphere is possible only through the mediation
of the court; this model of the universe makes no provision for any link between the “commons”
and divinity.68

Limon adds that since most of the action and the important verbal contents took place in

songs, during the dances, rather than on the proscenium or on the stage set, the theatre created or re-

created by the masque can be considered as a blending between the open Elizabethan theatre and

the pure perspective theatre.69

The first theoretic considerations contemporary with masques on the relationship, interaction,

and contrast between word and image are contained in the verses resulting from the famous quarrel

between poet and architect, namely Ben Jonson and Inigo Jones, which is to say, the two most

prolific authors of masques. Their collaboration lasted from 1608 to 1631, when Jonson published

the text of Love's Triumph through Callipolis, putting his name before Jones's: the interruption of

their artistic partnership detached Jonson from court theatre and raised Jones as the major inventor

of Caroline masques. In a pioneering and most celebrated essay, D.J. Gordon explores the quarrel

between Ben Jonson and Inigo Jones in the light of how the Renaissance conceived the roles of

poets and architects, learned writers, and artisans, and the meaning conveyed in the fifteenth and

sixteenth centuries by the term ‘invention’, highlighting an aesthetic contrast that moves “from the

world of gossip and personalities and illustrates a more important history”:70

67 R. Strong, Art and Power, cit., pp. 40-41.
68 J. Limon, op. cit., p. 58.
69 Ivi, p. 59.
70 D.J.  Gordon, “Poet and Architect: The Intellectual Setting of  the Quarrel between Ben Jonson and Inigo

Jones”, in Id., The Renaissance Imagination, cit., p. 78.
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[Jonson's] more considered insults presuppose a body of doctrine: a serious doctrine of what the
masque  is  to  the  poet;  a  serious  doctrine  of  what  the  practitioner  of  the  visual  arts  and
particularly the architect is and does. Jonson is criticizing not only a man but a theory. And Jones
replies to him on the ground of theory – as well as with bad verse and court influence. We see
architect and poet facing each other from well-prepared positions.71

Jonson's ascription of masques to the tradition of emblems is interesting since he identified

words  and images  with  the  soul  and body of  the  masque.72 As for  ‘invention’,  in  Elizabethan

English the term was associated with a somewhat inclusive hyperonym for ‘argument’ and ‘device’,

but also with the technical term of rhetoric that detects the topic treated in poetry.73 Thus, when

Jonson, in  An Expostulation with Inigo Jones, ironically meditates on the supposed superiority of

images over words in masques, he is still claiming the supremacy of the poet:

So when Jonson writes that in this mechanical age “Painting and Carpentry are the Suoule of
Masque” he is stating, seriously, the reverse of the true situation. The places of body and soul
have been inverted. The meaning of the masque now resides in mythology painted on slit deal.
The visual has assumed primacy: the image no longer needs the words that should give it life.
The image itself is the immortal soul. […] But the invention is, other things being equal, the test

71 Ibid.
72 In the preface of  Hymenaei (1606) Jonson uses this terminology of body and soul, made familiar by Paolo

Giovio in his Dialogo dell'Imprese Militari et Amorose (1555), and re-elaborated by many authors of emblems
like Alciati and others. In the preface to The Masque of Blackness, Jonson refers to “carkasses” and “spirits”,
alluding to the mortality of stage settings and to the habit of having audiences carrying pieces of them away
after the show. See, ivi, pp. 79-80.

73 The five ‘parts’ of rhetoric are inventio, dispositio, elocutio, actio, memoria. “The ‘invention’ is the fable itself
and the theme it carries. It is close to the words ‘argument’ and ‘device’ and should be taken with them. When
the fable is stated as a narrative it is the ‘argument’, the plot-outline; but ‘argument’ can also mean the subject,
the theme illustrated by the fable. ‘Device’ means plot-outline, fable or narrative. ‘Invention’ is the most
inclusive  term.  […]  ‘Invention’ is  ultimately  a  technical  term  from rhetoric.  In  the  traditional  five-fold
division of the ‘parts’ or rhetoric inventio comes first – ‘the finding out or selection of topics to be treated, or
arguments to be used’. Long before the sixteenth century it  had been taken over into poetics,  and in the
sixteenth century its use in discussion of poetics is commonplace”. Ivi, pp. 81-82. A paradigmatic example of
the rhetorical and ideological implications of ‘invention’ can be found in the opening sonnet of Philip Sidney's
Astrophel and Stella:

But words came halting forth, wanting invention's stay;
Invention, Nature's child, fled step-dame Study's blows;
And others' feet still seem'd but strangers in my way.
Thus great with child to speak and helpless in my throes,
Biting my truant pen, beating myself for spite,
"Fool," said my Muse to me, "look in thy heart, and write."
(ll. 9-14)

The poet explores the role of mimesis in the process of artistic creation, detecting in nature – as opposed to
study – the creative source for invention, in its turn generally considered as the ‘mother’ of Art: “Introducendo
obliquamente il lettore nel campo semantico della maternità e della nascita, l'idea sottesa è che Nature è madre
di Invention poiché in grado di creare, di procreare, o di generare, mentre Study, sterile, non può che essere la
matrigna (step-dame). Il termine stay, che qui è da interpretare come ‘sostegno’, ‘aiuto’, implica che Invention
ha il ruolo di levatrice per la creazione, o nascita, poetica”. M. Romero Allué, “‘Great with child to speake’. Il
Sonetto dell'Immortalità di Philip Sidney”, in S. Serafin and Patrizia Lendinara (ed.), ...Un tuo serto di fiori in
man recando. Scritti in Onore di Maria Amalia D'Aronco, Udine, Forum, 2008, pp. 229-242, p. 237.
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of the poet's worth. If he is merely expressing another man's invention in verse then the poet is
no longer fully a poet.74

According  to  Gordon,  Jones's  response  to  Jonson's  attacks  occurred  in  1632  under  the

semblances of some scenic details in the stage settings for Aurelian Townshend's Albion's Triumph

and Tempe Restored. The proscenium arches of both masques present two allegorical figures each:

‘Theorica’ and ‘Practica’ in the former, and ‘Invention’ and ‘Knowledge’ in the latter. By tracking

Jones's  iconographic  and theoretical  sources  in  Vitruvius,  Alberti,  and in  their  commentators  –

including  Scamozzi, whom Jones personally met in Italy – Gordon demonstrates how these figures

helped Jones assert “that architecture is a liberal and not a mechanical art”.75 Gordon summarises

the Renaissance conception of architecture as a liberal art and the association between architect and

poet, rather than a subordination of the former to the latter, implied by Jones's representation of

theory,  practice,  invention  and  knowledge.  Technically  speaking,  Jones's  role  at  court  was  of

Surveyor of  the King’s  Works,  since,  although the  very  term in English dates  to  the  sixteenth

century,  the job of architect  as we know it  today was still  undefined.76 In Jones's  architectonic

response to Jonson, the association between theory and practice identifies the architect with the

artist and separates him from the craftsman:

All  the  arts  depend on  the  union  of  theory  and practice  –  which  is  a  mode  of  procedure
depending on experience, acquired through memory and judgement. All the arts in fact have
their  origin  in  experience.  And  practice  is  always  needed  to  translate  them into  fact.  But
without theory no art can reach its full stature; and without theory no man has really the right to
call himself an artist. The man who has practice but not theory is the craftsman who works in
the dark, empirically. The true artist has both.77

Then, by means of invention and knowledge, as Gordon further explains, Jones places the

architect on the same level of the poet:

The painter or the architect has as valid a right to claim knowledge and invention as the poet
has. Knowledge – with his easily intelligible attribute of book and lamp, the traditional lamp of
knowledge which stands for the light of the intellect – is essential for the architect. […] And not
only because architecture itself is a liberal art but because the proper practice of architecture
requires – as Vitruvius had long ago insisted – a knowledge of all the arts. […] First comes the
Idea, the conception; from this comes the invention – or the form […], which is the explication
of the Idea. But the Idea is the source; and it proceeds from Knowledge which comes from
reason. This is the true beginning of architecture; and that which distinguishes the true architect

74 D.J. Gordon, “Poet and Architect”, in Id., The Renaissance Imagination, cit., p. 83.
75 Ivi, p. 90.
76 The Oxford English Dictionary reports the first entry in the English language in 1563. See the entry ‘architect’

on the online edition of the OED.
77 D.J. Gordon, “Poet and Architect”, in Id., The Renaissance Imagination, cit., p. 92.
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from the craftsman.78

In the prose description of Tempe Restored, masques are compared to “pictures with light and

motion”:79 at this point in his career, Jones was almost the sole inventor and deviser of masques, and

many scholars attribute these words to him rather than to Aurelian Townshend. Although Protestant,

the Stuart court and English culture held an ambiguous and wavering attitude towards iconoclasm,

especially  if  compared  to  the  attitude  of  more  radical  continental  Protestant  courts,80 but  the

suggestion of considering stage settings as painting derives from sixteenth-century Italy,  and in

particular from Vasari, whose “schema in the Lives comprises only the three major arts of painting,

sculpture  and architecture,  but  his  narrative  makes  clear  in  practice  that  stage  design  is  to  be

included among the arti del disegno”.81 Peacock observes that it is fundamental to remember that

the equation between theatre and picture was not immediate for the Renaissance audience and that,

in labelling masques as pictures, Jones is calling for a “more advanced notion of what a picture is,

of an organised but also dynamic representation which includes its own boundaries and may move

in and out of them – a notion, that is, which is properly baroque”.82 After the break with Jonson, the

insistence  on  the  masque-as-picture  is  testified  by  prose  descriptions  that  increasingly  evolve

towards the evocation of “effects rather than causes, not wondrous feats of scenic engineering so

much as beautiful visual compositions.  The masques are described as if  they were pictures”.83 

According to Peacock, Jones remained, throughout his career, the conceiver and inventor of

sceneries as if he were a painter, despite increasingly delegating practical and technical matters to

assistants, and, in particular during the Caroline reign, to John Webster. Peacock's conviction of

Jones's awareness as a painter in the devising of “large-scale pictures” is so strong that he speculates

on his  involvement  in  1635 in  the  ceiling  programme for  the Banqueting  House in  Whitehall,

commissioned to Rubens, which “must have seemed close in scale and content to the masque scenes

78 Ivi, pp. 93-94.
79 Aurelian  Townshend,  Tempe  Restored, in  D.  Lindley,  Court  Masques,  Oxford,  Oxford  University  Press,

(1995) 1998, pp. 155-165, p. 156. 
80 “Like other Protestant states, England had developed a culture wary of the visual arts. This wariness was in

practice a variable response, depending on doctrinal differences and historical changes. […]. When Jones
began work as a court artist early in the reign of James I, and was given his charge […] to transform English
culture, that culture had received a deep but not uniform impression from Protestant iconoclasm. […] The
greatest  Calvinst  poet  of  Elizabethan  England,  Edmund  Spenser,  wrote  completely  against  the  grain  of
Calvin's teaching on this crucial point,  using a rich structure of imagery to draw the reader's mind towards,
among other things, the truth of Calvinist theology. While the English Reformation had severely checked or
distorted the development of the visual arts, it had not always instilled the new mental attitudes which went
along with the primacy of the Word”. J. Peacock, The Stage Designs of Inigo Jones, cit., p. 36. For a general
discussion on the  rhetoric of iconoclasm, see W.J.T. Mitchell,  Iconology: Image, Text, Ideology.  Chicago,
University of Chicago Press, 1986. See, in particular, ch. 6.

81 J. Peacock, The Stage Designs of Inigo Jones, cit., p. 50.
82 Ivi, p. 51.
83 Ibid.
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presented year after year in the same place”:84

Jones delegated the execution of his stage-pictures to assistants who followed his designs, but
this in no way derogated his office as a painter, since the original ‘idea’ was always his, and
according to the most advanced tendencies in theoretical tradition, the invention of the ‘idea’
was the painter's essential function. […] It was as a ‘picture-maker’ that Jones had started his
career.  His  earliest  designs for the theatre and for architecture are  conceived as paintings
rather than as drawings.  As he learned to draw more expertly,  he occasionally revealed a
growing talent  for  painting,  which  presumably  he  had  neither  time  nor  scope  to  develop
systematically. […] Jones's view of his work on the masques as picture-making was born out
by the Italian theoretical tradition and given substance by his continuous practice as a graphic
artist.85

As it happens with emblems, by separating the two dimensions in his attempt to highlight the

supremacy  of  the  verbal  over  the  visual,  Jonson’s  words  almost  unconsciously  testify  to  the

unavoidable interdependency of the two media in the masque, as acutely noted by Limon:

There could be no way out of the quarrel. For of course everything depended on whose “design”
came first: the poet's or the architect's, who was employing in these cases all the arts of design.
The verbal or the visual – if the issue is forced one or another must take precedence. In any
dispute the issues inevitably became personal. Theoretically, poet and architect were standing on
the same grounds. The theory of the visual arts began, like Renaissance poetics, from the terms
of  rhetoric.  And  still,  in  these  Mannerist  Scamozzi  and  Zuccari  set  out,  point  by  point,
comparisons between architect, painter, sculptor and orator in terms of the five parts of oratory.
And Jonson's conception of the mental act issuing invention, the soul of the poem, and followed
by expression according to true order and decorum is essentially that of the artist whose mental
act,  concetto,  Idea,  or  disegno interno is  completed by execution which is  the work of the
hands. And both Jonson and Jones knew it.86

Limon then explains to a greater extent the implications of the quarrel between poetry and

architecture  in  masques  and  takes  Jonson’s  comparison  with  emblems  as  a  starting  point  for

formally theorising on the association between  word and image,  stressing the coexistence of the

poet's and the architect's views.87 Bearing in mind the division previously mentioned among the

84 Ivi, p. 54. Jeremy Wood investigates the role of Inigo Jones as expert and counsellor in matter of art within the
court and indicates both the Surveyor of the King's Works and Nicholas Lanier, Master of King's Music, as
“the eyes and ears of Charles I in matters to do with his collection”. J. Wood, “Taste and Connoisseurship at
the Court of Charles I: Inigo Jones and the Work of Giulio Romano”, in E. Cruickshanks (ed.),  The Stuart
Courts, cit., pp. 118-140, p. 119. On Rubens and the ceiling of the Banqueting House see, among others, D.J.
Gordon, “Rubens and the Whitehall Ceiling (1956/1967)”, in Id., The Renaissance Imagination, cit., pp. 24-
50;  R.  Strong, Britannia  Triumphans:  Inigo  Jones,  Rubens  and  Whitehall  Palace,  London,  Thames  and
Hudson, 1980.

85 J. Peacock, The Stage Designs of Inigo Jones, cit., p. 51-52.
86 Ivi, p 96.
87 “I point out that the conflict between Ben Jonson and Inigo Jones, so much discussed in criticism, is really a

clash of two basically different views of the masque. One, favored by Jones, saw the masque-in-performance
as a ‘speaking emblem’, where the invention of the emblematist,  who is usually the artist,  is of ultimate
importance. The text serves the theatrical, three-dimensional emblem in the same way as mottos serve icons in
emblem books. In other words, the literary element is subordinated by the dominant artistic design. The other
view, advocated by Jonson, would have the poet as the chief inventor, with the scenic design serving as an
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different spaces set during a masque, Limon argues that the relationship between the illusionistic

stage – (the world of the masquers, that is to say of the heroic and divine alter-egos of royal and

court members) – and the dance-space of the revels – (where part of the action and the spoken

dialogues take part) – can be treated and considered in terms of body and soul of an emblem. In the

masque, words (spoken dialogues and songs) take place on the foreground of the illusionistic stage

rather than within the same scenic space, much like in an emblem where the verbal set appears

under  the  illustration.  The  topographical  organization  of  word  and  image  in  the  masque  also

originates in the discrepancy between the optical field of the illusionistic stage, which is immutable,

and the dance-space, where actors, masquers and dancers move:

This organization of the acting space is similar to the typographical layout of printed emblems,
where the poetic or narrative part is always set below the engraving, which is the illustration of
a given emblem. In addition, the perspective illusionist stage picture could not possibly include
the  characters  or  stage  properties  on  the  dancing  floor.  The  optical  laws  that  govern  the
illusionistic stage are based on distortion […], whereas they are natural or “real” outside that
space. [...]  Whatever or whoever appears on the dancing floor is not distorted by the stage
designer in order to create an illusion of depth. Since the spectators are seated on three sides of
this  acting  area,  there  is  a  multitude  of  possible  “perspectives”,  and  not  a  single  one  is
privileged.88

The  coexistence  of  multiple  vantage  points  does  not  deny the  harmonic  structure  of  the

architectonic setting of the masque, which still mirrors the harmony of the macrocosm, according to

the rules of the Renaissance Neoplatonic conception of the universe:

The stage picture and frame do not mark the boundary between the fictitious, or artistic, and
“real” worlds: they mark instead the inner division of the created world, which is composed of
two visible spheres linked physically by the magical powers of the stage box. The heavenly
sphere is brought closer – as if viewed from a telescope – to the world of the court, and it is
presented  basically  as  a  three-dimensional  picture,  governed  by  the  rules  of  linear  theater
perspective.  These  rules  stress  the  Platonic  ideal  revealed  in  this  geometric,  perfectly
proportioned world, the harmony of which is additionally corroborated by “divine” music.89

Like early nineteenth-century Russian drama and painting organised space and time according

to a synchronic pattern and not “as a continuous flux”, as argued Lotman,90 Limon introduces the

illustration to the dominating poetic part of the spectacle. The first approach does not require a mechanism
that would generate  new texts;  the text  is given and the role  of the inventor is to  devise the wonder of
theatrical  equivalents  of  this  text.  The  second approach  is  based  on  the  concept  of  art  and  literature  as
generating mechanisms; only a variety of new texts can lead to aesthetic and intellectual quality”. J. Limon,
op. cit., p. 91.

88 Ivi, p. 61.
89 Ibid.
90 Y.M. Lotman, “La scena e la pittura come dispositivi codificatori del comportamento culturale nella Russia

del  primo  Ottocento”,  in  Yurim  Lotman  and  Borisa  Uspensky  (eds.),  Tipologia  della  Cultura,  Milano,
Bompiani, 1973, pp. 277-91. This quote appears translated in English in Keir Elam, The Semiotics of Theatre
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semiotic category of ostension91 and, with a similar theoretical comparison, argues that the masque

“is not only similar to painting in general, but reminiscent of the graphic arts and emblem book”,92

especially because of its double dramatic and narrative natures, represented respectively by images

and words:

This  double nature is  fully revealed in  most  of  the  masques:  their  performances have both
elements  –  the  theatrical  ostension,  by  which “living emblems”  and the “mechanics  of  the
world” are presented to spectators by predominantly pictorial means and that may be decoded
without description, and the verbal element, which in numerous speeches, dialogues, and songs
is in fact narrative in character and describes the events, people, allegories, and visual images
that they accompany.93

Limon detects three ways in which masques manifest elements similar to emblem books. The

first one is the physical presence of the title of the masque on stage, usually on the frontispiece or

on a curtain, as also noted by Rosemary Freeman,94 along with small emblematic designs painted on

the backdrop:

The reason for doing so on title pages was to create a front or façade to the book. In the later
sixteenth  an  seventeenth  centuries  these  were  often  enriched  with  allegorical  figures,
emblematic attributes, symbols, and so on. Similarly, in at least those masques-in-performance
where evidence remains,  allegorical  and mythological  figures  appear  in  the  designs for  the
proscenium arch, as do other basically graphic elements.95

Limon observes that title pages in emblem books start  to be accompanied by explanatory

verses during the reign of James I, and the same happens in written records of masques, where the

description  of  stage  settings  often  include  exegetic  comments.  Secondly,  the  movement  of  the

dancers from the stage to the dance-place, and their interaction with the king and the audience by

means of songs and dances make them function as “a sequence of living emblems accompanied by

living mottos”.96 The third aspect that mirrors the emblematic tradition, connected to the second one

and to the active agency of the audience during the predominance of masques, regards the didactic

function of the show. Since the world of masques reproduces an ideal perfection, the perspective of

and Drama, London and New York, Methuen, (1980) 1988, p. 68.
91 Semioticians define ‘ostension’ as the action by which “in order to refer to, indicate or define a given object,

one simply picks it up and shows it to the receiver of the message in question”. K. Elam, op. cit. p. 63.
92 J. Limon, op. cit., p. 76.
93 Ibid.
94 R. Freeman, English Emblem Book, London, Chatto & Windus, 1948, pp. 96-97. Limon comments: “The title

was often enclosed in a cartouche or frame, and generally hung from the overall architectural frame or was
affixed to it at the top. Similarly in a number of masques the title appears within the architectural frame”, J.
Limon, op. cit., p. 79.

95 Ivi, p. 80.
96 Ivi, p. 85.
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the reader of emblems and of the audience of masques is similar in that in both cases readers and

spectators are asked to imitate the examples of harmony offered by both emblems and masques:

Similarly, readers of emblem books were expected not merely to look at the pictures and learn;
they were also asked to imitate what they saw when the emblem represented an exemplar.
Thus,  when  a  courtier  was  invited  to  dance  with  the  masquers,  he  imitated  the  divine
perfection of the latter's movements.97

As far as stage architecture is concerned, the first study on masques' sceneries dates back to

the seminal analysis of Allardyce Nicoll,  Stuart Masques and the Renaissance Stage, published in

1938.  The  scholar  reconstructs  for  the  first  time  an  ordered  catalogue  of  stage  machines  and

sceneries  employed  in  court  masques.  He  also  defines  the  main  categories  of  characters  and

backdrops and their pictorial realization in relation to the physical space of the Banqueting Hall, by

referring to sources contemporary to Jones, mainly Sebastiano Serlio's Architectura (1545), Nicola

Sabbatini's Practica di Fabricar Scene e Machine ne' Teatri (1637, and its second edition of 1638),

and the writings by Joseph Fürttenbach, in particular Architectura Civilis (1628) and Architectura

Recreationis (1640), along with Italian Renaissance books of festivals.98 A more recent contribution

on  theatrical  scenery  in  England,  and  in  particular  on  private  theatres  in  the  Renaissance,  is

provided by John Orrell in both The Theatres of Inigo Jones and John Webb (1985) and The Human

Stage: English Theatre Design 1567–1840 (1988),99 while, more recently, D. Lewcock has explored

the role of masques’ settings in the later development of the Restoration dramas written by William

Davenant.100

Nevertheless, Stephen Orgel's and Roy Strong's ground-breaking and seminal catalogue of the

stage designs by Inigo Jones remains the most complete reference to the drawings, and one of the

only ways to access them from outside the Chatsworth collection.101 The more recent, exhaustive

and in-depth study on Jones as stage designer is John Peacock's The Stage Designs of Inigo Jones.

The European Context (1995), in which he traces the sources, in many cases for the first time, of the

majority of stage designs that survive today, and also offers a re-elaborated and innovative reading

of  Newman's  intuition  of  Jones’s  didactic  consciousness,102 previously  judged  by  Strong  as  a

97 Ivi, p. 88.
98 A. Nicoll, Stuart Masques and the Renaissance Stage, Harrap, London, 1938.
99 J. Orrell, The Theatres of Inigo Jones and John Webb, Cambridge, Cambridge University Press, 1985; Id., The

Human Stage, cit.
100D. Lewcock, op.cit.
101See also J. Harris,  Catalogue of the Drawings Collection of the Royal Institute of British Architects: Inigo

Jones  and  John  Webb,  Farnborough,  Gregg  International,  1972.;  J.  Harris,  A.A.  Tait,  Catalogue  of  the
Drawings by Inigo Jones, John Webb and Isaac de Caus at Worcester College , Oxford, Oxford University
Press, 1979.

102See J. Newman, “The Inigo Jones Centenary”, Burlington Magazine, 115 (1973), pp. 557-561.
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“relentless  plagiarist”.103 Peacock's  convincing  argument  is  that  Jones  consciously  introduced

continental Renaissance art and architecture, along with philosophical, ethical and political ideas,

through masques, first as stage designer and then as architect, to the select audience of the court,

which is to say to those who were most likely ready to recognise, appreciate and detect new tastes

and manners in art:

Jones  pursued  his  programme  through  the  whole  range  of  his  work.  His  most  public
intervention was his architecture, and his official title from 1615 was Surveyor of the King's
Works. But his key activity was bound to be his designing of masques, which began earlier (in
1605) and was more intensively focused, in the restricted but crucially influential circle of the
court. He used masques to represent Renaissance art to the leaders of taste, and his method was
simply to copy. Nearly all the surviving masque designs have identifiable sources, which cover
almost an encyclopedic range.104

Jones intended to promulgate in England the continental tradition that lay in the theoretical

development of Aristotle's definition of mimesis, strictly linked with the relationship between art

and nature. Art imitates nature, but in order to retrieve the perfection of art in antiquity, artists must

look at the great modern masters who imitate the classical ones, so that “the first kind of imitation

(mimesis) entails the second (imitatio)”.105 The act of copying functions both as a means of self-

training for the artist and as a didactic tool he adopts in order to educate his audience: Jones's self-

consciousness in this teaching process is documented in his marginal notes on personal books and

applied,  indistinctly,  on  both  architecture  and  masques,  which  he  does  not  think  of  as

“discontinuous”,106 an attitude that Peacock judges as “quite logical, considering that each involves

imitation, not only in being mimetic of nature, but in imitating prior works of art”.107 Jones's notes

also shed light on his knowledge and expertise in art and reveal the mechanisms behind his personal

judgements in choosing what to imitate:

103J. Harris, S. Orgel, R. Strong, The King's Arcadia: Inigo Jones and the Stuart Court, London, Arts Council of
Great Britain, 1973, p. 68.

104J. Peacock, The Stage Designs of Inigo Jones, cit., p. 13.
105 Ivi, p. 20.
106“There are many neglected sources that throw light on Jones as an art expert and connoisseur. One is provided

by the notes that he wrote in his copy of  the 1568 edition of Vasari's Vite, of which one volume survives as
Worcester College Library, Oxford. Another can be found in his annotated copy of Lomazzo's  Trattato of
1584,  now at  the  National  Art  Library  at  the  Victoria  and  Albert  Museum”.  Jeremy Wood,  “Taste  and
Connoisseurship at the Court of Charles I, in E. Cruickshanks (ed.),  The Stuart Courts, cit., pp. 118-140 p.
120. The works Wood refers to are Giorgio Vasari's Le vite de' più eccellenti pittori, scultori, et architettori ,
first published in Florence in 1568 and Giovanni Paolo Lomazzo's Trattato dell'arte e della pittura, scoltura
et architettura, first published in Milan in 1585. Peacock relies precisely on these notes by Jones, that also
testify to the architect's own sources, when tracing the theoretical  and cultural context of Jones's art  and
theory. See also J. Newman, “Inigo Jones's Architectural Education Before 1614”, Architectural History, 35
(1992), pp. 18-50.

107J. Peacock, The Stage Designs of Inigo Jones, cit., p. 23.
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Jones's ideas as an architect on using the works of others are revealingly documented in his
notes on Palladio. In those notes, made over many years, the most frequently recurring phrase
is the recommendation,  addressed to himself,  “to be imitated”.  Occasionally this refers to
solving a practical problem, such as the placing of stairs or the extension of columns which
are too short. But usually it refers to a formal solution. Sometimes, especially when it occurs
in the negative, “not to be imitated”, Jones spells out his criteria of judgement.108

By analysing with precision both sources and functions of architectonic and scenic elements,

such as costumes, characters and landscapes, Peacock demonstrates that Jones applied to masques

the architect's instrument of composition, meant as the use of classical constituent elements in order

to produce something new:

what  the  architect  does  with  the  basic  formal  vocabulary  in  order  to  produce  his  own
inventions, and to realise a project, which may be an actual building or a paper project […] or
something in between like Jones's masque architecture. […] It is through ‘composing’ in this
sense that the masque designs are generated. Taking as their field of reference modern art – that
is, the arts from the High Renaissance onwards seen as reviving the excellencies of antiquity –
together with antique art as reproduced by modern artists, they treat this vast stock of motifs as
a formal vocabulary, to be used in almost endless recombinations.109

In  the  light  of  Peacock's  analysis,  Inigo  Jones  emerges  as  a  perfect  seventeenth-century

character, amphibious and contradictory because of the turning point he represents as artist and as

theorist, in his being both innovator and plagiarist. His didactic role was both self-referential and

altruistic, and because of the peculiar spatial and temporal place that Britain occupied as an island,

he was both a classicist and a mannerist because, being a conscious artist of his time, he managed to

introduce High Renaissance art in England while simultaneously transforming it into something

new:

[Jones's] peculiar historical situation makes him both a European artist  of his time and the
belated protagonst of  Renaissance art  in England. In bringing together the two time-scales
within which he is working, he continually produces effects of historical condensation. He is
both a pioneer and a plagiarist,  both a learner and a teacher. He promotes renaissance and
reform simultaneously; one result is that mannerism and classicism coincide in his designs
(and […] this classicism points both forward into the European seventeenth century and back
to the High Renaissance). At one and the same time his work is both mimesis and imitatio, its
material both nature and art. He is the perfect type of the artist as imitator.110

As far  as  the  materiality  of  the  stage  is  concerned,  Astington  gives  a  helpful  outline  of

Renaissance English theatre not only in terms of physical architecture, but also in the light of all the

artisans and professionals who worked behind the scenes in the material production of costumes,

108 Ivi, p. 22.
109 Ivi, pp. 24-25.
110 Ivi, pp. 33-34.
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sceneries,  music  and  he  also  deals  with  the  way  in  which  theatres  and  court  funded  these

enterprises.111 Music in masques was preponderant and the musical aspect of masques has received

consistent attention although few music sheets survive,112 while less consideration has been given to

choreography and costumes until the recent contributions by Barbara Ravelhofer and Anne Daye.113

Foreign ambassadors and court visitors who did not understand the English language relied almost

exclusively on music and on scenography. One must also consider, as witness accounts often report,

that speeches, either sung or recited, were often contaminated by noise, and, in any case, competed

with colours and movements of costumes and ballets:

In masques and entertainments, invisible links were established between listeners and performers
when well-known music resounded from the stage. Dances generated – and recalled – complex
memories which involved sound and movement.  They affected not  only local  members of  the
audience, for instance, when musicians played a favourite country dance in the revels. We should
try to imagine the impact on foreign guests who suddenly heard or saw something they recognized
from their home country. For such eye- or earwitnesses, the spagnolette, corantos, and branles de
Poitou were more memorable than spoken texts. Masque dances therefore represented an inclusive
medium, drawing spectators into the performance. Music and dance prepared, literally speaking, a
common ground to encourage a common identity shared by performers, patrons, and audience.114

An important  influence  of  continental  festivals  on  Stuart  masques  is  represented  by  the

collective and geometric patterns created by choreographies, typical of the French ballets de cour

and Italian intermedi where human bodies and movements created or simulated patterns or, in some

cases, even letters and hidden messages. The role of the perspective stage extended on the rendition

and organization of such choreographies, whose aesthetic appeal has been described by Margaret

McGowan  with  the  term  “danse  horizontale”115 because  they  were  “best  seen  from  above,

movements on stage appeared almost two-dimensional [and] contemporary illustrations portrayed

geometric  dances  from a  bird's-eye  view”.116 Since  optical  illusion  suggests  depth  by  reducing

objects in size and the linear perspective cannot reproduce the bifocal characteristic of human sight,

masques’ perspective stages presented a problem when confronted with actors who often moved to

the front of the stage, thus becoming out of scale in comparison to the perspective backdrop:

111 H. Astington, English Court Theatre. 1558-1642, Cambridge, Cambridge University Press, 1999.
112 See,  among others,  J.  Ward,  “Newly Devis'd  Measures for  Jacobean Masques”,  Acta Musicologica,  60/2

(1988), pp. 111-142.; P. Holman,  Four and Twenty Fiddlers: The Violin at the English Court, 1540-1690,
Oxford,  Clarendon  Press,  1993;  P.  Walls, Music  in  the  English  Courtly  Masque,  1604-1640,  Oxford,
Clarendon Press, 1996; D. Lindley, “The Politics of Music in the Masque”, in D. Bevington, P. Holbrook
(eds.), The Politics of the Stuart Court Masque, cit., pp. 273-295.

113 B. Ravelhofer, The Early  Stuart  Masque. Dance, Costume, and Music ,  Oxford, Oxford University Press,
2006.

114 B. Ravelhofer, op. cit., p. 73.
115 M.  McGowan,  L'Art  du  Ballet  de  Cour  en France, 1581-1643,  Paris,  Éditions  du Centre  national  de  la

Recherche Scientifique, 1963, pp. 36.37.
116 B. Ravelhofer, op.cit., p. 79.
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theorists and artists (Leonardo da Vinci possibly being the first) had long recognized that the
concept required an “ideal-yet-impossible position of the viewer, who has only one point at his
disposal but looks at a picture with two eyes”, and indeed many early modern works of art
deliberately contain perspective errors. 117

Inigo Jones must have been aware of the discrepancy between theory and practice, as John

Orrell deduces by observing an evolution in masques' stage designs that gradually and increasingly

introduced  backdrops  that  discarded  the  single  vantage  point,  suggesting  instead  a  “double

horizon”, displayed on different levels, that enabled the architecture to open “upwards like a hinge

as it recedes from the viewer”.118 In this way both spectators and masquers were included in the

optical illusion, since “a high horizon flattered the performers on the raked stage, a low horizon

satisfied an audience gazing at the animated scenes”.119 The implications of the relationship between

choreography and perspective are  not only spatial  but  also symbolic  and influence as well  the

reading of the complimentary dimension of the masque:

Undoubtedly,  geometric  proportion  was,  in  seventeenth-century  painting,  employed  as  a
visual  rhetoric  of  reason  and  truth.  And  similarly  it  is  clear  that  the  architecture  and
choreographies of masques sought to  persuade and please the viewer through the orderly
display of figured dances, settings in perspective, and an axis leading from the presence to the
vanishing point  on stage.  Yet,  […] even orthodox figured dances  could have appealed to
viewers seated in all sections of the auditorium. […] As late Jonesian stage design show, court
masques  might  apply  the  visual  rhetoric  of  geometry-as-truth,  and  at  the  same  time
acknowledge the ‘ideal-yet-impossible’ by subtly tweaking the perspective to please many
eyes. […] The visual technology of Caroline productions suggests that masques were indeed
spectacles between criticism and compliment.120

Although it is unknown whether audiences were provided with booklets or pamphlets during

the performance, and despite the lack of standard choreographic notation in seventeenth-century

Europe, Ravelhofer bases her inquiry on circumstantial evidence and on performance-based dance

approaches, also applied to masques by Anne Daye,121 by comparing eyewitness reports with other

117 Ivi, p. 95.
118 J. Orrell, The Human Stage, cit., p. 239.
119 B. Ravelhofer, op.cit., p. 92.
120 Ivi, p. 95.
121See, in particular, A. Daye, “Skill and Invention in the Renaissance Ballroom”, Historical Dance, 2/6 (1988-

91),  pp.  12-15; Id.,  “‘Youthful  Revels,  Masks, and Courtly Sights’: An Introductory Study of the Revels
within the Stuart Masque”, Historical Dance, 3/4 (1996), pp. 5-22; Id., “Torchbearers in the English Masque”,
Early Music,  26/2 (1998), pp. 246-262; Id.,  “‘The Power of his Commanding Trident’: Tethys Festival  as
Royal Policy”, Historical Dance 4/2 (2012), pp. 19-28; on Renaissance dance in general see, among others,
M. Franko,  The Dancing Body in  Renaissance Choreography  (c.  1416-1589),  Birmingham, Ala.,  Summa
Publications, 1986; Id., Dance as Text: Ideologies of the Baroque Body, Cambridge, Cambridge University
Press,  1993; Nevile,  J.  (ed.),  Dance,  Spectacle,  and the Body Politick,  1250-1750,  Bloomington,  Indiana
University Press, 2008.
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continental dance repertoires. The description of costumes abound in masques' prose sections and

“emphasized  colours,  fabrics,  expense,  and  the  effect  on  the  audience”:122 masquers  often  had

themselves portrayed in their costumes, “giving ocular proof of their participation in an exclusive

performance”.123 The scholar also unveils records taken from Queen Henrietta Maria's debenture

books that also offer insights on the use and storage of costumes in masques, and reveal further

issues of female self-empowerment, a topic previously, and partially, investigated only in Orgel's

and Strong's catalogue of the designs by Jones.124 Finally, Ravelhofer investigates the technical,

aesthetic and symbolic implications of the interaction of colours and lights that resulted from the

movement  of  clothed  bodies  in  dance  and  acting,  arguing  that  costumes  carried  meaningful

statements even before the performance and, therefore, should be considered as constitutive features

of the whole rhetoric of masques, as much as every other element of the stage setting:

In the early modern theatre, costumes, like stage architecture, provided a strong statement of
their  own.  Like  their  French  and  Italian  counterparts,  Inigo  Jones  and  his  collaborators
developed a deliberate and sophisticated colour programme for English masque productions
which relied upon a common knowledge, and almost a century of experience, of sartorial effect
in  an  artificially  lit  environment.  A masque  costume  played  by  itself,  softly  caressed  by
flickering illumination. It already performed before the wearer started moving at all.125

‘To be repeated to those that were present, and represented to those that were absent’.
The Role of the Audience: the Perspective of Reception Studies

Considered in their staging dimension, masques constituted proper dialogues within the court since

it  was  the  king's  presence  alone  that  politicized  the  occasion,  making  it  necessary  to  “unfold

political narratives” whose meaning had to be “triangulated in relation to the total event for which it

was created”.126 As a matter of fact, masques had to encompass the needs of both spectators and

performers, enacting both emotional and psychological forces: across the early Stuart period as a

whole, the masque form did not stand still, but altered with the shifting political climate. Butler

maintains  that  there  can  be  observed  a  cyclic  interaction  between  the  masque  form and  royal

politics, with the aesthetics of masques shaping the royal responses to political change and, at the

122B. Ravelhofer, op.cit., p. 125.
123 Ivi, p. 126.
124Orgel also explores the social and political implications of Queen Anna's agency in the commissioning and

choosing of costumes for The Masque of Blackness (1606) in S. Orgel, “Marginal Jonson”, in Bevingon, D.,
Holbrook P., The Politics of the Stuart Court Masque, cit., pp. 144-175. Another recurrent example is the use
of the recently dead Queen Elizabeth's clothes by Anna and her maids for the performance of Samuel Daniel's
The Vision of the Twelve Goddesses (1604): See, among others, Clare McManus, Women on the Renaissance
Stage, cit., p. 107.

125B. Ravelhofer, op.cit., p. 169.
126M. Butler, The Stuart Court Masque and Political Culture, cit., p. 6.
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same time, with the transformations in the public sphere re-shaping in their turn the aesthetics of

masques. Bearing in mind the mutable form of the masque, it is possible to observe how it testifies

to the changing relationship between crown and subject. For instance, the polarity between anti-

masque and masque,  so standardised in  Jonson,  was not  so predominant  in  the beginning and,

during the Caroline reign, it later developed into a sequence of anti-masques that shaped themselves

rather into the structure of triumphs, given the spreading of new technical possibilities and the

opening  to  different  cultural  influences  –  especially  from France  –,  thus  further  changing  the

relationship between monarch and masquers.

In  masques,  as  Butler  argues,  symbolic  solutions  are  applied  to  material  problems:  “as

spectacle in which the nature of Stuart kingship was renegotiated year after year, masques helped to

invent the early modern state”.127 Most of all, Butler goes on, masques are complex events whose

“meanings were different for the king, masquers and spectators, and their forms and resolutions

were endlessly reworked”.128 As a matter of fact, a festival, be it private or public, could not be

separated from its audience and changed according to the occasion: in civic festivals the spectators

watched mostly from an outer  point  of  view, while  in spectacles  the audience often shared its

background  with  the  performers,  since,  as  Mulryine  and  Goldring  observe,  they  “were  often

performed by the court for the court” and “these events enabled the courtiers to act out their social

roles vis-a-vis the monarch or to assent to the roles being performed on their behalf by some of their

number. […] The hierarchy of court society was enacted and reinforced by the spectacle”.129 Orgel

further stretches the interdependence between audience and spectacles by assuming that, contrary to

what happened with public theatre, it was the court audience that created the court spectacle, and

not the other way round:

There are crucial  differences between a playhouse […] and a court  or  private theatre.  The
public playhouse is built by producers and theatrical entrepreneurs, the directors of theatrical
companies, and its audience is their creation. […]. But private theatres are the creation of their
audiences, and are often designed not only for a particular group, but for a particular occasion.
[…] In England the court playhouse – the building itself – was a late and relatively insignificant
adjunct to the life of Whitehall. There was a small theater attached to the palace, called the
Cockpit-in-Court, but the really important productions took place not there but in the central
areas of the court itself: the Great Hall, the Banqueting House. In the world of the court, such
theatricals  were,  like  other  events  that  took place  in  the  Hall  and  the  Banqueting  House,
celebrations of royal power and assertions of aristocratic community.130

127 Ivi, p. 33.
128 Ibid.
129H. Watanabe O’Kelly, “Early Modern European Festivals – Politics and Performance, Event and Record” in

J.R.  Mulryne  and  E.  Goldring  (eds.),  Court  Festivals  of  the  European  Renaissance.  Art,  Politics  and
Performance, Farnham, Ashgate, 2002, p. 16.

130S. Orgel, The Illusion of Power, cit., pp. 6-7.
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Masques, as spectacles, manifested a full self-consciousness on the part of the monarchs who

enacted and viewed them. Orgel stresses the role of James I and Charles I as conscious witnesses of

the turning of the masque into a public and political spectacle, a process they actively contributed

to. As a matter of fact, the threshold between reality and fiction almost vanishes when we think

about the evolution of the two early Stuart reigns: in the first edition of Basilikon Doron (1599)131

James, disquietingly and prophetically, describes the king “as one upon a scaffold”, instead of upon

“a stage”, as it would appear in later editions:132 Charles I theatrically moved from the stage to the

scaffold and it must have been a spectacular sight indeed if years later Andrew Marvell still recalled

the scene alluding to the beheaded king as the “royal actor borne” who “the tragic scaffold might

adorn”.133 According to Orgel, it was the power of the audience that fully gave meaning to court

shows: “whether the pageant constituted celebration or satire lay ultimately not in the power of the

actor or the intention of the inventor, but in the eye and mind of the beholder”.134

Adopting a definition formulated by Victor Turner,135 Limon observes that another aspect of

the hybrid nature of masques is related to the wavering of the form between theatre and ritual. Since

the dimension of the anti-masque (the world of non-courtly chaos), stood outside the two worlds of

the illusionistic stage and the court, which on the contrary conversed and interacted with each other,

Limon argues that the inclusion of the audience and its agency in the performance of masques does

not belong to theatre, but to ritual: “the relationship between the court and the anti-masque is that of

an audience and actors in the theater, whereas the relationship between the court and the masque

reveals all the features of a ritual”.136 The ritual dimension of the masque would also be given,

according  to  Limon,  by  its  power  of  generating,  rather  than  just  displaying  contents:  “from a

semiotic point of view, the masque-in-performance may be treated as a peculiar form of courtly

131James I wrote Basilikon Doron in 1599 as a private letter to Prince Henry, in which he advised the future king
on both the task and the divine right of monarchy. He then published it in London in 1603. After Henry's
death, occurred in 1612, the King dedicated it to the new heir, Prince Charles.

132Orgel quotes from Basilicon Doron in The Works of the Most High and Mighty Prince James, London 1616, p.
181, but he explains this is a revised edition, since the work was first published separately in Edinburgh in
1599. See S. Orgel, “Making Grateness Familiar”, in D. Bergeron (ed.), Pageantry in Shakespearean Theater,
Athens, Georgia, The University of Georgia Press, (1985) 2011, pp. 19-25, p. 25n.

133A. Marvell, An Horatian Ode upon Cromwell’s Return from Ireland, 1681. 
134S. Orgel “ The Spectales of State”, in R.C. Trexler (ed.),  Persons in Groups:  Social Behavior as Identity

Formation in Medieval and Renaissance Europe. Papers of the Sixteenth Annual Conference of the Center for
Medieval and Early  Renaissance Studies.  Medieval  and Renaissance Texts  and Studies,  36.  Binghamton,
Center for Medieval and Early Renaissance Studies, S.U.N.Y., 1985, pp. 101-121, p. 120.

135“Ritual, unlike theatre, does not distinguish between audience and performers. Instead, there is a congregation
whose leaders may be priests, party officials,  or  other  religious or secular  ritual  specialists, but  all  share
formally and substantially the same set of beliefs and accept the same system of practices, the same set of
rituals or liturgical actions. A congregation is there to affirm the theological or cosmological order, explicit or
implicit, which all hold in common, to actualize it periodically for themselves and inculcate the basic tenets of
that order into their younger members, often in graded series of life-crisis rituals”. Victor Turner, From Ritual
to Theatre: The Human Seriousness of Play, New York, Performing Arts Journal Publications, 1982, p. 112.

136J. Limon, op. cit., p. 64.
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behavior or as a ritualistic spectacle capable of generating content, and not as a symbolic one, for a

symbol  usually  presupposes  an  external,  relatively  arbitrary  expression  of  some  content”.137 

Resuming his own theorisation of the acting and dancing spaces,  with a  distinct contrast

between the world of the antimasque, located outside the court, and the two dimensions of heaven

and court, Limon stresses how both the court and the fictional world on the stage “are parts of the

created model of the universe”,138with the audience being actually incorporated within the masque-

in-performance, while exploiting a social and aesthetic action of court self-fashioning:

It is the spectators who can see into the created world on stage, follow the events presented,
overhear even the most personal confessions, witness embarrassing scenes, and so forth, but
the spectators' world is not visible – or even noticed – by the characters on stage. […]. In the
masque […] spectators are led to believe that their world is the “real” world and appears in
opposition to the superfluous world of the stage. But in fact they are incorporated into this
fictitious  reality,  as  is  always  the  case  in  the  ritual.  In  this  way  the  masque  audience  is
transformed into a stage character who “impersonates”, for instance, the court hierarchy of
importance […] or represents the earthly instrument of the king's power. The king, of course, is
also a stage character  who plays the triple role of the spectator,  the implied author of the
“magic” and harmony at court, and the “little god” equipped with superhuman wisdom and
power.139 

The  peculiar  collision  between  the  fixity  of  the  illusionistic  stage  and  the  performative

interaction  between  masquers  and  court  testifies  to  issues  of  acknowledgement  and  self-

consciousness on the parts of actors and audience that belong to every kind of performance, as

observed by Kattwinkel:

Performances that attempt to include their spectators in the act of creation face unique obstacles
as well. […] Acknowledgement of the audience by performers speaking either as themselves or
through their characters with a wink connects audience members to the performers themselves
and removes some of the artificiality created by the theatrical setting.140

The  peculiarity  of  the  masque-in-performance  lied  precisely  in  the  coexistence  of  both

dramatic and ritual dimensions and relied almost exclusively on the active agency of the audience,

as  Butler  equally  highlights  by  stressing  the  role  that  spectators  had  in  both  detecting  and

interpreting the meaning of the masque, as well as the ritual dimension of court behaviour:

No less significant were the spectators who, though silent in the texts, had their own distinctive
investments in the occasion. Typically the king was the principal addressee, but the nature of the

137 Ivi, p. 89.
138 Ivi, p. 74.
139 Ivi, pp. 63-64.
140S. Kattwinkel (ed.), Audience Participation. Essays on Inclusion in Performance, Westport, Connecticut and

London, Praeger, 2003, p. xi.
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encounters  that  masques  performed  depended  on  who  was  dancing,  who  was  paying,  and
whether the show was simple homage or celebration or an act of supplication, persuasion, or
rapprochement.141 

Audience  studies  and  reader-response  theories  both  derive  and  are  indebted  to  reception

studies,  but  they  generally  ignore  drama and  performance,  even  though  these  can  give  useful

models  and  constitute,  historically,  an  inevitable  passage  towards  the  acknowledgement  and

theorisation of the role of audiences. Rober Holub makes a distinction between reception studies, a

literal translation from the German Rezeptionsästhetik, and reader-response theory, explaining that

the former belongs to an actual school of literary criticism, while the latter collects approaches and

contributions  from different  authors  that  share  a  focus  upon the  perspective  of  the  reader,  but

disagree in many other aspects without ever coming to a formal, shared theoretical assertion or

statement. The common ground between reception and reader-response studies, and in general the

turning point in literary criticism represented by reception theory, lies in a shift of attention from the

text to the reader. It is not the purpose of the present study to outline a detailed history of reception

studies, from Robert Jauss, Wolfgang Iser, or Manfred Neumann to more recent developments of

reader-response studies, but it might be helpful to recall a few concepts upon which audience and

reader-response studies still hinge.142 The two most celebrated essays, considered as the basis for an

audience-oriented approach to literature, are Robert Jauss's Aesthetische Erfahrung dun literarische

Hermeneutik (1977), and Wolfgang Iser's Der Akt des Lesens. Theorie aesthetcher Wirkung, 1976.143

Robert Jauss claims that it is the evolution of the audience, and not the historical period of the

author, that explains the history of a literary text. The author's original audience establishes the

intended  meaning  of  a  text,  but  historical  meaning  and  modern  meaning  are  radically

incommensurate. Jauss attributes to Marxism the merit of a historical contextualization of literature,

and  to  Formalism  the  adoption  of  an  aesthetic  perception  as  a  methodological  instrument  of

analysis.  However,  he  proposes  an  overcoming  of  both  Marxism  and  Formalism,  in  order  to

conjugate history and aesthetics by means of what he defines as ‘horizon of expectations’, a term

Jauss  derives  from  Hans-Georg  Gadamer.  Readers'  subjective  models,  paradigms,  beliefs  and

values,  despite  belonging to their  necessarily  limited background, do not  misconstrue the texts'

meaning nor the author's intention, but rather establish the subjective horizon of the reader. The aim

141M. Butler, The Stuart Court Masque and Political Culture, cit., p. 4.
142For  the  following brief  outline I  am indebted to  R.C.  Holub,  Reception Theory.  A Critical  Introduction,

London and New-York,  Methuen,  1984;  Id.  (ed.),  Teoria  della  Ricezione,  Torino,  Einaudi,  1989;  For  an
overview  on  reader-response  theory,  see  S.  Bennett,  Theatre  Audiences.  A  Theory  of  Production  and
Reception, London and New York, Routledge, 1997, pp. 20-84.

143H.R. Jauss, Aesthetic Experience and Literary Hermeneutics. Trans. Michael Shaw, Minneapolis, University
of  Minnesota  Press,  1982;  Id.,  Toward  an  Aesthetic  of  Reception. Trans.  Timothy  Bahti,  Minneapolis,
University of Minnesota Press, 1982; W. Iser, The Act of Reading: a Theory of Aesthetic Response, Baltimore
and London, John Hopkins University Press, 1978.
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of the critic, in Jauss's perspective, is to objectify the horizon of expectation in order to establish the

artistic  value  of  the  literary  text  in  the  light  of  its  novelty,  that  is  to  say,  depending  on  how

disruptive its  formal  and aesthetic  features  are  if  compared to the audience's  expectations.  The

major implications of Jauss's theory are an evolutionary conception of the history of literature and

the  abandonment  of  a  theological  perspective  in  literary  criticism  historicism,  in  favour  of  a

conception of literature as a process of self-generative new forms. Novelty, in Jauss's system, sheds

light on both an historic and aesthetic perspective and reception theory, in these terms, does not only

introduce the perspective of the reader, but is an actual hermeneutic instrument. 

Wolfgang  Iser,  on  the  other  hand,  gives  less  importance  to  social  or  historic  issues,

concentrating  on  more  subtle  textual  considerations.  The  major  contribution  of  Iser's  critical

theorization is the development of philosopher R. Ingarden's notion of  Unbestimmetheistellen, a

term that  refers  to  formal  and aesthetic  places  in  the  literary texts  whose undetermined nature

differentiates them from objective reality. According to Iser, the meaning of a literary work is not

contained in its text, but is generated during the reading process and originates in the interaction

between the textual and the subjective process. Literary texts are constructed in such a way that

always leaves space to the reader to complete and finish them: the reader has a fundamental role in

the authorial process.

A further contact between reception theory and reader-response studies can be found in the

application of stylistics and semiotics to the analysis of textual signs, in order to determine the

‘ideal reader’ of a given literary text. Generally speaking, the main critical instruments deriving

from reception and reader-response studies can be intuitively applied to the audience of a play or of

a festival, if we consider them as ‘texts’. In a study on the application of audience studies on actual

performance which is considered ground-breaking despite its limits, Susan Bennett offers a helpful

summary of historical approaches on the role of audiences as a “cultural phenomenon”.144 Even

though her theory is embedded in the footsteps of theorist-practitioners such as Jerzy Grotowski and

deals with actual theatre-practice from the points of view of playwright and directors, Bennett notes

that such an awareness of the existence of an audience can be tracked back to the earliest drama and

quotes David Bain's Actors and Audience (1977) as an example of enquiry on Greek drama's asides

and  conventions.  Bennett  summarises  the  role  of  theatrical  audiences  outlining  a  path  from

classical, and in particular Greek theatre, where drama is strictly linked with religious practices

within social, economic and political structures, towards the less and less active role of audiences

until the “separation of fictional stage world and audience”.145 

144S. Bennett, op.cit., p. 1.
145 Ibid., pp. 2-3.
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In  the  introduction  to  another  collection  of  essays  on  ‘audience  participation’,  Susan

Kattwinkel argues that, despite the formalist and semiotic understatement of the theatre's need for

an audience,146 the notion of the spectators' passivity as we know it today is quite recent and only

dates back to the nineteenth century: 

We know that audiences affect performances through their reactions […]. And although theatre
is recognised as being incomplete until an audience witnesses it and creates it for themselves
intellectually, spectators are generally relegated to “receiver” status, having little impact on the
process of performance except in standard, structured response. The passive audience, of course,
is a relatively new condition of theatrical experience, but nevertheless has become so prevalent
that it is the status quo for most theatres in the West. The passive audience really only came into
being in  the  nineteenth century,  as theatre began its  division into artistic  and entertainment
forms. […] But historically and in a growing variety of theatrical forms today, it has been a very
different matter.147

Despite the concern with the role of audiences in drama theorists such as Aristotle (Poetics)

and Horace (Ars Poetica),148 the debate about active audiences is relatively recent and pertains,

since the 1980's, to the sphere of performance theory: by rejecting the text, performance artists

“open  up  interest  in  the  field  of  audience  response”  and  build  “new  paradigms”  by  availing

themselves of the interdisciplinary incursion of social sciences.149 At the same time, Bennett judges

of particular interest the “reading of dramatic texts for implicit strategies of reception”,150 as, for

instance,  Jean  E.  Howard's  analysis  of  Shakespeare's  works  in  the  light  of  the  director's

perspective,151 although,  generally  speaking,  semiology  somewhat  neglects  audiences,  despite

offering a rigorous analysis of theatre's constitutive elements.

Bearing in mind the already mentioned historical transformation of the theatrical space and its

consequences on the role of the audience, both Bennett and Kattwinkel quote the importance of the

concept of ‘distance’ as theorised by Daphna Ben Chaim, who claims that the abolition of distance,

that  “affects  the perception of  theatrical  art”,152 constitutes  the limits  of theatre.  While  Bennett

questions Ben Chaim's assumption that with “the abandonment of traditional auditoria, traditional

146“Can theatre  exist  without  an  audience?  At  least  one  spectator  is  needed to  make it  a  performance”,  J.
Grotowski, Towards a Poor Theatre, Engl. ed. by Eugenio Barba, London, Methuen, 1980 (1968), p. 32.

147S. Kattwinkel, op. cit., p. ix
148See Aristotle,  Theory of Poetry and Fine Arts,  trans. S.H. Butcher, New York, Dover Publications, 1951;

Horace, Satires and Epistles, trans. Jacob Fuchs, New York, W.W. Norton, 1977.
149S. Bennett, op. cit., p. 9.
150 Ivi, p. 14.
151“I assume that in writing plays for performance Shakespeare was partly writing with an eye to the potential

responses of the audience; that is, as he orchestrated the play, he was indirectly orchestrating the theatrical
experience  of  the  viewer”.  Jean  E.  Howard,  Shakespeare's  Art  of  Orchestration,  Urbana  and  Chicago,
University of Illinois Press, 1984, p. 6.

152D. Ben Chaim,  Distance in the Theatre: The Aesthetics of Audience Response, Ann Arbor, UMI Research
Press, 1984.
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stage-audience  relationships,  and  other  visible  theatrical  conventions”,153 the  actual  concept  of

theatre would disappear as well, she agrees that “the various levels of engagement with the audience

are […] central  to any analysis of the audience's experience”.154 Granting the importance of an

audience-oriented enquiry on theatre,  Bennett  moves the attention  to  how audiences  should  be

approached when performances are explicitly engaging an active or a passive audience:

Audiences clearly play a role in the theatre, but what kind of role? And what kind of audience?
What  constitutes  the  theatrical  event  in  which  they  play  that  part?  In  what  way  do  the
liminalities of performance bear upon the communication model of the performance itself? In a
self-conscious communication-oriented theatre […], the audience's role (although not its social
construction) is,  at  least in some ways, visible.  But in theatre demanding the (theoretically)
more  or  less  total  passivity  of  the  audience,  how can  its  relationship  to  the  self-contained
dramatic  world  be  described?  Many  of  the  problems  stem  from  the  ephemeral  nature  of
performance. But these problems suggest that what a theory of theatre audiences needs is not
the neglect it has historically received, but a systematic, if cautious, approach that would make
clearer the relationship between the art form we acknowledge as drama and the audience, both
locally and at large, that supports it.155

To  some  extent,  masques  pertain  to  the  first  category  of  ‘communication-oriented’

performances  which  are  self-aware  of  their  audiences  and,  despite  referring  to  contemporary

instances of theatre practice, Bennett's questions can also be relevant from a retrospective point of

view.  In  a  similar  way,  Kattwinkel  claims  from  the  beginning  that  her  concern  is  the  direct

participation of audiences rather than their simple reception of contents, but in doing so she offers a

brief and simple categorisation that can be paradigmatic in the analysis of the ways in which an

audience affects a performance:

Either  the  performance is  structured to  include audience members,  or  the  performance was
created with the  help of  potential  audience members,  in concert  with the artists,  or  greatly
altered following audience response. Others of these performances were created with a very
specific audience in mind, and have no purpose for existence without the spiritual and vocal
presence of that specific audience.156

Every situation described in the passage quoted above can be applied to masques, structured

to  include  audience  members  during  the  revels,  the  crucial,  culminating  point  of  the  show;

moreover,  members  of  the  royal  family  who  commissioned  and  danced  in  masques  directly

collaborated with poets and architects and nothing could be staged without the approval of the king.

There are cases of masques that were completely rewritten and re-staged due to negative responses

153S. Bennett, op. cit., p. 15.
154 Ivi, p. 16.
155 Ivi, p. 17.
156S. Kattwinkel, op. cit., p. x.
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on the part of the audience: a famous episode saw a bored King James complaining about the lack

of dance extravaganza in Jonson's  Pleasure Reconciled to Virtue (1618), immediately satisfied by

Buckingham's  improvised  capers.  The  same  masque  was  effectively  rewritten  for  a  second

performance, due to the absence of the queen during the first one, resulting in an almost new show,

For  the  Honours  of  Wales  (1618).  In  1634,  King  James  reportedly  commanded  that  Jonson's

Neptune's Triumphs for the Return of Albion should not be performed due to political reasons, and

the masque ended up rewritten and staged into The Fortunate Isles and their Union. Every masque

was created with a specific audience in mind, which is to say the court and, ultimately the king, and

this is why a re-staging of a masque today would never hold the same meaning.157 Lauren Shohet's

study on the masque's readership explicitly advocates for the necessity of also looking at masques

from the point  of view of  audiences,  and,  by quoting Roger Chartier's  ideas on the composite

mechanism of  conventions  and  perceptions  in  the  process  of  the  readership's  apprehension  of

contents,158 she invites us to “move beyond what masque producers may have intended of their

masques to also include what receivers can make of them”.159 

Bennett  insists  on  the  primary  role  of  audiences  and  readerships  in  theatre,  both  in

performance and print, by writing that “in the theatre every reader is involved in the making of the

play” and that  “no two theatrical  performances can ever be the same precisely because of this

audience involvement”.160 The same ideas can be applied to masques,  especially because of the

occasional and unique – with very rare exceptions – nature of their performance, even though it is

impossible  to  retrieve  the  whole  of  their  multimedia  dimension  today,  since  only  little  textual

evidence (some manuscripts, printed editions, music sheets, and some stage designs) survives. For

both of these reasons, that is to say the occasional circumstance and the lack of complete evidence

of every single performance,  it  would be too artificial  to superimpose a theory of audience on

masques-in-performance, since neither the original audience nor the original performance can be

retrieved.  At  the  same  time,  as  Hanna  Scolnicov  observes,  “modern  research  has  made  us

157The  only  attempt  to  re-stage  a  Stuart  masque  occurred,  as  far  as  I  know,  in  2013.  From  July  19th  to
September 1st, within the context of Performing for the King, a wider exhibition on the early Stuart Court and
masques in particular, the Banqueting House in Whitehall hosted a workshop in which visitors could try on
costumes, learn a masque dance and witness the rehearsals for the performance. As a matter of fact, on the
evening  of  July  27th 2013,  Past  Pleasures  Ltd,  UK’s  leading  professional  costumed  live  historical
interpretation company, performed Ben Jonson's Tempe Restored. People outside the company could try to be
in the cast  through the Twitter account @AskInigo and tickets were sold at £28.00 per person and included a
glass of wine on arrival. See http://www.hrp.org.uk/NewsAndMedia/bhpressresources/TempeRestored. Some
pictures,  taken  by  an  attendant  of  the  preview  of  the  show,  can  be  found  on  her  personal  blog:
http://www.andreazuvich.com/current-events/tempe-restored-a-17th-century-masque-at-banqueting-house/.

158See  R.  Chartier,  Forms  and  Meanings:  Text,  Performance,  and  Audiences  from  Codex  to  Computer,
Philadelphia, University of Pennsylvania Press, 1995.

159L. Shohet, op.cit., p. 8.
160S. Bennet, op. cit., p. 21.
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increasingly aware of the nature of theatrical conventions, their provenance, the constraints they

impose,  and  their  function  and  meaning”,161 and  reading  plays  and  documents  related  to  the

performance do not prevent us from trying to reconstruct as much of the performance as possible,

along with asking and determining what and how much the sources can tell about the performance

itself: “The reading of plays has also become increasingly concerned with the non-verbal aspects of

the text itself. Some of these aspects are described in the stage directions; others, such as gestures

and voice inflexions, are only implied and need to be interpreted and justified”.162

Lauren Shohet suggests that the study of how these texts were received in their historical

contemporary context, both by audiences in performance and by readers in print, “reveals masques

working  in  a  diffuse  and  complex  nexus  of  elite  and  quasi-public  culture”.163 Uncovering  the

complexity of political and cultural categories Butler writes about, Shohet comments that:

such a practice can draw together the scrupulous contextual research we already are practising
with a perhaps less verifiable, but in the end equally important, notion of reception as a locus –
a place situated in history, but not completely or reductively determined by history – where
meanings are made.164

‘I am the husband and the whole Isle is my lawfull wife’.
Royal Family, Nationhood, and Water: Aims and Finalities of the Present Study

The Jacobean and Caroline reigns were characterised by the striking novelty of a proper royal

family,  especially  if  compared to  the  situation  of  the  Elizabethan court  and,  partially,  of  what

followed after the civil war, during Cromwell's protectorate and the Restoration. James I arrived

from Scotland in 1603 with a Danish queen, Anna, and they had three children: Henry, who died

aged eighteen in 1612, Elizabeth,  who married the Elector Palatine in 1613, and Charles,  who

succeeded James in 1625. In the same year, Charles married Queen Henrietta Maria, the French

Catholic daughter of Maria de Medici.  They had four children,  two of whom became kings of

England as James II and Charles II.165 

The Stuart family, as people bound by blood relations and, at the same time, as monarchs,

occupied a major public role that could reveal only a partial truth of their whole identities. As a

matter of fact, behind public self-fashioning it might be difficult to detect personal inclinations and

161H. Scolnicov and P.  Holland (eds.),  Reading Plays.  Interpretation and Reception,  Cambridge,  Cambridge
University Press, 1991, p. 1.

162 Ibid.
163L. Shohet, op. cit., p. 10.
164 Ibid.
165See plate 2.
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feelings, since officially “the king and other members of the royal family only play their roles,

fulfilling expectations but with little substantial character”.166 The advent of a royal family in 1603

had a huge impact on the public sphere and, notwithstanding, it was always between the public and

the private that James, Anna, and their children had to negotiate their personal feelings, emotions,

and their public roles:

If the royal family exists on a stage, they also have a backstage existence, a private life that
necessarily  and inevitably  intersects  and  even at  times  contradicts  the  public  position.  As
Goldberg and others  have noticed,  little  in  the  way of  privacy exists  for  the  royal  family
(indeed for every family):  they live their lives in public.  True,  but  private emotions, inner
secrets, and moments of special intimacy also occur. […] Regardless of personal feelings, the
family could come together for public occasions and provide the image desired by society. […]
Built into the construct of a royal family, therefore, lies an inherent tension between private
feelings  and public responsibilities words and ceremonies  may at  moments only mask the
silence of private hearts.167

David  Bergeron  distinguishes  the  private  and  the  public  sphere  of  the  Stuart  family  by

referring respectively to the “royal family” and the “royal court”.168 The scholar also observes that

the best way to look at this social and personal intertwining is to consider James as the character in

whose person “metaphor and reality collapsed”:169 as a husband and father of a seventeenth-century

family and as a king, he likewise applied a patriarchal model that resulted in a celebrated simile that

even  James  largely  exploited  throughout  his  reign  during  several  discourses  to  Parliament.170

Opposing himself  to the previous ‘virgin queen’,  who was married to England, James declared

himself husband to “the whole Isle” and, at the same time, he compared the king of a nation to a

parens patriae, “the politique father of his people”.171 Moreover, within a family, children signify

genealogy and, as a king with a family, James was saluted by the English people as the father of a

royal  dynasty  that  provided  a  heir,  and  of  a  political  stability  pursued  through  his  children's

166D. Bergeron,  Royal Family, Royal Lovers. King James of England and Scotland, Columbia, University of
Missouri Press, 1991, p. 9.

167 Ivi, pp. 9-10.
168 Ivi, p. 10.
169 Ivi, p. 8.
170On the public and private mirroring of patriarchal models in family and government, J. Goldberg analyses

English paintings of family portraits, both of the royal family and of other families, and observes a cultural
leitmotif  in  the  representation  of  the  patriarchal  model:  “If  we look at  some typical  instances  of  family
representation in the period, it is not difficult to make out their sexual politics, or to connect them to James's
rhetoric, its reflection on the masque, or the poet's language of love. In English painting, representations of the
family increase as a genre in the seventeenth century. These group portraits, posed, planned, and inescapably
conceptualized, are cultural artifacts, official statements about family functions and relationships. Inevitably,
they mirror the language of domestic life converted to state use; inevitably […] they draw upon the metaphors
of state power to express the bonds of intimacy”. J. Goldberg, James I and the Politics of Literature, cit., p.
89.

171C.H. McIlwain, The Political Works of James I, Cambridge, Harvard University Press, 1918, pp 272-307.
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marriages.172 As Bergeron comments, with words that well apply to the following reign of Charles

as well, the royal children:

become pawns in royal matchmaking and dynasty-creating activities, and they represent the
hope of a peaceful succession – an immediate political strength that James brought with him
from Scotland to England.  The child will  presumably succeed the parent  as sovereign – a
source of assurance but also of tension. The birth of a child, the death of a child, the marriage
of a child have profound consequences in James's family because they intersect the political
world in ways that no ordinary family, even most aristocratic families, experiences.173

Every  member  of  the  family  had  an  active  role  in  the  development  and shaping  of  the

masque, as both a form of court spectacle and as a literary genre. Despite never dancing, James

was,174 at  least  on the formal surface,  the first  receiver of masques and the litmus test  of their

political  and  aesthetic  agenda.  But  it  was  Anna,175 educated  in  the  wealthy,  continental  and

culturally lively Denmark, who operated both a personal and aesthetic revolution on the masquing

ground, commissioning and dancing in many of the Jacobean entertainments.176 Henry, Elizabeth

and Charles all danced in masques as children and as young heirs.177 As a king, Charles reintroduced

the tradition of the masque, not only actively participating as dancer, but also transforming its form

into a celebration of the political and moral Neoplatonic perfection of his union with the French

Queen Henrietta Maria, who, in her turn, embraced the legacy of her likewise foreign predecessor

172Frances Yates first investigated the influence that a new royal family had on the English literature of the
period. See F. Yates, Shakespeare's Last Plays, London, Routledge & Kegan Paul Ltd, 1975. See, particularly,
chapter one.

173D. Bergeron, Royal Family, Royal Lovers, cit., p. 5.
174Almost every analysis of Jacobean masques relates to the role of James's, mostly passive, influence on the

genre, but to date the two major seminal studies for starting point reference remain J. Goldberg, James I and
the Politics of Literature, cit., and S. Kogan, The Hieroglyphic King: Wisdom and Idolatry in the Seventeenth-
Century Masque, London, Cranbury, 1986.

175Following C. McManus and other scholars, the queen will be referred to as Anna, as she used to refer to
herself, rather than Anne. See C. McManus, Women on the Renaissance Stage, cit., p. 1.

176On the active role of Queen Anna in masques, see in particular J. Leeds Barroll, Anna of Denmark, cit.; Clare
McManus,  Women on the Renaissance Stage, cit.; Id. (ed.), Women and Culture at the Courts of the Stuart
Queens, cit.

177On Prince Henry's court, see J.W. Williamson, The Myth of the Conqueror. Prince Henry Stuart: A Study in
17th Century Personation,  New York: AMS, 1978; R. Strong,  Henry Prince of Wales and England's Lost
Renaissance,  London, Thames and Hudson, (1986) 2008;  T. Wilks, ed.,  Prince Henry Revived. Image and
Exemplarity in Early Modern England,  Southampton, Southampton Solent University, 2007;  L.B. Cormak,
“Twisting the Lion's Tale: Practice and Theory at the Court of Henry Prince of Wales”, in B.T. Moran (ed.),
Patronage and Institutions. Science Technology and Medicine at the European Court 1500-1750, Rochester,
NY, The Bodyell Press, 1991, pp. 67-83; on the role of Prince Henry and Prince Charles as performing heirs
see J.E. Graham, “The Performing Heir in Jonson's Jacobean Masques”, Studies in English Literature, 1500-
1900,  Vol.  41,  No.  2,  Tudor  and  Stuart  Drama (Spring,  2001),  pp.  381-398;  on  Princess  Elizabeth  as
performer  in  masques  see,  among  others,  J.R.  Mulryne,  “Marriage  Entertainments  in  the  Palatinate  for
Princess Elizabeth Stuart and the Elecor Palatine”, in J.R. Mulryne, M. Shewring (eds.), Italian Renaissance
Festivals and their European Influence, cit., pp. 173-196; C.  McManus,  Women on the Renaissance Stage,
cit.; Id. (ed.), Women and Culture at the Courts of the Stuart Queens, cit.; K. Curran, op.cit.
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by also engaging herself in a personal agenda, largely exploited within the masque.178

The internal conflicts or alliances between husbands and wives, between parents and children,

or between siblings,  somehow still  emerge from masques.  The political  persona of each Stuart

character  developed  across  the  succession  of  Jacobean  and  Caroline  masques,  whose  fictional

ground made space for a dialogue, or, at least, for the claiming of different political, social and

personal  statements  within  the  environment  of  the  same  Royal  family.  Within  the  field  of

conjecture,  but  with  a  strong theoretical  basis  given by reception  theory,  audience  studies  and

cultural studies, along with a likewise solid conjunction of sources, such as the texts, the designs

and external accounts, the aim of the present study is to illustrate the complexity of masques by

embracing the methodological intuition that Butler offers in uniting both aesthetic and political

perspectives.

In his study on the language of Union exploited in wedding masques, Kevin Curran suggests a

similar attitude of going beyond the general assumption that masques should not be excerpted from

their historical and social context, combining the perspective of new historicism to that of close

readings of specific case studies (i.e. images or passages) in a wider perspective.179 In the light of

the methodological shift proposed by these scholars, in order to retrieve the point of view of the

active  and  passive  role  of  audiences,  it  is  worth  accepting  Shohet's  suggestion  that  “our

understanding of what happens when readers encounter those texts, or audiences encounter their

performances, should be as capacious as those of their early modern receivers”.180 Since the masque

“exemplifies  relationships  between  image  and  practice,  between  modes  of  signification  and

interpretation”,181 it  is of fundamental importance to consider that its  audience might both have

different responses in comparison to the author's/director's/commissioner's intentions and it can host

different contemporary responses among its members: 

The potential overlay of “popular” and “public” may actually prove salutary insofar as it
reminds us that a single phenomenon, such as a crowd or a people attending a progress, may
have very different effects depending upon subtle differences in how those people understand

178On King Charles I and Queen Henrietta Maria as performers and patrons of masques see, among others, K.
Sharpe,  Criticism  and  Compliment:  the  Politics  of  Literature  in  the  England  of  Charles  I ,  Cambridge,
Cambridge University Press, 1987;   E. Veevers,  Images of Love and Religion Queen Henrietta Maria and
Court  Entertainments,  Cambridge,  Cambridge  University  Press,  1989;  T.N.  CORNS,  The  Royal  Image:
Representations of Charles I, Cambridge, Cambridge University Press, 1999; C. McManus, (ed.), Women and
Culture  at  the  Courts  of  the  Stuart  Queens, cit.;  Sophie  Tomlinson,  Women  on  Stage  in  Stuart  Drama,
Cambridge, Cambridge University Press, 2005; K. Britland, Drama at the Courts of Queen Henrietta Maria,
Cambridge, Cambridge University Press, 2006. 

179K. Curran, op. cit., p. 15. Curran refers to Lindley's claim that to consider masques “out of their particular
social and political context […] is to falsify their contemporary aim and effect”. D. Lindley, “Embarrassing
Ben: The Masques for Frances Howard”, English Literary Renaissance 16 (1986), pp. 343-359, p. 358.

180K. Curran, op. cit., p. 5.
181L. Shohet, op. cit., p. 13.
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and act upon their experience: appreciating the display, evaluating its logic, or both. Any
persuasive genealogy of the public sphere needs to accommodate these kinds of subtleties,
positioned to trace developments that are always uneven and partial.182

This study will consider the specific and predominant role of the audience of masques. By

analysing certain images, I will conjecture how the different members of the Stuart royal family

received and reacted to these images, and how their multiple roles as masquers, commissioners and

addressees of these shows affected the aesthetic  and political  reading of the same images.  The

masques need to be considered in some chronological order, since the narrative life of the royal

family might “at any given moment […] differ from what it had been: personalities evolve, and

events intervene. No smooth line of transition can be discerned but rather fits and starts – signs of a

family growing and changing”.183 

Water will be the  trade d'union for the selection of the images that will be taken as case-

studies, meant as both scenes and pictures of the masques, considered as both literature and art.

Aquatic settings, characters and conventions abound in masques almost incessantly along the whole

period of the canon and, as will be analysed in the following chapters, they somewhat testify to an

increasing leitmotiv that grows with the development of the self-awareness of the masque as form

and as genre, particularly falling into issues of national identity. The presence of real and artificial

water, furthermore, is cogent to the exploitation of stage mechanics and hydraulic machines that

hold both a didactic and aesthetic role for the audience. The result of such an inquiry will be a

speculative retrospective reading of the chronological succession of masques-in-performance as a

whole text, enjoyed by its contemporary audience as both an instrument of aesthetic, social and

political self-fashioning, but also as a tool of entertainment and knowledge. 

Curran has noted, in the case of the language of Union, how masques played a fundamental

role in shaping and tailoring a political and aesthetic language that was not already present, rather

than being the fixed and ever-repeating court ceremonies they are often still considered to have

been:

Jacobean monarchical rhetoric may be more usefully understood as a process in which the
masques took part, rather than as a script that the masques replicated. Within this dynamic, both
court  entertainment  and  monarchical  rhetoric  are  always  open  systems  of  representation:
nonfixed in their meanings, highly improvised in content, and, most of all, always unfinished
products.”.184

The reading of aquatic images in the light of their reception and, possibly, of their influence

182 Ibid.
183D. Bergeron, Royal Family, Royal Lovers, cit., p. 11.
184K. Curran, op. cit., p. 14.
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on the development of a language of national identity will be carried out with an approach similar to

the one Curran suggests. The choice of reducing the vantage point to a single theme, in this case

water,  might  seem to  result  in  the  narrowing of  the  perspective  as  through a  pinhole,  but  the

restricted  selection  of  texts  taken  into  consideration,  although  they  fall  along  the  whole

chronological line of the canon, permits us to consider a wider spectrum of methodological and

theoretical implications altogether, such as literature, art and cultural studies, rather than choosing a

single one. At the same time, it offers the chance to look at water as at one of the most exploited

thematic issues of English and British identity, offering a case study that can be compared to other

similar instances in both English and other European literatures.

61



62



Chapter II

‘The knowledge of men is as the waters’.

Aquatic Paths and Patterns in Renaissance England

‘A water which we call Water of Paradise […] for health and Prolongation of life’.
Premise for a Thematic Approach

Among all the elements, water is the most Protean, or is at least perceived as such through history

from both a physical and symbolic point of view. Colourless and tasteless, it shapes and is shaped

by  reality  and  imagination.  Always  present  and  forever  changing,  water  runs  physically  and

circularly along its hydrological cycle. As one of the four elements, it appears in every creation

myth, in every culture: water is the source of life and the essential element for life and it is also a

baptismal element of purification and healing.1

Since  seas  and rivers  delimit  and connect  the  earth,  and  the  natural  presence  of  water

originally determined the development of civilization, man has taken control over water by means

of  architecture  and  hydraulic  engineering:  from  Roman  aqueducts  to  Renaissance  gardens,

technique  has  found solutions  to  practical  problems,  while  also  celebrating  human power  over

nature.  In  the  Renaissance,  the  clash  and  wavering  between  an  anthropocentric  system  and

geocentricism in every field of practical and spiritual knowledge saw a way to reconcile classical

and pagan sources with, and within, a Christian dimension. It is with this aesthetic and epistemic

1 On  the  symbolism  of  the  hydrological  cycle  and  its  anthropological  implications,  see  Y.  Tuan,  The
Hydrological Cycle and the Wisdom of God, Toronto, University of Toronto Press, 1968. 
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attitude that water is a pervasive element in Stuart court masques, where in terms of iconology and

symbolism it shapes themes, characters, and stage settings. 

A systematic and comparative reading of Stuart masques performed from 1603 to 1640 in

the  closed  environment  of  the  court  reveals  not  only  the  quantitative  consistency  of  real  and

artificial water present in these shows, but also the recurrence of themes that can be grouped, in the

context of Renaissance culture and aesthetics, into six major categories: the question of national

identity linked with the insular nature and geographical configuration of Britain; the consequent

issues of the history of Britain's maritime power; cartography and voyages; the geographical and

symbolic concept of the sea, seascapes and rivers; and the aquatic characters and divinities that

inhabit them. 

As a matter of fact, when England or Britain is explicitly mentioned in Stuart court masques,

they are almost always referred to in terms of insularity from both a poetical and a physical point of

view. The myth of the Fortunate Isles is also insistent, both in explicit and implicit ways, with the

recurrence  of  a  particular  cartographic  pattern  that  collocates  Britain  on  the  western  parts  of

geographical and fictional maps in an idealised region of the Hesperides where the sun never sets.

Moreover, other islands can be spotted on the seas of masques, sometimes as mirrors of England,

other times as opposite alternatives. 

Maps, cartographic elements and allusions to political issues on expansion and colonization

are quite frequent in Stuart court masques. Likewise, the long and complex history of the English

navy sheds an interesting light on the general context and on certain passages and occurrences in

Stuart court masques: these often mention and explicitly refer to the fleet, the matter of jurisdiction

of the seas and naval power in general, especially considering the relation they hold with private

and  political  issues  linked  with  the  Stuart  courts  and  with  members  of  the  royal  families  in

particular.

In accordance with the characteristics of the literary genres of chorographies and itineraries,

internal  waterways,  and in  particular  rivers,  represent  and symbolise a  strong sense of internal

national identity in court masques. The utmost protagonist of this public and court riverine aesthetic

is, unavoidably, the Thames: the water artery of London and of the whole nation often features

effectively in outdoor shows, such as pageants, fireworks, and naumachias preceding or following

masques, but it also appears staged, under different forms, in several masques.

Gardens  are  another  primary  place,  when not  a  proper  literary,  symbolic  and rhetorical

locus, that frequently appears in the final scenes of Stuart court masques, or at least in moments of

narrative and meaningful resolution, often featuring rich hydraulic devices and symbolisms. Stage

machines,  such  as  the  machina  versatilis,  architectural  solutions  similar  to  those  used  for  the
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realisation of seascapes, costumes, artificial lights adopted for the fabricated reproduction of natural

elements by means of coloured glasses, as it is often the case of precious metals and minerals, and

other devices borrowed from hydraulic engineering, often serve the scope of bringing fountains on

stage.

The analysis of water in Stuart court masques, considered from both the point of view of its

practical staging and of its symbolism, as fabricated architecture and as landscape, will prompt

questions on the geographical representation of Britain within and from the perspective of the court,

testifying to one of the many literary and cultural places where the building of a national identity

develops, on the threshold of the last European absolute monarchy and on the verge of the civil war.

Bearing in mind Butler's assumption that the masque constitutes a physical and artistic place in

which it is possible to observe the seeds of, or at least the signs of disruption that lead to, the birth

of  a  British modern  state,2 the consistent  presence  of  water  can be understood as  a  privileged

viewpoint from which it is possible to investigate the cultural, aesthetic and symbolic representation

of landscape and of national identity in the environment of the court,  and further question how

much the self-fashioning of a monarchic geography results in conflict with its public and physical

counterparts. The king and his royal family and entourage do not constitute, however, a monolithic

body and, in the light of the occasional and contingent nature of masques, the multiple lives of

water-images present in these shows can also offer an instrument of investigation of the reception of

the same issues by different members of the Stuart court.

The aim of this chapter is to suggest a systematic outline of aquatic themes, with the purpose

of giving evidence of the pervasive presence of water in Stuart court masques and to track an ideal

vocabulary and grammar of these aquatic occurrences, in order to subsequently illustrate Stuart

court shows in the wider perspective of aquatic festivals.

‘Britannia, which the triple world admires, / This isle hath now recovered for her name’.
Britain as a Conceptual, Ideological, and Physical Island

England is  not  an island,  however  much of  the Elizabethan and early Stuart  growing sense of

national identity was strongly built on the superimposition of the English reign over the isle of

Britain.3 One of the most celebrated examples of this  geographical and political  paradox is the

2 See «‘These things are but toys, to come amongst such serious observations’. A Historical Survey on Masque
Criticism», infra.

3 On the birth  and development of  early modern English and British national  identity,  in  literature  and in
general,  see,  among  others,  R.  Helgerson, Forms  of  Nationhood:  The  Elizabethan  Writing  of  England,
Chicago, Chicago University Press, 2002 (1994); C. Mceachern,  The Poetics of English Nationhood, 1590-
1612, Cambridge, Cambridge University Press, 1996; M. Willi,  “This Sceptred Isle: Shakespeare and the
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definition given by Gaunt in Shakespeare's Richard II:

This royal throne of kings, this sceptred isle,
This earth of majesty, this seat of Mars,
This other Eden, demi-paradise,
This fortress built by Nature for her self
Against infection and the hand of war,
This happy breed of men, this little world,
This precious stone set in a silver sea
Which serves it in the office of a wall
Or as a moat defensive to a house,
Against the envy of less happier lands,
This blessed plot, this earth, this realm, this England
(William Shakespeare, Richard II, I, 1, ll. 40-50)

Shakespeare's lines concentrate the two main implications generated by the England/island

association, that is to say the relocation to Britain of the myth of the Fortunate Isles, sometimes

overlapping it with the Thule of northern tradition, and the subsequent identification of England

with a utopian and protected insular society.4 It is well known how, in the sixteenth and seventeenth

centuries, contemporary with the exploration of new-found lands, Britain was considered more and

more as a separated paradise, opposed to and different from all the other “less happier lands”. 5 The

classical sources for the myth of the ‘Fortunate Isles’ or ‘Islands of the Blest’ go back to ancient

geography and mythography, mainly based on the conception of the earth as being surrounded by

the river Oceanus. The identification of England with Britain as a whole, and with the Fortunate

Isles, also constitutes classical  topoi that can be found in Virgil, who defines the British isles as

“toto divisos orbe Britannos”,6 and Horace, who locates them “in ultimos orbis”,7 but also in Pliny

and Solinus. The latter, in particular, translated into English by Arthur Golding in 1587, is one of

the most recurring sources for the authors of chronicles, such as Fabyan, John Harison, Holinshed,

and Camden, who all quote the  topos of the ‘other world’ in the openings of their works.8 The

unexpectedly mild climate found in Britain by the Romans had encouraged the association between

British Problem”, in J.J. Jouhin (ed.), Shakespeare and National Culture, Manchester, Manchester University
Press, 1997, pp. 83-108; A. Gordon and B. Klein (eds.),  Literature, Mapping and the Politics of Space in
Early Modern England,  Cambridge, Cambridge University Press, 2001; D.J. Backer and W. Maley (eds.),
British  Identities  and English  Renaissance  Literature,  Cambridge,  Cambridge  University  Press,  2002;  H.
Brocklehrust and R. Philips (eds.), History, Nationhood and the Question of Britain, Basingstoke, 2004.

4 For a reconstruction of the tradition of the history and influence of this concept, see J. W. Bennett, “Britain
Among the Fortunate Isles”, Studies in Philology, Vol. 53, 2 , Apr. 1956, pp. 114-140.

5 W. Shakespeare, Richard II, I, 1, l. 48.
6 Virgil, Eclogue I, line 36, trans. H. Rushton Faircough, Cambridge, Mass., Loeb Classical Library, 1950, I, 8.
7 Horace, Carmen I, Ode 35, ll. 29-30, Odes and Epodes, trans. C. E. Bennett, London, William Heinemann,

1919, p. 94.
8 The Chronicle of Fabian, London, 1559; John Harison, “Description of Britaine”, prefixed to R. Holinshed,

The Chronicles of England, Scotland and Ireland, London, 1590; Camden, Britannia, London, 1590.
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Britain  and  the  Fortunate  Isles  and  it  acquired,  during  the  Renaissance,  further  elements  of

mythological mixture: 

In addition to this geographical concept of England as another world because it was cut off
from the land mass of the known world, there was a more nebulous and vague association of
Britain with the mythical islands of the Western Ocean, such as Thule, the Fortunate Isles, or
Hesperides, the Islands of the Blest, and Homer's Ogygia.9

In the third century Dionysisus Periegetes, translated into English by Thomas Twayne in

1572, located the British Fortunate Isles in the Hesperides and, in other developments of the myth,

the Fortunate Isles coincide with the dwelling of Saturn, located on an island-cave, as reported by

Pluarch, and with the underworld of spirits and of the dead:

John  Selden,  in  his  notes  to  Drayton  Poly-Olbion,  throws  further  light  on  the  train  of
associations involved. He cites both Homer and Hesiod to the effect that Saturn's abode is in
eternal night “about the utmost ends of the earth; which well fits the Northern climate of these
Islands”, i.e., the British Isles. Next he cites Plutarch's account of the island where Saturn
sleeps, “one most temperate, of gentle ayre, and fragrant with sweetest odours, lying towards
the Northwest”, and he adds that Homer puts the Elysian Fields (commonly associated with
the Fortunate  Isles)  “at  the  utmost  ends of  the  earth”.  By this  series  of  associations,  the
geographical “other world” of Britain becomes identified with the mythological Otherworld,
the land of spirits.10

In the course of the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries, the topos travelled from the realm of

geographers  and writers  of  chronicles  to  that  of  antiquarians  and chorographers,  who became

themselves, along with their classical counterparts, the sources for many Tudor, Elizabethan and

early Stuart poets, such as John Leland, Edmund Spenser, and Michael Drayton, to name a few.

The very name ‘Albion’, more ancient than ‘Britain’, seems to derive from the association with

Fortunate Isles, since, according to Bishop Thomas Cooper explains, it would have developed from

a Greek term for ‘fortunate’.11

9 J. W. Bennett, “Britain Among the Fortunate Isles”, cit., p. 117. Solinus refers of an altar present in Scotland,
bearing Greek inscriptions devoted to Ulysses: “‘Ulysses' altar’, as it was called in Scotland, served therefore
to link Britain, as Ogygia, with the Fortunate Isles”, ivi, p. 118.

10 Ivi, cit., p. 121.
11 Bennett refers to the entry “Albion” in Thomas Cooper's “Dictionarium Historicum et Poeticum”, appended to

Cooper's  edition  of  Sir  Thomas Elyot's  Dictionary  (1565):  “The  learned  Bishop,  Thomas Cooper,  in  his
addition to Sir Thomas Elyot's Dictionary, derived the name «Albion», which he thought more ancient than
«Britain»,  from a Greek word meaning  fortunate.  He conjectures that  the Greeks «entered into the great
Occean Sea, where they foude dyuers and many les. Among which, they perceyuing this Ile to bee not onely
the greatest in circuite, but also most plenteous of euerye thing … wondering and reioysing … [they] named
this Ile in Greek Olbion, which in English signifieth happie, in Latine Foelix». In time, he explains, the O was
changed to A”. Ibid. 
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Another  literary outcome of insular  identity is  the collocation of Renaissance  utopias on

islands, from Thomas More's Utopia (1516) to Rebelais's Pantagruel (1532) and Campanella's La

Città del Sole (1602), and, obviously, Bacon's  New Atlantis (1625). These texts share a hybrid

blending of the classical myth of Atlantis and Thule, already present in Plato and Cervantes, and

the novelty of the ‘marvellous possessions’12 of the new world:

C'è, nel situare il paese ideale, la città ideale, oltre il mare, in mezzo al mare, su di un'isola, il
declinarsi di un paradigma che esprime la consapevolezza della necessità di staccare l'utopia
dall'attualità della storia. […]. Insomma, certamente non è un caso che Moro ponga la sua
utopa nel nuovo mondo oltre il mare (Hythlodeo è un seguace di Vespucci), che Bacon vada
anche più lontano e ponga la sua isola, la sua nuova Atlantide nell'Oceano Pacifico e che
Campanella situi  la sua Città del  sole in Centro o Sud America e la fa descrivere da un
marinaio  genovese,  come  Colombo.  È  un  fatto  comunque  che  il  Rinascimento,  nella
consapevolezza dell'antichità del mito che frequentava, a partire da Platone, come si è detto,
trova spesso i suoi regni utopici nel nuovo mondo meraviglioso scoperto da Colombo nel
1942.13

Very  often  Utopian  literature  overlaps  explicitly  with  travel  writing:  Mircea  Eliade

explicitly associates the conquest of the new world to the myth of an earthly paradise, an utopia or,

better to say ‘eutopia’,14 but it is the “sea-walled” circumscription within the borders of an isle of a

perfect and harmonic government that resonates with the English self-identification with a growing

self-consciousness of political and religious superiority, rather than with just a geographical island.

As J.W. Bennet observes, while British people “did not believe that England was another world in

any literal sense, they saw it was, in fact, a little world apart from the religious and political wars of

the continent”.15

Resuming Gaunt’s definition of England and Britain as “this precious stone set in a silver

sea”, it is easy to recollect the association, previously mentioned, between the sea and its coastline,

and with its representation as a proper instrument of defence, apt at granting the untouched and

unspoiled nature of the blessed isle. The self-consciousness of English and British insularity evokes

and shapes the geopolitical issue of the internal policy related to the unification of the reigns of

England, Wales, and Scotland. As a matter of fact, in 1603 James VI of Scotland ascended the

throne of England as James I, thus becoming “the first composite monarch of two islands, three

12 Marvelous Possessions is the title of a seminal study by Stephen Greenblatt, in which he explores, among
other themes, the relationship between utopian literature and travel writing in the age of discovery. See S.
Greenblatt,  Marvellous Possessions: the Wonder of the New World, Chicago, University of Chicago Press,
1991.

13 M. Domenichelli, “Utopie Marine. Viaggi, Naufragi, Isole”, Autori Vari,  La Letteratura del Mare. Atti del
Convegno di Napoli 13-16 settembre 2004,  Pubblicazioni del “Centro Pio Rajna” Sezione prima, Studi e
Saggi, 14, Roma, Salerno Editrice, 2006, pp. 183-198, pp. 184; 188.

14 Mircea Eliade, The Quest. History and Meaning in Religion, Chicago, University of Chicago Press, 1969.
15 J. W. Bennett, “Britain Among the Fortunate Isles”, cit., p. 128.
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kingdoms and four nations”.16 Throughout his reign, especially the early years, James, the self-

proclaimed British King, sought “to incite discourse on Britain and Britishness, to foster a British

national consciousness”.17 As Butler explains:

The arrival of the Stuarts at Whitehall created a monarchy which encompassed all of the island's
peoples and made it possible for the first time to speak of Britain as a single state. […] But the
claims  to  British  particularism  were  enhanced  by  the  situation  of  the  British  Isles,  the
geographical accident of separateness from the European mainland, which enabled the Stuarts to
claim that their dynastic integration was validated by providence and nature. […] By hymning
James as Neptune, father to Albion, or by associating the realm with the Fortunate Isles, the
classical paradise of western blessedness, the poets capitalised on the international status which
accrued to  a  multiple  monarchy,  and worked within the  new frame of  concepts  that  Stuart
succession entailed.18

James identified  himself  with  the  prophecy  of  a  pacific  king  who  would  reunite  the

kingdoms of England and Scotland, thus asserting his legitimate connection with the Tudor dynasty

in the footsteps of Brutus, King Arthur, and Henry VII, who, in 1485, had landed at Milford Haven

and had reunited the reign by defeating Richard III. Even though it would be another one hundred

years until the Act of Union  (1707) was created, James I started an open policy of cultural shift

from the tripartite division of the island to the kingdom of Great Britain: he always proclaimed

himself, and was being celebrated as, ‘King of Great Britaine’ and produced new coins “such as the

‘Unite’ as well as the ‘Thistle Crown’ – a coin which on its obverse side depicts the English rose

and on the reverse the Scottish thistle, thereby literally serving to circulate union propaganda”; 19 he

introduced  a  new flag,  and activated  an  explicit  policy  of  unionist  propaganda  by  combining

strategic weddings between members of his two English and Scottish courts.20 In October 1604 the

name Britain was proclaimed, although the Parliament opposed James's will of an official change

of nomenclature,  and masques mirrored the cogency of the topic and constituted a safe place,

within  and  for  the  court,  where  the  iconography  and  identity  of  Britain  could  be  questioned,

discussed and shaped:

The question of what name the combined kingdom would take was the talk of 1604. The
Union  tracts  canvassed  radically  divergent  positions  […].  Alternatives  were  debated  by
parliament in April, and the new style was assumed by proclamation in October […].But […]

16 C. Ivic, “Mapping British Identities: Speed's Theatre of the Empire of Great Britain”, in D.J. Backer and W.
Maley (eds.), op. cit., pp. 135-155, p. 135.

17 Ibid.
18 M. Butler, The Stuart Court Masque and Political Culture, cit., p. 93.
19 Ivi, p. 136.
20 On James I's unionist intentions behind weddings within members of the English and Scottish courts and their

related masques, see K. Curran, op. cit. Curran offers an overview of a bibliography about British Union at p.
7n. 
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parliament had refused to agree the change because the constitutional consequences were so
formidable,  and James had resorted to proclamation in lieu of a statutory enactment. […]
While  British  nationhood  proved  elusive,  the  name  of  Britain  became  increasingly
commonplace, and to this process the masques' ostentatious images of Britishness must have
contributed.  Moreover,  by  thematizing  Union  the  masques  not  only  flagged  up  the  new
identity but forced the pace of change, pre-empting developments elsewhere by putting the
controversial topic at the centre of Stuart panegyrics.21

According to Martin Butler, the Caroline reign recovered, or rather perpetrated, the Jacobean

representation of Britain according to the myth of the Fortunate Isles, to its exceptional insularity

and separateness, but, he observes, while the Jacobean concept of isolation did not exclude certain

kinds of relation to and with the external world, Caroline Britain was praised for its exceptional

geographical and political identity against rather than from Europe:

Charles's  masques  represented  Britain  as  admirable  for  its  separateness:  when  Europe
appeared, it was always in tropes elaborating on its otherness. Europe became that from which
Britain  was  differentiated  […].  While  James  linked  his  authority  to  the  British  state's
marvellous self-identity, he had not suggested that this meant disengagement from Europe. By
contrast,  Charles'  masques  institutionalised  the  contrast  between  'us'  and  'them'  […].  In
Charles's masques the enemy was outside: Europe and the wider world were the antagonists
against which British identity was defined. His festivals presented a parade of international
stereotypes testifying to British superiority […]. James's masques had ethnocentric moments,
but never made as emphatic a divide between home and abroad as did Charles's. If British
Union was the fundamental trope of the earlier reign, British exceptionalism was foundational
for the next one.22

‘The wall of shipping by Eliza made / […] He hath new built, or so restored’.
Maritime History: Fleet and Jurisdiction over the Seas

The relationship between a nation and the outer boundaries of its encircling waters configures itself

in  two  main  practical  and  juridical  instruments:  the  fleet  and  wider,  international  issues  of

jurisdiction of the seas. The seventeenth century saw the growth of a large debate between the

concepts of mare liberum and mare clausum; that is to say the freedom of travel and commerce on

international  seas,  mainly  the  Atlantic  and  Pacific  oceans, and,  conversely,  a  restriction  of

movement on the parts of the national and commercial powers that were claiming possession over

the same waterways. The Romans had already spoken about  mare nostrum, while fighting pirate

attacks along the coastlines of their empire, and during the Middle Ages maritime powers, such as

Venice and Genoa, made claiming of jurisdiction of the seas, but it was in the age of discovery that

chartered companies demanded and were granted monopolies over trade and navigation.23

21 M. Butler, The Stuart Court Masque and Political Culture, cit. pp.111-112; 121.
22 Ivi, pp. 280-282.
23 See, among others:.K. R. Andrews, Ships, Money and Politics. Seafaring and Naval Enterprise in the Reign
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In 1609, Hugo Grotius anonymously published a pamphlet entitled Mare Liberum in which

he supported the freedom of navigation and trade, in particular opposing the imposition of papal

control over  national  sovereignty,  represented  by  the  Treaty  of  Tordesillas,  which  in  1494

proclaimed authority over the new world, making it only accessible through the sea to the sole

Catholic  reigns  of  Portugal  and  Spain.  Grotius's  position  was  widely  attacked  by  those  who

maintained that rulers could claim authority  over seas adjoining their domains outside the Pope's

jurisdiction: in Britain, William Welwood (1578-1621) and John Selden (1584-1654) exemplify this

position by sustaining the Stuart policy of closing the North Sea herring fishery to Dutch fishermen.

Welwood, Professor of Civil Law at the University of Aberdeen, published his Abridgment of All

Sea-Laws in 1613 and defined the legitimacy of kingdoms'  reservations over  their  own fishing

stocks, while, at the same time, proclaiming a certain freedom of circulation in the open ocean:

one consequence of this conclusion was that it enabled the English to insist that the seas in the
East Indies were mare liberum while at the same time insisting on the right to close the seas
around Great Britain itself. Presumably, the Indian Ocean was a ‘mare vastum’ and therefore
‘liberrimum’ while  domestic  fishery  was  a  ‘mare  clausum’ because  it  adjoined  the  king's
dominions.24

Fishing was a cogent topic in Britain and, as a matter of fact, in March 1606 a map was

presented  to  the  Judge  of  the  High  Court  of  Admiralty  showing  a  selection  of  twenty-seven

headlands across the English coastline that would allow James I to impose sovereignty over certain

imaginary lines: 

James used the chart to supplement a royal proclamation of 1 March 1606, in which, in order to
prevent his subjects from disrupting the peace recently negotiated with Spain in the 1604 Treaty
of London, he declared that his officers should treat as neutral and safe zone the coastal waters
intercepted by lines drawn between the represented headlands.25

James I later tried also to “claim jurisdiction over the seas around Britain, especially over

the  herring  fisheries  where  there  was  a  strong  Dutch  presence”26 and  in  1609  he  made  a

‘Proclamation Touching Fishing’. Around 1618 John Selden wrote Mare Clausum,  an open and

of  Charles  I, Cambridge,  Cambridge  University  Press,  1991;  D.  Loades,  England's  Maritime  Empire.
Seapower, Commerce and Policy, 1490-1690, Pearson Education, Harlow, 2000; B. Klein (ed.), Fictions of the
Sea: Critical Perspectives on the Ocean in British Literature and Culture, Hants, England, Ashgate, 2002; B.
Klein, G. Mackenthun (eds.),  Sea Change: Historicizing the Ocean,  London, Routledge, 2003; D. Heller-
Roazen, The Enemy of All. Piracy and the Law of the Nations, New York, 2009 (It. tr.  Il Nemico di Tutti. Il
Pirata Contro le Nazioni, Macerata, Quodlibet, 2010).

24 J. Muldoon, “Who Owns the Sea?”, in B. Klein (ed.), Fictions of the Sea, cit., pp. 13-25, p. 21.
25 B. Cormack, “Marginal Waters: Pericles and the Idea of Jurisdiction”, in A. Gordon and B. Klein, Literature,

Mapping and the Politics of Space in Early Modern Britain, cit., pp. 155-180, p. 164.
26 J. Muldoon, “Who Owns the Sea?”, in B. Klein (ed.), Fictions of the Sea, cit., pp. 13-25, p. 17.
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explicit opposition to Grotius in which he claimed the king's right to operate in terms of restricting

the  commercial  fishing  around  the  British  Isles  to  subjects  and  to  owners  of  royal  licenses;

moreover, he maintained the right of the king to claim “the sea arising from English colonization of

the North America coastline”.27 However, for political reasons, Selden's treatise was not published

until the early 1630's, under the reign of Charles I. Welwood's and Selden's reactions to and re-

elaboration of the debate over the jurisdiction on the seas outlined a composite British policy of

both an open and a closed sea, as noted by J. Muldoon: “The work of Welwood and Selden led to

the  paradoxical  conclusion  that  the  sea  was  both  ‘liberum’ and  ‘clausum’,  depending  on  its

proximity to a ruler's domain. In this sense, these writers recognized a limited right to ‘close’ a sea

under specific circumstances. What they did not do, being Protestant, was to defend the right of the

pope to close a sea”.28

According to L. Cormack, King James's actions in terms of international law and jurisdiction

of the sea are to be read as an “alternative symbolic attempt to map marine sovereignty as the

natural extension or continuity of the king's natural person”.29 Moreover, by granting royal licenses

to non-subjects and by claiming dominion over the coastline, James I made coastal waters function

as  a  royal  chamber  in  terms  of  international  relationships  and  international  water,  claiming

sovereignty and granting protection from the outside,  thus relocating to the sea the Elizabethan

identification between the body of the King and the body of the land. As Cormack observes:

The proximate sea is  effectively constructed as a space that  enables a personal  relationship
independent of place to operate in an unusual way; through a delicate balancing act, a sea that is
not  property generates,  because of  the  king's  obligation  to  the  subject,  a  further  obligatory
relationship between the king’s person and the foreign. This is, in part, how the royal chambers
operated in 1605: foreign ships, because of their geographical proximity to the coast, could be
‘understood’ to be under the king's protection, to be within the scope of an otherwise irrelevant
personal relationship. Understood or imagined to be. The geographical lines demarcating the
royal  chambers and,  more loosely,  the proximate seas,  and the conceptual  lines or ‘strings’
connecting the king's mind to other minds, jointly provided a way to think of the sea as a site
where,  through  the  operation  of  a  personalised  royal  authority,  obligatory  international
relationships could be generated as radically natural.30 

The institution of an English fleet, which would provide military defence, commerce and

exploration expeditions, goes back to the reign of Henry VIII.31 Elizabeth I inherited her father's

27 Ivi, p. 22.
28 Ibid.
29 B. Cormack, “Marginal Waters: Pericles and the Idea of Jurisdiction”, in A. Gordon and B. Klein, Literature,

Mapping and the Politics of Space in Early Modern Britain, cit. p. 163.
30 Ivi, p. 166.
31 For the following brief outline on the history of British naval history I rely mainly on D. Loades, England's

Maritime Empire, cit. See also, K.R. Andrews, Ships, Money and Politics. Seafaring and Naval Enterprise in
the Reign of Charles I, cit.; N.A.M. Rodger, Essays in Naval History. From Medieval to Modern,  Farnham,
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maritime power and her court flourished with enlightened men of knowledge and expertise. The

famous  ‘sea  dogs’ of  the  Virgin  Queen sailed  the  four  seas  by circumnavigating  the  globe,  as

happened with Sir Frances Drake's expedition of 1577, on voyages in search of the north-west

passage (Frobisher and Hudson), and of conquest and exploration like those of Sir Walter Ralegh in

Guyana and Virginia. Elizabeth's fleet also undertook the Cádiz expeditions against Spanish trading

vessels and the victory against the Spanish Armada in 1558. In 1577, John Dee wrote a treatise

entitled General and Rare Memorials pertaining to the Perfect Arte of Navigation, in order to give

advice to the queen on the importance of a strong and reliable fleet. Despite the success of military

and discovery expeditions and the ability of Elizabethan seamen, the queen was reluctant to spend

money and the patronage system was not infallible, since, until the 1580s it was mainly Elizabeth or

Lord Burghley who chose the Lord Admiral. 

Although at  the beginning of James's  reign the whole system of the fleet  was effectively

corrupted,32 neither the king nor Robert Cecil, Earl of Salisbury, recently appointed chief minister,

apparently showed much interest in the navy and its renovation. In 1610, the costs of the navy

increased above levels acceptable for peacetime and by 1608 Henry Howard, earl of Northampton,

saw in these grievances a chance to discredit Lord Admiral Nottingham by securing two separate

commissions in order to question the navy as a whole and the building of a new great ship by

Phineas Pett,  subject  of previous complaints.  Both commissions produced damning reports,  but

without determining action by part of King James, who “however, had no will to act. In spite of the

reports, he was convinced that the attacks were motivated principally by political malice, and chose

to support Nottingham rather than Northampton”.33 

In 1610, the Prince Royal, Prince Henry's personal vessel, was launched:34 Henry, the Prince

of Wales, contrary to his father James I, was fond of things maritime and wanted to reform and

overhaul the navy, but he died in 1612 and so did Northampton in 1614, leaving the fleet in pretty

much the same condition, and the king still unwilling to spend great amounts of money on it. In

1616 a new reforming party was gathered, headed by Lionel Cranfield, Master of Requests, who led

an  overhaul  of  the  royal  household  and  was  joined  in  1618  by  George  Villiers,  Marquis  of

Ashgate, 2009; G. O'Hara, Britain and the Sea since 1600, London, Palgrave Macmillan, 2010.
32 “Fraud over pay at the expense of ordinary seamen or workmen was nothing new, but by the early seventeenth

century it was reaching an unprecedented level, and adding hugely to the difficulty of manning the king's
ships”. D. Loades, op. cit., p. 149.

33 Ivi, p. 151
34 On the Prince Royal and on Henry's obsession with and patronage of the navy and overseas enterprises, see

J.W. Williamson, The Myth of the Conqueror, cit., pp. 49-60, R. Strong, Henry Prince of Wales and England's
Lost Renaissance, cit., pp. 35-48; M. O' Callaghan, “Coryats Crudities (1611) and Travel Writing as the ‘eyes’
of the Prince”, in T. Wilks (ed.),  op. cit., pp. 85-103, p. 91; G. Capitol Weigl, “The Equestrian Portrait of
Prince Henry”, in T.  Wilks (ed.),  op. cit., pp.  146-172, p. 51;  M. Butler,  The Stuart  Court  Masque and
Political Culture, cit. p. 175.
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Buckingham, the king's new favourite who would soon become close to Prince Charles, later King

Charles I. The new commission reached similar conclusions as the previous one, with a proposal of

reformation of the navy that implied a reduction in number and an empowerment in weight, and

with the appointment of a new Treasurer, Sir William Russell. As a consequence, Charles I inherited

a better administered, but less effective navy,35 and the cause of this unbalance between economic

health  and  inefficacy  was  the  lack  of  expert  men  available:  “consequently,  although  Charles

inherited a fleet which was much more powerful in ships and guns than that of 1603, it was actually

less powerful in relative terms, because both France and Holland had made immense strides over

the previous twenty years. It was also largely untested as an instrument of war”.36 

Charles, like his brother, was not only fond of ships and vessels, but was a sailor himself and

in his love for naval affairs he combined both “his aesthetic and practical taste”.37 In the first years

of Charles's reign, England was involved in war with both Spain and France in the aftermath of the

Huguenot revolt of 1627, and the king wanted to align with the Protestant forces in order to restore

the Palatinate to Frederick V, who had married Charles’s sister, Princess Elizabeth Stuart, in 1613.

King  and  Parliament,  though,  disagreed  about  the  costs  of  a  war  they  both  wanted,  and,

furthermore, the navy was collecting a series of military failures: for example, the failed attack on

Cádiz of 1625. The main reason was possibly because skilled seamen were kept in subordinate

position in favour of friends of Buckingham, who would himself be assassinated in August 1628, “a

fact which probably saved him from impeachment, but did nothing to relieve tension between the

king and the House of Commons”.38 David Loades summarises the situation by commenting that:

by 1625 the English were suffering from delusions of grandeur. They not only believed that
they had won the last sea war against Spain, but that they had made a profit out of it. Here,
therefore, was the perfect way to help the beleaguered Protestant cause in Europe, and to force
the Habsburgs to restore the Palatinate to Frederick V. Moreover, it was a way which could
give the king no possible excuse to demand the extravagant financial support which he was
always seeking. […]. In 1625 both Charles and parliament wanted war, but there was complete
disagreement about how much would it cost, and how the money was to be found.39 

The members of the House of Commons refused to see their parsimony as the only cause

for the fiasco of the navy, which might no longer be corrupt,  but was now strongly untrained:

“Buckingham's death, and Charles's decision in 1629 to break off diplomatic relations with his

35 “By the time that James died in 1624 his navy was ostensibly more effective and better administered than at
any time since his accession. However, the appearance was deceptive”. D. Loades, op. cit., p. 152.

36 Ivi, pp. 152-153.
37 B. Quintrell, “Charles I and his Navy in the 1630s”, The Seventeenth-Century, 3, 1988, pp. 159-179, p. 159.
38 D. Loades, op. cit., p. 154.
39 Ivi, p. 153.
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parliament,  [spell]  further  change  for  the  navy”.40 Another  commission  was  instituted  and

abandoned  in  1627  and  the  old  Navy  Board  reconstituted  in  1628.  Following  an  ill-defined

relationship between the  Lord Admiral  and navy commissioners,  as  well  as  between the Lord

Admiral and the Council of War, confusion and acrimony developed. In 1625 Sir John Coke was

appointed as the new Secretary of State and in September 1628 Lord Weston was nominated as the

new Lord Admiral: the Navy Board actually became a privy council committee, with King Charles

making important decisions himself. From one point of view, with Buckingham dead, this actually

meant no more favourites, but, unfortunately enough, the navy's honest administration (after 1618)

did not always count on the necessary amount of money:41 in 1627 and 1628 Charles attempted to

raise money by special levies, but was opposed by Parliament. In time of peace local agreements

with particular ports provided naval protection in return for victuals and men and in 1633 a new

shipbuilding programme restarted, with eleven new launches in nine years. Among these, in 1637,

against widespread public opposition, King Charles I's warship The Sovereign of the Seas entered

the Royal Navy. 

Among the main topics of popular discontent there were those related to the introduction of

the Ship Money (1634) and the on-going debate on the ownership of navigable waters, with the

consequent  publication  of  Selden's  Mare  Clausum  (1634)  and  a  Latin  manuscript  on  the

“Sovereignty of the English Seas” by Borough (1634).42 As Loades explains, Ship Money was

presented as a levy rather than as a tax, and between 1634 and 1640 it provided funds for “much of

[the] building programme”, with the money being “paid directly to the Treasurer of the Navy, and

accounted separately from the normal income”.43 

It is worth remembering that the navy was one of the King's few, if not the only affordable

instrument of foreign policy at the time and in the 1630s the issues of jurisdiction on the sea and

the controlling over fishing emerged again: confrontations with the Dutch in 1636 and 1637 failed

to  impose  licence  fees  on  Dutch  fishermen  in  English  waters  and  depredations  persisted;

meanwhile the Dutch kept fighting the Spanish fleet without regard to English representation and

in October of the same year the Dutch fleet defeated the Spanish within sight of the British coast:

the episode well symbolises the accidental humiliation of a navy that mirrored the crumbling of a

whole reign.44 After the failed meeting of the Long Parliament in 1640, the leaders of trade and

merchants split into two factions, respectively favouring and opposing the king: 

40 Ivi, p. 155.
41 Ibid.
42 B. Quintrell, op. cit., p. 165.
43 D. Loades, op. cit. p. 156.
44 Ivi, pp. 156-157.
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The leaders of the great monopoly companies, which had done well out of royal protection,
favoured the king, particularly as many of them were his creditors. Other merchants, including
many who were involved in the new trades or the colonies, opposed him, and in late 1641 this
latter group gained control of the Common Council, and thus of the effective government of
the City.45 

The relationship between the rise and fall of the English navy and the last rushing events of

the 1640s, that led to the execution of the king and the outbreak of the civil war, is stronger than it

might seem. When Charles abandoned London in January 1642, the Parliament assumed control of

all the machinery of government, including the Navy and the Ordnance Boards, and appointed the

Earl of Warwick as commander of the Fleet:

In August Charles formally declared a state of war, but he had lost his navy. This was not at
first decisive, because Charles commanded too many ports in the north and west, and too
much shipping, to be denied access to the sea, but it did mean that he could not interfere with
trade  of  London,  which  rapidly  resumed  after  the  crisis  and  which  drove  the  whole
parliamentary war machine.46

‘A globe, yea world, by that impression grow’.
Cartography, Exploration Voyages, and Theatre

In the seventeenth century trade and exploration often coincided as the joint purpose of navigation,

with geography and mathematics working together in order to solve nautical issues and problems of

cartography,  meant  as  both  an  instrument  of  orientation  and  a  tool  of  power,  possession,  and

representation of the world.

A brief survey of published works on navigation, often penned by the same people who took

part  in the expeditions,  can give evidence of the practical  cogency of this  subject.  Both Stuart

courts, especially during the brief life of Prince Henry, abounded with learned men imbued with the

study of chemistry,  mathematics,  and geography.  While,  according to  Christopher  Hill,  Henry's

patronage mainly stemmed only from anti-Catholicism, L.B. Cormack reads a further cause behind

Henry’s proper “proto-Baconian desire to render [the] more esoteric studies of mathematics and

astronomy useful to England as she took her place on the international scene”.47 One of the principal

characters of this scientific court milieu was Edward Wright, Prince Henry's tutor in mathematics

and cosmography and author of Certaine Errors in Navigation (1599). Another figure appointed as

45 Ivi, p. 157.
46 Ibid.
47 L.B. Cormak, “Twisting the Lion's Tale: Practice and Theory at the Court of Henry Prince of Wales”, in B.T.

Moran (ed.),  Patronage and Institutions.  cit. pp. 67-83, p. 67. See also, C. Hill,  Intellectual Origins of the
English Revolution, Oxford, Clarendon Press, 1965, pp. 213-219.
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the prince's tutor was Thomas Harriot, mathematician, astronomer and geographer, associated with

the Earl of Northumberland, known as the ‘Wizard Earl’ for his interest in alchemy and the hermetic

tradition. Sent by Sir Walter Ralegh to Virginia, Harriot published a description of the geographic

and cultural characteristics of the new land in 1588. William Barlow was also author of two books

on  navigation,  The  Navigator's  Supply (1579),  which  presents  a  graphical  method  to  create  a

Mercator map projection, and  Magneticall Advertisement (1616). Arthur Gorges and John Florio,

among others, formed part of this courtly cultural environment as well, and even Walter Ralegh

allegedly dedicated a treatise on navigation to the prince.48

The  widening  scope  implied  by  geographical  explorations  and  the  philosophical  and

aesthetic implications of their relationship with cartography is summarised and symbolised by the

publication in 1570 of Ortelius' Theatrum Orbis Terrarum.49 Maps were used during navigation, and

precious  maps  and cartographic  paintings  decorated  the  private  and  public  rooms of  courts  as

symbols of power and possession.50 Simultaneously, maps also functioned as  a vanitas, as can be

observed in many still life paintings of the period, where they appear alongside other figures with a

similar symbolic value such as hourglasses, clocks, gloves and candles. The epitaph engraved on

Ortelius's tomb encircles a little globe and recites “Contemno et orno mente manu”, that is to say “I

scorn and adorn with mind and hand”, a concept further developed and self-explained in the words

of the epitaph itself:

Brevis Terra eum capit
Qui ipse orbe terrarum cepit
Stilo et tabulis illustravit
Sed mente contempsit
Qua caelum et alta suspexit.51

According  to  Lucia  Nuti,  Ortelius's  epitaph,  reproduced  in  posthumous  editions  of  the

48 Anna Beer has questioned the closeness of the relationship between Sir Walter Ralegh and Prince Henry. See
A. Beer, “‘Left to the World without a Maister’: Sir Walter Ralegh's  The History of the World as a Public
Text”, Studies in Philology, XCI, 1994, pp. 432-463. However, C.M. Bajetta cautiously maintains that there is
no concrete  evidence  to  doubt that  certain  treatises  are  intended for  Prince Henry: “Qualunque  sia  stato
l'influsso che la figura del giovane principe esercitò sull'opera raleghiana di questi anni, non sembrano esservi
ragioni concrete per dubitare del fatto che per lui fossero intesi i trattati Of the Art of Warre by Sea, On the
Seat of Government (oggi noti solo in versioni incomplete), la rielaborazione di Observations concerning the
Royal Navy and Sea-Service, originariamente concepito per Elisabetta I, e A Dialogue between a Jesuit and a
Recusant”. C.M. Bajetta, Sir Walter Ralegh, Poeta di Corte Elisabettiano, Milano, Mursia, 1998, p. 98.

49 See plate 3.
50 See P.  Barber and T. Harper,  Magnificent Maps. Power, Propaganda and Art, London, The British Library,

2010.
51 “A small amount of earth encompasses him/who encompassed the whole earthly globe/illustrating it with pen

and maps/but regarded it with contempt in his mind/Looking up on high and to the heavens”. The English
translation of the epitaph and of the motto is provided by Lucia Nuti in “The World Map as an Emblem:
Abraham Ortelius and the Stoic Contemplation”, Imago Mundi, 55 (2003), pp. 38-55, p. 50.
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Theatrum in order to emphasize the work's philosophical and religious concerns, summarizes the

Renaissance  amphibious  paradox  of  the  strict  relationship  between  intellectual  knowledge  and

corporeal death, between the immensity of the universe and of the human mind as opposed to the

finiteness of the mortal body:

The theme of Ortelius's entire work – the contrast between the tiny space of a human body and
the vastness of the man intellectual potential, and between the effort of drawing maps of the
earth and encompassing the earth by the mind, whether from below or above – is summarized
in those words.52

As Helgerson observes, “maps, modern practices of knowledge and power, and a counter-

discourse of contemptus mundi go together” and the “bond uniting these disparate perspectives can

be still  tighter,  with the map itself  being made a  memento mori”.53 Helgerson quotes the most

celebrated passage of John Donne's “Hymn to God My God, in my Sickness”, where the sick poet

compares himself to a map and his physicians to cartographers.54 

It  has been noted how colonists  returning from expeditions of exploration and conquest

usually presented the monarchs with maps updated with the new-found land. For those who did not

leave the motherland, only accounts, paintings, drawings, and the visible assignment of a place,

newly baptised, on a map can be proof enough of its existence:

maps excited, moved, informed and remade everyone who had contact with them, and through
the social,  political,  economic and intellectual  remakings they prompted,  they changed the
lives  even  of  those  who  didn't.  […].  Maps  were  the  undeniable  makers  and  markers  of
modernity, the signs, as well as the tools, of a distinctly new age.55

During the Renaissance, cartography became more and more involved in the representation

of national space as well and, in 1611, John Selden published his Theatre of the Empire of Great

Britain, explicitly aimed at the celebration of King James as “the Inlarger and Vniter of the British

Empire”.56 In what  he defines as the ‘vanity of  national  identity’,  Helgerson observes  how the

English attitude towards world and national maps transformed the people, during a long process that

52 Ibid.
53 Helgerson, “The Folly of Maps and Modernity”, in A. Gordon and B. Klein (eds.), Literature, Mapping and

the  Politcs  of  Space  in  Early  Modern  Britain,  cit.,  pp.  241-262,  p.  250.  Helgerson  quotes  some  visual
examples of this process, such as Edward Collier, Vanitas Still Life (c. 1661-2, Honolulu Museum of Art); Jan
van der  Heyden, Room Corner  with  Curiosities,  (1712,  Budapest,  Szépmûvészeti  Múzeum);  Jan  Miense
Molenaer,  The  Allegory  of  Human  Vanity (1633,  Toledo  Museum  of  Art);  Willem  Buytewech,  Merry
Company (c. 1620-22, Budapest, Magyar Szépmüvészeti Múzeum); Johannes Vermeer, The Art of Painting (c.
1666-67, Vienna, Kunsthistorisches Museum). See plate 4.

54 Ibid.
55 Ivi, p. 241.
56 A. Gordon and B. Klein, Literature, Mapping and the Politics of Space in Early Modern Britain, .cit., p. 5.
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ran through the sixteenth and seventeenth century, from subjects into citizens: 

In their passionate attention to maps of their own country, the English exposed themselves to
the pervasive influence of an image no less compelling and considerably more durable than
even that of the monarch, whose royal insignia were necessarily put aside on maps to make
place for the land and its representation. […]. Looking at these maps, early modern Europeans
saw a  version  of  themselves  they  had  never  seen  before,  certainly  not  with  such  clarity,
immediacy,  or  insistence.  Suddenly  they  saw  themselves  as  belonging  to  a  land-based
community whose outline and features could now be seized at a glance.57

During the Renaissance,  since maps became physical,  artistic,  and literary objects  with a

variety  of  multiple  functions  and  symbolisms,  their  representational  and self-fashioning role  is

stressed by the recurring twofold comparison, often implicit in the title, between cartography and

theatre. This linguistic identification between theatre and cartography is well exemplified in the title

of  Ortelius's  Theatrum Orbis Terrarum, with the term ‘theatre’, often recurring in titles of maps.

Simultaneously  ‘theatre’ refers  to  itself,  in  meta-literary  terms,  as  a  mirror  of  the  world  in

cartographic terms, from the Shakespearean “all the world's a stage”58 to the Globe Theatre, that

became, by virtue of its name, both a physical and a symbolic place of enactment.

Conquest and exploration gave life to a flourishing literature, from voyage accounts and ship

logs and letters, to occasional poetry of posthumous celebration and utopian literature. Curiously

enough, direct accounts of voyages often leave the ocean in the background, concentrating on the

wonder and amazement excited by the extraordinary and savage beauty of nature and people. The

sea reappears with its perils and opportunities in poems and painting that celebrate those maritime

enterprises in retrospective.  The literature of exploration and colonization exploits the body-land

association in two main directions: on the one hand, it identifies man with a microcosm and, thus,

with a map, globe, or any graphic representation of the world, and, on the other hand, it exploits a

sexually-oriented comparison of the female body to a new-found land to be both explored and

conquered,  often violently.  Two literary  examples,  taken from the  metaphysical  poetry of  John

Donne and Andrew Marvell, can be representative of the two main exploitations of the body-land

association: in The Sunne Rising, where Donne describes a new cartography according to which the

whole of earth shrinks and converges into the solipsist reality of the lovers, the lyrical I of the poem

challenges and addresses the Sun by questioning whether “both the Indias of spice and Myne/be

where thou leftst them, or lie here with mee” (ll. 17-18).59 The poet's lover, who lies with him, is

57 Helgerson, “The Folly of Maps and Modernity”, in A. Gordon and B. Klein (eds.), Literature, Mapping and
the Politics of Space in Early Modern Britain, cit., p. 253.

58 William Shakespeare, As You Like It, II, vii, l. 139. The world-theatre association is widespread in general in
the European literature of the period, one celebrated example among many being Pedro Calderón de la Barca's
play La Vida es Sueño (1635).

59 In another poem, Donne explicitly compares the intimate encounter of the lovers to land-discovery, and the
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associated with the Indies in an image that is indeed commonplace in seventeenth-century poetry.

The  representation  of  colonisation  in  anthropological  and  feminine  terms,  with  a  strong erotic

connotation, is well exemplified by the celebrated lines of Andrew Marvell's To His Coy Mistress,

where exploration, conquest and anatomy coincide in the description of the female body of the lover

by means of a chronotope:

Had we but world enough and time,
This coyness, lady, were no crime.
We would sit down, and think which way
To walk, and pass our long love’s day.
Thou by the Indian Ganges’ side
Shouldst rubies find; I by the tide
Of Humber would complain. I would
Love you ten years before the flood,
And you should, if you please, refuse
Till the conversion of the Jews.
My vegetable love should grow
Vaster than empires and more slow;
An hundred years should go to praise
Thine eyes, and on thy forehead gaze;
Two hundred to adore each breast,
But thirty thousand to the rest;
An age at least to every part,
And the last age should show your heart.
For, lady, you deserve this state,
Nor would I love at lower rate.
(A. Marvell, To His Coy Mistress, ll. 1-20)

Typical  of  the  Renaissance  theory  of  the  universal  union  between  macrocosm  and

microcosm, the body-land connection refers to a further aesthetic and epistemological link between

cartography and anatomy. As shown by Caterina Albano, this body-land dichotomy arises first in

the  theoretical  self-knowledge of  parallel  modes  of  investigation,  before  ending  up in  poetical

metaphors, widely explored in literary criticism:

The tendency of the early modern period to conceive of body and space in terms of an inherent
correspondence manifests itself in the practice of representation. Where the dissected body was
commonly  visualised  in  the  foreground  of  a  contextualising  landscape,  in  geographical
illustrations, the ‘body of the map’ was often framed with personifications of the continents or
images  of  inhabitants  depicted  in  their  regional  costumes.  […].  The  significance  of  this
correlation  for  an  investigation  of  early  modern  anatomical  and  cartographic  illustrations
becomes even clearer when we consider them as ‘mental maps’ which have shaped ways of
perceiving both body and space.60

poet addresses his lover as “my America, my new-found-land/My kingdome, safeliest when with one man
man'd./My myne of precious stones; My Emperie,/How blest am I in my discovering thee”, John Donne, “To
His Mistress Going to Bed”, ll. 27-30.

60 C. Albano, “Visible Bodies: Cartography and Anatomy”, in A. Gordon and B. Klein, Literature, Mapping and
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C. Albano demonstrates her theory with examples of comparison between body and space

gathered  by a  conspicuous series  of  cartographic  and anatomical  contemporary  texts.  The sole

listing of  few titles  gives  evidence  to  the diffusion and correlation of  the two genres:  William

Cunningham,  Cosmographical  Glass (1559);  Gerard  Mercator,  Atlas  Sive  Cosmographie

Meditationes  de  Fabrica  Mundi  et  Fabrica  Figura (1595); Pierre  Aian,  Cosmographia,  1524;

Andreas Vesalius, De Humani Corporis Fabrica (1543), Charles Etienne, De Dissectione Partium

Corporis  Humani (1545);  Helkiah  Crooke,  Microcosmographia (1615),  Spigelius,  De Formato

Foetu  (1625).  According  to  Albano,  the  female  identification  of  the  land,  which  goes  back  to

classical personifications like Oeropa and to the general association between land and fertility, is

manifest  in the  age  of  exploration  on  both  world  and  national  scales  and  corresponds  to  the

anatomical  representation  of  the  female  womb.  She  mentions,  for  instance,  Albion  as  the

personification of Britain presented as a “female figure […] wrapped in a map and holding a sceptre

and cornucopia at  the centre  of an image framed by four male rulers  of the country”61 on the

frontispiece of Drayton's Poly-Olbion, contemporary representations of Europe in the clothes of an

empress, and Spigelius's emblematic representation of the womb as a field on the foreground of a

landscape crossed by a navigable river:

we find that both maps and anatomical tables testify to a re-presentation of the enculturation
of space and body as a process which can be iterated through the image itself. For geography
the conceptualisation of the land in the form of the female body suggests an attempt to exert
control over de-stabilising events on the ground by reproducing in the image the potentiality
of  the  encounter  with  the  virgin  body.  In  the  same  way  for  anatomy  the  definition  of
corporeality imposed upon the body by the disturbing practice of the dissection encountered
in the representation of the womb which functions as both the emblem and the locus of
control. Thus the conceptual orders of both geography and anatomy find expression in their
allegorical use of the female body.62

From another point of view, cartography in the form of globes exploits a macro-microcosm

correlation:  the  spherical  dimension  of  the  earth,  despite  being  accurately  reproduced  from  a

scientific  and  geographical  point  of  view,  still  recalls  the  Neoplatonic  ideal  concept  of  the

perfection of circularity and therefore man, in his microcosmic mirroring of the universe, becomes

himself a little globe. John Donne can be again exemplary in offering one of the finest examples of

the man-globe association in a poem that also exploits in a single image the impact of sea-voyages

in everyday life  and the Neoplatonic symbolism of water,  in particular tears,  as mirrors of the

the Politics of Space in Early Modern Britain, cit., pp. 89-106, pp. 89-90.
61 Ivi, p. 102.
62 C. Albano, “Visible Bodies: Cartography and Anatomy”, in A. Gordon and B. Klein, Literature, Mapping and

the Politics of Space in Early Modern Britain, cit., pp. 102-103. See plate 5.
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lovers' self-images. In A Valediction: of Weeping, the gaze between the lovers impresses the image

of the one on and within the eyes of the other,  according to a long and widespread Petrarchan

tradition.63 The lyrical metonymy transforms the eyes into spherical containers of the lovers' whole

physical and spiritual identities and the optical mirroring process, which simultaneously testifies to

the recently discovered refracting properties of human sight, is compared, by means of a subtle and

wonderful metaphysical conceit, to an artisan in the act of limning and engraving of a map on a

spheric globe, a process on its turn charged with God-like and creative, besides not just technical or

artistic powers:64

On a round ball
A workman that hath copies by, can lay
An Europe, Afric, and an Asia,
And quickly make that, which was nothing, all;
So doth each tear
Which thee doth wear,
A globe, yea world, by that impression grow,
Till thy tears mix'd with mine do overflow
This world; by waters sent from thee, my heaven dissolved so.
(J. Donne, A Valediction: of Weeping, ll. 10-18)

In  the  last  stanza  of  the  poem,  the  weeping  of  the  beloved  functions  not  only  in  the

traditional terms of Petrachan love poetry, but testifies, at the same time, to the actual perils of the

imminent sea-voyage. As much as a fatal ending to the sailing would kill the lover out of sadness

and despair, crying is forbidden to her, since weeping would transform itself into a proper deluge in

which, according to the tear-globe-lover association presented in the previous line, the both of them

would die:

O more than moon,
Draw not up seas to drown me in thy sphere,
Weep me not dead, in thine arms, but forbear
To teach the sea what it may do too soon;
Let not the wind
Example find,
To do me more harm than it purposeth;

63 On the tradition and symbolism of sight and tears between Neoplatonism, perspective and new scientific
discoveries in English metaphysical poetry see, among others, Milena Romero Allué, “Perspectives of the Eye
and Perspectives of the Mind: ‘The Nymph complaining for the death of her Faun’” Textus, XII, 1999, pp. 57-
76; Id., “La Wunderkammer nella mente: ‘The Gallery’ di Andrew Marvell”, Il bianco e il nero, 7, 2004, pp.
117-139; Id., “‘Glazing with Blinding Tears’. New Modes of Perception in the Late Renaissance”, in Shaul
Bassi  e  Roberta  Cimarosti  (eds.), Paper  Bullets  of  the  Brain.  Experiments  with  Shakespeare,  Venezia,
Cafoscarina, 2006, pp. 83- 109. 

64 Nicola Cusano compares the cartographer to God in his Compendium, 8.23: “Nicholas of Cusa, the fifteenth-
century philosopher, theologian and astronomer, drew a comparison between the cartographer and God: as
God created the world, the cartographer creates an image of the world”. C. Van Duzer,  Sea Monsters on
Medieval and Renaissance Maps, London, The British Library, 2013, p. 11.
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Since thou and I sigh one another's breath,
Whoe'er sighs most is cruellest, and hastes the other's death.
(J. Donne, A Valediction: of Weeping, ll. 19-27)

H.S.  Turner  defines  literary  topographesis  as  “any work  that  represents  place  in  a

particularly salient, concentrated, or complex semiotic fashion and uses location as a significant

component to structure a variety of ideological or cultural scripts”.65 As the scholar suggests when

analysing the influence of cartography on early modern literature, the very presence of maps or

charts  on  stage,  within  plays  or  poems,  usually  coincides  with  an  emotive  response  of  some

characters, such as Lear's division of the reign with the use of a map, or Tamburlaine's will  to

redraw the world in his own image: “In several Elizabethan and early Jacobean plays, actual maps

or charts actually appeared as props on stage; these were integral to the narrative development of

the action and served as connotative or symbolic elements in the plays' larger poetic structure and

ideological programme”.66 

‘A sea-change / into something rich and strange’.
Seascapes, Triumphal Arches, and Maritime Chariots on the Masquing Stage

In  nature,  the  sea  is  the  first  hydrological  manifestation  and  gives  origin  to  the  world:  its

psychological reception and representation in the arts long precedes twentieth-century's Freudian

and  subsequent  psychological  analogous  approaches,  although  its  vastness  and  unpredictability

have always been associated with emotional conditions of anguish and turmoil,  or as a term of

comparison in the description of human nature. Simultaneously, the sea, as something that gives and

something that takes away, populates Renaissance imagination also in a practical way, and in its

being associated with voyages of discovery and commerce, it is usually depicted in double terms of

boundaries or, on the contrary, as a waterway to knowledge. An iconographic example of the second

reading can be found in Francis Bacon's first edition of Instauratio Magna (1620) that quotes on the

very title-page Daniel's biblical prophecy and makes a comparison between sailing, exploration and

scientific discoveries by displaying

a ship going beyond the Pillars of Hercules and a scroll with the motto “Multi pertransibunt et
augebitur scientia”, a slight deformation of the Latin version of Daniel's prophecy: “Plurimi
pertransibunt, et  multiplex erit scientia”. With this picture and this motto Bacon, somehow

65 Turner particularly analyses techniques of cartographic representation. H.S. Turner, “Literature and Mapping
in Early Modern England”, vol. III,  pp. 42-426, in D. Woodward (ed.),  History of  Cartography,  3 vols.,
Chicago, Chicago University Press, 2007. See, in particular, pp. 424-425.

66 Ivi, p. 420.
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paralleling Dante's Ulysses and his thirst for knowledge – his folle volo –, explicitly equates
the  growth  of  learning  with  geographical  expansion,  with  the  breaking  of  boundaries  –
physical as well as intellectual.67

The  experience  of  the  open  sea  up  to  the  great  age  of  exploration  voyages  was  not

independent from the land and in the sixteenth century navigation was still mainly performed in

terms  of  ‘pilotage’,  that  is  to  say,  navigating  along  the  coastline.  ‘Atlantic  Rutters’ and  their

Mediterranean  counterpart,  ‘Portolani’,  are  actually  maps  giving  practical  instructions  on

landmarks, the entrance to ports, and climate conditions:

Northern rutters  were not  very precise  on these points;  due to  different  conditions  of  fog,
shallow  waters  and  tides  they  gave  detailed  accounts  of  soundings  and  tides  instead,
supplemented  by  almanacs  containing  calendars  with  the  phases  of  the  moon.  Another
difference is  that  the  Northern seamen did not  use  sea-charts  until  the  middle  of  the  16th
century, whereas the Mediterranean seamen did.68

During the Renaissance, the geographical and commercial expansionism derived from the

discovery of new lands changed the way in which the sea was perceived and navigated, determining

a turn in the sea's cartographic representation so consistent that, in the footsteps of Carl Schmitt's

definition of “energetic maritime upsurge”, Urlich Kizel defines it as “the oceanic turn of occidental

culture in the 16th century”.69 In these terms, although being the first, if not the only, empire to open

its boundaries to the ocean,70 Britain's insular nature forced British people to consider the sea, from

land,  as  an  open  perspective  on  the  horizon,  as  both  protection  from external  dangers  and  a

waterway  towards  discovery  and  commerce.  In  this  respect,  harbours  reunited,  from  an

iconographic  point  of  view,  their  commercial  and  exploration  values,  recurring  alongside  or

standing for maritime sceneries on the background of theatrical plots. 

Rather than the sea itself, it is its perils and charms, along with the fruits of its natural and

economic riches and the life and people of its harbours that pervade similes, allegories, metaphors

and  loci exploited  by  poets  and  artists  in  the  Renaissance,  and  masques  in  particular.  When

67 M. Romero Allué, “Revealing a Secret. Natural Philosophy and Cooperative Learning in Seventeenth-Century
England”, in A. Riem Natale and R. Albarea (eds.),  The Art of Partnership. Essays on Literature, Culture,
Language and Education towards a Cooperative Paradigm, pp. 97-120, p. 100. See plate 6.

68 U. Kinzel, “Orientation as Paradigm of Maritime Modernity”, in B. Klein (ed.), Fictions of the Sea, cit.., pp.
28-47, p. 32.

69 Ivi, p. 28
70 “England, Schmitt claims (meaning Britain), by being the first order – essentially, now, an oceanic rather than

terrestrial culture – emerged as the most powerful global player (in modern parlance) until the end of the
nineteenth century, a transition from an army of sheep shearers and landlocked farmers to a navy of pirates,
sea  dogs,  and  admirals  that  was  still  unthinkable  at  the  start  of  the  sixteenth  century  but  that  had,  in
Elizabethan times, long begun to exert its powerful influence on the cultural imagination”. B. Klein, “Staying
Afloat. Literary Shipboard Encounters from Columbus to Equiano”, in B. Klein, G. Mackenthun (eds.),  Sea
Changes, cit., pp. 91-109, p. 96. 
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approaching the  Shakespearean stage,  for  example,  it  can  be  observed that  the  open sea often

figures  in  the  background  of  plots,  with  shipwrecks,  storms  or  accounts  of  sea-battles;  when

explicitly  described  in  its  vastness  of  violence  it  is  exploited,  in  the  majority  of  cases,  as  a

psychological metaphor for the likewise unknown wideness of the human inner soul: 

Shakespeare's use of maritime metaphors poses questions not only on human existence, but
also on the relationship between “subjectivity and geography” and between “the early modern
self and the emergent imago mundi”. His sea is both a physical place (locum) and a rhetorical
place  (locus),  being  at  the  same  time  a  geographical  entity  and  the  catalyzing  force  for
metaphorical and allegorical connections.71

In masques, the sea featured in a complex and sometwhat hybrid way: sometimes it  was

explicitly represented on the backdrop, other times it was only alluded to by the presence of aquatic

divinities and or by metonymies or hyperonyms, such as tempests, nautical instruments, fleet and

more generally commerce and colonial enterprises. The settings of Stuart court masques were made

of both stage machines and actual paintings, of which today drawings and sketches are preserved,

but it  is obviously necessary to think about them as developed into proper stage settings, even

though the invention of the idea, as seen, ultimately belongs to Jones the painter rather than, or

before,  Jones  the  architect.  Generally  speaking,  maritime  scenes  occurring  in  masques  can  be

grouped into seascapes, that is to say representations of sea landscapes, both natural and presenting

signs of civilisation – as in the case of the presence of harbours – and underwater mythological

settings, such as maritime chariots displaying both aquatic divinities and/or architectures. 

From the point of view of stage settings, the reproduction and reconstruction of maritime

sceneries  occurred  on  painted  perspectives,  that  is  to  say  in  the  shape  of  proper  pictorial

representations on backdrops or, occasionally, curtains. Architectural elements, on the other hand,

were  constituted  by  chariots  and  stage  machineries  that  completed  the  backdrops  by  moving

elements and masquers on the stage and, finally, by the proscenium arch, which by means of simple

ornamental elements presented aquatic features that somewhat introduced the maritime context of

the masques they opened. In order to facilitate the reading of the images and passages that will be

analysed in the following pages, it  is helpful to resume and summarise how these pictorial and

architectonic elements of the perspective stage functioned and evolved in the work of Inigo Jones –

71 S. Trevisan, “The Rhetoric of Maritime Trade: Shipwreck and Fortune at Sea in The Merchant of Venice”, in
G. Brunetti, A. Petrina (eds.), Abeunt Studia in Mores. Saggi in Onore di Mario Melchionda, Padova, Padova
University Press,  2013, pp. 69-83.  On the role  of  the sea and things maritime in Shakespeare see:  G.W.
Knight, The Shakespearean Tempest, London, Oxford University Press, 1932; A.F. Falconer, Shakespeare and
the Sea, London, Constable, 1964; S. Mentz,  At the Bottom of Shakespeare's Ocean, London, Continuum,
2009; D. Braydon,  Sounding the Deep: Shakespeare and the Sea Revisited , «Forum for Modern Language
Studies», 46, 2010.
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and possibly of the other few architects involved in the production of masques, who must have had

in mind Jones's lesson, such as Costantino de' Servi and John Webb.

Considering the thematic use of the sea meant exclusively as a maritime landscape, Stuart

court masques were extremely innovative in actually taking seascapes on the stage, a novelty that

accidentally  coincides  with  both  the  introduction  in  Britain  of  the  landscape  genre  and of  the

perspective stage.  The opening scene of Ben Jonson's Masque of Blackness  (1606) presented the

English  audience,  for  the  first  time,  with  a  Landtschap built  in  perspective  that,  interestingly

enough, showed a maritime scene, complete with a harbour: “The ‘seeming’ of the maritime scene

is partly contrived by stage machinery, but ultimately by painting; it is not just a pageant (the name

given to a large, detached scenic unit), but a picture”.72 Given the strong scenographic, aesthetic,

and symbolic impact that this seascape has on subsequent masques, it is worth considering it in

detail.

The Masque of Blackness consists, in fact, of two main scenes, with the first one displaying

a dialogue between the rivers Oceanus and Niger and the second one displaying the entrance of

some river nymphs. The meeting between Niger and Oceanus, despite happening on the shores of

an island, takes place within the sea, where the two rivers appear riding two enormous sea-horses:

thus  the  opening  scene  is  necessarily  maritime.  As  already  observed,  the  very  first  backdrop

represented “a Landtschap consisting of small woods, and here and there a void place filled with

huntings”73,  that,  falling,74 makes  place  for  a  seascape  – the  maritime correspondent  landscape

painting:

First, for the scene, was drawn a Landtschap consisting of small woods, and here and there a
void place filled with huntings; which falling, an artificial sea was seen  to shoot forth, as if it
flowed to the land, raised with waves which seemed to move, and in some places the billow to
break, as imitating that orderly disorder, which is common in nature. […] These thus presented,
seemed a vast sea and united with this  that flowed forth, from the termination, or horizon, of
which (being the levell of the State which was placed in the upper end of the hall) was drawn,
by the lines of Prospective, the whole work shooting downwards from the eye; which decorum
made it more conspicuous and caught the eye afar off with a wandering beauty; to which was
added an obscure and cloudy night-piece that made the whole set off.75

The  prose  description  of  the  scene  insists  on  the  illusionistic  effect  of  the  perspective

rendition of the backdrop, as it is evident from the use of prepositional and verbal phrases that

72 J. Peacock, The Stage Designs of Inigo Jones, cit., p. 162.
73 B. Jonson, The Masque of Blackness, in Ben Jonson. The Complete Masques. Edited by S. Orgel, New Haven

and London, Yale University Press, 1969, pp. 47-70, p. 48.
74 Ivi, p. 47.
75 Ivi, pp. 48-50.
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portray  the  scene,  from the  point  of  view of  the  spectator,  such  as  “shooting”,  “shoot  forth”,

“flowed forth”, “shooting downwards” and being explicitly “drawn by the lines of Prospective”.

The  very  concept  of  rhetorical  invention,  as  linked  with  the  artificial  imitation  of  nature  is

synthesised by  the  judgement  of  the  whole  scene  as  “imitating  that  orderly  disorder,  which  is

common in nature”. It is important to remember, as it has already been stressed, that this is the first

collaboration between Ben Jonson and Inigo Jones, who is credited in the text for the material asset

of the scenography and who was probably involved in the publishing process of the written record

of the show. The explicit  allusion to  a  scene ‘falling’ refers  to  a  cloth backdrop on which the

landscape of woods was painted, while the “artificial sea” which “raised with waves which seemed

to move” was probably simulated by means of a system of rotating tubes illustrated by Sabbatini,

but, according to Nicoll,  it  is also possible that the  Masque of Blackness's particular sea-setting

involved another mechanism, also illustrated by Sabbatini.  The prospect created by the painted

backdrop  and  the  moving  stage  device,  aimed  at  carrying  the  waves  and  the  masquers,  was

positioned  as  to  make  it  possible  for  the  king  to  correctly  detect  the  vantage  point  of  the

architectonic  ensamble,  which  was dominated  by the nocturnal  vault  from which  Aethiopia/the

moon would later descend at the end of the first scene.76 

The seascape in the Masque of Blackness was paired with a stage machine simulating the

movement of waves, 77 and with the typical maritime assembly of tritons and sea-maids. As a matter

of fact, the characters opening the masque (nymphs, sea-maids, tritons, sea-monsters, sea-horses

etc.) entered the scene displayed on a shell, positioned on a moving machine and presenting, along

with the torches shaped as shells, such lights disposed in order to deceive the audience and present

them in a harmonic composition with the scene:

In front of this sea were placed six tritons, in moving and sprightly actions; their upper parts
human, save that their hairs were blue, as partaking of the sea-colour; their desinent part fish,
mounted above their  heads,  and all  varied in disposition.  From their  backs were borne out
certain light pieces of taffeta, as if carried by the wind, and their music made out of wreathed
shells.  Behind these,  a  pair  of  sea-maids,  for  song,  were as  conspicuously seated;  between
which two great sea-horses, as big as the life, put forth themselves; the one mounting aloft, and
writhing his head from the other, which seemed to sink forwards; so intended for variation, and
that the figure behind might come off better.78

76 “Above  was  the  cloudy  Night-piece,  and  this,  since  Night  herself  descended  from  it,  can  have  been
constructed  only  according  to  the  method  which  Sabbatini  describes  as  ‘divided  heavens’.  ‘When  it  is
desired’,  remarks  the  author,  ‘to  make the  machines  rise  into  the  heavens  or  descend to  the  stage,  it  is
necessary to divide the heavens into sections. This will arouse delight and admiration among the spectators,
who fail to see how these machines descend to the stage and then disappear into the sky again’”. A. Nicoll,
op.cit., p. 60.

77 “Strips of flat boarding ‘painted completely black with the top touched with silver’; set between the rolling
cylinders, these could be raised or lowered as desired. […].The waves must have extended from near the front
of the stage backwards to the great shutter (the frame painted to represent a distant ocean)”. Ivi, pp. 59-60.

78 Ivi, p. 48.
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The  description  of  this  assembly  insists  again  on  the  spatial  disposition  of  the  elements

according to perspective (“all varied in disposition”), especially as far as the two gigantic seahorses,

“as big as life”, put one over the other “so intended for variation, and that the figure behind might

come off better”, while Niger and Oceanus entered the scene placed upon the seahorses. The fact

that  these  characters,  especially  the  tritons,  appeared  as  “placed  […]  in  moving  and  sprigthy

actions” might suggest that they were positioned on a chariot, and, in particular, the text seems to

allude that this chariot or wagon pageant led the procession of the other masquers as well:

These induced the masquers, which were twelve nymphs, negroes, and the daughters of Niger,
attended by so many of the Oceaniae, which were their light-bearers.
The masquers were placed in a great concave shell, like mother of pearl, curiously made to move
on those waters, and rise with the billow; the top thereof was stuck with a chevron of lights
which, indented to the proportion of the shell, struck a glorious beam upon them as they were
seated on above another; so that they were all seen, but in an extravagant order.
On sides of the shell did swim six huge sea-monsters, varied in their shapes and disposition,
bearing on their backs the twelve torch-bearers, who were planted there in several greces, so as
the back of some were seen, some in purfle (or side), others in face, and all having their lights
burning out of whelks or murex shells.79

This gathering of aquatic characters carry out aesthetic, along with, or rather than, functional

roles, such as those of musicians and torch-bearers. In fact, while tritons (“their upper parts human,

save that their hairs were blue, as partaking of the sea-colour; their desinment part fish”) and, as it

will be analysed in the following chapters, the nymphs, are described in detail in their costumes,

animals and monsters, such as the sea-maids, the seahorses, and the six sea-monsters that carry the

Oceanie, might have been fabricated elements in the tradition of portable pageants. The text also

indulges  in  the  description  of  the  aural  dimension  and  of  illumination:  Nicoll  explains  that,

according to  Sabbatini  and the other  Renaissance  theorists,  music  and light  devices  needed be

hidden from the sight of the spectators, apart from the torch-bearers, an habit that can further justify

the aquatic disguising of these figures in accordance with the general disposition of the show.80

Tritons,  sea-maids and Oceanie thus both perform as ornaments of the setting and as technical

devices within the general illusion of the show. 

The stage setting of The Masque of Blackness has been defined as “concentrated”,81 since it

represents a first step from the dislocated pageant-like form of earlier court shows towards a more

unified  and  coherent  modern  perspective  scene.82 However,  contemporary  records  seem  to

79 Ivi, p. 49.
80 Ivi, pp. 133-134.
81 Ivi, p. 58.
82 “The arrangement here [S. Daniel's The Vision of Twelve Goddesses, staged in 1604 at Hampton Court] is a
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acknowledge the still rudimentary nature of Jones's attempt of inserting an old scenic instrument

such as the ‘concave shell’, upon which the masquers appear, within the linear perspective of the

landscape painting on its background.83 From a stricter narrative point of view, the iconic impact of

the  Masque of Blackness's  “concentrated setting” determines the geographical and mythological

coordinates of the masque, placing the plot  between a real,  recognisable place – the shores of

Britain – and a mythic, semi-divine dimension of underwater creatures. 

John Peacock defines the scenographic novelty of The Masque of Blackness as an “aesthetic

statement” that  implied “even more than the magnificent  inauguration of a  court  theatre  which

would come to rival  the Medici”.84 Although in England the term ‘perspective’ referred,  in  the

seventeenth century, to the drawing of a landscape according to the rules of Albertian perspective,

the genre of landscape painting itself was not common at all, as it is demonstrated by the fact that

the term ‘Landtschapt’ in The Masque of Backness is borrowed from Dutch and is registered as the

second occurrence ever after ten years.85 Writings on art by Norgate and Peacham testify to the

novelty of the word and of the genre as used by Jones, belonging to the new Dutch landscape

primitive one, each locality being stationary and several distinct places being represented at the same time
before the eyes of the spectators. […] Certainly the scenery in Lord Hay's Masque had been assembled at one
end of the hall and thus had broken with the earlier ‘dispersed’ tradition, but it was, nevertheless, essentially
‘simultaneous’ in its effect. When the audience assembled for The Masque of Blackness they saw first a great
curtain on which was panted a single scene”.  Ivi, p.56; 58. Butler also explains that “At the  Vision of the
Twelve Goddesses, the problems of access were compounded by the scenery which, unlike in the masques in
subsequent years, was dispersed around the hall rather than concentrated at one hand”. M. Butler,  Stuart
Court Masque and Political Culture, cit., p. 42. For The Masque of Beauty, which resumed the seascape of the
Masque of Blackness, it was already common to introduce the habit of a change of scene. According to Enid
Welsford, the Italian model Jones had in mind when devising this setting is the pageant offered in Florence by
Francesco de Medici in honour of the wedding of Bianca Cappello in 1579. See E. Welsford,  The Court
Masque, Cambridge, Cambridge University Press, 1927, p. 157.

83 “Whereas the landscape curtain which commenced The Masque of Blackness showed the most modern kind of
painting, the ‘great concaue shell’ containing the masquers which it revealed was basically an old-fashioned
structure, the sort of device which was by now of some antiquity in the history of the theatre. Jones had tried
to make it part of a picture, a seascape structured by the conventions of linear perspective. His failure in the
eyes of  the court  is  recorded by Dudley Carleton,  who was knowledgeable  about the arts, and no doubt
sensitive to innovation. His comments on the main tableau are initially approving: ‘The presentation of the
masque at the first drawing of the traverse was very fair...’ But he saw nothing new; on the contrary, he refers
to ‘The Queen's Maske … or rather her Pageant’, picking on the outmoded scenic machinery. Apparently it
was not easy for Jones to use theatre to make pictures. But the incoherence between his pictorial and theatrical
means was to be gradually resolved as the masque production progressed”. J. Peacock, The Stage Designs of
Inigo Jones, cit., p. 164.

84 Ivi, p. 158.
85 “Contemporary writers on art tell the story behind Jonson's self-conscious use of the word (which had first

appeared in an English printed text only ten years before”. Ivi, p. 159. Peacock reminds to a study by James
Turner, who refers to Angel Day's  The English Secretorie, which dates to 1586 – twenty and not ten years
before The Masque of Blackness's staging – as an “O.E.D. pre-dating, recorded in their files at 37 a St. Giles,
Oxford, though never published”, J. Turner, ‘Landscape and the “Art Prospective” in England, 1580-1660’,
JWCI, 42 (1979), 290n. The online edition of the O.E.D. records the word's first appearance in 1605, with the
definition of “picture representing natural inland scenery, as distinguished from a sea picture, a portrait, etc.:
“J. SYLVESTER tr. G. de S. Du Bartas Deuine Weekes & Wks. I. vii. 231 The cunning Painter..Limning a Land-
scape, various, rich, and rare”.
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painting of the early seventeenth century:

Jonson's published text stresses the novelty of the concept by not attempting to anglicise the
spelling. In the quarto of 1608 it is ‘Landtschape’; in the folio of 1616, to which he devoted so
much care,  he has the word printed in Gothic type, as if to represent its  foreign, northern
European origins – this is a new kind of painting, yet to be naturalised in England. Jonson
gives a clear textual image of what was to be Jones's ultimate enterprise in the masques, the
transferral of a new art into England, here beginning with the newest pictorial genre, which
was evolving towards its 'classic' mode at the very moment when The Masque of Blackness
appeared.86

The operation that Jones is making with this architectonic choice was conscious, despite the

efficacy of its outcomes,  as Peacock demonstrates by pointing at  the manuscript version of the

masque, associated with the 1605 production, which bears no mention of the perspective seascape,

described as architectonic only in the subsequent publication of the masque in 1616, in its turn

possibly completed with Jones's supervision:

When Jonson amplified the description for publication he must have had Jones at his elbow. The
phraseology is  mostly  his  own (‘shooting’ seems  a  favourite  metaphor),  but  he  must  have
needed Jones's prompting to help explain the novel use of perspective. The explanation is not
easy to follow […] and suggests an anxiety that a new mode of scenic representation should be
properly recorded, expounded and valued.87

According to Peacock, Jones was probably sustained by his strong will  of justifying his

choices  in  terms  of  aesthetic  education  for  the  English  audience,  even  though  the  latter  was

probably not ready to understand it in such terms: 

The alliance of landscape and perspective in Jones's  first  masque was a logical gambit,  but
probably too taxing for the Jacobean courtiers. They were not familiar enough with conventions
of landscape to use it as an aid to perspective vision. […] In fact this description, published
three years after the event, and not in the manuscript version of the masque, probably needs to
be seen as a retrospective account of Jones's intentions, which could only be fully realised in
Jonson's prose […]. His attempt to use landscape, with its new possibilities, as a seminal motif,
an aid for showing the courtiers how to picture the world in terms of perspective, proved too
ambitious an enterprise for one masque.88

For these reasons it is important to consider the striking novelty of the introduction of a

perspective seascape on masques' stages from both an artistic, as well as narrative and symbolic

points  of  view,  because  the  use  Jones  made  of  landscape  painting  in  order  to  inaugurate  his

masques' production testifies to an ongoing and developing process that, thanks to the combination

86 J. Peacock, The Stage Designs of Inigo Jones, cit., p. 159.
87 Ivi, p. 162.
88 Ivi, pp. 162-163.
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of painting and stage machineries transformed the landscape into a “praticabile, spatially viable”89

space that “the masquers would inhabit and animate”.90 The scenic setting of the Jacobean masque

developed  into  the  pictorial  realisation  of  the  Caroline  masques,  a  shift  reflected  also  in  the

philosophical and symbolical contents of the shows: 

The word ‘landscape’ occurs frequently when the Caroline masque poets are writing about
scenery, as a familiar term in those pictorialising descriptions which are by then the norm.
Jones himself is very much behind these descriptions, giving cues to his audiences,  and it
would seem by now that when he represented the natural world in his masques he wished it to
be  understood  that  he  was  exhibiting  landscapes.  […]  The  move  from  the  scenic  to  the
pictorial […] seems to be accompanied by a shift in the content of the masques, in the issues
which are dealt with. The Caroline masques, with their sophisticated machinery, are able to
show contrary aspects of nature in a ‘natural’ way, not crowded into a single scenic tableau but
sequentially, storms succeeding fair weather, for example.91 

According  to  Peacock,  the  treatment  of  nature  and  its  representation  as  opposed  to

civilisation  in  masques'  designs  moved  from  philosophy  to  symbolism,  from  a  problematic

conception  of  landscape,  typical  of  continental  Renaissance  figurative  arts,  meant  as  both  “a

background against which the human world defines itself” and “the principle of all life”,92 to an idea

of  nature  that  both  Charles  and Henrietta  Maria  were  interested  in  keeping  “unproblematic”:93

“Whereas the Jacobean masques treat nature as a philosophical issue, the Caroline masques treat it

as a symbolic system – they present a natural world in a frankly aestheticised fashion, as if it were a

neo-Platonic veil covering higher realities”.94

Scenes were introduced by curtains, in early masques often referred to as ‘traverse’, a term

whose antiquity, as observed by Nicoll, testifies to the long-time employment of this device to cover

and uncover actors in sixteenth-century pageants, while in Stuart court masques it generally 

extended  cross  one  end  of  the  hall,  concealing  the  stage  and  all  its  wonders  […].
Fundamentally, all that happened in the seventeenth century was that what had originally been
used only to conceal and suddenly to discover a group of performers came to be employed for
the concealing and discovering of a stage set.95 

Nicoll  divides  the mechanisms that  operated curtains  into three categories,  as  evinced by

prose descriptions occurring in masques and read in the light of Renaissance treatises on stage

89 Ivi, p. 164.
90 Ibid.
91 Ivi, p. 168.
92 Ivi, p. 166.
93 Ivi, p. 170.
94 Ivi, p. 169.
95 A. Nicoll, op. cit., p. 39.
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machineries, such as those by Sabatini, Serlio etc: curtains are said to ‘fall’, ‘drop’, ‘be drawn’,

‘raise’, or to ‘fly up’. The first one is the falling curtain and it worked thanks to a “pair of pulleys

attached to a beam in the roof of the hall. Cords, fastened to the topmost ends of the curtain, were

passed through these and thence drawn down to the floor level, where they were held by a couple of

stage-hands.  […] Naturally the curtain fell  by its  own weight”.96 The second type,  the drawing

curtain, was usually “hung upon a rod and pulled to the sides”, but this method did not guarantee an

effect of sudden wonder in the unveiling of a scene and, for this reason, “a definite and deliberate

delay before the curtain was removed was regular practice, and to this was added the sounding of

trumpets  or  other  loud  instruments”.97 The  third  method  of  a  raising  curtain  “possessed  the

advantages of the first and added the further benefit that the curtain might be lowered when desired

at the close of the entertainment”.98 Curtains could be single or double and the use of music to

distract the audience's attention during a change of scene is widely documented both in the Italian

source-treatises  and in  the  prose  descriptions  of  masques:  as  already  anticipated,  musicians  in

particular often appeared on the scene disguised as characters on the stage or on elaborate stage

machines, such as cloud-simulators or chariots.

Nicoll  observes  the  aesthetic  importance  of  the  combination  between  backdrop  and

proscenium, since the presence of a curtain generally implied the “framing of the stage by means of

a  proscenium  arch”.99 The  modern  proscenium  as  it  developed  in  the  Italian  and  continental

tradition  of  Renaissance  pageantry  and  perspective  theatre  resulted  from  the  combination  of

composite traditions, such as “the pageant arch, the central opening in theatres of the Roman type,

and the wings and valance of the perspective stage”.100 Nicoll remarks that the “the development of

Jones's use of the masking frame” testifies to an elaboration from framing architecture to proper

painting: “at first there is only a tentative approach, but by the time when Salmacida Spolia gave a

final flourish to the court  entertainment the conception had arisen of a surrounding border to a

picture”.101 Peacock further comments that Jones's first direct source was Palladio, in whose theatre

the frons scenae exploited the double function of architectural setting for the dramatic action and

frame  for  the  modern  perspective  scenery.102 In  these  terms,  the  proscenium arch  held  both  a

96 Ivi, p. 40.
97 Ivi, p. 41.
98 Ivi, p. 42.
99 Ivi, p. 44.
100 Ibid.
101 Ibid.
102J. Peacock, The Stage Designs of Inigo Jones, cit, p. 209. For a detailed discussion on the topic in general, and

on Jones's mannerist attitude, in particular from the point of view of the art historian, see Peacock's study,
where the scholar devotes an entire chapter on the theatrical and practical sources of Jones' own personal style
and conceiving of ornaments, proscenium arches,  grottesche and similar ornamental features of which his
theatre,  and  masques  in  general,  abound.  In  the  present  study  I  will  report  only  the  information  that  is
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structural and narrative function, especially thanks to the combination of architecture and painting:

The proscenium constituted a limit between the visible and the invisible, helping to conceal the
stage machinery and its workings, and to focus the spectators' attention within the defined space
of the scenic action. By being both a screen and a frame, the proscenium enhanced, in fact it
help to constitute, the ‘miracolous’ spectacularity of the Cinquecento theatre. The proscenium
evolved  a  form  which  followed  its  function,  while  also  self-consciously  reflecting  and
elaborating on it. The medium of this self-consciousness was the painted figuration added to the
basic architectural matrix.103

Peacock summarises the evolution of masques's proscenium arches from an early form to a

composite complex one by illustrating two examples that can be taken as constitutive antecedents

for Jones: Nannoccio's stage setting for Henri II's triumphal entry into Lyon in 1548 and Vasari's

theatre  set  up  in  the  Salone  of  Palazzo  Vecchio  in  Florence  for  the  wedding  celebrations  of

Francesco  de  Medici  and  Joanna  of  Austria  in  1567.  The  former  proscenium is  made  of  two

guardian figures of heroes, Samson and Hercules, positioned over the wings of the theatre, while the

latter proscenium is developed into “two Corinthian columns carrying an entablature, in the centre

of which were the ducal arms”.104 The difference among the two solutions may seem irrelevant, but,

as Peacock explains, Vasari's proscenium conveys a strong aesthetic statement that challenges the

whole show from both a pictorial and symbolic, or better to say, narrative point of view by means of

pictorial illusion:

Samson  and  Hercules  have  more  than  one  symbolic  meaning.  […]  But  their  role  within
Nannoccio's theatre is to mark, forcibly as it were, the frontiers of his scenic spectacle […], to
define  the  exact  scope  of  the  spectators'  attention.  […].  Unlike  Nannoccio's  proscenium,
Vasari's gives little away. The architecture speaks of festive grandeur and princely power in the
most conventional manner. But it exerts its own aesthetic and visual control over the audience
tacitly – except,  that  is,  for one detail.  On the front of the stage platform Vasari  painted a
feigned staircase, connecting the stage with the auditorium in appearance but not in practice.
Here  the  crucial  process  of  simultaneously  inviting  and  rebuffing  the  spectators,  and  so
determining  the  exact  scope  of  their  attention,  instead  of  being  writ,  or  figured,  large,  is
expressed in a compact visual paradox.105

Jones's  proscenia for Stuart court masques present the same kind of development, from the

‘primitive’ use of “terminal figures rather than a complete arch”106 to a more complementary form

of the proscenium arch, especially in the Caroline shows of the 1630, even though the process must

have rooted in his earlier works, despite the lack of conspicuous visual and textual evidence, as it

occasionally relevant to the analysis of aquatic symbolism. 
103 Ibid.
104 Ivi, p. 210.
105 Ibid.
106 Ibid.
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will emerge from the water-related examples analysed below:

Jones's  development  of  the  proscenium in  his  own theatre  had  reached the  same point  of
sophistication  by  the  beginning  of  the  1730s,  as  we  know  through  the  abundance  of
documentation,  both  visual  and  textual,  from  that  decade.  He  may  have  arrived  at  his
characteristic type of proscenium earlier, but the evidence is too patchy to tell, with neither
enough drawings nor enough descriptions in printed texts. In theory, Jones's  proscenia were
always constructed as proper architectural forms which provided a ‘ground’, as he called it, for
ornamental and symbolic figuration. […] But in practice it took Jones a long time to conceive
the proscenium as a discrete structure, sui generis, but with a basic architectural rationale. […]
However, by the 1630s his fully realised concept of the proscenium emerges, in which figures
and ornament are subordinated to architecture. Significantly, the drawings from this decade
show proscenium arches either as free-standing structures on their own, or else framing scenes
which are stylistically homogeneous but formally discrete.107

Peacock observes how the passage from the early Jonesian “auxiliary and over-figured” to

the late “free-standing and architectonic” proscenium is testified by a change in terminology in the

prose descriptions of masques, where the proscenium is often referred to as ‘adornment’ in the early

productions,  and  as  ‘ornaments’ in  later  ones.108 Peacock's  insistence  on  terminology  is  not

redundant, because technically speaking the term ‘ornament’, when referred to Jones's works, holds

both meanings of architectonic constitutive features of classical orders and adorning elements in

general,  such  as  those  pictorial,  architectonic  and  sculptural  decoration  of  floral,  animal  or

monstrous nature that in the Renaissance art theory gather under the definition of grottesche. Both

kinds of ‘ornament’ appear in masques' settings – and many of them are aquatic – but it is in the

proscenium arch  that  they  can  be  better  observed and analysed,  as  seen,  in  their  defining  and

developing process:

For Jones himself, the term ‘ornament’ had two main senses. It  referred to those formal or
morphological features which were proper to each of the classical orders, and differentiated
them from each other, such as the volute of the Ionic capital,  or the rhythmic repetition of
metopes and triglyphs (which might sometimes appear in paraphrase) in the Doric frieze. It also
meant any kind of adornment, not only in architecture, but along the whole spectrum of the
arts. In his stage designs both kinds of ornaments are present. […] But the best place to study
Jones's approach to ornament is on the proscenium arches, those complex constructions, part-
architecture and part-painting, where both kinds of ornament meet. In fact he came to refer to
the proscenium simply as ‘the ornament’.109

To  some  extent,  as  Nicoll  stresses,  pageant-wagons,  typical  of  outdoor  pageantry  and

107 Ivi, p. 216.
108“In Tethys Festival Daniel reports ‘the scene was discovered with these adornments’, meaning the proscenium.

In  Chloridia (1631) Jonson first describes ‘the ornament, which went about the Scene’, and then the scene
itself as revealed by the raising of the curtain”. Ivi, p. 216.

109 Ivi, p. 208.
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festivals,  constituted masques'  “original setting” and never disappeared from the stage,110 where

“occasionally, even in the later masques, they played such a part in the production that only with

difficulty  can we distinguish between the scenery proper  and these accompaniments  of deities,

lords, and their ladies”.111 Chariots entered the scene of masques in order to introduce characters or

even pieces of architecture, contributing to “the wonder and magnificence of the stage spectacle”.112

Generally  speaking, chariots  moved forming a procession or descended from above, simulating

clouds.  In  the  case  of  maritime or  aquatic  scenes  they  presented rich ornaments,  such as  “sea

monsters, owls, eagles – of these and others use was made to make more surprising and effective

the  entries  of  cars  which,  glittering  with  heavily  chased  gold-work,  added  still  further

embellishment to scenes already enriched by all the scene-painter's art”.113 

Along with these wagons,  other stage machineries were employed to simulate waves and

moving ships. Nicoll summarises three different methods suggested by Sabbatini for the realisation

of seas on stage that can be recognised in masques' stage descriptions, especially concerning the

simulation of the movement of the waves with the use of a large cloth moved upwards from below,

the  employment  of  wooden  strips  covered  with  a  curtain,  and  cylinders  covered  with  another

cloth:114

The first [method], which made use of a large piece of cloth coloured to resemble water and
agitated  from  below,  may  be  set  aside,  for  from  Jonson's  account  it  seems  that  certain
characters were viewed within the waves. According to the second method, strips of wood
were cut to resemble waves, and to these pieces of blue cloth were attached; by an arrangement
of small levers nailed to cross-bars the boards could then be made to rise and sink. [...][The
third method] involved the fashioning of long cylinders, shaped in wave form and covered
with “cloth coloured blue and black, with a touch of silver at the top of each board”. These
were provided by pivots and cranks, so that they might be turned easily.115

Masques presented an oscillation between the representation of natural seascapes, natural and

artificial harbours, and of underwater scenes, mainly coinciding with mythology. In both cases the

indoor setting often reproduced what must have been a familiar asset of outdoor pageantry to the

audience.

110 A. Nicoll, op. cit., p. 127.
111 Ibid.
112 Ibid.
113 Ibid.
114 Nicoll reproduces Sabbatini's illustration of the third method. See ivi, fig. 18, p. 19.
115 Ivi, p. 59.
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‘All the rivers in the world, […] do at last find, and fall into the great ocean’.
Symbolism and Geography of Rivers

Rivers are possibly the most predominant aquatic manifestation of Renaissance literature and they

convey  a  strong  and  multiform  symbolism.  Since  classical  times,  the  sea  was  identified,  in

mythological and geographical terms, with the river Oceanus surrounding the terrestrial globe. In

both biblical and classical ancient culture the main four rivers of the earth were thought to meet

undernieth  the  garden of  Eden,  where  they  emerged from a  fons  sapentiae.  In Greek classical

tradition,  for  instance,  the  river  Acheloos  gives  spring  to  all  the  rivers  of  the  earth  from  a

subterranean  cave  and  the  medieval  cartographic  representation  of  the  world  is  graphically

structured on the basis of this hydrological tripartite cycle: as a matter of fact, T-O maps, typical in

the Middle Ages, present a T-shaped division of spaces symbolising the three main regions of the

globe (Europe,  Africa and Asia)  divided by the Nile  and the Talias  and wholly surrounded by

Oceanus: “Given the penchant for allegory, T-O has also been interpreted as meaning Theos and

Okeanus. Still other possibilities are Terrarum Orbis, and finally the T standing for the crucifix”.116 

The Renaissance re-elaboration of the river theme needs to be seen in terms of continuity with

its  ancient  counterpart.  Its  main  literary  and  cultural  sources  were  geographical  and

historiographical,  such  as  Pliny's Naturalis  Historia and  Plutarch's The  Names  of  Rivers and

Mountains,  and of such things as are to be found therein; but also poetic, like Virgil's Aeneid and

Ovid's  Metamorphosis.  Mythographies  and  books  of  emblems  were  also  fundamental,  as  D.J.

Gordon has demonstrated: from Cesare Ripa's Iconologia to Andrea Alciati's Emblemata, these texts

played an essential role in the Renaissance for both artists and writers.117 The source was classical

also when considering the iconographic representation of rivers as anthropomorphic figures lying

on their side and surrounded by aquatic attributes such as fountains, fish or other divinities: among

the most emblematic sculptural examples of the Renaissance representation of rivers, the fountain

of the four rivers designed by Bernini in Piazza Navona in Rome is still standing.118

In ancient times, rivers constituted what W.H. Herendeen defines as a “Landscape to God”119,

116 W. Boelhower, “The Archives of Paradise”, in P. Bottalla and M. Calderaro (eds.), Counting and Recounting.
Measuring Inner and Outer Space in the Renaissance, Trieste, Edizioni la Mongolfiera, 1995, pp. 71-102, p.
89. See also N.J.W. Thrower, Maps and Civilization. Cartography in Culture and Society, Chicago, University
of Chicago Press, 2008.

117 See  D.J.  Gordon,  op.  cit.  On  the  emblematic  tradition  in  Renaissance  England  see  L.  Innocenti,  ‘Vis
Eloquentiae’. Emblematica e Persuasione, Palermo, Sellerio, 1983. 

118 On the symbolism of Roman aqueducts during the Renaissance, and on Bernini in particular, see S. Schama,
Landscape and Memory, London, Harper Collins Publishers, 1995, pp. 289-306.

119 For a summary of the cults linked with the river-theme in ancient times see Herendeen, From Landscape to
Literature: The  River  and  the  Myth  of  Geography,  Pittsburgh,  PA.,  Atlantic  Highlands;  NJ,  Duquesne
University Press, 1986. In particular, see section I, “Landscape to God”, pp. 23-77. See also S. Schama, op.
cit., in particular section II.
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of which the Egyptian cult of the Nile and of Isis shaped an archetype, re-elaborated by classical

culture within the myth of the seasonal cycle of birth, death and re-birth, but also with the general

theme of life and its phases, from youth to wedding, maternity,  identity, and spirituality.  In the

Bible, an analogous treatment is devoted to rivers: the crossing of a river, be it the Nile in the Old

Testament, or the Jordan during Christ's baptism, marks a rite of passage. In classical mythology,

local rivers are associated with youth and are often described in parental relationship with greater

streams that will eventually end up in the ocean, or, better to say, the Oceanus surrounding the earth.

In particular, especially as far as the Nile is concerned, what is most persistent in the Renaissance is

the quest for the origin of rivers, a motif that will be further developed with the discovery of the

new  world.  The  running  of  rivers  is  associated  both  with  time  and  memory:  since  they

simultaneously flow and remain on the same site, the pursuit of their origin is a voyage backwards

in time and space. As noticed by Herendeen, the circularity of the hydrological cycle holds a strong

spiritual connotation, up to the Renaissance, in its manifestation of unity and eternity:

The river in geography and in intellectual history manages to defy absolute boundaries, and
attempts to chart it have always raised questions about our ability to know anything about the
world  and  ourselves.  […].  In  defying  the  limits  of  time  and  space,  the  river  seems  to
participate in the infinite, and in so doing, it suggests not only that the world is ultimately
incomprehensible to humanity but also that whatever we do know of it, we know through the
diviner, intellectual qualities of our imaginative faculties.120

Sir  Walter  Ralegh  opens  his History  of  the  World  with  an  analogous  metaphor  on  the

correspondence between travelling toward the source of a river and travelling backward in time,

writing in the Tower of London with an eye on the Thames and his memory on a boat sailing up the

Orinokoo in search for El Dorado during his Guyana's expedition.121 By exploiting an analogy first

grasped by Plato and confirmed by the recent studies by William Harvey, before analysing the four

rivers of Eden, in The History of the World (1616), Ralegh compares the path and circulation of the

rivers of the world across, under and over lands to the circulation of blood within the human body:

both  liquid  history  and  vital  lymph.122 Herendeen  quotes Ralegh's  words  and  defines  them as

emblematic  for  both  the  association  between  micro  and  macrocosm,  and  for  the  oppositional

confrontation between a secular and a spiritual reading of reality, typical of the seventeenth century

and of its re-elaboration of ancient sources: 

120Herendeen, From Landscape to Literature, cit., pp. 6-7. On the meaning and symbolism of the hydrological
cycle in particular, see: Y. Tuan, The Hydrological Cycle and the Wisdom of God, cit.

121For an in-depth analysis of the riverine metaphor in Ralegh, see Herendeen, From Landscape to Literature,
cit., pp. 128-139; S. Schama, op cit., Section II.

122William Harvey, De Motu Cordis (1628); Plato, Timaeus, 77 c-d.
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[one's] blood, which disperseth itself by the branches or veins through all the body, may be
resembled to these waters which are carried by brooks and rivers overall the earth”. Not only
is the circulatory system comparable to the world's hydrology, but history too is as a river
following its natural course – but with one difference: “For this tide of man's life, after it once
turneth and declineth, ever runneth with a perpetual ebb and falling stream, but never floweth
again”. The difference, that the stream returns to its source and so is ever renewed, while
human life flows once from its source to the sea of death, is intentionally spurious, for Ralegh
himself is reminding us, on the one hand, that the world's natural cycles are not eternally self-
renewing but also have their destined final end, and on the other hand, that though we follow
an earthly, historical course but once, we too return to our real, heavenly source.123

As  natural  waterways,  in  the  context  of  exploration,  rivers  also  became  a  practical

instrument of knowledge. In accordance with the already mentioned attitude implicit in the pursuit

of the origins, they come to symbolise on a subsequent metaphorical level the quest for knowledge,

an association that Francis Bacon makes explicit in the Advancement of Learning: “The Knowledge

of man is as the waters, some descending from above and some springing from beneath; the one

informed by the light of nature the other inspired by divine revelation”.124

As much as water in general, rivers are much associated with the foundation and identity of

cities. It is through the Virgilian, poetic representation of the Tiber that Augstus linked himself to

Aeneas and, thus, to a heroic and mythological ancestry:

Virgil's Tiber is in every respect the naturalizing of the river motif. The river flows with the
national  purpose  and reflects  the  patriotic  spirit  that  thereafter  enshrined  the  three figures
Tiber, Aeneas and tower-capped Rome for all posterity. The three components of the river's
primary public role emerge: the river is the genius loci, it is associated with a heroic, moral, or
civic virtue, and its banks, remarkable for their beauty and historical significance, provide him
with a site for funding a city or nation. These features, suggestive of certain secondary ideas,
are only implicit in the Homeric treatment of the river, and in the river's place in primitive cult,
but in Virgil they become  topoi essential to the poet's art. The river is never quite the same
after Virgil.125

In the very same way chroniclers and antiquaries, from Gilda to Geoffrey of Monmouth,

depict Brutus, Aeneas's grandson, landing on the shores of the Thames, whose waters are at the

same  time  ancient  and  new:  “Geoffrey's  rivers,  and  those  of  other  medieval  chroniclers  and

topographers, are very much the product of their desire to create a literary image of the realm at

once analogous to those of ancient cultures and yet adequate to their own conception of their place

in history”.126

123W. Ralegh, Works, Now First Collected: To Which Are Prefixed the Lives of the Author, London, 1829, 2 vols.,
London, Forgotten Books, 2013, vol. II, p. 59.

124F. Bacon, The Advancement of Learning (1605), in Id.,  The Major Works, Edited by B. Vickers,  Oxford,
Oxford University Press, 2008, p. 189. See, among others, W.H. Herendeen, “The Rhetoric of Rivers: The
River and the Pursuit of Knowledge”, Studies in Philology, Vol. 78, No. 2 (Spring, 1981), pp. 107-127.

125W.H. Herendeen, From Landscape to Literature, cit., p. 58.
126 Ivi, p. 109.
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Generally  speaking,  rivers  populate  insistently  the  lines  of  chorographies:  Britain  in

particular always seemed to track and map its national identity through its rivers and springs, thus

making  hydrography a mirror  of  self-representation of  national  identity.  John Leland's  Cygnea

Canto can  be  considered  the  literary  antecedent  of  a  poetical  tradition  that  developed through

Edmund Spenser's marriage of rivers in the fourth Book of the Fairie Queen and culminated with

Drayton's Poly-Olbion, as explained by Bernhard Klein:

As a genre, written chorographies provided topographically organised accounts of individual
regions,  not  narratives  of  political  events;  the  chorographers  method  was  antiquarian,  not
historical.  […].  Concerned with space rather than time, with place rather than person, late
Tudor and early Stuart antiquarianism looked back to the pioneering work of John Leland,
royal librarian under Henry VIII, who had assembled, on a nationwide itinerary lasting several
years, a vast collection of notes intended to form the basis of a multi-volume chorographical
description of Britain.127

Starting from Michel de Carteu's definition of the difference between the description of space

in maps and itineraries,128 Bernhard Klein demonstrates how two almost contemporary sixteenth-

century expressions of chorography – Harrison's  Historical Description of the Islande of Britayne

(1577) and Cadmen's  Britannia (1586) – reformulate Leland's “emotional response” to the land,

while combining two opposite “constructions of the social space of the nation”:129 while William

Harrison's  Description is  built  around  the  model  of  the  itinerary,  William Cadmen's  Britannia

presents a gentry-oriented representation of the land. Both works move along national rivers, but in

the first case they track geographically the path of the narration, while in the second one they are

presented in a more static way. Thus, Harrison's rivers “are the dynamic element of landscape, they

produce the movement and fluidity chorography requires on order to overcome the impression of

representational stasis”.130 Cadmen's Britannia, conversely,

streamlines its topographical and antiquarian information into the celebration of a landscape
shaped  by  successive  generations  of  the  leading  families  of  the  gentry.  Even  when  the
description follows a county's rivers, these are shown to be flowing exclusively around stately

127B. Klein, “Imaginary Journeys”, in  A. Gordon and B. Klein (eds.), Literature, Mapping and the Politics of
Space in Early Modern England, cit., pp. 204-223, pp. 205-206.

128“The description of place, according to Michel de Certeau, oscillates between the terms of an alternative:
either seeing (the knowledge of an order of places) or going (spatializing actions). The former is the privilege
of the map, projecting on to a plane, and presenting to full view, a totality of spatial relations; the latter
belongs to the order of the itinerary or tour, exploring space through movement and operative actions”. B.
Klein, “Imaginary Journeys”, in A. Gordon and B. Klein (eds.), Literature, Mapping and the Politics of Space
in Early Modern England, cit., p. 208. See Michel de Carteau,  The Practice of Everyday Life, 1974, trans.
Steven Rendall, Berkly et al., University of California Press, 1988.

129B. Klein, “Imaginary Journeys”, in  A. Gordon and B. Klein (eds.), Literature, Mapping and the Politics of
Space in Early Modern England, cit., p. 206.

130 Ivi, p. 207.
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mansions, ancient castles and private parks.131 

Klein  argues  that  the  same shift  from itinerary  to  map  takes  place  in  the  passage  from

Spenser's Fairie Queene to Drayton's Poly-Olbion: if the former “persistently invites its readers to

engage actively in  the dynamic performance of space”,  the latter  “unfolds its  national  scenario

against the secure background of a fixed and intransigent geographical order”.132 Furthermore, as

Helgerson has convincingly shown, the coincidence of the diffusion of chorographic descriptions of

the land and cartography in early modern England testifies to a transposition of the focus from the

identification of the land with the physical body of the monarch to a more and more autonomous

configuration of national identity,  that is to say “a map-driven shift  in the focus of loyalty and

identity from the dynastic state to the land itself”.133

Herendeen compares the rivers that appear in court shows such as masques to those of the

chorographic tradition, arguing that the former ones are a-geographical and completely fantastical

rivers:  a  landscape  of  the  mind tailored  on the  present  occasion  – an  assumption  that  will  be

interesting to question, at least to the point of establishing its degree of validity.134 Since the Thames

and its tributaries become an instrument of internal travelling and commerce and are increasingly

taken as a part for the whole of the nation, Herendeen argues that it is possible to infer how much

the  Thames  and  the  other  inland  rivers  played  a  major  role  in  the  binary  identity  of  the

Shakespeaean ‘silver sea’ encircling Britain, both representing defence and internal richness and,

simultaneously, an outbound way:

Because  of  their  close  interrelationship,  the  rivers  and  the  sea  became  inseparable  and
indistinguishable. As we will see, this geographical fact is the perfect analogue to the prevalent
Neoplatonic  conception  of  the  world's  unity.  […].  Indeed,  since  London  was  the  nation's
principal market, the many rivers which did not serve the Thames were adjuncts of the sea and
were part  of  a coastal  trade which served the metropolis.  […].  The coastal  waters became
something of an honorary river system: an expansive tributary of Thame's own tidal waters.135

In the Renaissance and in Stuart London in particular, rivers connected the mercantile life of a

city with the open sea, but they also hosted pageants and functioned as actual royal waterways. In

these terms, the Thames became one of the utmost examples of this riverine multiple identity: royal

131 Ivi, p. 209.
132 Ivi, p. 210.
133R. Helgerson, “The Folly of Maps and Modernity”, in A. Gordon and B. Klein (eds.),  Literature, Mapping

and the Politcs of Space in Early Modern Britain, cit., p. 253. See also Id., Forms of Nationhood, cit. see, in
particular, pp. 105-47.

134W.H. Herendeen,  From Landscape to Literature, cit., pp. 276-277.  See  «Tethys’ Festival and the postponed
naumachia», infra.

135W.H. Herendeen, From Landscape to Literature, cit p.144.
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waterway and national identity both interchange on this liquid stage. 136

As  mentioned,  another  recurrent  literary  topos in  the  Renaissance  appeares  in  English

literature  in  particular  from  the  presumably  anonymous  De  Connubio  Tamesis  et  Isis, to  the

marriage of Tamesis and Medway majestically described in The Fairee Queene's fourth Canto.137

Within the wider context of chorographic and river poetry, riverine weddings constitute a proper

sub-genre in Elizabethan poetry, later resumed and re-elaborated in the seventeenth-century. In his

Britannia, Cadmen quotes, in different editions of the poem, excerpts of a Latin poem concerning

the marriage of Tamesis and Isis. Despite remaining unnamed, it is very likely that the author of De

Connubio Tamesis et Isis was Cadmen himself, prompted by the riverine path tracked in Leland's

Cygnea Canto and possibly inspired by Edmund Spenser's intention, expressed in a letter dating to

1580.  However,  no trace  can  be  found of  such a  poem,  supposing it  ever  existed.  In  its  turn,

Spenser's development of the river-topic is devoted to the riverine myths present in his Colin Clout

Comes Home Againe and in the  Mutabilitie Cantos, but the episode described in the  Britannia is

certainly the literary context, if not the direct source, of the nuptial theme in the  Fairie Queene.

Book Four, in fact, presents the marriage pageant of Thames and Medway, attended by aquatic

divinities, nymphs, mythological heroes, historical as well as all the English local rivers:

Led by the elemental gods Neptune and Amphitrite and their brood, and followed first by the
aquatic founders of nations – Albion and Inachus among them – and by Oceans and Tethys
who  “both  sea  and  land  possest”  and  then  by  famous  rivers  associated  with  successive
periods  of  human  history,  the  procession  brings  the  flow  of  history  forward  in  one
continuous, unbroken stream – one water with a common source and outlet.138

If  compared  to  the  respectively  narrative  and  descriptive  characteristics  of  itinerary  and

chorography, exemplified, as seen, by Harrison and Cadmen, Herendeen observes that Spenser's

treatment  of  history  in  this  episode  points  towards  an  eternal  present  caught  within  the  polar

opposites of an imaginary landscape and, at the same time, of an ordered chronology, out of which

poetry celebrates national identity by presenting “history in terms of cosmography”:139

The wedding procession begins with Neptune and ends with the bride and groom, and Thames
and Medway, once they are joined in geography, work their way back to the neptunian sea.

136On the Thames in general, see, among others, P. Ackroyd, Thames. Sacred River, London, Vintage, 2007; on
the royal and spectacular dimension of the Thames in particular see:, D. Starkey (ed.),  Royal River. Power,
Pageantry & the Thames, London, Scala Arts Publishers, 2012.

137On the marriage of rivers as an English literary topos, and on De Connubio Tamesis et Isis in particular, see
J.B. Oruck, “Spenser, Camden and the Poetic Marriages of Rivers” in Studies in Philology, 64, 4 (Jul., 1967),
pp. 606-624. 

138W.H. Herendeen, From Landscape to Literature, cit., p. 247.
139 Ibid.
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Hexameral  myth  is,  therefore,  recapitulated  in  historical  geography and  the  social  idea  of
marriage. As we move from Neptune to the sea, the myth and reality correspond. Through the
imaginative  landscape  history  is  presented  in  terms  of  the  eternal  present,  within  which,
however,  there  is  a  loose  but  unmistakable  chronology,  as  the  rivers  of  history,  the  Nile,
Scamander, Tiber, and newfound “Oranochy”, follow in procession behind the elemental waters
and nation-founders.140

‘No Scene that turns with Engines strange / Does oftner than these Meadows change’.
Water and Technology: Hydraulic Engineering, Gardens, Fountains, and Grottoes

Since antiquity, water has detained a scientific, or, better to say, epistemological dimension. As one

of the four  elements,  water  always recurs  in every kind of cosmography,  from classical  divine

genealogies to medieval and early modern alchemical and hermetic theories of the universe. During

the Renaissance, thanks to the strong influence of Neoplatonism in every branch of theoretical and

practical  knowledge,  architecture  and  mechanics  in  general,  and  of  hydraulic  engineering  in

particular,  were  applied  in  order  to  mirror  the  principles  of  universal  unity  and  of  the

correspondence between microcosm and macrocosm.141 As Denis Cosgrove argues in investigating

the case of sixteenth-century Venice, there is a “necessary connection which cultures always seek to

establish  between  their  practical  inventions  in  the  elemental  world  […]  and  their  deepest

cosmological assumptions […]. Engineering is always to a degree visionary”.142 

The application of hydrological engineering on architecture in the Renaissances was based

on Euclid's theory of science, which focused on the analysis of single elements, like “channel size,

water volume, level of flow”,143 combined with Vitruvius's definition of the machine as fabrica. In

these terms, as observed by Cosgrove, the single mechanisms that composed a whole structure acted

as the many parts of a single microcosm, as:

essentially an aesthetic and moral conception of articulated individual elements whose ultimate
models were the macrocosmic world and the microcosmic human body. Here again the thinking
was static rather than dynamic, for the machine was not conceived in terms of work, that is, in
terms of mechanism, but rather architectonically, as a body whose animating spirit came from

140 Ivi, pp. 247-248.
141On the relationship between mechanic engineering and science, see among others,  P. Rossi,  I filosofi e le

macchine:  1400-1700,  Milano,  Feltrinelli,  1962;  R.S.  Westfall,  The  Construction  of  Modern  Science:
Mechanisms  and  Mechanics, Cambridge,Cambridge  University  Press,  1978; J.  Sawday, Engines  of  the
Imagination. Renaissance Culture and the Raise of the Machine, London and New York, Routledge, 2007.

142D.  Cosgrove,  “Platonism  and  Practicality:  Hydrology,  Engineering  and  Landscape  in  Sixteenth-century
Venice”, in D. Cosgrove, G. Petts (eds.), Water, Engineering and Landscape. Water Control and Landscape
Transformation in the Modern Period, Belhaven  Press, London, 1990, pp. 35-53, p. 33. See also Y. Tuan,
Morality and Imagination: Paradoxes of Progress, Madison, University of Wisconsin Press, 1989.

143D.  Cosgrove,  “Platonism  and  Practicality:  Hydrology,  Engineering  and  Landscape  in  Sixteenth-century
Venice”, in D. Cosgrove, G. Petts (eds.), op. cit., p. 43.
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outside itself.144

The very relationship between the universe and the human body was conceived in terms of a

fabrica of which they were respectively the macro-cosmic and microcosmic manifestation: 

A fabrica was primarily a visual concept: an articulated whole whose parts together formed
perfection. The archetypal fabriche were the universe itself (fabrica del mondo) and human
body  […].  Each  of  these  was  conceived  in  dual  sense.  The  fabrica  was  immobile  untile
animated by spirit.  Unless so animated it  was a 'machine'  (macchina),  a passive model  of
perfection which could be imagined or even pictured, but was inactive.145

In applying architecture, man recreated a universal order of which he himself was the main

measure, as it emerges from the treatises deriving from the school of Vitriuvius: “from Alberti to

Palladio we find the ideas of the building or engineering work as a lesser universe and its beauty

and perfection consisting in so complete an articulation of the parts that nothing might be added or

taken away without diminishing the work”.146 The theoretical source of this architectonic principle

of harmony derived from the Platonic idea of circularity as the utmost expression of perfection, that

transformed every practical application into an epistemological – and cosmographical – enquiry:

For over a century the Vitruvian text had been interpreted in platonic terms, drawing upon the
cosmological writings of the  Timaeus. The divine mind had created the world according to
ideal principles of separation and order, symmetry and proportion, and had made man, a lesser
world or microcosm, according to the same principles. […]. The summary form of the cosmos
was  the  circle,  the  pure  platonic  form,  a  form  which  unites  opposites  and  resolves  the
separation  of  the  elements.  […]  Circular  or  revolutionary  motion  is  observable  in  the
circulation  of  the  earth  and  the  heavenly  bodies  […].  Circular  motion  allowed  the
philosophical understanding of the humanist liberal arts to be related to the more practical
application of the mechanical arts.147

Renaissance hydraulic engineering was mainly hinged on the revival of the mechanics of the

‘School of Alexandria’, dating to the third century BC, and, in particular, on the works of Hero of

Alexandria, Ctesibius, and Philo of Byzantium:

Ctesibius  was  a  Greek  doctor  who  lived  in  the  third  century  BC,  all  of  whose  works
disappeared, we know of them through Vitruvius, who describes Ctesibius's use of air pressure,
hydraulic machine,  including a water clock,  and the construction of automata.  The second,
Philo of Byzantium, lived about 200 BC and the fragments of his work which have survived are
of the  same kind basically  what  we would think as  using scientific principle for  frivolous
effects, self-lighting lamps or elaborate water tricks. This approach was indeed central to the
method of the Alexandrian School and nowhere is it better illustrate than in the key text for the

144 Ibid.
145 Ibid. 
146 Ibid.
147 Ibid.
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Renaissance cult of automata, the Pneumatics of Hero of Alexandria.148

Hero's Pneumatica,  “a series of sixty seven theorems concerning mechanics and hydraulics,

which he then proceeds to  demonstrate  [...]  by constructing moving machines with human and

animal forms”,149 circulated in the Latin and Arabic translation and in 1501 was first published by

Lorenzo  Valla  in  Latin; it  was  then  translated  again  into  Latin  and  published  by  Federico

Commandino in 1575 and into Italian by Oreste Vannocci Biringucci, on request of the Medicean

architect and engineer Bernando Buontalenti in 1582. Aleotti's illustrated translation appeared in

1589 and, in the same year, Baldi translated another work by Hero on theatrical automata.150 Recent

readings in the history of ideas and science argue how much, during the Renaissance, the practical

application  of  mechanical  arts  was  advancing  faster  than  their  theoretical  and  mathematical

speculation:

In particolare, il fiorire delle arti meccaniche e delle arti pratiche durante il Rinascimento,
assieme all'incremento di  prestigio delle realizzazioni  compiute da tali  arti,  così  come del
prestigio sociale degli artifici stessi, condusse a realizzazioni tecnologiche talmente avanzate
da rappresentare  una sfida per le teorie riconosciute.  In altre parole,  durante  la  prima età
moderna si assiste ad un certo avanzamento in alcuni ambiti delle arti pratiche rispetto alle
speculazioni teoriche.151

Valleriani analyses the example of the water-organ devised by Buontalenti for the Francesco

de' Medici's garden of Pratolino and explores the differences it shows with the organs described by

Hero, in order to give evidence of the importance that the restoration of ancient pneumatics had on

modern science. Since the ability to continually reproduce a mechanical device functioned, in the

light of modern science, as an instrument of observation of a phenomenon – as, for instance, the

realisation of mechanical birds able to produce specific sounds by applying pneumatics to air and

water – it thus enabled Renaissance engineers to ameliorate their practical techniques, eventually

leading to later theoretical formulation in the field of hydraulics and mechanics:

Macchine pneumatiche quali, ad esempio, sistemi in cui l'acqua spinge l'aria incanalata verso
canne predisposte  ad emettere  un suono che richiama il  canto di  un uccello  ben preciso,
permettevano  di  osservare  fenomeni  pneumatici  in  modo  per  così  dire  privilegiato.  Le
macchine infatti potevano essere attivate e disattivate a piacere e perciò, analizzando dal punto
di vista di una epistemologia moderna, l'osservazione del fenomeno pneumatico era ripetibile

148R. Strong, The Renaissance Garden in England, London, Thames & Hudson, 1979, pp. 75-76.
149 Ivi, p. 76.
150 Ibid.
151M.  Valleriani,  “Il  Ruolo  della  Pneumatica  durante  il  Rinascimento:  l'  Esempio  dell'Organo Idraulico  nel

Giardino  di  Pratolino”,  in  A.  Calzona  and  D.  Lamberini  (eds.),  La  Civiltà  delle  Acque tra  Medioevo  e
Rinascimento: Atti del Convegno internazionale, Mantova, 1-4 ottobre, Firenze, Leo S. Olschki, 2010, pp.
613-632, p. 613.
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a  piacere.  Certamente  anche  grazie  a  questa  postazione  d'osservazione  privilegiata,  la
pneumatica pratica divenne motore e stimolo di un processo di trasformazione teorica che
ebbe luogo a partire dalla fine del XVI secolo. 152

One of three major figures responsible for the diffusion of Hero's ideas and their application

was the French architect Salomon de Caus, who worked, along with Inigo Jones and the Italian

architect Costantino de' Servi, at the Stuart court of James I and, in particular, for Prince Henry and

Queen Anna. In 1616 Salomon de Caus published Les Raisons des Forces Mouvantes, followed by

a second volume entitled Livre Second où Sont Desseignées Plusieurs Grottes et Fontaines, where

he illustrated the mechanisms of steam-driven pumps aimed at the construction of fountains and

grottoes.  In  England  he  designed  gardens  at  Greenwich  and  Somerset  House  and,  in  1614 he

followed newly-wed Princess Elizabeth and Prince Elector Frederick V to Heidelberg, where he

built  the most  celebrated  Hortus  Palatinus,  which featured,  among other curiosities,  giant  self-

moving statues.153

Caus's works, on the other hand, also belonged to an emerging genre of literary texts which

displayed mechanical and hydraulic devices, the so called ‘theatres of machines’. These texts, along

with ‘privileges for inventions’, a sort of antecedent for patents and licenses, were the sixteenth-

century printed evolution of richly illustrated manuscript of ‘books of machines’. The main reasons

for the exploitation of hydraulic engineering in the Renaissance were to provide water to private

castles,  mansions,  and to their  adjoined gardens,  along with agriculture in  general and the city

management  of  water.  ‘Theatres  of  machines’ were addressed to  dukes,  monarchs  and wealthy

commissioners and were regarded as curiosities to be displayed, rather than as proper  practical

manuals:

Mediating between specialized artisans and sovereigns or learned court audiences, the authors
of early modern machine books used full-page illustrations which were accompanied by more
or less detailed texts explaining the general features of the devices presented. […]. The famous
«theatres of machines» of the late 16th century continued the tradition of the earlier manuscript
machine  books  in  print,  presenting  hoisting  machinery,  mills,  and  water-lifting  devices  in
random sequence.  […].  Mostly financed by wealthy patrons,  early modern machine books
were no manual for the artisan, but presented audiences at court, town councils, and fellow
colleagues with depictions of ingenuous technology.  In most  cases the authors of machine
books did not care about discussing the actual employment of the engines presented.154

152 Ivi, p. 614.
153On the  Hortus Palatinus and Caus’s garden architecture, see, among others, L. Morgan,  Nature as Model:

Solomon  de  Caus  and  Early  Seventeenth-Century  Landscape  Design,  Phildelphia,  Pa.,  University  of
Pennsylvania Press, 2007.

154M. Popplow, “Hydraulic Engines in Renaissance Privileges for Inventions and «Theatres of Machines»”, in A.
Fiocca, D. Lamberini and C. Maffioli (eds.), Arte e Scienza delle Acque nel Rinascimento, Venezia, Marsilio
Editore, 2003, pp. 73-83, p. 76.
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Marcus  Popplow  mentions  Girolamo  Cardano's  De  subtilitate (1550)  and  Georgius

Agricola's De re metallica (1556) as examples of erudite texts which also showed how to actually

put those machines at work, even though the scholar dismisses the former as a proper antecedent for

theatres of machines, due to its lacks of elaborate illustrations. Except for a few isolated examples,

as Popplow further explains, the complementarity of information about the actual employment of

the mechanisms that can be found displayed in these books and the contents of personal notes by

single architects  or  engineers,  testifies to  the audience-oriented configuration of  the theatres  of

machines as an autonomous literary genre:155 

Earlier research has sometimes attributed these characteristics of the machine books […] either
to some as yet unscientific spirit of the Renaissance engineers, or to the wish to keep their
inventions secret. More recently, however, it has been argued that such idealized presentations
were tailored exactly to the audience intended for investors understand how these complicated
devices worked, the treatises primarily displayed the inventiveness of the engineer. It was clear
that if a device found in such a book should indeed be built, the artisan actually doing the work
would have to decide on the measurements and gear ratios according to the power supply
available at the site. From this perspective, the idealized character of such books appears to
have been selected intentionally for their potential readers.156

Along with this practical, audience-oriented aspect, Vittorio Marchis stresses the presence in

theatres of machines of another esoteric, hermetic or, at least, hermeneutic dimension, implied by

the association between theatres and books and suggested by their denomination that roots in the

very topical  metaphor of the theatre as epitome of the world, so fortunate and diffused in many

other artistic and scientific environments of the age, such as cartography and the philosophy of the

art of memory:

Questi «theatri» non sono manuali per tecnici. Ermetismo e spettacolo, curiosità e sapienza
sono i paradigmi che contraddistinguono queste «raccolte di disegni» su cui ancora non è stata
fatta  una  luce  completa,  ma  sulle  quali  aleggia  certamente  il  nume  di  Ermete  […].  Le
simbologie presenti nei fregi dei frontespizi dei «theatri di macchine» non sono pure allegorie,
ma contengono gli elementi identificatori delle chiavi di lettura dell'opera medesima.157

The  abundance  of  hydraulics  in  these  texts  is,  according  to  Marchis,  not  accidental  but

endemic in the light of this esoteric and epistemological perspective:

L'acqua  come  fluido  «vivente»  e  «vitale»  trova  nelle  macchine  l'epifania  delle  proprie

155“It has been convincingly argued that books of machines, apart from the above-mentioned examples, did not
mirror reality but were oriented towards the future employment of mechanical devices”, Ivi, p. 77.

156 Ivi, p. 78.
157V. Marchis, “Teatri dell'Acqua. Ermetismo e Spettacolo, Curiosità e Sapienza”, in A. Fiocca, D. Lamberini, C.

Maffioli (eds.), Arte e Scienza delle Acque nel Rinascimento, cit., pp. 85-93, p. 89.

106



potenzialità “artificiali” e “artificiose”, che vanno ben oltre quelle «naturali». […]. In questo
senso i «theatri», i quali trovano tutti indistintamente nell'acqua uno dei loro veri protagonisti,
anticipano l'ideologia di un progresso tecnologico offrendo a uomini «di lettere» e di «potere»
un nuovo scenario per il futuro.158

In theatres of machines, water as a lymphatic element of life, and fountains as its narrative

instruments, epitomize the purpose of amazement and wonder in the displaying, as if on a stage, of

new  technologies  and  of  the  ideological  dialogue  they  promote  between  courts,  princes  and

engineers:

I «theatri» devono rimanere raccolte di «maravigliose» macchine che […] sono oggetti  da
collezionare, da esporre nelle Wunderkammer, da farne oggetto di dotte conversazioni. […]
Sono […] nuovi «palcoscenici» per «promuovere» nuove tecnologie innovative, per elevare i
«vili» oggetti della meccanica a quel rango superiore che Francesco Bacone aveva auspicato
un giorno avrebbero ottenuto nella Nuova Atlantide e nella Casa di Salomone. […]. Non si
impara a costruire le macchine idrauliche sfogliando i «theatri», ma si riesce finalmente a
capire che questa «scienza» è in grado di cambiare il mondo mutandone le forme, i gusti, i
valori,  e  che  i  suoi  eroi  artefici  stanno  costruendo  attorno  al  proprio  lavoro  una  nuova
aristocrazia.159

Geometric gardens were another product of the Renaissance's desire to reunite and reconcile

opposites and, in their artificial reproduction of nature, they also functioned as theatrical settings

and  outdoor  wunderkammern:  by  means  of  hydraulic  engineering  and mechanical  devices,  the

Renaissance garden put on an initiation journey that combined pleasure and education.160 

Water played a consistent role in the garden's epistemic plan: hydrological and mechanical

devices set fountains and statues in motion and water ran, leading the visitor along an acoustic and

narrative  path.  Fountains  often  displayed  maritime  decorations,  from animals  and  monsters  to

divinities and myths, related to the sea or water in general: their symbolism is multiform and runs

from an erotic dimension to a purifying one, from thermal baths to labyrinths.161 Placed at the centre

158 Ibid.
159 Ivi, pp. 89-91.
160On Renaissance gardens in general and on hydraulics in particular see, among others, E.B. Macdougall and N.

Miller,  Fons  Sapientiae:  Garden  Fountains  in  Illustrated  Books  from  the  Sixteenth  to  the  Eighteenth
Centuries, Washington D.C., Dumbarton Oaks, 1977; R. Strong, The Renaissance Garden in England, cit.; M.
Fagiolo (ed.), Natura e Artificio, Roma, Officina, 1981; D. Cosgrove and G. Petts (eds.), Water, Engineering
and Landscape,  London, Bellhaven Press, 1990; S. Schama, op. cit.; L. Medri and I. Lapi Ballerini (eds.),
Artifici d'Acqua e Giardini. La Cultura delle Grotte e dei Ninfei in Italia e in Europa,  Firenze, Centro Di,
1998; V. Cazzato, M., Fagiolo and M. A. Giusti (eds.),  Atlante delle Grotte e dei Ninfei in Italia. Toscana,
Lazio, Italia Meridionale, Milano, Electa, 2001.

161See  R.  Rinaldi,  “Meandri.  Leonardo  e  le  Figure  dell'Acqua  nel  Rinascimento”,  in  A.  Calzona  and  D.
Lamberini,  La civiltà delle acque,  cit., pp. 35-44, pp. 40-44. On the motif of the fountain in Renaissance
Literature, and on its fortune in England in particular, see, H. Lees-Jeffries, England's Helicon: Fountains in
Early Modern Literature and Culture,  Oxford, Oxford University Press, 2007; on Renaissance gardens in
English Literature see M. Romero Allué,  Qui è l'Inferno e Quivi il Pardiso. Giardini, Paradisi e Paradossi
nella Letteratura Inglese del Seicento, Udine, Forum, 2005.
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of  the  garden,  and  therefore  of  the  initiation  journey,  the  grotto,  symbol  of  fertility,  reunited

opposites: by imitating nature it put together on its walls real and fabricated minerals and shellfish.

In classical mythology, the cave was the dwelling of nymphs and Porphyry of Tyre’ s reading of

Homer's  description  of  the  cave  of  the  nymphs in  the  Odyssey started  a  literary  and  cultural

tradition,  developed  up  to  the  Renaissance,  that  identifies  the  grotto  with  the  archetypal

iconographic and natural representation of the subterranean source of life.162 

The  Renaissance  symbolism  of  the  cave  obviously  overlaps  also  with  the  classical  and

Christian tradition of the fons sapientiae, adding and further strengthening its meanings linked with

both fertility and knowledge. By entering the cave, the traveller dies and is again born to a new life,

ready to complete the second half of the circular pattern that ends exactly where the journey has

started.163 The  Renaissance  architect,  like  a  magus  or  an  alchemist,  transformed  and translated

Neoplatonism into the shape of a geometric garden. Many of the fabricated elements of gardens are

the same used in Renaissance theatre and alluded to in poetry, but, simultaneously, they also feature

in  Renaissance  theatre  and  masques  as  much  as  gardens  are  themselves  places  for  outdoor

entertainments and staging. Fountains and hydraulic engineering applied to gardening populate a

large  amount  of  literary  gardens  too,  from Armida's  garden  in  Torquato  Tasso's  Gerusalemme

Liberata, to Philip Sidney's  Arcadia  and Edmund Spenser's The Fairee Queene. The former and

most  influential  literary  antecedent  of  this  fortunate  tradition  is  Francesco  Colonna's

Hypnerotomachia Poliphili, which can be actually considered as one of the most influential books

on European Renaissance literary and gardening tradition.164

It is possible to briefly sum up certain features linked with the theatre-metaphor and the

rhetoric  mechanisms  of  persuasion  and  memory  that  link  all  the  different  typologies  of  texts

analysed so far, that is to say maps, ‘theatres of machines’, and gardens. As a matter of fact, all of

them exploit the expedient of metaphorical dramatic representation in order to persuade the reader

or viewer of hidden or arcane truths in an aesthetic and didactic mechanism also shared by books of

emblems. These texts try to influence the reader or viewer in both an aesthetic and sensual way,

162Porphyrius, De antro Nympharum. The works of Porphyr were re-discovered by and circulated in the cultural
circle of the Medicean court and, thanks to Marsilio Ficino and Pico della Mirandola in particular, quickly
became part of the canon of the Hermetic and Neoplatonic literature. The first printed edition is published in
Rome in 1518.  See Laura Simonini's introduction and comment to the Italian edition: Porfirio, L'antro delle
Ninfe, Milano, Adelphi, 2006. 

163The opposite architectonic and natural element to the feminine dimension of the cave is the mountain: the first
to observe the oppositional relationship and correspondence between cave and mountain is R. Guénon. See R.
Guénon,  Symboles fondamentaux de la  Science sacrée,  Paris,  Gallimard,  1962, see also,  M. Fagiolo,  “Il
Significato dell'acqua e la dialettica del giardino”, pp. 176-189, in M. Fagiolo, Natura e Artificio, op. cit., p.
138-139. 

164For a modern edition, see M. Ariani, M. Gabriele (eds.),  F. Colonna, Hypnerotomachia Poliphili, Milano,
Adelphi,  2010 (1998).  The two-volume edition  includes a  fac-simile  reproduction of  the  original  edition
printed by Aldo Manuzio in 1499 and a modern Italian translation with exhaustive introduction and comment.
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since they operate on both the receiver's rational mind and sight. The rhetoric expedients at the basis

of these forms of didacticism are aimed at gaining the audience's attention by both intellectual and

emotive response, by first convincing through reasoning, and then persuading through an emotional

or, it could be added, aesthetic engagement. Of the two steps, it is the persuasive one that works at

the deepest level in obtaining an active response:

I retori distinguono tra due diverse forme di influenza che l'oratore può avere sull'uditorio: i
discorsi  possono  colpire  direttamente  con  la  forza  e  spingere  ad  agire,  oppure  possono
dimostrare una verità e coinvolgere più sul piano intellettuale che quello emotivo. La parola
convincente si basa sul ragionamento logico, ma quella persuasiva agisce non solo a livello
logico, bensì anche nel campo della “commotione degli affetti”, raggiungendo risultati pratici,
perlocutivamente.  […]  La  persuasione  è  legata  alla  visualità,  al  problema  della
rappresentazione visiva; nei trattati di retorica il senso della vista e il campo dell' iconismo – in
senso proprio e metaforico – sono collegati costantemente alla facoltà dell'oratore, o del suo
discorso, di suscitare passioni nell'uditorio, cioè di coinvolgere emotivamente l'ascoltatore.165

The orator, like an actor, must enter fiction and must take the audience with him by means of

language. Another rhetoric mechanism that from classicism acquired autonomy in the Renaissance

is memory: aimed at an ordered and effective practice of mental retention, the art of memory also

works visually by creating certain places in the mind, called loci, such as a house, a city, a room,

into which it is possible to mentally collocate the images of the things and people that need to be

remembered.166 Loretta  Innocenti  demonstrates  how  the  religious  emblematic  tradition  in  the

seventeenth-century worked exactly in this way, and over-simplifying her assumptions, it could be

said that in the interdependence between emblematic words and images, the former ones work on

the  intellectual  level,  while  the  latter  ones  operate  within  the  visual,  emotive  dimension.

Furthermore, Innocenti argues that religious emblematic operated on a didactic level in preaching as

well, by means of the art of memory.167

In a similar way, in a study on the decorative representation of sea-animals and monsters on

maps, C. Van Duzer contextualises the iconic role of images on luxury maps by associating their

function  of  visual  ornaments  to  both  didactic  and  aesthetic  finalities,  in  the  fashion  of  the

Renaissance  attitude  towards  learning.  The  scholar  quotes  a  treatise  by  Paolo  Cortesi  on  the

expected conduct of cardinals, De cardinalatu,168 in which, he observes, it is argued how the visual

165L. Innocenti, ‘Vis Eloquientiae’, cit., p. 75.
166See P. Rossi, Clavis Universalis. Arti Mnemoniche e Logica Combinatoria da Lullo a Leibniz, Milano-Napoli,

Ricciardi, 1960; F. Yates, The Art of Memory, London, Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1966. Yates devotes a long
section also on the Teatro della Memoria (theatre of memory) by Giulio Camillo, who conceived a physical
theatre aimed at the exercise of the Art of Memory for the acquisition of universal knowledge, combining
mnemotecnique and the metaphor of the theatre of the world.

167See L. Innocenti, ‘Vis Eloquentiae’, cit. See, in particular, pp. 75-94.
168P. Cortesi, De Cardinalatu, 1510. An English translation of the second book can be found in K.W. Garris, J.

D'Amico,  “The Renaissance  Cardinal's  Ideal  Palace:  A Chapter  from Cortesi's  De Cardinalatu”,  in  H.A.
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reproduction of engineering equipment should be subtly and finely realised, while simultaneously

corresponding  to  the  complexity  of  the  mathematical  principle  behind  it,  insisting  that  “the

praiseworthy depictions are those that allow the intellect to be sharpened through interpretation, and

through whose learned delineation the mind is made more erudite”.169 In the same way, as Van

Duzer argues, elaborate decorations on Renaissance maps prompted the reader to grasp a deeper

geographical, epistemic, and moral knowledge.170 

An analogous combination of visual and didactic communication emerges from Ortelius's

‘Preface’  to  his  Theatrum  Orbis  Terrarum,  of  which  a  comparison  with  the  mechanism  of

emblematic reading has been suggested by Lucia Nuti.171 On the back of each map contained in the

book, Ortelius provides geographical and historical information, establishing a relationship between

word and image somewhat similar to the visual commentary provided by John Selden on John

Drayton's lines in Poly-Olbion. Ortelius justifies the combination of words and cartography with

aesthetic, commercial and cultural reasons, tellingly referring to the user of his book as a ‘reader’.

The first world map, however, appears bound along the central fold of the book, occupying both

halves of the verso and presents, along with expected names and pictorial marks, five micro-texts

directly on the map, in correspondence with places that lack consistent information:

Any terra incognita (unknown land) or nondum cognita (not yet known) is a weak point in
Ptolemaic cartography, and the uninterrupted bank space has to be filled in with words. Three
short texts are found on this southern land mass, another is close by in the south-western
Pacific Ocean, and one more is in the centre of North America. A sixth text is set apart from
the others by being enclosed in a rectangular cartouche outside the map proper, at the bottom.
Of the five texts on the map itself, only one directly concerns the geography of the world. […]
The other four texts deal with the men who added to geographical knowledge through their
travels. 172

Ortelius's map is, as Lucia Nuti observes, “by no means empty. The land masses are not only

corrugated by rivers and mountains but also bear the testimony of human activity”.173 The scholar

argues  that  Ortelius's  world  map  can  be  considered  as  a  “self-sufficient  expression  of

knowledge”,174 since in the preface Ortelius explicitly refers to the mnemonic function of the visual

representation of information by writing that  “if  we get  used to charts  and acquire  but  a little

geographical knowledge [from] everything that we read, those charts placed before our eyes like

Millon (ed.),  Studies in Italian Art and Architecture, 15th through 18th Centuries ,  Cambridge, Ma., MIT
Press; Roma, Edizioni dell'Elefante, 1980, pp. 45-199.

169C. Van Duzer, op.cit., p. 12.
170On this topic, see « ‘Aqua Triumphalis’. Masques as Aquatic Festivals», infra.
171L. Nuti, op. cit.
172Ivi, p. 41-42.
173 Ivi, p. 44.
174 Ivi, p. 45.
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certain  mirrors  will  serve  to  keep  [the  image]  longer  in  the  memory”.175 Since  terms  such  as

theatrum and  speculum belong to the visual dimension, and considering Ortelius's preoccupation

with the interdependence between geographical and historical knowledge previously exposed in the

preface  to  the  Theatrum,  Nuti  analyses  Ortelius's  world map as  a  Stoic  emblem,  based on the

practice of visual contemplation, meant as a “mental and philosophical activity rooted in vision”,176

and highlighting the relationship between word and image:

The first link between the central map and the surrounding quotation is provided by the fact
that  each  quotation  contains  a  reference  to  seeing  the  world  through  a  phrase  or  name
connected with sight […]. Attention is thus known by the quotations to the picture of the
world that is displayed before the reader's eyes. Looking at the map, however, is merely a
first step, and Ortelius selected the quotations to provoke further reflection, notably on the
Stoic virtue of 'contemplation'.177

As  it  has  been  said,  in  the  Renaissance  ‘theatres  of  machines’ and  hydraulic  gardens

operated on the same level, illustrating, with both images and words – written, recited, or alluded to

– beautiful mechanisms that revealed the programmatic, aesthetic, moral, and political agenda of the

aristocratic environment they represented and were addressed to, rather than actually explaining and

practically  illustrating  their  mathematical  and mechanical  features.  Considering  the  relationship

between word and image in masques,  briefly  mentioned in the previous chapter,178 it  might  be

helpful  to  keep  these  cultural,  methodological,  and  aesthetic  links  between  persuasion  and

mnemonic  practices  in  mind  in  order  to  investigate  how  and  to  what  degree  the  relationship

between learning and delight can emerge from court shows.

‘That great banquet of the watry Gods’.
Aquatic Characters: Sea-gods, Sea-goddesses, Nymphs, and Sea-monsters

Renaissance  literary  and  architectural  seascapes,  maps,  rivers,  gardens,  and  fountains  are  all

populated by water characters, such as mythological aquatic divinities, traditional spirits linked with

streams  and  animals  or  sea-monsters,  such  as  sea-horses  and  the  Hydra,  dragons,  whales  and

goatfish. Many of them present a hybrid nature, derived from “the ancient and medieval theory that

175Translated by Nuti in “The World Map as an Emblem”, cit., p. 44. The original text is reported at p. 52n:
“Tabulis his quasi rerum quibusdam speculis nobis ante oculos collocatis, memoriae multo diutius inhaerrent”.

176 Ivi, p. 46.
177 Ibid.
178See «‘O Showes! Showes! Mighty Showes! / The eloquence of Masques!’ The Masque as Work of Art: 

Iconography and Materiality», infra.
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every land creature [has] its equivalent in the sea”,179 an assumption that is given authority by Pliny

the Elder in his  Naturalis Historia. As far as the iconographic and decorative function of these

quasi-fantastic creatures is concerned, it is worth making a comparison with animals that illustrate

and decorate Medieval and Renaissance maps. 

Generally speaking, animals on sea-maps appear attacking ships in order to denote certain

specific geographic areas or just in order to decorate otherwise blank spots on the map, thus having

both decorative and narrative functions and testifying to the cartographer's learning and manual

ability.  While  in  the  Middle  Ages  the  presence  of  sea-monsters  and  animals  on  cartographic

manuscripts depended on the commission and the payment for an extra service (more ink, more

time spent on manually drawing and so on), animals appear more frequently on Renaissance maps,

where they perform the double task, not necessarily mutually exclusive, of graphic recording of

quasi-scientific information and of the metaphysical implications of the interest for the marvellous:

I would suggest that sea monsters on maps have two main roles. First,  they may serve as
graphic records of literature about sea monsters, indications of possible dangers to sailors –
and datapoints in the geography of the marvellous. Second, they may function as decorative
elements which enliven the image of the world, suggesting in a general way that the sea can be
dangerous, but more emphatically indicating and drawing attention to the vitality of the oceans
and the variety of creatures in the world, and to the cartographer's artistic talents. Of course
these two roles are compatible, and sea monsters can play both at the same time.180

Duzer further observes another epistemic feature intrinsically linked with the representation

of animals – real or fantastic – on maps, that is to say the “empowerment of the viewer”. 181 As a

matter of fact, decorated maps share the revelatory power of emblems to show inner, hidden, or

farther  truths,  since “the cartographer  reveals  on the  surface of  the  waters  creatures  which are

normally concealed in the depths, allowing the viewer to participate in a privileged and supernatural

view of the world. The monsters represent the revelation of hidden knowledge”.182 The relationship

between monsters and the society that produces them, Duzer insists, is not uniquely positive or

negative, since monsters threaten voyage enterprisers but at the same time are the artistic cultural

product of an attempt to represent the unknown and, from a material point of view, mean higher

economic benefits for the cartographer that designs them:

monsters on maps are less a threat to society in general than to the enterprises of exploitation
and mapmaking,  for  the  presence of sea monsters on maps would at  least  to some extent
discourage the exploration that would benefit mapmaking. But, at the same time, sea monsters

179C. Van Duzer, op. cit., p. 9.
180 Ivi, p. 11.
181 Ivi, p. 12.
182 Ibid.
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are the cartographer's best friends, for as decorative elements they can help the cartographer
secure new commissions or increase sales, and thus put food on the table.183

Much as with the already mentioned ‘theatres of machines’ and emblematic tradition, in the

Renaissance,  maps  decorated  with  sea  monsters  offered  the  viewer/reader  a  rich  “intellectual

experience”184 considering  that  elaborate  and  ingenuous  representations  mirror  the  Renaissance

attitude of wonder and marvel towards knowledge and constitutes an interesting point of view for

the investigation of the role of animals used as decorative elements in masques. 

In  masques,  sea-creatures  appear  under  the  semblances  of  masquers  or  as  architectonic

elements like statues or ornaments. The iconographic and literary sources are not homogeneous,

since they vary according to the different authors and will be discussed singularly in depth in the

following chapters.  Among  the  main  references  that  can  be  enumerated,  the  majority  occur  in

Ovid's  Metamorphoses and Virgil's Aeneid;  from mythographies like Vincenzo Cartari's  Imagini

colla  sposizione  degli  dei  degli  antichi  (1556), Lilio  Gregorio  Giraldi's De  Deis  Gentium

Syntagmata (1565) and Natale Conti's Mythologiae (1567); and from books of emblems like Andrea

Alciati's  Emblamata (1531),  Cesare  Ripa's  Iconologia (1593)  and  Giovanni  Pierio  Valeriano's

Hyeroglyphica (1556). D.J. Gordon stresses the importance that these texts have for both poets and

artists in the Renaissance:

In the 16th century the mythological knowledge of European humanism was summed up in
Italy  in  three great  manuals:  Lilio  Gregorio  Giraldi's  De Deis  gentum syntagmata,  Natale
Conti's (or Comes')  Mythologiae and Vincenzo Cartari's  Imagini degli Dei, which draw not
only on the new knowledge of the classical texts themselves, but on the complex tradition by
which knowledge of the gods of Greece and Rome had been transmitted from late antiquity
through the Middle Ages to the Renaissance. These manuals were not only composed for the
edification of the erudite but for the information of artists who wished to represent the figures
of the gods, and of poets who wished to write about them. […] These books were the common
property of Europe,  the everyday authorities on classical  mythology,  and Ben Jonson,  like
other Elizabethan writers, made us of them.185

The first and greatest water character is certainly Neptune, king of the ocean.186 In classical

mythology, Neptune is the Latin counterpart of the Greek Poseidon but, besides being the divinity

183 Ivi, pp. 12-13.
184 Ivi, p. 11.
185D.J.  Gordon “The Imagery of  Ben Jonson's  Masque of Blackness and Beautie”,  in  Id.,  The Renaissance

Imagination, cit., pp. 134-56, pp. 134-135.
186For a catalogue of ancient myths and divinities, see P. Grimal,  Dictionnaire de la Mythologie Grecque et

Romaine,  Paris,  Presses Universitaires  de France,  Paris,  1979 (it.  tr.  Carlo Condé,  Enciclopedia dei Miti,
Milano, Garzanti, 1987, Hubert Cancik, Helmuth Schneider, Manfred Landfester, Christine F. Salazar (eds.),
Brill’s New Pauly: Encyclopaedia of the Ancient World, Brill Publishers, 2006. For the iconography of myths,
see, among others: F. Ramorino, La Mitologia Illustrata, Milano, Hoepli, (1897) 1998. See also the section
“Gods and Myths” in the Iconographic Database of the Library of the Warburg Institute, available online:
http://warburg.sas.ac.uk/gods-myths/.
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of the liquid element, he does not posses proper legends. In the Roman cult, it is worth noting that

Neptune's sanctuary is situated in the valley of the Circo Massimo, on the site of what  used to be an

important stream: the landscape collocation thus further stresses his links with water. Poseidon is

one of the Olympian gods and has command over water, but can also provoke storms, move shores

and set springs. His power extends over the seas and lakes, but not over rivers. His official spouse is

the nereid Amphitrite, but he also has many lovers and generates vicious and violent monsters and

giants. Among the most famous are the giant Polyphemus, the winged horse Pegasus and the horse

Arion, conceived with Demeter. Generally speaking, Poseidon is usually depicted with a trident –

the  tool  and weapon of  tuna-fishers  –  and carried  on  a  carriage/pageant  trained by monstrous

animals, half men, half snakes, and followed by fish, dolphins, maritime creatures such as Nereids

and other sea-gods. Neptune, who takes on Poseidon's characteristics in Rome and, above all, in his

Renaissance reception,  is one of the most frequently recurrent characters in masques, where he

appears as a personified character, as a statue, or as a visual decorative element on friezes and stage

architectures.

The predominant hierarchical traditional figure of the queen of the Ocean is represented by

two different divinities with a similar name, Tethys and Thetis. According to classical tradition,

Tethys is a primordial divinity from the tradition of the Hellenic theogonies and personifies the

fecund feminine dimension of the sea. Daughter of Uranus and Gaia, she is a titaness and is married

to her brother Oceanus: their sons are the more than three thousands rivers of the earth. She is also

linked with Hera, whom she raises and who later reconciles Tethys with Oceanus. According to

tradition, Tethys's dwelling is laid in the farther west, over the Hesperides, exactly where the Sun

sets every day, ending his journey. Thetis is also a maritime and immortal divinity, the most famous

among the Nereides, daughter to Nereus and Doris. Many legends link this Tethis to Hera, who had

raised her: endowed with the gift of transformation, she tries to avoid marrying Peleus, but in the

end she gives birth to Achilles. 

During the Renaissance, the tradition of these two figures often mingled, confounding and

overlapping their iconography and symbolism, as Sara Trevisan explains by quoting from Conti and

Cartari:

Tethys, Queen of the Ocean, by whom all things were generated [...], was often identified with
Tethis, the water nymph and mother to Achilles. […]. As epitomized by Conti's treatment of the
two nymphs under the heading De Tethyde et Thetide [...], the two figures had been undergoing
conflation for a while before the seventeenth century,  as female personifications of the sea:
while  only  scholarly  manuals  struggle  to  disentangle  them,  the  fragile  figure  of  Tethys,
connected only with Oceanus, often came to be absorbed by Tethis – whether because of their
increasingly mistaken pronunciation […], mutable orthography, or ambiguous contextualization.
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Indeed, Tethys could be found in the arms of Oceanus/Neptune […], just as Tethis could be
Achilles' mother, Neptune/Oceanus's grand-daughter, or his lover.187

Proteus  is  another  sea-god,  shepherd  of  Poseidon's  seals  and  other  sea-animals.  He  is

generally located on the isle of Faro, near the sources of the Nile. He has the power to transform

himself into every shape and natural element and is often considered as a prophet because of his

ancient age.  Tritons are also semi-gods of the classical aquatic population: in masques they often

carry  out  both  ornamental  and logistic  roles  such as  those  of  torch-bearers,  messengers,  or  as

musicians.  Among sea-maids,  sirens  are  generally  associated  more  to  sea-monsters  rather  than

nymphs,  even  though  it  depends  on  the  iconographic  and  literary  tradition  they  belong  to,  a

difference highlighted by the English language. While Homeric, and  in general classical sirens are

depicted  as  half-women/half-birds,  the  mermaids  of  the  Nordic  tradition  present  the  more

widespread western connotation of the woman with a fishtail and they assume the negative erotic

and misleading features of Homeric witches, like Circe or the nymph Calypso. Shakespeare uses

both ‘sirens’ and ‘mermaids’, but it has been observed how often he makes a distinction between

the two connotations, aligning them to the tradition of sea-monsters: “in Shakespeare sono usate

alternativamente, ma quando sono mostri sono soprattutto mermaids,  ovvero non omerici  e non

derivati  dai  classici,  ma  dalla  tradizione  dei  bestiari  folclorici  e  alla  teratologia.  Shakespeare

evidenzia dei mostri marini e ibridazioni dannate, risultati di copule contro natura”.188 

Chloris, or Flora,  is often presented as a nymph and as the goddess of Spring her power

extends to brooks and waters that encourage the blossoming of flowers and gardens, while  Circe,

who lives on an island and is  daughter of one of the oceanids,  and the nymph Echo are often

associated  with  aquatic  nymphs.  Nereus's  daughter,  Galatea,  the  ‘white  girl’,  is  linked  with  a

specific river-myth: Galatea is loved by Polyphemus, who, jealous of her lover Acis, tries to kill

him and, in order to save her beloved, Galatea transforms him into a river.

Other mythological divinities and heroic figures populate the maritime world of Stuart court

masques: Arion, a musician who is saved from drowning by a dolphin attracted by his music and

Amphion, founder of Thebes and father of Niobe's children.  Portunus and Saron also appear in

court  masques:  Portunus  is  in  ancient  Roman  divinity,  later  associated  with  the  maritime

guardianship of harbours. He is later overlapped with the Greek Palemon, Leucotoe's son, who

becomes the god of Istmic games after his body, rescued by a dolphin, is found by Sisyphus. Saron

is another figure linked with the sea: king of Trezene, he builds a temple dedicated to Aphrodite on

187S. Trevisan,  “Lady of the Lake or Queen of the Ocean? The Representation of  Female Power in  Prince
Henry's Barriers and  Tethys' Festival”, in A. Petrina and L. Tosi (eds.),  Representations of Elizabeth I in
Early Modern Culture, Basingstoke, Palgrave Macmillan, 2011, pp. 158-174, p. 167.

188R. Masiola Rosini, “Mostri e Sirene”, in Autori Vari, La Letteratura del Mare, cit., pp. 214-244, p. 229.
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the sea-shore. One day he drowns while hunting a doe and his corpse is dragged close to the temple

by the waves. Alba, the personified island goddess of Albion, and Albanactus appear as the two

protagonists of Aurelian Townshend's  Albion's Triumph, while Britanocles is associated with the

defeat of pirates in William Davenant's Britannia Triumphans. Caron, the classical guardian of the

Styx appears  with the head of a boat  in Ben Jonson's  Lovers  Made Men.  The deluge myth of

Deucalion, a “Greek equivalent to Noah, who survived the deluge”,189 is also recurrent in masques.

There are some goddesses not directly connected to the sovereign of watery elements, but

somewhat linked with an aquatic dimension, such as Venus, born from the sea and Diana, along

with her natural counterpart, the moon, especially for her power of controlling tidal activity. Natural

elements or divinities are sometimes described as nymphs and, even when they are not necessarily

aquatic nymphs, they are associated with water or described with features analogous to or that can

be referred to water-nymphs. Iris is the most frequent example: the connection between rainbows

and water is immediate from the point of view of physics, since the former ones are the result of a

meteorological  and  optic  phenomenon  of  reflection  and  refraction  of  light  in  water  droplets

suspended in the sky after a storm, but in mythological and biblical terms they are also a recurrent

image of peace and alliance. The mythological goddess Iris is usually considered Juno's messenger,

thus often appearing in wedding masques as ambassador of the goddess of marriage. There is a final

natural element often personified in combination with aquatic characters or scenes, that is to say

winds, and, in particular, Zephyrus, who is also Flora's lover, often implied as a stage device in the

natural description of the interaction between water and lights.

‘Aqua Triumphalis’.
Masques as Aquatic Festivals

As a genre endemically belonging to the court, masques are fittingly ascribed to the wider context

of Renaissance festivals. This Renaissance aesthetic, cultural, and political phenomenon developed

and culminated in the Italian, French, German and, generally speaking, continental European courts

in  the  fifteenth  and sixteenth  centuries  up  to  and until  Tudor  and early  Stuart  England  in  the

seventeenth century. In his pioneering study on the relationship between iconography and power in

the  ancien régime, Roy Strong defines the Renaissance festival as a cycle of events falling into

three main categories: the “royal entry”, the “revival of chivalry” and the creation of a “permanent

court theatre”.190 Royal entries, royal progresses, and civic pageantry – that is to say the festivities

189D. Lindley, Court Masques, cit., p. 217.
190R. Strong, Art and Power, cit. On the relationship between art and power in the Renaissance see also F. Yates,
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related to the appointment of civic authorities working alongside sovereigns, as in the specific case

of London's Lord Mayor Show – provided the design of provisional triumphal arches, decorated

pageants, firework shows, dances, theatre, and occasional poetry, many of which often took place

on or relate to water.191

Renaissance festivals survived in posthumous official and unofficial records, a practice that

implied a formal and chronological lapse that needs to be taken into account when approaching the

genre,  since  it  determines  a  gradual  span of  accuracy and reliability  in  the  presentation of  the

events, as explained by David Bergeron in his analysis of civic pageants – but the same textual

mechanism is valid for festivals of any time:

Pageant texts should both report and represent an actual event that occurred in city streets or in
aristocratic estates, and yet they should also resent the fiction which the playwright prepared.
Increasingly, playwrights intend pageant texts for readers; these texts become commemorative
books that both capture and immortalize the event and add to it. They assume an expository and
narrative function that sets them apart from the typical dramatic text.192

It is impossible to state with certainty the degree of coincidence between performance and

record and this inability determines the essence of the written record as a descriptive text:

A fundamental paradox arises: as the book seeks to “fix” the event of the pageant, it apparently
liberates  the  dramatist  to  create  materials  not  represented  in  the  street  entertainment.  The
playwright thus constructs a gap between the printed text and the actual performance; and
through this gap he moves with digressions, descriptions, and discourse on sometimes arcane
topics. We therefore come to experience the pageant text as an event itself, resembling but
differing from the show.193

Records  of  these shows involve official  books of festivals,  richly decorated objects  that

princes, kings and authorities were gifted with, very soon after the event took place; artists' personal

documents, such as manuals, drawings and such; records by witnesses, such as diaries and letters, as

generally in the case of ambassadors. 

While attention has been largely devoted to festivals in general, not much efforts have been

spent specifically on aquatic festivals, despite the massive presence and employment of water in

court and civic spectacles of the time, especially in relation to the blending of political and aesthetic

values that, as already said, water conveys. A recent exception in this scholarly trend was provided

Astrea, Routledge & K. Paul, 1975; p. 42. H. Trevor Roper, Princes and Artists: Patronage and Ideology at Four
Habsburg Courts, 1517-1633, London, Thames and Hudson, 1976. 
191 For a brief bibliographic reference on renaissance festivals, See «‘These things are but toys, to come amongst
such serious observations’. A Historical Survey on Masque Criticism», infra.
192  D. Bergeron, English Civic Pageantry, cit., p. 9.
193  Ivi, p. 10.
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by a collection of essays edited by Margaret Shewring entirely dedicated to the phenomenon of

‘waterborne pageants’ across Europe in the fifteenth, sixteenth and seventeenth centuries and on the

importance that the practical and symbolic role of water holds in these shows both in terms of an

aesthetic and political agenda: 

To be,  and to be seen as being,  in control  of  the gift  of  water came to be regarded as a
necessary requirement of a ruler concerned with the wellbeing of his people. […]. Irrigation
and transport, but also gardens, fountains and grottos, man-made lakes and aqueducts could
all be presented as features of the benevolent state, both in terms of the practical details of
everyday life and in the cultural significance of this liquid environment for the pleasures of
the mind and even the soul.194

A major distinction can be suggested between two main categories that constitute the formal

and thematic background into which masques will be contextualised and analysed. On the one hand,

there were proper aquatic shows, that is to say outdoor events that took place on water, such as

regattas,  royal  entries,  naumachias,  and fireworks.  On the other  hand, there are  the shows that

explicitly  and extensively dealt  with aquatic  subjects,  which could involve in their  turn real or

artificial water, and whose literary antecedent can be detected in the Italian  favola piscatoria  or

fabula maritima. In both cases, all these diversified manifestations of aquatic shows drew themes

and forms both from history and mythology and were scenically influenced and determined by the

theatrical space in which they were staged and performed.195

Outdoor  entertainments  were  obviously  recurrent  in  cities  on  the  sea  or  that  were

geographically endowed with navigable rivers and that most of the time abundantly prospered on

the activity related to these aquatic environments, such as Florence, Venice, Paris and, obviously,

London. While regattas usually lacked an iconographic value and only served the scope of agonistic

entertainment, the reception of royal entries and progresses on rivers and in ports by local courtly or

civic authorities were usually accompanied by occasional verses, often encapsulated in pantomimes

or  solemn  architectonic  devices,  such  as  triumphal  arches  and  barges  decorated  as  pageants.

Sometimes rivers and ports became the setting of political and artistic aims that were so inseparable

in the policy of monarchic self-fashioning that they could not be easily distinguished between each

other. Sometimes aquatic environments were artificially recreated, as in the case of the Elvethan

entertainment for Queen Elizabeth in 1591. In other cases, terrestrial pageants brought water themes

and environments on the land in order to celebrate the maritime power of dukes and monarchs.

194See M. Shewring and L. Briggs (eds.), Waterborne Pageants and Festivities in the Renaissance, cit., p. 3.
195In this brief outline of the categories of genres and themes of so-defined “aquatic festivals” I am indebted to

both  the  previously  quoted  volume  edited  by  M.  Shewring  and  L.  Briggs,  Waterborne  Pageants  and
Festivities in the Renaissance, cit., and to some of the essays collected in A. Fiocca, D. Lamberini, C. Maffioli
(eds.), Arte e Scienza delle Acque nel Rinascimento, cit., and R. Alonge and G. Davico Bonino (eds.), Storia
del Teatro Moderno e Contemporaneo. Vol.I. La Nascita del Teatro Moderno: 500-600, Torino, Einaudi, 2000.
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In Renaissance London, the role of the Thames was both symbolic and technical: as the main

commercial artery of London and of England, its shape and geographical position made of it the

main topographic highway, connecting the principal royal and political places, from Hampton Court

to Westminster, from Somerset House to the Tower and Greenwich. As observed by Peter Ackroyd:

In the sixteenth century the Thames became the river of royal pomp and procession; this was
the river down which Henry VIII, and pre-eminently Elizabeth I, sailed in state. It was the
river of pageant – gild barges decorated with banners and streamers, awnings and tapestries,
flags sewn with tiny bells that rang out in the breeze, musicians playing their suckbuts and
cornets upon water, barges and galleys swathed in cloth of gold and arras. It was the river of
pleasure, and the river of spectacle. It was the stage upon which rulers and principals of the
kingdom could display themselves to the populace. It was the theatre of water.196

As Acroyd further comments, the river held together opposite dimensions of life and death

since  the  waterway  along  the  Thames  leads  to  both  places  of  power,  such  as  Greenwich  and

Whitehall, but also to the Tower, where many encounter mortal execution. The personal history of

Anne Boleyn well synthesises the ambivalence of this riverine path, that she first undertook in 1533

“dressed in gold”,197 only to go back on the same route for her final journey in 1536; the same liquid

route celebrated the coronation of both Elizabeth I in 1558 and James I in 1603. The Thames was

then protagonist of the return of royal favour after the civil war when, in 1662, Charles II and

Catherine of Bergonza were received with a solemn royal aquatic power entitled Aqua Triumphalis:

It was the river that seemed to curl through the affairs of state, noble or ignoble, bloody or
benign, and was an intrinsic part of royal London. […]. The Thames was seen as the microcosm
of the kingdom, incorporating past and present, the world of pastoral and the world of the city,
the centre of secular as well as of religious activities, the site of sports and carnivals. It was
considered to be 'another Helicon' where Apollo and his muses had alighted, so that under its
benign influence London surpassed Rome and Athens. The excitement and energy of London
were the excitement and energy of the Thames.198

The river became thus first a proper stage, visible by everyone from the streets and bringing

theatre on the streets, before even transforming itself into a subject to be staged indoors in public

and private theatres.199

In  the  Renaissance,  ‘naumachias’ also  became  common  narrative  shows:  coming  from

classical antiquity as violent re-enactments of historical battles, they developed into choreographed

196P. Acroyd, Thames. Sacred River, cit., p. 103. On the Thames as ‘royal river’ and on its water progresses see
also S. Anglo, “The Thames in Fête”, in M. Shewring and L. Briggs, Waterborne Pageants, cit., pp. 265-274;
D. Starkey, S. Doran (eds.), Royal River. Power, Pageantry and the Thames, cit.

197P. Acroyd, Thames. Sacred River, cit., p. 103.
198 Ivi, p. 104.
199See  J.  Sanders,  The  Cultural  Geography  of  Early  Modern  Drama,  cit.  In  particular  chapter  1:  “Liquid

Landscapes. Water, culture, and society in the Caroline period”, pp. 18-64.
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commemoration of such events, mainly opposing Christian superiority to pagan, and in particular

Turkish powers. Although the most recurrent subject was, actually, the Battle of Lepanto, the genre

greatly  evolved into  more  general  military  parades,  assuming different  values  according to  the

occasion and to the beneficiaries of the show – particularly moulding a dialogue on the threat of

piracy – and becoming more and more an instrumental setting for pyrotechnics.200 Naumachias were

usually staged on rivers, but there are examples of artificially devised pools, as it is the case of one

of the most majestic and emblematic shows of the genre: the flooding of the courtyard of Palazzo

Pitti in Florence in 1589 for the evocation of the battle of Lepanto for the wedding of Ferdinando de

Medici and Christina of Lorraine. In 1608 for the wedding of Cosimo II and Maria Magdalena of

Austria, on the river Arno in Florence the water and fireworks show entitled Argonautica signed a

further step forward in the artistic fashioning of power and the use of myth for the representation of

the court: the occasion interestingly paved the way for the English court masques, since it was not

an actor but the newly wed, and soon to be Grand Duke of Tuscany, Cosimo who impersonated

Jason, the protagonist of the mythological plot of the show.201

The  theatrical  role  of  water  in  festivals  was  also  exploited  by  the  development  of

pyrotechnics, with the production of fireworks shows on rivers and ponds. The choice was primarily

technical, as it was easier to display machines ready to ignite on water and for security reasons.

Moreover, despite their ephemeral nature, fireworks also conveyed a strong narrative asset:

Fireworks became important part of great celebrations, and – unlike the displays known today
– they always “told a story”; that is, they presented a “mime” show of some sort that included
mythological or legendary characters involved in some action within an allegorical setting.
From the semiotic point of view fireworks were given text-significance and may therefore be
treated  as  having  importance  equal  to  that  of  other  elements  of  a  given  sequence.
Unfortunately the only evidence for them is in contemporary descriptions.202

The reflecting properties of water both in daylight and at night provided spectacular results,

not deprived of the symbolic implications given by the polarity between light and power and water

200“Although the victory at Lepanto had only been a temporary repulse of the Ottoman onset, its value as an
illustration of the vulnerability of the hosts of Islam might explain its continued popularity as a topic for
festivals,  and  in  particular  naumachiae,  for  the  next  fifty  years.  […].  Lepanto  resulted  in  a  shift  in  the
expansionist policies of the Ottoman Empire, which redirected its efforts towards central Europe and the near
East. […]. Deprived of the support and protection of the Turkish navy, Barbary pirates continued their activity
and even expanded it […]. It is in fact this detestation of Barbary pirates and the fear of their depredations,
rather than the Ottoman peril, which lies behind the spectacular water-fights featuring the taking of fortresses
or  the  capture  of  Turkish  ships  in  early  seventeenth  century  France  and  England.”  M.  Canova-Green,
“Lepanto  Revisited:  Water-fights  and  the  Turkish  Threat  in  Early  Modern  Europe  (1571-1656)”,  in  M.
Shewring and L. Briggs (ed.), Waterborne Pageants, op. cit., pp. 177-199, p. 179.

201B. Volponi, “Valenza Scenica, Allegorica, Drammaturgica dell'Elemento Acqueo”, in  M. Shewring and L.
Briggs (ed.), Waterborne Pageants, cit., p. 662. 

202J. Limon, op. cit., p. 113-114.
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and fire:

Nello spettacolo rinascimentale, dove simboli e allegorie magnificano lo splendore del Principe
e il repertorio di personaggi, miti, figure retoriche è attinto a piene mani dalla cultura classica,
la  luce  costituisce  ‘naturalmente’ la  metafora  più  idonea  alla  glorificazione  del  sovrano,
riflettendone le virtù e il potere in senso figurato. La proprietà 'riflettente' della luce, che ha la
sua naturale amplificazione nella superficie acquea, è così contemporaneamente una soluzione
visiva e una metafora della celebrazione encomiastica.
Nel caso della pirotecnica, […] lo spazio acquatico sembra essere complementare al fuoco. La
scelta di porre i dispositivi pirotecnici sull'acqua è in primo luogo ‘tecnica’,  dato che è più
facile muovere le macchine su di una superficie che non oppone resistenza; la collocazione è
inoltre dettata dalla necessità di maggior sicurezza e di una più ampia visibilità. Ma certamente
anche dal punto di vista drammaturgico ed allegorico la coniugazione di acqua e fuoco offre
spunti ricchi di suggestioni.203

As already mentioned, shows that located the plot in a water environment,  on shores and

harbours, and with the involvement of aquatic divinities such as Tethys, Galatea, Neptune, nymphs

etc.,  can be ascribed to the literary tradition of the  favola piscatoria, started in Italy by Jacopo

Sannazaro and perpetrated by later baroque poets such as Gianbattista Marino.204 Volponi gathers

under the label of favole piscatorie both instances of the literary genre such defined and shows in

which water holds a scenic role as well:

si potrebbero indicare come ‘piscatorie’ sia le commedie o le favole propriamente dette (quelle
‘letterarie’), sia gli spettacoli in cui l'acqua ha una funzione non solo drammaturgica, ma anche
scenica,  perché compare materialmente sul  palcoscenico (finta o reale che sia).  Si  potrebbe
quindi azzardare una definizione più allargata di piscatoria, intendendo in generale anche quegli
spettacoli  che  utilizzino  un  tema ‘aquatico’,  come  balletti,  tornei,  favole;  la  piscatoria  può
diventare in una certa misura il  contenitore di  altri  generi spettacolari.  Molto spesso fra gli
intermezzi ‘apparenti’, ce n'è almeno uno ‘marittimo’. 205

In another essay,206 Roger Savage speaks of fabula marina instead, a genre that can be mostly

assimilated to the  favola piscatoria above mentioned, explaining how the complex gathering of

mythological characters – “the majority [...] Greek but with Latinised names” – were familiar to

Renaissance  audiences  since  they  found  them  in  mythological  handbooks,  such  as  Lucian's

203C. Grazioli, “Allegorie di Acqua e Luce: uno Spettacolo Pirotecnico sul Reno a Dusseldorf nel 1585”, in A.
Fiocca, D. Lamberini, C. Maffioli (eds.), Arte e Scienza delle Acque nel Rinascimento, cit., pp. 667-685, pp.
667-668.  On  the  relationship  between pyrotechnics  and  the  symbolism of  light  in  the  context  of  power
Grazioli  quotes  S.  Mamone,  Dèi,  Semidei,  Uomini.  Lo  Spettacolo  a  Firenze  tra  Neopltonismo  e  Realtà
Borghese (xv-xvii  secolo),  Roma,  Bulzoni,  2003;  C.  Grazioli, Luce  e  Ombra.  Storia,  Teorie  e  Pratiche
dell'Illuminazione Teatrale, Roma, Bari, Laterza, 2008, in particular ch. I and II.

204Jacopo Sannazaro,  Eclogae Piscatoriae, 1526, translated into vulgar by Bernanrdino in 1560; Gianbattista
Marino, Rime Marittime, Gasparo Murtola, Delle Piscatorie, 1617.

205B.  Volponi,  “Valenza Scenica,  Allegorica,  Drammaturgica dell'elemento acqueo”,  in  M. Shewring and L.
Briggs (ed.), Waterborne Pageants, op.cit., p. 362.

206  R. Savage, “Sea Spectacles on Dry Land: the 1580s to the 1690s”, in  M. Shewring and L. Briggs (ed.),
Waterborne Pageants, cit., pp. 359-371.
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Dialogues  of  the  Sea-Gods,  and  classical  authors  such  as  Ovid,  Homer,  Virgil,  or  Apollonius

Rhodius.207 This  parade  of dramatis  personae included,  in  the  Renaissance,  major  and  minor

divinities  and  semi-gods:  “the  two  royal  couples,  Oceanus  with  Tethys  and  Neptune  with

Amphitrite, seconded by Aeolus the wind god, the foam-born Venus and her unpredictable son, and

lesser  dieux  marins such  as  Proteus  […],  Glaucus,  Tethis  and  Galatea”;  mortal  lovers  of  the

mentioned  divinities,  or  those  who  are  somehow  linked  with  water,  such  as  Orpheus,  Arion,

Andromeda and Ariadne, Jason and Ulysses; historical or mythological figures connected to the sea

like Dido, or Anthony and Cleopatra; and geographical personifications of rivers and seas.208 

The  fabula  marina, Savage  concludes,  provided  symbolic,  psychological,  and  political

narratives, often interweaving with land-based scenes and, although it did not need to be necessarily

serious, it developed into more solemn tones in Italian interludes, French ballets de cour and Stuart

court masques, where:

the  aquatic  dramatis  personae […]  tend  to  be  more  celebratory  or  encomiastic  or
straightforwardly allegorical […] through their being more directly linked with the social or
political life of the audiences watching them. […]. Either the mythical characters on stage turn
their gaze and their songs of congratulation directly to the guests of honour in the audience, or
the worlds of mythical characters and audience somehow unite the stage itself.209

In these aquatic shows water detained both dramatic and staging importance, often becoming

the thematic expedient to operate fascinating mechanical and hydraulic stage machines, sometimes

featuring actual running water:

La piscatoria, o meglio il ‘soggetto’ piscatorio, quindi si fa espediente drammaturgico per dare
spazio scenico a nuovi personaggi e nuove allegorie, ad inusitati luoghi d'azione e ad innovativi
prodigi scenotecnici; per rappresentare una scena marittima, fatta di scogli, navi, pesci, mare
calmo o in tempesta, sirene che nuotano o divinità che si tuffano, si fa ricorso a 'macchine' per
simulare le onde, a delfini in legno che gettano spruzzi d'acqua (che sono in realtà pezzetti
d'argento), vascelli che sembrano navigare in mare.210

A further  distinction  can  be  made  between  indoor,  dry-land  aquatic  shows,  where  water

207B.  Volponi,  “Valenza Scenica,  Allegorica,  Drammaturgica dell'elemento acqueo”,  in  M. Shewring and L.
Briggs (ed.), Waterborne Pageants, cit., p. 363.

208 Ibid.
209  R. Savage,“Sea Spectacles on Dry Land: the 1580s to the 1690s”, in  M. Shewring and L. Briggs (ed.),

Waterborne Pageants, cit., p. 365.
210B.  Volponi,  “Valenza Scenica,  Allegorica,  Drammaturgica dell'elemento acqueo”,  in  M. Shewring and L.

Briggs (ed.),  Waterborne Pageants, cit., pp. 664-5. Volponi refers to Sabbatini as the major source for the
contemporary reader that wants to understand both literary and iconographic decriptions and representations
of  these  machines:  “Nicola  Sabbatini  nella  sua Pratica  di  fabricar  scene  e  machine  ne'  teatri (1638)
descriverà poi con grande precisione I marchingegni usati per ‘fabbricare’ I prodigi (tra cui anche le macchine
per simulare la presenza dell'acqua) e offrirà delucidazioni che oggi ci consentono di decodificare non solo le
testimonianze scritte ma anche quelle iconografiche”, ibid.
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actually ran on stage, and those in which it was only simulated or alluded to, a distinction that

becomes enlightening when approaching masques that display aquatic plots. Taking Buontalenti's

interludes for Bardi's court comedy  L'Amico Fido  (1586) as an emblematic starting point, Roger

Savage enlists the main scenic devices commonly used in aquatic shows on dry land, tracing the

origins of sceneries displaying seascapes and harbours in Vitruvius and Serlio: 

the prospect of a rough seacoast with an ocean beyond it grew easily out of the permanent
‘satyric scene’ derived from Vitruvius by Sebastiano Serlio in the mid-sixteenth century. […].
A bustling port, too, could be made by taking the side-pieces of one of Serlio's two urban-street
scenes  and giving them a marine back-piece,  perhaps attaching a  wood-and-canvas wave-
machine of some sort to it, to give the impression of moving water.211

Likewise, other elements such as “scaled-down boats holding real performers, with the boats'

stage-wheels  generally  masked”  and  divinities'  chariots  with  “attendants  Nereids,  Sirens  and

Tritons”,  and  simulated  sea-monsters,  come  from  remote  passion-,  mystery-  and  saints-plays,

pageants, Italian interludes and French mascarades.212 In the interludes of the previously mentioned

L'Amico Fido and  La Pellegrina (1589) Savage detects the beginning of a rhetorical tradition of

scenes and images, mainly to be summarised in Neptune's chariot, Arion on a ship's prow singing

his “swan song: a song with a double echo from behind the scenes”,213 or the crossing of the river

Styx,  all  of  which  constitute  the  “hardware  of  aquatic  scenes  in  proscenial  spaces  in  the  next

hundred years or so”.214 What Buontalenti really introduced in an innovative way was the use of

revolving periatkoi, retractable wing-flats and ‘flying’ machines: 

such changeable perspectives, set up behind an imposing proscenium arch, not only gave new
life to the conjunction of the earlier elements but also created a wing-space invisible to the
audience from which he and his team could play their visual toccatas with moveable ground-
rows, elaborate trapdoors, rotable wave-machines and so on. […] There were new effects too:
islands an reefs that could surface in the middle of the sea; bridges that could collapse; ships
that could be sinked or tuned into stone […]; the means for a character to out-jump Arion from
a high tower into the sea […]; and cunningly witty scene-painting that could indicate that the
action was taking place full fathom five below the sea.215

Masques with an aquatic subject fall into the second category of dry-land water festivals, but,

despite being categorically indoor events, they displayed both real and artificial water present on

stage. Moreover, masques connect to the tradition of festivals – and of aquatic festivals in particular

211 R. Savage,  “Sea Spectacles on Dry Land: the 1580s to the 1690s”, in  M. Shewring and L. Briggs (ed.),
Waterborne Pageants, cit., pp. 359-371.

212 Ivi, p. 360.
213Ivi, p. 361.
214 Ibid. 
215 Ivi, pp. 360-362.
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– for being court  entertainments that can be put into cycles of shows that might,  in their  turn,

actually have happened on water, such as river pageants or progresses, fireworks and numachias.

Strong's  Art  and Power is  a  seminal  study also in  its  tracing  connections  between some

masques and other contemporary festival shows, mainly those concerned with the creation of the

Prince of Wales in 1610. It is Jerzy Limon, however, who first explicitly suggests a systematic

analysis that project masques into a system of festival cycles, as a means to further grasp their

overall and wider meaning. Limon defines an “‘iconosphere’ of the court and city culture”, which

revolves around specific occasions such as Christmas festivities, foreign royal visits, marriages,

royal and ducal coronations and investitures:

These manifestations are not isolated, but originate in the monarch himself and in uncountable
variants announce to the world the basic constituents of Stuart ideology. […]. However, being a
fusion of various arts, the masque itself is a component of a larger text of Stuart culture, and
cannot be treated in isolation from that culture. […] In other words, the masque cannot be
isolated from courtly behaviour, from ritual, from courtly literature taste (aesthetics), art, music,
or other courtly entertainments […] One of the curious features revealed by at least half of the
Jacobean and some of  the  Caroline  masques  is  their  origin,  which  is  to  be  sought  in  the
sequences of spectacles designated to celebrate a given occasion [therefore] particular masques
should be treated as inseparable elements of the cycle, or “festival”. In other words they create
their meaning fully only within the context of other related texts. These texts may be other
masques written by other authors, but they are always accompanied by spectacles of different
nature, by court ceremonies of various kinds […], by tilts, sea battles, fireworks, parades and
the like.216

Limon  contextualises  masques  in  terms  of  court  behaviour  and  aesthetics,  along  with  a

precise and not so implicit political agenda, since “all of these are fused together not only by their

more or less simultaneous appearance during the celebrations of the same occasion, but in a number

of cases they are variants of the same motifs and deal with the same or at least similar subject

matter”.217 Limon speaks about “syncretic texts”, in which “one element of a given cycle creates

meanings  in  relation  to  the  remaining  elements,  constituting  a  signifying  cycle”.218 Groups  of

masques can be divided into two main categories, that is to say, those that take part in “a sequence

of  events  celebrating  a  given  occasion”219 and  those,  generally  not  more  than  two  at  a  time,

presented within the context  of the same courtly  event.  Despite this  subtle diversification,  it  is

possible to observe that the written records of masques within cycles  of festivities share many

similarities with continental books of festivals, both when taken singularly and when they appear in

official collections related to specific events:

216J. Limon, op. cit., pp. 107-108.
217 Ibid.
218 Ivi, p. 108.
219 Ivi, p. 116.
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The sources for  the masque-in-performance may be traced in  the  extant  printed or literary
masques, especially in those cases where detailed descriptions of the remaining elements of the
cycle have been preserved. In some instances contemporary booklets describe all or selected
events connected with particular occasions. Sometimes the celebrations are reflected in other
literary  works,  which  often  provide  a  contemporary  author's  interpretation  of  the  events.
Additional  information  may  be  gathered  from  private  and  diplomatic  correspondence  and
diaries and memoirs.220

Limon finally observes a general tendency that mirrors the attitudes of James I's and Charles

I's  monarchies.  As  a  matter  of  fact,  while  the  majority  of  festival  occasions  pertaining  to  the

Jacobean court saw masques mingle with other forms, the more enclosed sphere of the Caroline

court manifested a prevalence of a binary opposition between the masques presented by and to the

king and the queen:

One of their curious features is that they tend not to enter into cycles with other types of texts;
they do not even cross the court. In other words they become almost completely separated from
from the world outside the court. […]. One of the distinctive features of Caroline masques,
however, is their tendency to form minicycles of two masques each, on prepared by the king,
the other  by the queen.  There  seems to have developed some sort  of  competition between
Charles and Henrietta, and in fact most Caroline masques may be grouped in pairs. […] The
“competitive” character of these masques implies their relatedness. They ought to be treated
together, if not as one text, then at least in relation to one another – as they must have been
received in their own time.221

As a matter of fact, one evident peculiarity of the Caroline reign was the overt solipsism of

the royal couple, a Neoplatonic model of social and political love that was also mirrored in the

management of the masques of the 1630s. The most frequent tendency of King Charles and Queen

Henrietta Maria in relation to the masques was the habit of offering each other entertainments both

for personal occasions, such as birthdays,  and for the resumed Jacobean habit  of winter season

celebrations: 

One  of  the  distinctive  features  of  Caroline  masques,  however,  is  their  tendency  to  form
minicycles of two masques each, one prepared by the king, the other by the queen. There seems
to have developed some sort of competition between Charles and Henrietta, and in fact most
Caroline masques may be grouped in pairs.222

Generally speaking, Charles's reign is considered to be characterised by the lack of street

pageants  and  by  an  increasing  of  the  spectacular  asset  of  court  shows,  with  the  doubling  of

220 Ivi, 108.
221 Ivi, pp. 123-124.
222 Ivi, p. 123.
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antimasques that transformed the masque as a genre into a form resembling more and more an

indoor rendition of the outdoor triumph. In some cases the two dimensions blended, with shows

starting outdoors and ending indoors in the court. As Limon comments, the Caroline court did not

present majestic cycles of festival shows, but a tendency of pairing masques during the year can be

observed. 

As a matter of fact, a gap followed the death of James I: from the 1630s masques became

“integrated into the Whitehall season” and the general tendency was of having two main masques a

year, “presented in pairs, one danced by Charles for Henrietta Maria, the other by her for him”.223

King and queen both danced separately and, sometimes, together in a sort of wedding dialogue that

politicised the Neoplatonic identity they came to embrace and represented them as a couple of

monarchs.  According to Limon, the difference between Jacobean and Caroline masques, and the

reasons behind the gap in performance between one reign and another, lies almost exclusively in the

mirroring of the respectively distinct identities of the two rulers: 

The death of King James ended a clearly distinct phase in masque history. […] When James
died, it was contradictory to masque “ideology” to present the spectacles before a substitute,
even though it was the royal heir. […] Consequently, new masques staged at court had to be
different from the Jacobean ones. And indeed they were. One of their curious features is that
they  tend  not  to  enter  into  cycles  with  other  types  of  texts;  they  do  not  even  cross  the
confinements of the court. Caroline masques tend to be more varied in structure, having many
more antimasques with elements of opera, drama, even folk entertainments.224

James's advocate role of divine monarchy, “whose divine wisdom the masques celebrated in

ritualistic  spectacles”,225 and  Charles's  almost  absolutist  monarchy,  form  a  distinction  that,

according to the scholar, determined a further ‘privatisation’ of the performance of masques: “the

masque-in-performance,  instead of reaching out to the text of non-court  culture,  became almost

completely separated from the outside world. Of course, this was also the characteristic feature of

Charles's  autocratic  rule  without  Parliament”.226 Martin  Butler  argues  that  the  supposed social,

political  and aesthetic  autonomy of the Caroline masques,  however,  needs  to  be contextualised

within the ongoing rhetorical dialogue between Court, Parliament and City and observes how, from

the start, the interruption of shows between 1625 and 1631 coincided also with internal and foreign

politics before than strictly aesthetic issues:

Given the high profile of his later masques, it is striking that before 1631 he had so few. […]

223M. Butler, The Stuart Court Masque and Political Culture, cit., p. 289.
224J. Limon, op. cit., p. 123.
225 Ibid.
226 Ibid.

126



Although less than a five-year gap, this was still a considerable change. In comparison with the
elaborate  Jacobean  festivals,  Caroline  revelry  was  only  intermittent.  Almost  certainly,  the
reason lay in the troubled politics of these years. Charles begun his reign intent on war, as he
wanted to revenge himself on Spain and force the Palatinate's return. But the naval campaign
against  Spain was a fiasco,  the alliance with France foundered over religion,  the domestic
whirlwind came in the 1625-9 parliaments, which protested against the costs of going to war
with Europe's  two great  powers simultaneously.  By 1630 Charles was desperately short  of
cash,  and  ha  enough  on  his  hands  without  the  distractions  of  dancing  practice.  At  the
accession,  he  was  so  deeply  indebted  that  the  coronation  was  staged  […]  “without  the
magnificence  characteristic  of  the  ceremonial”  so  as  “to  use  the  money for  more  needful
purposes”. […] It is unsurprising that festivity disappeared and returned only after he made
peace on all sides and rebuilt his revenue. A sustained festival culture centred on the King had
to wait for more stable royal government in the 1630s.227

Both  embracing  and  questioning  Limon's  macroscopic  and  systematic  categorization  of

masques into cycles as a starting point, the aim of the following pages is to investigate an aesthetic

and thematic unity in Jacobean and Caroline masques in the light of European aquatic festivals, in

order to give a consistent overview of masques' images related to water. For each aquatic category –

seascapes,  islands,  rivers,  hydraulic  gardens,  and  maritime  history  –  there  will  be  presented  a

formal, literary and scenic exegesis, with reference to contingent related shows, and, subsequently, a

conjectured reconstruction of the reception by part of the different members of the royal family.

The analysis will focus on four cycles of masques: not every show will be analysed in its entirety as

totally or exclusively aquatic, since some of them only present isolated images or features related to

water and, in some other cases, it is just relevant to contextualise those masques that can be labelled

as predominantly aquatic within the dynamics of the single cycle they belong to. Examples will be

taken  from  a  wide  range  of  masques  performed  at  Whitehall,  grouped  according  to  Limon's

suggestion, and with reference to contingent related shows, across the forty years between 1603 and

1641. The Jacobean masques that will be taken into consideration form the first two groups of

aquatic cycles, while the third and the fourth group belong to the Caroline masquing season.

The first group is composed of the masques related to Prince Henry's creation as Prince of

Wales (1610), that is to say Ben Jonson's Speeches at Prince Henries Barriers (1609), Ben Jonson's

Oberon (1610),  and  Samuel  Daniel's  Tethys’ Festival (1610).  These  masques  will  be  further

compared with other two civic shows devised for the occasion, Robert Amerie's Chester Triumph in

Honour of her Prince and Anthony Munday's London's Love to the Royal Prince Henry. 

The second group consists of the last masques of the Jacobean reign: Ben Jonson's never

staged Neptune's Triumph for the Return of Albion (1624) and its re- elaboration into The Fortunate

Isles and their Union (1625). 

The third group of masques to be taken into account coincides with Ben Jonson's  Love's

227M. Butler, The Stuart Court Masque and Political Culture, cit., pp. 277-278.
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Trumph through Callipolis (1631) and Chloridia (1631): Jonson's last two masques and the first

ones of the Caroline masquing season. 

Eventually Britannia Triumphans (1638) will be analysed in the light of the entertainments

organised for the reception of a Moroccan embassy, that is to say a river progress and the exhibition

of Charles's royal vessel The Sovereign of the Seas.
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Chapter I

‘The mighty Tethys, queen / Of nymphs and rivers’.

The Creation of Henry as Prince of Wales in 1610

‘Lord / And Prince of th’Isles’.
Henry, Prince of Wales

When James became king of England in 1603, he identified himself with the prophecy of a pacific

Solomon, ready to reunite the kingdoms of England and Scotland. Thus, asserting his legitimate

connection to the Tudor dynasty in the footsteps of Brutus, King Arthur, and Henry VII, he secured

Britain with a royal family and a heir to the throne: 

Not only had James peacefully resolved for them [English citizens] the succession issue, but
also he had brought a royal family with him […]. Francis Bacon in his Fragmentary History of
Great Britain describes England's situation with the arrival of James and his family. “A King, in
the strength of his years, supported with great alliances abroad, established with royal issue at
home, at peace with all the world”. For the first time since the reign of Henry VIII, England
enjoyed a royal family – parents and children.1

In June 1610, a new Prince of Wales was created for the first time since Henry VIII Tudor and

the magnificent shows organised to celebrate  the event  staged  a plurality  of public  and private

reactions. Roy Strong,  as  Henry's  biographer, detects the  sense  of  unity  and the  recurrence  of

themes  behind  the  festivities  of  1610,  an aesthetic  and  formal  coherence  that  constitutes the

emblematic example given by J. Limon for his theory of the masque-in-performance as belonging

1 D. Bergeron, Royal Family, Royal Lovers, cit. pp. 67-68. 
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to festival cycles; but the shows connected with Henry's investiture as Prince of Wales shape what

can also be furthered defined as an aquatic festival.2 

What emerges from the water symbolism of such a festival is that, in opposition to the policy

of Elizabeth I in terms of international affairs  and religion,  James perceived water as a natural

defence for England, or, better to say, regarded Britain as a “sea-walled garden”, a new Jerusalem

and a protected paradise. His son Henry, conversely, associated himself, or, rather, was  associated

with Elizabethan imperialism and read water as the pervasive element of a universal unity. Henry's

mythical persona, during his life and after his premature death in 1612, was mostly fashioned by the

members  of the court  that  frequented his privy chamber as a political  act  against  James I.3 As

suggested by Frances Yates,  those who longed for the return of Astraea charged the young prince

with the responsibility of the future of England and projected onto him the features of a political

and cultural Elizabethan nostalgia that would persist around the match between Princess Elizabeth

and the Elector Palatine.4 Henry's curiosity for the navy started in childhood and developed from a

juvenile interest into a major political issue with the renovation of the fleet as an instrument of

imperialist policy. In September 1610, months after the Creation of the Prince of Wales, the whole

royal family was present at the first progress of the Prince Royal, the ship personally commissioned

by Henry to Phineas Pett and whose name almost identified the prince with the vessel.5 Encouraged

by Queen Anna, who had been raised at  the learned court  of Denmark where astronomers and

alchemists  flourished,6 Henry  was  involved  in  the  patronage  of  geographical  and  commercial

enterprises overseas. He planned a reformation of the navy and sponsored the projects of men of art

and science: knowledge and cultural labour aimed to serve the practical scopes of navigation, but

also the spiritual pursuits of intellectual enrichment. Within such a context, water represented an

instrument  of  investigation,  either  on  a  vessel  in  search  of  the  North-west  Passage  or  in  the

2 See J. Limon, op.cit., pp. 117-122; R. Strong, Henry, Prince of Wales, cit., pp. 100-137.
3 On the educational role of King James and his relationship with Prince Henry, see A. Pollnitz, “Humanism

and the Education of Henry, Prince of Wales”, in  Prince Henry Revived. Image and Exemplarity in Early
Modern  England”, in  T.  Wilks  (ed.),  op.  cit, pp.  22-64;  M.  Ullyot,  “James's  Reception  and  Henry's
Receptivity”,  in  T.  Wilks  (ed.),  op.  cit., pp.  65-84.  On Henry's  court,  see,  among others,  L.B.  Cormak,
“Twisting the Lion's Tale: Practice and Theory at the Court of Henry Prince of Wales”, in B.T. Moran (ed.),
Patronage  and  Institutions,  cit.,  pp.  67-83;  T.  Wilks (ed.),  op.  cit.;  J.W.  Williamson,  The  Myth  of  the
Conqueror, cit.; R. Strong, Henry Prince of Wales, cit.

4 Yates notices the insistent presence of an iconographic and symbolical Elizabethan revival in Shakespeare’s
late plays, particularly in relation to the fashioning of Prince Henry's political persona. She also detects a
continuity of this revival both in other contemporary literary works and masques, and in the celebrations
related to the Palatine wedding between princess Elizabeth and Frederick V, Elector Palatine, subsequent to
Henry's death. F. Yates, Shakespeare's Last Plays, cit. See, particularly, chapter one.

5 See «‘The wall of shipping by Eliza made / […] He hath new built, or so restored’. Maritime History: Fleet
and Jurisdiction over the Sea», infra. 

6 On the patronage of science in the Danish court,  see, among others,  J.  Shackelford,  “Paracelsianism and
Patronage in Early Modern Denmark”, in B.T. Moran (ed.), Patronage and Institutions, cit., pp. 85-100. 
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meditative observation of the many hydraulic devices realised in the Italian gardens Henry and

Queen Anna commissioned from Salomon de Caus and Costantino de' Servi. 

The main events that formed the celebration for the Creation of the Prince of Wales can be

chronologically tracked as follows: on Wednesday, May 30th 1610, the young prince left St. James's

Palace by road, in order to sail on the Thames back from Richmond to Whitehall on the following

day, when the city paid its homage with a pageant by Anthony Munday entitled London's Love to

the Royal Prince Henrie. On June 3rd  the king, the prince, and some noblemen travelled once again

on the Thames in order to reach Westminster for the installation of the Knights of the Bath, while on

Monday, Henry was the protagonist of the proper ceremony of investiture, a solemn event with the

active participation of both Court and Parliament. The following night prince and king watched

Tethys’ Festival, a masque commissioned from Samuel Daniel by Queen Anna, who impersonated

Tethys. While young Prince Charles appeared disguised as Zephyrus, Tethy's river nymphs were

embodied by ladies of the court,  and, in particular,  by Princess Elizabeth as the nymph of the

Thames. Henry, on his turn, was passively included in the show as the receiver of the masque under

the  fictional  identity  of  Mealides,  the  ‘Prince  of  the  Isles’.  A mock  sea  battle  and  a  private

tournament took place on June 6th, while some weeks earlier, on April 23rd, the city of Chester had

organised a horseback pageant (Chester's Triumph in Honor of Her Prince) which, although lacking

strong aquatic themes or features, notably ended up on the shores of a river with a regatta.7 

Today the coherence of the festival primarily emerges from the publication history of the

accounts of these shows: while both Chester’s Triumph in Honour of Her Prince, possibly attributed

to Robert Amerie and printed by Robert Davies, and Anthony Munday's London's Love to the Royal

Prince Henrie were both published separately, the record of the whole solemnity of the investiture

was published by John Budge in 1610 in a festival book which contains the events from May 30 th to

June 4th, beginning with the river progress and proceeding with Munday's pageant, the Creation of

the Prince of Wales and of the Knights of the Bath, and Daniel's Tethys’ Festival.8 

Characterised by the past tense in the prose description that precedes or interrupts the lines

spoken by the characters, the printed editions of the three texts present the typical narrative frame of

7 John Nichols also includes Chester′s Triumph in his The Progresses, Processions, and Magnificent Festivities
of King James the First, his Royal Consort, Family, and Court,  cit, vol. 2, p. 315ff. The descriptions of the
Investiture and the Creation of the Knights of the Bath and the text of Chester′s Triumph will be cited from
Nichols. Anthony Munday's Londons Love to the Royal Prince Henry will be quoted from D. Bergeron (ed.),
Pageants and Entertainments of Anthony Munday: A Critical Edition, New York, Garland, 1985, pp. 35-43;
The text of Tethys Festival will be quoted from S. Daniel, Tethys Festival or The Queen's Wake, in D. Lindley
(ed.), Court Masques, cit., pp. 54-65.

8 J. Budge, S. Daniel, The order and solemnitie of the creation of the high and mightie Prince Henrie, eldest
sonne to our sacred soueraigne, Prince of Wales, Duke of Cornewall, Earl of Chester &c. As it was celebrated
in the Parliament House, on Munday the fourth of Iunne last past. ... Whereunto is annexed the Royall Maske,
presented by the Queene and her Ladies, on Wednesday at night following, London, 1610.
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the festival book, where the printer, or the author himself, records the show after its performance,

attributes the authorship of the work, explains the reasons behind the publication and identifies its

audience.  Before the proper account  of  Chester's  Triumph in Honor of  Her Prince,  “as it  was

performed upon St. George's Day, 1610”,9 the local poet, Robert Davies, signs an opening poem and

a  note  addressed  to  the  reader  where  he  justifies  the  printing  record  with  a  canonic  captatio

benevolentiae:

Reader, to make a large narration of nothing, were scarce worth anything; yet, since it hath
pleased the great Giver of all things to infuse life into poore animals, as well as spirit into more
worthy creatures, I have, by the importunitie of some friends, upon honest conditions, let slip
this prisoner, who like a poore peregrinator, to purchase enlargement, is contented to passe the
purgatorie of the printing house; where, if by his good behaviour he doe not merit redemption,
let him be prest without pity, a God's name, and, like a vituperous offender, be stamped and
stared by the veserest corrector and truest compositor.10

After the printer's note there follows a description of both the parade and the characters who

performed it and, at the end of the last speech of the progress, six final lines, slightly detached from

the body of the text, attributing the authorship of the speeches to Robert Amerie, while invoking

explicitly the reader again: “If any Reader shall desire to know/ Who was the author of this pleasing

show;/  Let  him  receive  advertizement  hereby,/  A sheriff  late  of  Chester,  AMERIE,/  Did  thus

performe it; who for his reward/ Desires but love and competent regard”.11 The distance between a

festival  book and the  show it  reports  emerges,  in  this  particular  text,  when Mercury addresses

Prince Henry as if he were present (“And loe! Behold, on suddaine where I spie/ This Favorite so

favor'd of the Gods”),12 although there is no evidence that Henry actually attended the triumph on

April  23rd 1610.13 Robert  W.  Barrett  Jr.  investigates  the  absence  of  Prince  Henry  as  the  main

protagonist  of  Chester's  Triumph,  arguing that  his  role  is  included as  the  main  receiver  of  the

pageant's printed edition, which functions, according to David Bergeron,14 as an effective and active

9 R. Amerie, Chester's Triumph in Honor of her Prince, cit., p. 291.
10 Ivi, pp. 289-290.
11 Ivi, p. 302.
12 Ivi, p. 297.
13 “Henry Frederick Stuart was nowhere near Chester on St. George's Day. Instead, he was in the south of

England, giving his cousin Prince Frederick of Brunswick a tour of the various military sites. John Nichols
places the two princes at the Tower of London on 20 April 1610 and at Woolwich Dockyard, visiting the still
unfinished Prince Royal, on 25 April 1610. A trip to Chester was clearly not on Henry's itinerary that April”.
R.W. Barrett, Jr., “The Absent Triumphator in the 1610 Chester's Triumph In Honor Of Her Prince”, in R. E.
Stillman (ed.), Spectacle and Public Performance in the Late Middle Ages and the Renaissance, Leiden and
Boston, Brill, 2006, pp. 183-210, p. 184. “We have no evidence that Henry attended this pageant, but the city
fathers surely wanted to grab his attention, evident in their decision to publish the text in London shortly after
the official ceremonies there”. D. M. Bergeron, “Creating Entertainments for Prince Henry's Creation (1610)”,
in Comparative Drama, 42, 4, 2008, pp. 433-449, p. 436.

14 D. Bergeron, Stuart Civic Pageantry, cit. , pp. 163, 168.
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part of the show it reproduces:15

Bergeron has argued that pageant performances did not effectively end until they entered the
realm of print culture as pamphlet texts. If we accept his claim, then Amory's decision to send
his triumph to London and Richmond in pamphlet form could be understood as a means of
incorporating the Prince within the show.  In this  scenario,  Henry's  eventual  reading of the
pageant text and its evocation of his (absent) presence count as acts of belated spectatorship
and participation.16

Likewise, the frontispiece to Anthony Munday's  Londons Love to the Royal Prince Henrie

indicates  when  the  show was  performed (“Thursday,  the  last  of  may 1610”),  the  other  events

recorded (“With a Briefe Reporte of the Water Fight, and Firewoks”) and, with the name of the

printer, gives information about how and where to purchase a copy.17 In the dedicatory note to the

Lord Mayor Sir Thomas Campbell, Munday stresses the reiterative value of reproducing the show

and the benevolent reception of the royal audience of the progress:

I holde it but right and justice (Honorable Lord, and you the rest of this Pollitique bodie) to
give  you  that  which  you  have  best  deserved:  to  wit,  a  true  taste  of  that  dayes  sollemne
Triumphe (in honor of so hopefull a Prince) and wherein your great love appeared not a little.
Your time for preparation was very short, and mine, for your service, much shorter: yet (of my
own knowledge) bothe of them were very Royally an gratefully accepted, which I am sure was
all of your chiefest expectation, and then which, nothing could be more desired by my selfe.
Accepte your owne, and me at your continuall service.18

Finally, Samuel Daniel underlines that he does not publish the text of his Tethys’ Festival “out

of desire to be seen in pamphlets, or for forwardness to show my invention”,19 but following the

established habit of reviving the memory of the event for those who witnessed it and for those who

did not:

For  so  much  as  shows  and  spectacles  of  this  nature  are  usually  registered  among  the

15 Barrett also argues that the Triumph in Chester celebrated another occasion as well, the inauguration of the
running of the first St. George's Day Race, and that Henry's absence allowed the show to include more local
issues in the real-time performance, in particular regarding the affirmation of the very author's civic role:
“Amery takes advantage of a variant spelling of his name (Amory) to insert himself into the show as Amor or
Love. […] The material fact of [Henry's] absence leaves an opening in the ideological and performative field
of the pageant, an empty space available for appropriation by other authorities”. R.W. Barrett, Jr., “The Absent
Triumphator in the 1610 Chester's Triumph In Honor Of Her Prince”, cit., pp. 185;191. Barrett's analysis is
well documented and convincingly sheds light on the fascinating world of civic pageantry, but for the present
analysis Chester's Triumph In Honor Of Her Prince will only be read in the light of Prince Henry's reception.

16 Ivi, pp. 190-191.
17 “London, Printed by EDWARD ALLDE, for NATHANIELL FOSBROOKE, and are to be solde at the West-

end of Paules, neere to the Bishop of Londons gate, 1610”. A. Munday, Londons Love to the Royal Prince
Henrie, cit., p. 35.

18 Ivi, p. 37.
19 S. Daniel, Tethys Festival, cit., p. 54.
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memorable acts of the time, being complements of state, both to show magnificence and to
celebrate the feasts to our greatest respects, it is expected (according now to the custom) that I,
being employed in the business, should publish a description and form of the late masque,
wherewithal it pleased the Queen's most excellent majesty to solemnize the creation of the
high and mighty Prince Henry, Prince of Wales, in regard to preserve the memory thereof, and
to satisfy their desires who could have no other notice but by others' report of what was done.20

David Bergeron argues that the fact that Daniel's masque appears in print only at the end of

the official record of the events discards its supposed role as the main show and rather embodies it

in a sequence that, taken as a whole, forms the cycle of festival that celebrates the Creation of the

Prince of Wales.21 Stephen Orgel includes two other masques in the groups of entertainments that

explicitly refer to the investiture, namely Ben Jonson's  The Speeches at Prince Henrie's Barriers

(performed in January 1610) and  Oberon (performed in January 1611), that can be successfully

taken into account as a sort of temporal, aesthetic and thematic frame for the shows performed

around  the  figure  of  the  young  prince.22 Although  these  two  Jonsonian  masques  cannot  be

considered as eminently aquatic, they relate to the Jacobean policy of the Union of kingdoms and to

the  insular  nature  of  Britain.  Moreover,  on  both  occasions,  Prince  Henry  actively  danced  as  a

masquer, as Meliadus and Oberon respectively. For these reasons, while other scholars do not agree

with Orgel's inclusion of the two masques within the Creation ceremony, they will be occasionally

mentioned in the present analysis by taking water as the sole focus of inquiry.23 

Chester's Triumph in Honor of her Prince

Chester's Triumph in Honor of her Prince is the less aquatic among the festival celebrations, but it

20 Ibid. 
21 “John Pitcher, though analysing Munday's pageant, wonders “it seems possible that the total design for the

masque, pageant and symbolic journey down the river was in Daniel's hands”. Pitcher has no evidence for this
surmise, but it plays into the tacit assumption that the court masque must be more important than the simpler
river pageant. No one, as far as I know, has suggested that perhaps Munday planned everything. Most people
would find such a statement ludicrous. […] Typically, scholars have chosen to focus on, to privilege, court
masques over pageants. […] If we ask which was the more important entertainment for Henry's celebration,
we would then have to ask: to whom?”. D.M. Bergeron, “Creating Entertainments for Prince Henry's Creation
(1610)”,  cit.,  p.  438.  See  also  J.  Pitcher,  “‘In  those  figures  which  they  seeme’:  Samuel  Daniel's  Tehys'
Festival”, in D. Lindley, The Court Masque, cit., pp. 33-46, p. 35.

22 “The Barriers celebrated the investiture of James's eldest son as Prince of Wales”. Ben Jonson, The Complete
Masques.  Ed. by S. Orgel, cit., p. 480. Orgel uses almost the same words about Oberon. See S. Orgel,  The
Jonsonian Masque,  cit.,  p.  82.  Orgel's  position is  not  shared  unanimously:  for  instance,  David  Bergeron
maintains that the two masques “do not, however, specifically or immediately connect to the investiture. […].
But  they  unmistakably  reflect  the  court's  preoccupation  with  Henry’s  emerging  power”.  D.  Bergeron,
“Creating Entertainments for Prince Henry's Creation (1610)”, cit., p. 434.

23 The texts will be taken from: B. Jonson, The Speeches at Prince Henry's Barriers and B. Jonson, Oberon, the
Fairy Prince, both in Ben Jonson, The Complete Masques. Ed. by S. Orgel, cit., pp. 142-158; 159-173.
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introduces  two of  the  main  patterns  related  to  water  that  will  emerge  in  the  other  shows:  the

representation and celebration of Britain's national identity in terms of insularity and of its internal

Union and, more indirectly, the river motif. In the opening lines penned by Chester's townsman,

Henry is immediately addressed with an association to “thy boundless ocean”24 and, among the

allegories  that  parade  along  the  triumph,  there  can  be  mentioned  the  personification  of  three

geographical regions associated with the newly acquired titles of the Prince as heir apparent, as

Prince of Wales and as Earl of Chester. The first one represents “the most worthy Citie Chester,

mounted on horsebacke; two drummes sounding before him, with the arms of St. George upon a

scutching in the forehead of his horse”,25 while the other two are Britaine and Cambria (Wales).

Although the text does not specifically identify the last two with any of the characters described in

the first part of the record, many of them present coats of arms belonging to St. George or to the

king.  According to Barrett,  these riding figures perform a “virtual presence” of the royal body

analogous to that played by the Garter Knights who used heraldic arms in order to transform a

“local religious place into a type of Elizabeth's Chapel Royal”26 during St. George's Day, when, as

Roy Strong illustrates,27 the Garter ceremonies functioned as “the temporal locus of a widespread

series of celebratory rituals, stretching from Liverpool to the Netherlands, all focused on the body

of the monarch and thus all implicated in a single, royally constructed idea of the nation”.28 

As it happens with contemporary cartography, the body of the king and the body of the land

coincide as physical and conceptual places and this strong iconographic identification recalls, by

means of an inverted mechanism, the human figures that often appear on Renaissance maps, such as

Queen Elizabeth on Oxfordshire  on the Ditchley portrait  or King James on the frontispiece of

Drayton's Poly-Olbion.29 During the pageant, “Illustrious Britaine, stately seate of King”30 presents

itself  as  a  blessed  island:  “me,  Britaine,  Neptune that  embrace”,  or,  a  few lines  below,  as  the

24 R. Amerie, Chester's Triumph in Honor of her Prince, cit., p. 293.
25 Ibid.
26 R.W. Barrett, Jr., “The Absent Triumphator in the 1610 Chester's Triumph In Honor Of Her Prince”, cit., p.

188.
27 R. Strong, The Cult of Elizabeth: Elizabethan Portraiture and Pageantry, London, Thames and Hudson, 1977.

See, in particular, pp. 174-175. “Founded in the mid-fourteenth century, the chivalric Order of the Garter with
its limited number of companions was used by the English monarch to distinguish select members of his
nobility and, in the case of foreign princes, to seal alliances and cement close personal ties.” S. Smart, “From
Garter Knight to Second David: The Palatine Portrayal of Friedrich V”, in S. Smart, M.R. Wade (eds.), The
Palatine  Wedding  of  1613:  Protestant  Alliance  and  Court  Festival,  Harrassowitz  Verlag,  Wiesbaden,  in
Kommission, 2013, pp. 169-203, p. 175.

28 R.W. Barrett, Jr., “The Absent Triumphator in the 1610 Chester's Triumph In Honor Of Her Prince”, cit., pp.
188.

29 See  «‘All  the  rivers  in  the  world,  […]  do  at  last  find,  and  fall  into  the  great  ocean’ .  Symbolism and
Geography of Rivers», infra.

30 R. Amerie, Chester's Triumph in Honor of her Prince, cit., p. 299.
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“blissful bowres of faire Elyzian fields/ The happy harbour of Jove's dearest deer”.31 At the same

time, Peace, one of the allegories that parade in the triumph, acts as the explicit spokesman of the

benefits of the Union of the kingdoms, which will grant future and constant happiness:

To bring glad newes of future happy yeares
Peace is the Nuntius that such tyidings beares;
Who while the Scotch the English faire entreat,
And me embrace withall, I'll make them great.
No forraigne Nation shall affront their force
As long as I direct them in that course.32

The last two lines in particular refer to the fortified impenetrability of insular Britain and the

stress  is  further  put  on  the  value  of  the  internal  resources  of  the  isle,  also  coming  from  its

surrounding sea (“Britaine, Neptune that embrace”)33 and characterised by Plentie:

Fish, fowle, hearbes, grasse, and all things whatse're,
Shall at your dore be cheape, and nothing deere.
I'll sink into the concaves of Earth's molde,
And there-hence pull and cull her purest golde;
And then will dive into the ocean-deepes,
To raise the treasure which their Neptune keepes.
I'll fraight your ships with such o're-fraighting store,
That Greediness herselfe shall seeke no more.
No scarsity shall in your land be found
As long as I with Nature till your ground.34

In this way, the iconography of Britain as a separate “wonder of the North”35 meets James's

myth of a pacific Solomon watching over his  new Jerusalem, but stresses at  the same time its

geographical and commercial links with water. In 1610 the representation of Britain according to

the myth of the Fortunate Isles was not a novelty and in Ben Jonson's Speeches at Prince Henrie's

Barriers, the summoned spirit  of Arthur explains that  Meliadus,  the “lord of the isles” (Prince

Henry),36 is going to resume the role of the mythological king of the reign, explicitly referring to the

terminology offered by King James for a unified Britain: 

That Merlin's mystic prophecies are absolved
In Britain's name, the union of this isle,

31 Ivi, p. 296.
32 Ivi, p. 299.
33 Ibid.
34 Ivi, p. 302.
35 Ivi, p. 299.
36 B. Jonson, The Speeches at Prince Henrie's Barriers, cit., p. 157.
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And claim of both my sceptre and my style.37 

After appearing along with six assistants before the Saint George's portico depicted on the

background, Meliadus is given a shield that guides him in his fate.38 Arthur describes aloud the

image carved on the shield as an ekphrasis that illustrates the history of “an isle/ the happiest of the

earth”,39 by focusing on the past glories of the Tudor dynasties, rather than on the accomplishments

of the heroes of the long-distance Arthurian legendary past:

These were bold stories of our Arthur's age;
But here re other acts; another stage
And scene appears; it is not since as then:
No giants, dwarfs or monsters here, but men.
His art must be to govern and give laws
To peace no less than arms.40

In Jonson’s masque, the stress is often put on the theme of Union (“Here are the kingdoms

mixed/ And nations joined, a strength of empire mixed/ Conteriminate with heaven”)41 that, after the

War of the Roses “shall never be declined”.42 Following the barriers, some lines celebrate the whole

royal family,43 invited to contemplate the growing power to which Britain is destined thanks to the

37 Ivi, p. 145.
38 “But first receive this shield, wherein is wrought/ The truth that he must follow, and (being taught/ The ways

from heaven) ought not be despised”. Ivi, p. 146.
39 Ivi, p. 149.
40 Ibid.
41 Ivi, p. 155.
42 Ibid.
43 “You, and your other you, great king and queen,/ Have yet the last of your bright fortune seen/ […] And this

young knight, that now puts forth so soon/ Into the world, shall in your names achieve/ More garlands for this
state, and shall relieve/ Your cares in government, while that young lord/ Shall second him in arms and shake
a sword/ And lance against the foes of God and you./ Nor shall less joy your royal hopes pursue/ In that most
princely maid […]/ She shall be/ Mother of nations, and her princes see/ Rivals almost to these”. Ivi, p. 158.
After Henry's death in 1612, Princess Elizabeth remained second in line of succession and Henry's image of
both royal heir to the British throne and militant Protestant was superimposed on the Elector Palatine and on
his son: “In 1614 Elizabeth gave birth to the much anticipated boy. Naming their son Friedrich Heinrich,
Friedrich and Elizabeth not only emphasized connections to Germany (his father Friedrich) and Denmark (his
great-grandfather Frederik II 1534-1588), but also to Britain (his uncle Henry). To an English audience, his
name strengthened the idea that he was a replacement for his uncle. That he could succeed Henry was now
possible, as Parliament had passed an act in 1614 to install Elizabeth, Friedrich, and their heirs into the British
line of succession”. R. Calcagno, “A Matter of Precedence: Britain, Germany, and the Palatinate Match”, in
S. Smart, M.R. Wade (eds.),  The Palatine Wedding of 1613, cit., pp. 243-266, p. 248. “Until 1630, when
Henrietta Maria bore Charles I a healthy son, Elizabeth had remained second in line to the throne. Charles's
unremitting health problems had continued to feed expectations that a return to unequivocal Protestantism in
the Stuart kingdoms was imminent. If Charles had died without an heir, Elizabeth would after all have become
Queen of England, Scotland, and Ireland.” N. Akkerman, “Semper Eadem: Elizabeth Stuart and the Legacy of
Queen Elizabeth I”, in S. Smart, M.R. Wade (eds.), The Palatine Wedding of 1613, cit., pp. 145-168, p. 154.
On the association between the Elector Palatine Frederich V and Prince Henry Stuart, see in particular J.
Miller, “Between Nationalism and European Pan-Protestantism: Palatine Propaganda in Jacobean England and
the Holy Roman Empire”, in S. Smart, M.R. Wade (eds.), The Palatine Wedding of 1613, cit., pp. 61- 81.
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efforts of the future princes and princess. The national identity is extended to a divine dimension

and the same sea that first defined and secured its insularity seems to overflow its boundaries:

Whilst you sit high,
And led by them behold your Britain fly
Byond the line, when what the seas before
Did bound, shall to the sky then stretch his shore.44

As the quoted passages show, the Arthurian setting of Jonson's masque, strongly linked with

Henry's affiliation with the Elizabethan/Protestant faction, does not prevent the poet from aligning

the iconography of the young prince with that of James's will to assert his natural succession to the

Tudor dynasty, along with his effective and symbolic role as father of a royal breed. In Chester's

Triumph the harmony of Britain is further stressed by Love's banishing of Envie, who is unworthy

of treading on the blessed island and is rather destined to sink into the infernal waters of the river

Styx, inhabited by monstrous creatures and never-ending suffering:

Thou ne're frequent this Iland of the North.
Dive to the depht of deepest Stygian floods,
There sucke thou snakes, and snakes there sucke thy bloode;
Or sinke thou quite to the infernall deepe,
Where crowling scorpions may about thee creepe;
And there among those vermine vile benieth,
Belk up that poison which thou here dost breathe.45

The procession of the allegories ends up on the shores of the Dee,46 where the small local

river performs its official and civil duties by identifying the place and honouring the occasion with

the display of ships harboured with the arms of St. George. Furthermore, as a symbol of maritime

and national power it remains, as a natural backdrop, on the background of a double running of the

ring with the horses:

Whereupon all departed for a while to a place upon the river called the Roodes, garded with one
hundred  and twentie  halberders,  and  a  hundred  and  twentie  shotte,  bravely  furnished.  The
Mayor, Sheriffs, and Aldermen of Chester, arayed in their scarlet, having seene the said Shewes,
to grace the same, accompanied and followed the Actors unto the said Roode, where the ships,
barques and pinises, with other vessels harbouring within the River, displaying the armes of St,
George upon their main-toppes, with several pendants answerable thereunto; discharged many
voleyes of shotte in honour of the day.47

44  B. Jonson, The Speeches at Prince Henrie's Barriers, cit., p. 155.
45 R. Amerie, Chester's Triumph in Honor of her Prince, cit., p. 304.
46 “The Rood Eye, a large plain immediately under the City walls, and on the banks of the Dee, where the

Chester races are still held; called Rood from a cross or rood which formerly stood there, the base of which
now remains; and Eye, from its situation, that being a name for islands or banks or rivers. See Ormerod's
Cheshire, vol. I. p. 291 N”. Ivi, p. 295n. 

47 Ibid.
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Barrett  observes  a  clear  hierarchy  in  the  show  that  puts  James  at  the  top,  with  Britain

appearing before Camber in the procession, in the speeches and during the race, while at the same

time the text latently acknowledges the conflict between Henry and James:

Britaine  precedes  Camber  in  both  the  procession  of  riders  and  the  sequence  of  speeches,
carefully  preserving James's  hierarchical  dominance over  his  popular  son.  The awarding of
prizes after the race and tilt takes place along similar lines, the King's Britaine handng out “the
better Belle” […] Amery's celebration of Henry's imminent creation ends up undercut by Envy's
mention of her desire “To see a Sonne the Butcher of his Sire … Or else to see a father sucke
the blood/ Of his owne Spawne” […] These grim images should not be read as knowing nods to
the tension between King James and Prince Henry, but their evocation in a triumph honoring
royal father and royal son nonetheless casts a momentary pall over the show.48

Londons Love to the Royal Prince Henry

Between the end of May and the beginning of June, in order to be officially invested as Prince of

Wales,  Henry  left Richmond  Palace  via  the  Thames  towards  Whitehall,  after  a  brief  pause  at

Chelsea where he was greeted by Anthony Munday's aquatic pageant  Londons Love to the Royal

Prince Henry, a water progress during which the young prince encountered two tritons in the shapes

of Corinea, the queen of Cornwall, and Amphion, representing Wales.

As one of the most ancient and official means of royal self-display in a civic context, the river

progress might seem the most immediate and straightforward choice for the public ostension of the

Creation of the Prince of Wales, although if considering Henry's chivalric self-image, one would be

prompted to assume he would have preferred a horseback march. It seems that James explicitly

opposed the land progress in favour of the river solution because it was cheaper and safer,49 and

records of the events often underline the desire of the king to contain expenses.50 Despite these

material reasons, it is worth remembering the river's strong symbolism in terms of time, memory

and history, its public role as genius loci, its heroic, moral and civic virtues and its natural and vital

presence in the foundational process of the city. In the case of Munday's river progress, the Thames

performed a double function of natural stage and civic environment, since the show was offered and

promoted by the Lord Mayor and Aldermen. The river was simultaneously the absolute protagonist

and setting for the pageant  and, while carrying the prince,  it  virtually connected Albion to the

48 R.W. Barrett, Jr., “The Absent Triumphator in the 1610 Chester's Triumph In Honor Of Her Prince”, cit., pp.
192, 198.

49 Henrie  IV of  France,  much admired  by  Prince  Henry,  had  just  been  killed  some  weeks  earlier.  See,  in
particular, R. Strong, Henry Prince of Wales, cit., pp. 54-56. 

50 D. Bergeron, “Creating Entertainments for Prince Henry's Creation (1610)”, cit., p. 435. 
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continent, running to and from the sea.

As a matter of fact, the printed text stresses, both on the frontispiece and on the very first

page, the presence of the “worthie Fleet”, ceremoniously decorated and equipped with musicians,

that waits upon the arrival and passage of the Lord Mayor's ship and, simultaneously, entertains the

audience of citizens gathered on the banks of the Thames:

All the worshipfull Companies of the Cittie, were readie in their Bardges upon the water, with
their  Streamers  and  Ensignes  gloiously  dispayed,  Drommes,  Trumpets,  Fifes  and  other
Musickes attending on them, to await the Lord Maior and Aldermen comming. No sooner had
his  Honor  and  the  rest  taken  Bardge,  but  on  the  rowed,  with  such  a  chearfull  noyse  of
Harmonie, and so goodlie a shewe in order and equipage, as made the beholders and hearers
not meanly deligheted; beside a peale of Ordenance, that welcome them as they entred on the
water.51

Munday's  text  explicitly  underlines  the  aesthetic  and  entertaining  role  of  the  fleet  that

welcomes Henry at his arrival at Chelsea, where the naval line-up becomes itself a spectacle to the

eyes of both audience and prince, whose ship positions itself beside the Lord Mayor's:

Let it suffise then, that thus was this goodly Fleet of Citizens accompanied, and ushered the way
so farre as Chelseye, where hovering on the water until the Prince came: all pleasures that the
times interim could afforde, were plentyfully entercoursed, and no disorder or breache of arraye
in the whole Navie. Upon the Princes neere approche, way was made for his best and aptest
entertainment, which by  multitude of Boates and Bardges (of no use, but only for desire of
sight) was much impeched for  a while,  till  order being taken for  the contrarie,  the Princes
Bardge accosted the Lord Maiors, where dutie entertayning on the one side, and Princely Grace
most affably accepting on the other.52

The first edition of Munday's pageant displays two engravings of ships as a further homage to

the prince's interest in all things maritime, already met by the display of decorated ships on the

river.53 Since the show, however, needs to compliment the king as well, in the record of the events,

before  even  describing  Henry's  arrival,  Munday  explicitly  evokes  the  benevolent  patronage  of

Neptune, who “smyled theron auspitiouslie, and would not suffer so famous a Citties affection to

goe unfurnished of some favour from him”.54 As a matter of fact, Neptune is the official sender of

Corinea and Amphion, who both salute the young prince on his behalf. By declaring the identity of

the absent commissioner of the triumph, Munday introduces thus the argument of the pageant:

51 A. Munday, Londons Love to the Royal Prince Henry, cit., p. 39.
52 Ivi, pp. 40-41. Italics mine.
53 “When we open Munday's London's Love, we first encounter on two separate pages wonderful illustrations of

two ships: the first on sig. A1 is quite large and displays the royal flag, the second, on A1 v  , is smaller”. D.
Bergeron, “Creating Entertainments for Prince Henry's Creation, cit., p. 438.

54 A. Munday, Londons Love to the Royal Prince Henry, cit., p. 40.
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Wherefore  let  us  thinke  of  Neptune,  that  out  of  his  spacious  watrie  wilderness,  he  then
suddenly sent a huge Whale and a Dolphin, and by the power of his commanding Trident, had
seated two of his choycest Trytons on them, altring their deformed Sea-shapes, bestowing on
them the borrowed bodies of two absolute Actors, even the verie best our instant time can
yeeld;  and  personating  in  them,  the  severall  Genii  of  Corinea,  the  beautifull  Queene  of
Cornewall, and Amphion the Father of harmonie or Musick.55 

The quoted  passage justifies  the presence  of  a  whale  and a  dolphin  in  riverine waters  –

although the former ones were sometimes spotted in the Thames – and, more in general, the arrival

of Corinea and Amphion, locating the pageant's fiction within the context of the historical occasion

of the Creation of the Prince of Wales.56 The connection between James and Neptune is almost

immediate as both are commissioners of the show and kings: the pageant, in fact, was assigned to

Munday and paid for by the Lord Mayor, on James's orders. More importantly,  as the father of

Albion and ruler, along with Amphitria, of Britain – insula beata in the text –, Neptune's symbolism

overlaps James's  iconography as  Henry's  father  and as King of Britain,  thus recalling both the

mythological and historical origins of British rule:

For,  according  to  the  affirmation  of  Annius  de  Viterbo,  Diodorus  Siculus,  Higginus,  and
Pictonius, Neptune being called King, or God of the Seas, had by his Queen Amphitria divers
Children,  and as Bale settleth downe,  each one of them he made King of  severall  Island.
Britayne, which he himselfe tearmed to be Insula beata, he bestowed upon his fourth, but best
affected sonne Albion, who subduing the Samotheans, becae sole ruler thereof, according to
the testimonie of Nicholaus Perottus, Rigmanus Philesius, Aristotle, and Humphrey lloyd, and
after his own name, called it Albion.57

In the brief space of a few lines, Munday resumes and re-elaborates a series of themes linked

with the Stuart representation of Britain. He avails himself of the authority of numerous historical

sources  in  order  to  justify  the  mythological  version  of  the  facts,  combining  real  and  fictional

geography  in  the  identification  of  Britain  and  Albion  with  the  Fortunate  Isles.  Moreover,  by

referring to Neptune as both king and god, he almost explicitly evokes James's theory of the divine

right of kings, exposed in many parliamentary speeches, but first enunciated in Basilkon Doron, the

parental treatise on monarchy originally written for Henry.

Corinea,  Queen  of  Cornwall,  is  described as  a  “very  fayre  and  beautifull  Nimphe,

representing the Genius of olde Corineus Queene, and the Province of Cornewall,  suited in her

watery habit yet riche and costly, with a Coronet of Pearles and Cockle shells on her head”.58 Since

she is the wife of Corineus, founder of Cornwall and companion to Brutus,59 her origins recall the

55 Ivi, pp. 39-40.
56 On whales and other animals spotted in the Thames, see, among others, P. Ackroyd, Thames. Sacred River, cit.
57 A. Munday, Londons Love to the Royal Prince Henry, cit., p. 40.
58 Ivi, p. 41. 
59 “I, the good Angell or Genius of Corinea, Queene to Brutes noble Companion Corineus, the first of fayre
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genesis of the Tudor dynasty strongly claimed by James. As an aquatic spirit of the place and as

guardian of the young and newly born Prince of Wales, she also performs the typical protective role

of a naiad. She announces the greetings of the Lord Mayor, Aldermen and merchants who “hold

Commerce”  both  with  her  and  with  “the  wide  world”,60 and  thus  represent, in  their  turn, the

economic and popular identity of the nation. Later during the progress, when Henry is almost ready

to land at Whitehall, it is Amphion's turn to pay homage to the prince. The spirit of Wales rides on

his dolphin, an animal usually associated with fortune, peace and speed. Depicted while embracing

an anchor, it often recurs in many emblems, based on the model of Andreas Alciatus's Emblemata,

as a moral admonition to the benevolent ruler of the importance of faith, hope and steadiness,61

characteristics that are necessary to a monarch, as Munday recalls in the beginning of the text:

“Plato termeth Magistracy to be the Anchor, Head, and Soule of any Citty”.62 After the appearance

of Corinea, Amphion's words give voice to the farewell of the fleet, described as a living creature

and responding to the Prince's gratitude: “Our Barges lagge and seeme lumpishe, as greeving to

forgoe you […]. And except you put spirit into them all, with a gracious acceptance of this their

love and loyaltie: the bosom of fare Thames shrinkes, and they feare swallowing”.63 

James saw with preoccupation Henry's personal and political involvement in the Royal Navy

as an instrument of the prince's Protestant and military pursuits: in Jonson's Speeches at the Prince's

Barriers,  it  is  possible  to  observe  a  form of  negotiation  between  compliment  to  the  king  and

imposition of restraint to the prince, in particular around the representation of the royal fleet.64 In

Jonson's masque,  Merlin gives account of the history of Britain with a particular insistence on its

trading and maritime power,65 but, far more interestingly for the aims of the present analysis, he

Brytaines Regions”. Ibid.
60 Ibid.
61 The epigram of Alciatus's Emblem 144, which presents a harbour encircling the anchor-dolphin motif, reads:

“The dolphin, devoted to men, embraces it [the anchor], so that it may be fixed more securely in the lowest
depths”. Alciati's emblems shed an interesting light on the interpretation of Henry's impresa appearing in his
equestrian portrait by Peake, which features an anchor, and also in those displayed by the the tournament
imprese composed for Prince Henry's Barriers, staged on 6 January 1610. On this topic, and on the allegorical
power of these images, see G. Capitol Weigl, “‘And when Slow Time hath made you Fit for Warre’: The
Equestrian Portrait of Prince Henry”, in T. Wilks (ed.), op. cit., pp. 146-172.

62 A. Munday, London's Love to the Royal Prince Henrie, cit., p. 38.
63 Ivi, pp. 42-3.
64 On James's opposition to Prince Henry's chivalric revival, see R. Badenhausen, “Disarming the infant warrior:

Prince Henry, King James, and the Chivalric Revival”, Papers on Language & Literature; Winter 1995, Vol.
31 Issue 1, p 20 ff.

65 There is an oblique allusion to the myth of the Argonauts, and to the Golden Fleece they brought back from
Colchis, as an example of foreign policy efforts that need not to be embraced,  because the unified,  self-
sufficient isle of Britain provides its own goods since the times of Edward III:

This was he erected first
The trade of clothing, by which art were nursed
Whole millions to his service, and relieved
So many poor, as since they have believed
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recalls the creation of the Fleet by Elizabeth I (“did great Eliza add/ a wall of shipping”) and its

restoration by the present monarch, James I. The event that stands as emblematic of the defensive

role of British sea power is the victory over the Spanish Armada in 1588 and what emerges from the

account  –  worth being reported at  length  – is  the  directing  role  of  Elizabeth as  semi-goddess,

inspirer  on  the  battlefield.  The  queen  tames  the  seas  and,  along  with  the  human  and  cunning

intervention of her appointed Lord Admiral Charles Howard and Thomas Howard, leads the fleet to

victory:

I could report more actions yet of weight
Out of this orb, as here of eighty-eight
Against the proud Armada, styled by Spain
The Invincible, that covered all the main,
As if whole islands had broke loose and swam,
Or half of Norway with her fir-trees came
To join the continents, it was so great; 
Yet by the auspice of Eliza beat,
That dear-beloved of heaven, whom to preserve
The winds were called to fight an storms to serve.
One tumor drowned another, billows strove
To out-swell ambition, water air out-drove
Though she not wanted on that glorious day
An ever-honored Howard to display
Saint George's ensign, and of that high race
A second, both which plied the fight and chase,
And sent first bullets, then a fleet of fire,
Then shot themselves like ordnance, and a tire
Of ships for pieces, through the enemy's moon,
That waned before it grew; and now they soon
Are rent, spoiled, scattered, tossed with all disease,
And for their thirst of Britain drink the seas.
The fish were never better fed than then,
Although at first they feared the blood of men
Had changed their element, and Neptune shook
As if Thunderer had his palace took.66

The praise of Elizabethan maritime glory stands in accordance with Henry's aspirations, but

the attention is then immediately directed towards James, who has restored the navy, and who is the

The golden fleece, and need no foreign mine,
If industry at home do not decline.
(B. Jonson, Speeches at the Prince's Barriers, cit., p. 149)

There are also a couple of sea-images used in a totally allegorical way when the poet narrates the Crusade
vicissitudes of Richard “Coeur de Lion” who “like a storm/Pour on the saracens”, and Edward I, who: “Nor
lets out no less rivers of the blood/Of infidels, but makes the field a flood,/And marches through it with Saint
George's cross,/Like Israel's host to the Egyptians' loss/Through the Red Sea, the earth beneath him cold/And
quacking such an enemy to behold”. Ivi, p. 151.

66 Ivi, p. 154.
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true example that Meliadus needs to look at for inspiration, guidance and prosperity:

The wall of shipping by Eliza made,
Decayed (as all things subjct are to fade),
He hath new built, or so restored that men
For noble use prefer it afore then:
Royal and mighty James, whose name shall set
A goal for all posterity to sweat
In running at, by actions hard and high;
This is the height at which your thoughts must fly.67

Curiously  enough,  the  celebration  of  the  defeat  of  the  Armada kept  conveying a  double

agenda during the negotiations and, subsequently, the celebrations of the Palatine wedding: as a

matter  of fact,  the betrothal  and the banquet  took place in  a  presence chamber decorated with

precious tapestries that represented the events of 1588, as frequently reported in ambassadorial

accounts and records of the wedding festival.68 While, on the one hand, “the repeated reference to

this  victory,  integral  to  the  iconography of  militant  Protestantism,  echoes  practice in  festivities

organized by Henry, where it signalled his readiness to engage for the cause”,69 on the other hand,

James,  who  wanted  to  “secure  domestic,  and  also  continental,  harmony”  with  the  Protestant

match,70 made sure to undermine the association between the princess's name with Queen Elizabeth.

Nadine Akkerman compares James's control over the aesthetic and political message of both the

Armada tapestry and the spectacles of fireworks and mock sea-battle performed on the Thames

during the days of the wedding:

Even though James, on the one hand, used his royal predecessor's victory for propagandistic
purposes during his daughter's wedding, on the other, he explicitly distanced himself from any
identification of his  daughter with the heroic queen.  The king,  Princess Elizabeth,  and the
Elector Palatine watched the fireworks spectacle […] from a great distance. Like the tapestry,
these public festivities sought to establish a connection between Princess Elizabeth, English
Protestant chivalry in general, and Queen Elizabeth's fervent Protestantism in particular. Again,

67 Ivi, p. 155.
68 See, in particular, among others: a letter sent from Foscarini to the Doge and Senate on 1 March 1613 in H.F.

Brown (ed.),  Calendar  of  State  Papers (CSP),  Relating to  English Affairs,  Existing in  the Archives  and
Collections of Venice, and in Other Libraries of Northern Italy, 1610-13, London, His Majesty's Stationery
Office, 1905, vol. 12, n. 775; Beschreibung der Reiß, Heidelberg, Vögelin, 1613, p. 29. This anonymous work
provides a description of the events related to the Palatine Wedding occurred between 1612 and 1613. The
document has been digitalised by the Wolfenbütteler Digitale Bibliothek of the Herzog August Bibliothek:
http://diglib.hab.de/wdb.php?dir=drucke/197-15-hist. An English translation of the text can be found in J.R.
Mulryne, H. Watanabe-O'Kelly, M. Shewring (eds.), Europa Triumphans, cit., pp. 80-91.

69 S. Smart, “From Garter Knight to Second David: The Palatine Portrayal of Friederich V”, in  S. Smart, M.R.
Wade (eds.), The Palatine Wedding of 1613, cit., pp. 169-203.

70 N. Akkerman, “Semper Eadem: Elizabeth Stuart and the Legacy of Queen Elizabeth I”,  in S. Smart, M.R.
Wade (eds.), The Palatine Wedding of 1613, cit., pp. 145-168, p. 146. For a bibliography on the association of
Princess Elizabeth Stuart with the image of Elizabeth I, see ivi, p. 149n.
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like the tapestry, the analogy was sufficiently in the background, but it was nevertheless subtly
and unmistakably there. Still, there is undoubted significance in the fireworks and the mock sea
battle having taken place outside the boundaries of the court  at  Whitehall  […]. The public
festivities could not meet with James's full approval because he had a double agenda.71

The presence of the royal family as physical and moral witnesses of the pageant and of the

investiture of  Henry as  Prince  of  Wales  is  recalled by Corinea while  addressing  Henry:  “[the]

Royalle Sovereign your Father, his Queene your peerless Mother, your sacred selfe, and the rest of

their Illustruous race”.72 While Anna is subordinated to James (“his Queene”), she is defined as

“peerless”  only  as  Henry's  biological  mother.  At  the  same  time  it  is  Corinea  who  assumes  a

protective and guiding role towards the prince and, in the text, the Thames is also humanised and

associated with a feminine identity, possibly alluding to the generative and primordial qualities of

water: “And thus they set on towards Whitehall, in so soft, milde, and gentle a pace as the very

Thames appeared proude of this gallant burden, swelling her breaste to beare them with pomp and

Majestie:  and  not  one  wrinckle  appeared  in her  brow,  but  as  plain  as  even,  as  the  smoothest

yvorie”.73 At the same time, if considering the Renaissance’s identification of the confluence of

rivers with the sea, it can be argued that Oceanus, as the main river surrounding the earth, alludes,

once more, to Neptune: thus the motherly role of the Thames can be superimposed on James as

well. 

What emerges from Munday's posthumous record of the river show performed in 1610 is a

constant,  polarised  negotiation  between  James's  and  Henry's  iconographies.  The  speeches  of

Corinea and Amphion embraced the circumscribed rhetoric of James's policy by referring to Brutus,

to the Tudor dynasty, and to the sovereign of Neptune/James: by descending the river with a few

trusted people, Henry assumed the image of his ancestor Henry VII, former Earl of Richmond and

future  king  of  a  unified  Britain,  landing at  Milford Haven,  thus  aligning himself  with  James's

iconography.74 Simultaneously, the water-progress probably reminded the Prince of his interest in

maritime  affairs,  sea  voyages  and  imperial  expansionism,  along  with  the  memory  of  Queen

Elizabeth and the victory of her navy against the Spanish Armada at Tilbury.75 

The actual investiture in the presence of king and Parliament took place after four days in the

Court  of  Request  but,  as  reported  by  Munday,  James,  Henry  and  some  noblemen  reached

71 Ivi, p. 146.
72 Ivi, p. 41.
73 Ivi,  p.  42.  Italics  mine.  On  feminine  identity  and  water,  see,  in  particular,  G.  K.  Paster,  The  Body

Embarrassed: Drama and the Disciplines of Shame in Early Modern England ,  Ithaca, Cornell University
Press, 1993, pp. 23-63.

74 J. Pitcher,“‘In those figures which they seeme’”, in D. Lindley (ed.), The Stuart Court Masque, cit., pp. 33-46,
p. 34; M. Butler, The Stuart Court Masque and Political Culture, cit., p. 185.

75 W.H. Herendeen, From Landscape to Literature, cit., p. 216.
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Westminster “going by water” and “they returned in the like manner to the Courte againe”.76 While

the Thames, functioning again as both waterway and public stage, was the only aquatic element that

characterises  this  section  of  the  whole  festival,  it  is  worth  mentioning  that  during  the  solemn

ceremony the young prince was given a precious sword that would appear again in Samuel Daniel's

Tethys’ Festival, performed on the following night.77

Tethys' Festival and the Postponed Naumachia

The subject of Daniel's Tethys' Festival is the gathering of Zephyrus (young Prince Charles) and two

tritons at Milford Haven in order to deliver Tethys's speech and gifts: a sword and an embroidered

map to Meliades (Prince Henry) and a trident to the king of the Ocean (King James).78 From an

underwater  cave,  Tethys  (Queen  Anna)  and  her  nymphs  –  including  Princess  Elizabeth  as  the

nymph of the Thames – leave their niches to climb an isolated mount within the ocean where there

is a laurel, both a symbol of James's policy of peace and union and a common element of Anna's

iconography resumed from Elizabeth I.79 After  a  lightning bolt  sent  by Jove,  Mercury prompts

Zephyrus to call  back Tethys and her nymphs who, in the third and final scene, re-appear in a

harmonious grove transformed back to their natural aspect. 

The very beginning of the masque is opened by an architectonic proscenium, constituted by

two maritime statues of Neptune and Nereus, holding a trident with an anchor and a fish in a net

respectively, complete with mottoes:

First, on either side stood a great statue of twelve foot high, representing Neptune and Nereus.
Neptune holding a trident,  with an anchor made to it,  and this motto: His  artibus,  that  is,
regendo et retinendo, alluding to this verse of Virgil, Hae tibi erunt artes, etc., Nereus, holding
out a golden fish in a net, with the word Industria, the reason whereof is delivered after, in the
speech uttered by the Triton. These Sea-gods stood on pedestals and were al of gold. Behind
them were two pillasters, on which hung compartments with other devises, and these bore up a
rich Freeze wherein were figures of ten foot long of floods and nymphs, with a number of
naked children, dallying with a drapery which they seemed to hold up that the scene might be

76 A. Munday, London's Love to the Royal Prince Henrie, cit., p. 43.
77 See, among others, P. Croft, “The Parliamentary Installation of Henry, Prince of Wales”, Historical Research:

Bulletin of the Institute of Historical Research 65, 1992, pp. 177-193; C. Murray, “The Pacific King and the
Militant Prince? Representation and Collaboration in the Letters Patent of James I, creating his son, Henry,
Prince of Wales”, Electronic British Library Journal, 2012.

78 The sword has been identified and is now in the Wallace Collection. Along with Jones' designs, it is “ the sole
surviving material remnant of any masque performance”, M. Butler, The Stuart Court Masque and Political
Culture, cit., p. 74.

79 M. Butler,  The Stuart Court Masque and Political Culture, cit.,  pp. 134-5. On the representation of Queen
Elizabeth I  in  Jacobean masques,  see,  among others,  E.  Botonaki,  “Elizabeth’s  Presence in  the Jacobean
Masque”,  in  A.  Petrina  and  L.  Tosi  (eds.),  Representations  of  Elizabeth  I  in  Early  Modern  Culture,
Basingstoke, Palgrave Macmillan, 2011, pp. 140-157.
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seen and the ends thereof fell down in folds by the pilasters. In the midst was a compartment,
with this inscription,  Tetyos epinicia, Tethys feasts of triumph. This was supported with two
winged boys, and all the work was done with that force and boldness on the gold and silver as
the figures seemed round and not painted.80

The  description  of  the  pillars  corresponds  to  the  typology  of  the  early  triumphal  arch

previously discussed, constituted by two enormous statues holding a drapery that displays the title

of the masque.81 In terms of literary and political exegesis, an aspect worth anticipating is that Jones

possibly chose for this proscenium a primitive convention of “overbearing terminal figures set up to

police the frontier between fiction and reality”82 – Neptune and Nereus – in order to remark, also on

the physical and iconographical levels, the political message of the English supremacy over fishing

rights in the North Sea:

Daniel's description of Neptune and Nereus is elaborate, and makes them loom large. In fact
they are charged with uncomfortable political significance, alluding to a current problem which
the masque addresses in coded terms that the audience would have understood. The English and
Dutch had been in dispute over fishing rights in the North Sea. The dispute was now being
settled, and the creation of Henry as Prince of Wales – the occasion of this masque – was used
by the States-General to send a conciliatory embassy. But the situation had been awkward, and
the masque assertively overstates the English case. Striving to represent the English position in
the figuration of his proscenium, Jones has regressed to a primitive phase in the evolution of the
scenic art.83

The primitiveness of this particular proscenium arch, whose “giant gods […]  provide [an]

animistic theatrical thrill, even though they are supposed to be parts of an architectural scheme”,84 is

obliquely further remarked in Daniel's prose description, whose meta-literary importance lies in the

modes and in the intentions behind the language used to illustrate the stage settings.85 Generally

speaking, in the printed edition of  Tethys'  Festival,  Samuel Daniel is in overt  dispute with Ben

80 S. Daniel, Tethys Festival, cit., p. 56. The Latin mottoes can be translated respectively into “by these arts” and
“by ruling and restraining”, while the quote from Virgil comes from Anaeid, vi. 852: “these will be your arts
(of government)”. See D. Lindey, Court Masques, cit., p. 232n.

81 See «‘A sea-change / into something rich and strange’. Seascapes, Triumphal Arches, and Maritime Chariots
on the Masquing Stage», infra.

82 J. Peacock, The Stage Designs of Inigo Jones, cit., p. 214.
83 Ibid.
84 Ivi, p. 215.
85 Another example of the possibility of reading prose descriptions of stage settings as ekphraseis can be traced

in the case of another seascape, appearing in William Bowne's  Masque of the Inner Temple (Ulysses and
Circe, 1615), a private masque probably staged outside the court and, for this reason, not direct object of the
present  analysis.  For  an  account  of  the  presumed  occasion  for  the  staging  of  this  show see  R.F.  Hill's
introduction to the critical edition of the text in T.J.B. Spencer and S. Wells (eds.), A Book of Masques, cit., pp.
127-130.  The masque is set on an island and the scene is depicted partly in white, as the text describes it,
according to a Virgilian source that William Browne mentions explicitly. The lines quoted, taken from the
Aeneid, allude to a sea whitened by the ossibus albos, the white bones of the many who have died in water.
Even though we do not have any picture of this backdrop, it still can be suggested that the explicit allusion
might be ekphrastic, and not only poetical. Ivi, p. 186.
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Jonson,  particularly  with  respect  to  the  definition  of  the  identity  of  the  masque  and,  as  a

consequence, to the importance of the architect as deviser of the show.86 As it emerges from the

ongoing quarrel with Inigo Jones, while for Ben Jonson words exceed images, for Samuel Daniel

masques are but “shadows”,87 and he explicitly leaves the description of the scene to the language of

the architect:

But in these things wherein the only art consists in show, the art and invention of the architect gives
the greatest grace, and is of most importance, ours the least part and therefore I have interserted the
description  of  the  artificial  part,  which  only  speaks  Master  Inigo  Jones.  […]  Tethys  with  her
nymphs  appears,  with  another  scene,  which  I  will  likewise  describe  in  the  language  of  the
architector who contrived it, and speaks in his own mestier  to such as are understanders and lovers
of that design.88 

Because of the intended, if  not real,  involvement  of Jones in the writing and publication

process of the text, Peacock observes that Daniel's description “does not have to be unscrambled,

and transposed from a verbal to a visual key”89 and it might suggest that, despite the presence of all

the elements of the fully developed Italian proscenium, such as the pilasters in front of which the

statues stand and the drapery,90 Jones is here still possibly showing proscenium and set together.91

The many and precious aquatic adornments – the frieze, the golden statues, the fish, the nymphs and

the rivers (“nymphes and flouds”) – introduce the main themes and images of the masque, such as

fishery and the underwater world of Tethys, preceded by the two sea-gods Neptune and Nereus, the

naiads and the British rivers they are linked with, and thus locate and identify the maritime scenery

on both a mythological and historical level, while carrying symbolic and political meanings at the

same time. The otherwise uncontaminated and natural seascape discovered by this triumphal arch

presents the signs of human civilisation under the semblance of a port:

[…] a Port, or Haven, with bulwarks at the entrance and the figure of a Castle commanding a
fortified town. Within this Port were many Ships, small and great, seeming to lie at Anchor,
some neerer and some further off, according to perspective. Beyond all appeared the horizon
or termination of the Sea, which seemed to move with a gentle gale, and many sails, lying
some to come into the Port and others passing out.92

86 “The attention paid to the ‘body’ of the performance is symptomatic of Daniel's attack on Jonson's view of the
masque itself. The work is suffused with uncertainty about the power of performances such as these to stand
against their own transitoriness, and insists upon the limitations of art in transcending the real world. Daniel
lost the argument, and literary critics have tended to take Jonson's side ever since – but he has a real case to
offer”. D. Lindley, Court Masques, cit., p. 231. 

87 S. Daniel, Tethys Festival, cit., p. 55.
88 Ivi, pp. 55, 60.
89 J. Peacock, The Stage Designs of Inigo Jones, cit., p. 214.
90 Jones's source for the Italian developed proscenium is Riccio. Ibid. 
91 “There appears to be no clear and conceptual distinction between proscenium and scene”. Ivi, p. 214.
92 S. Daniel, Tethys Festival, cit., p. 57.
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Nicoll conjectures that Jones here implies a set of four periaktoi, two of which “on each side,

painted to resemble fortifications, and a distant view on the shutter of a sea with ships at anchor or

sailing forth under full-spread mists”.93 There is not a single backdrop, but, as Jonson does in the

Masque of Blackness, Daniel's description insists on the illusion of perspective (“some nearer and

some further off, according to perspective”), and on the mimetic intent of the painting, with the

calm sea “which seemed to move with a gentle gale”.94 

Overtly contrary to a Jonsonian habit,  this seascape lies not in some imaginary a-temporal and

unhistorical world but is identified as Milford Haven, the “the happy port of union”,95 where the

peacefulness of the gentle breeze on the waters mirrors the symbolic and historical weight of the

place, where, in 1485, Henry VII landed, defeated Richard III and reunited the reign:

All these within the goodly spacious bay
Of manifold inharbouring Milford meet,
The happy port of union, which gave way
To that great hero Henry and his fleet,
To make the blest conjunction that begat
A greater, and more glorious far than that.96

Russel West observes the specific correlation between the use of the perspective stage and the

conveying of a nationalist theme in this particular scene:

Here, the use of perspective, with its central axis of sight linking place and the royal
gaze, played upon the centralised unity of the kingdom expressed in James’s son’s role
as  ruler  of the Welsh principality.  This  current  political  unity  in  turn referred back
Henry VII’s earlier action of reconciling the warring houses of York and Lancaster,
playing on the Henrician lineage. In this context perspective also worked powerfully to
suppress alternative connotations of Milford Haven as a locus of national vulnerability,
a place where enemy forces could invade the realm. Thus Wales could be seen as a
discrete geographical and ethnic entity, but one joined to Britain so as to underline the
new-found coherence of Great Britain under James, who employed it as a precedent in
his arguments for the unification of Scotland and England. The perspective view, with
its connotations of framing and possession, thus embodied territorial mastery, in turn
establishing the historical legitimacy of the new Prince. Novelty was thus given the
legitimacy of a continued tradition, via the contemplation of a landscape which was
simultaneously  other  and  integrated  to  the  whole.  All  this  was  sanctioned,  indeed
activated by the spectator-king’s constitutive central gaze towards the stage.97

The assembly of characters on this particular shore is composed of mythological creatures

93 A. Nicoll, op. cit., p. 70.
94 S. Daniel, Tethys Festival, cit., p. 57.
95 Ivi, p. 59.
96 Ibid.
97R. West, “Perplexive Perspectives: The Court and Contestation in the Jacobean Masque”, cit., pp. 29-30-
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such as river nymphs and tritons, who are mainly musicians and who enunciate the argument of the

masque, while delivering Tethy's message:

The tritons wore skin-coats of watchet taffeta lightened with silver, to show the muscles of their
bodies. From the waist almost to the knee were fins of silver in the manner of bases; a mantle
of sea-green, laced, and fringed with gold, tied with a knot upon one shoulder and falling down
in  folds  behind,  was fastened to  the  contrary  side;  on their  heads  garlands  of  sedge,  with
trumpets of withered shells in their hands; buskins of sea-green laid with silver lace. These
persons thus attired entered with this song of four parts, and a music of twelve lutes.98

The allusion to Henry VII and, indirectly, to James's connection with Trojan ancestry and the

Tudor dynasty, strongly attaches the Prince to the land, thus resuming part of the symbolism and

historical mythology of Munday's pageant. Moreover, the fact that Milford Haven is labelled as the

“happy  port  of  union”99 can  also  be  considered  as  an  oblique  double  reference  to  both  the

association of Britain with the Fortunate Isles and to the Jacobian policy of Union.  The triton,

Tethys's messenger, assures Meliades that his reign “will be world enough to yield/ all works of

glory ever can be wrought”,100 and gives him a sword, covered with an embroidered map :

Herewith, says she, deliver him from me
This scarf, the zone of love and amity,
T'engird the same; wherein he may survey
Enfigured all the spacious emepery
That he is born unto another day.
Which, tell him, will be world enough to yield
All works of glory ever can be wrought.101

Giving  voice  to  James's  anxieties  about  peace  and  national  seclusion,  the  triton  warns

Meliades/Henry to stay within the “circle”, meant as the limits of the reign:

Let him not pass the circle of that field
[...]For there will be within the large extent
Of these my waves and watry governement
More treasures, and more certaine riches got
Than all the Indies to Iberus brought
For Nereus will by industry unfold
A chemic secret, and turn fish into gold.102

It has been noted that the last two lines quoted above allude to the statues in the proscenium

arch, where Nereus holds a net of fish and, in particular, that the admonition to fish in national

98 Ivi, p. 57.
99 Ivi, p. 59.
100 Ibid.
101 Ibid.
102 Ibid.
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waters seems to refer to contemporary political and financial issues concerning international traffic

within British waters. In may 1609 James issued a proclamation in order to forbid Dutch vessels to

fish in British waters except by licence, as a response to Grotius's  Mare Liberum (1609), which

denied the control of monarchs over sea territories. This action aligned England to Spain against

The Hague: “Support for British fisheries was not unwelcome to Henrie […] and it was mentioned

in Anthony Munday's civic welcome, […] but Daniel's formula severed the link between British sea

power and hostility to Spain”.103

Herendeen contrasts the rivers of the masque to those of chorographic tradition, showing how

the  former  ones  appear  as  a-geographical  and  completely  fantastical:  a  landscape  of  the  mind

tailored on the present occasion: 

The geographical rivers, with their unknown sources, unpredictable windings, and the litter of
human history on their banks have no place in the orderly court masque. […] in Tethys Festival
and generally, the river is mere synecdoche for the perfected order or for the individual or city it
represents, and the pageants is the ritualized expression of the idealized image of concord.104 

Even though Henry is encouraged to survey the map, literally  described by the triton, the rivers of

Tethys’ Festival  do not represent real national waters:  they are completely estranged from natural

and  national  space,  that  is  to  say,  they  are  the  symbolical  idea  of  “royal  order,  concord  and

wisdom”.105 Contrary to what happens in river poetry and landscape literature, Herendeen further

explains,  in  masques  a  certain  symbolism or  mythology is  applied  to  a  pre-existent  order  and

pattern.106 Therefore, Tethys's cave, from where the river nymphs move in the third scene, gives

birth to all the English waters that encircle Britain in a separate sphere from the rest of the world

and thus establishes, again, an allusion to the myth of the Fortunate Isles and a further oblique

connection between Daniel's  masque,  Munday's  pageant,  and  Chesters Triumph.  In  the light  of

Herendeen's analysis, in Tethys' Festival, the fictional space of Milford Haven acquires a mythical

value along the historical one and it only serves the scope of legitimizing Henry's (or James's?)

accession to the throne. 

Martin  Butler  gives  an  alternative,  almost  opposite  and  more  historicist  and  politicised

reading of the riverine imagery of Tethys’ Festival by observing that the “homage to Henry literally

flowed out of the land […] and the representation of the British rivers anticipated Michael Drayton's

yet unpublished  Poly-Olbion”.107 A few lines above, the triton summons the names of the river

103M. Butler, The Stuart Court Masque and Political Culture, cit., p. 187.
104W.H. Herendeen, From Landscape to Literature, cit. pp. 276-277.
105 Ivi, p. 277.
106 Ivi, p. 278. 
107M. Butler, The Stuart Court Masque and Political Culture, cit., p. 186.
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nymphs that accompany Tethys and who represent the British rivers, enlivened by the masquers'

impersonations.  Even though the embroidered scarf is not described in detail, the triton's speech

seems to give an ekphrastic account of it, as if he were pointing at places on a map by means of

deictics and verbs of movement that follow an anaphoric structure, such as: “summon'd is”, “then”,

“next”, “makes her sweete repaire”, “follows in degree”, “next to her […] doth appeare”.108 The

result is almost a juxtaposition of epithets that gives the masquers' names an etymological asset,

especially if put in the context of the pursuit of the origin of rivers, a very popular topic during the

Renaissance and one strongly linked with questions of landscape and national identity, as explained

by Herendeen:

The pursuit of rivers' origins is not restricted to physical topography alone. Another illustration
of ancient interest in rivers is the fascination with river names and etymologies, which is just
another kind of search for sources […] Names suggest their histories in at least two ways.
Their descriptive qualities tell of the identifying human or natural features in the landscape. In
naming the landscape, we humanize it and proclaim our knowledge and control, although the
process is ever the easy victory over nature that the name-giver expects it to be.109

Roy Strong compares the river theme of  Tethys’ Festival  to the  Ditchley Portrait  since it

shows Queen Elizabeth standing on the globe of the world,  with her feet  on Oxfordshire.  The

association can be further stretched by observing how, if her body is totally identified with the land

since she physically touches it, walks on it and merges with it, in Tethys’ Festival, the river nymphs

dance before James and Henry. Along with the indirect allusion to the famous Elizabethan map, that

places the masque within the context of the revival of Elizabethan sea imperialism,110 other obvious

sources are Camden's  Britannia, Spenser's  Fairie Queene and, generally speaking, chorographies:

as a matter of fact, it can be noted that Meliades/Henry is encouraged to ‘survey’ the map, a term

very much typical of chorographic lexicography.111 The word by which the map is referred to is

‘zone’, that  in  Greek  means  ‘circle’,  a  linguistic  choice  that  suggests  a  precise  medieval

cartographic device, since both zonal maps and T-O maps are circular and they usually depict the

world surrounded by the three main rivers of the earth. Maps were, and still are, visual instruments

to detect geographical data, and in the context of these court shows they represent opposite views of

the  world  when  considering  Henry's  and  James's  divergences  in  terms  of  the  geographical

108S. Daniel, Tethys Festival, cit., p. 58.
109W.H. Herendeen, From Landscape to Literature, cit., pp. 124-125.
110 R. Strong, Henry Prince of Wales, cit., pp. 119, 122. Strong, however, agrees in claiming that the masque

equally celebrates father and son and, comparing it to Oberon, which also opens with the depiction of a map
of the kingdom, asserts the lack of continental Europe, Henry being only invested “with the mythology of the
Elizabethan age”. R. Strong, Henry Prince of Wales, cit., pp. 119, 122.

111 See  «‘All  the  rivers  in  the  world,  […]  do  at  last  find,  and  fall  into  the  great  ocean’ .  Symbolism and
Geography of Rivers», infra.
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representation of power. With active involvement in political affairs regarding the Royal Navy and

overseas enterprises, Henry's court developed cartographic interests opposite to those promulgated

by James's pacific policy, frequently alluded to in the masque. In these terms, the triton's speech

presents some characteristics of what Turner labels as “literary topographesis”:112 the very presence

of maps or charts on the stage, within plays, or poems, usually coincides with an emotive response

of some characters, such as Lear's “use of a map to divide his kingdom” or Tamburlaine's will to

redraw the world “in his own image”.113 For example, the stage setting of Ben Jonon's  Oberon,

performed he following January, opens with a map that shows the chivalric fairyland that Henry,

under his fictional role, is destined to restore:

Oberon.  The  Fairy  Prince  is  one  of  the  most  studied  of  all  Jonson's  masques.  It  reflects
accurately the radically different political climate which marked the months subsequent to the
assassination of Henri IV. One is immediately struck by its insularity. As in the case of Tethys'
Festival there is no European context and it reinvests the Prince with the mythology of the
Elizabethan age. The masque opened with a curtain painted with a map of the kingdom, an
appropriate  compliment  to  both King and heir  at  the  beginning of  the  year  which saw the
publication of John Speed's mighty Theatre of the Empire of Great Britain. This curtain fell to
reveal a vast range of mountains bathed in moonlight and inhabited by satyrs.114

What would have been Henry's role within the responsive dynamics prompted by Daniel's

masque  is,  again,  a  speculation  worth  questioning:  when  approaching  Tethys’ Festival,  both

Herendeen's over-mythological reading of the river-theme and Butler's hinting at a more historicist

analysis of the cartographic display of national rivers make sense. The coexistence of these two

opposite exegeses proves how much James's or Henry's presumed perspectives can influence the

postulation of the reception of the masque during its unique performance.

It is not the first time that rivers appear personified in masques: in the Masque of Blackness,

for instance, Oceanus and Niger enter the scene riding two sea-horses, according to the iconography

of classical tradition: the former river presents horns, with blue skin and clothes, covered with sea-

grass  and  holding  a  trident,  while  Niger  is  described  as  dark-painted,  adorned  with  luminous

pearls.115 As Daniel describes, Tethys and her maids appear richly adorned in their naids's costumes:

112 H.S.  Turner,  “Literature  and  Mapping  in  Early  Modern  England”,  in  D.  Woodward  (ed.),  History  of
Cartography, cit., pp. 420-426. See «‘A globe, yea world, by that impression grow’. Cartography, Exploration,
Voyages and Theatre», infra.

113 “In several Elizabethan and early Jacobean plays, actual maps or charts actually appeared as props on stage;
these were integral to the narrative development of the action and served as connotative or symbolic elements
in the plays' larger poetic structure and ideological programme”, H.S. Turner, “Literature and Mapping in
Early Modern England”, in D. Woodward (ed.), History of Cartography, cit., p. 420.

114 R. Strong, Henry Prince of Wales, cit., p. 122.
115 “Oceanus presented in a human form, the colour of his flesh blue, and shadowed with a robe of sea-green; his

head gray and horned, as he is described by the ancients; his beard the like mixed color. He was garlanded
with algae, or sea-grass, and in his hand a trident. Niger in form and color of an Ethiop, his hair and rare beard
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Now concerning their habite: first, their head-tire was composed of shels and corral, and from
a great Muriake [murex] shell in forme of a crest of an helme hung a thin waving veile. Their
upper garments had the boddies of sky-colored taffetaes, for lightnes,  all  embrodered with
maritime invention.  [...]  The long skirt  was wrought  with lace,  waved round about  like  a
river.116

Among Tethys's nymphs, Princess Elizabeth embodies the spirit of the “stately Thames”:117

dearly attached to her brother Henry,118 she naturally represents, as one of the royal children, the

monarchic aspect  of the major  English river,  previously celebrated in  its  civic  and commercial

dimension during Munday's pageant. In 1613, among the many shows organised to celebrate her

wedding to the Elector Palatine, Elizabeth would be again associated in a masque with the river

Thames, in its fictional marriage with the Rhine, performed after the arrival of the masquers and the

attendant company to Whitehall by water:119 

This voyage by water was performed in great triumph. The gentlemen masquers being placed by
themselves in the King’s royal barge with the rich furniture of state, and adorned with a great
number of lights placed in such order as might make best show. They were attended with a
multitude of barges and galleys, with all variety of loud music and several peals of ordnance.
And led by two admirals. Of this show his Majesty was graciously pleased to take view, with the
Prince, the Count Palatine and the Lady Elizabeth their Highnesses, at the windows of his privy
stairs; where they were most honourably received by the Lord Chamberlain, and so conducted to
their vestry.120120

curled, shadowed with a blue and bright mantle; his front, neck and wrists adorned with pearl; and crowned
with an artificial wreath of cane and paper-rush”. Ben Jonson, The Masque of Blackness, cit., p. 49. Niger's
costume anticipates that of the nymphs, his daughters.

116 S. Daniel, Tethys Festival, cit., p. 61.
117 Ivi, p. 58.
118 “A pawn in  the  hands  of  his  father  with  regard  to  marriage  and  often  at  odds  with  his  parents,  Henry

nevertheless  had strong emotional  bonds with  his  brother and especially  his  sister”.  D.  Bergeron,  Royal
Family, Royal Lovers, cit., p. 106.

119 The Palatine Wedding was the occasion for the most majestic of Jacobean court festivals: “The celebrations in
London  were  magnificent,  featuring  a  naumachia,  fireworks,  plays,  masques,  dancing  and  musical
performances. Clustered around the wedding itself were other notable events, such as the creation of Knights
of the Order of the Garter, the wedding of prominent courtiers, hunts, banquets, journeys to the environs of
London and other state visits. The 1613 wedding was the single most significant occasion in the whole of
James's reign, surpassing even the two-week-long visit of King Christian of Denmark (1577-1648) in 1606
and the tournaments and other splendid spectacles attending the creation of Henry (1594-1612) as Prince of
Wales in 1610”. S. Smart, R.M. Wade, “The Palatine Wedding of 1613: Protestant Alliance and Court Festival.
An Introduction”, in S. Smart, M.R. Wade (eds.), The Palatine Wedding of 1613, cit., pp. 13-60, p. 13. For a
literary, artistic and political reading of all the events surrounding the Palatine wedding, see, among others, S.
Smart, M.R. Wade, (eds.), The Palatine Wedding of 1613, cit.,  K. Curran, op. cit., pp 89-128; J. Limon, op.
cit., pp. 125-169,  D. Norbrook, “‘The Masque of Truth’: Court Entertainments and International Protestant
Politics in the Early Stuart Period”,  The Seventeenth Century, 1 (1986), 81-110; S. Schama,  op.cit., p. 324-
325.

120F. Beaumont,  The Masque of the Inner Temple,  in T.J.B. Spencer, S. Wells (eds.),  A Book of Masques in
Honour of Allardyce Nicoll, cit., pp. 125-148, pp. 132-133.

156



As a matter of fact, F. Beaumont's  Masque of the Inner Temple and Grays Inn resumes the

literary topos of the marriage of rivers, celebrated in the antimasque by the dance of naiads and

hyades.121 The river nymphs are described wearing costumes very similar to those used by young

Elizabeth and the other ladies in Tethys' Festival, “attired in long habits of sea-green taffeta, with

bubbles of crystal intermixed with powdering of silver, resembling drops of water, bluish tresses, on

their heads garlands of water-lilies”.122 According to tradition, the naiads guide the spirits of the

rivers from youth to marriage, and congratulate them in their union:

The Nymphs of the fountains, from whose wat'ry locks,
Hung with the dew of blessing and increase,
The greedy rivers take their nourishment.
You Nymphs, who bathing in your loved springs,
Beheld these rivers in their infancy
And joy'd to see them, when their circled heads
refresh'd the air, and spread the ground with flowers:
Rise from your wells, and with your nimble feet
Perform that office to this happy pair,
Which in these plains you to Alpheus did,
When passing hence through many seas unmix'd,
He gain'd the favour of his Arethusa.123

Elizabeth's  and  Friederich's  association  with  the  representation  and  symbolism  of  water

continued in June 1613 during their river journey towards Heidelberg, where, once arrived, “while

the procession slowly traveled up the right bank of the Neckar towards the bridge that would lead

the couple into town, they were entertained by young local fishermen engaged in a burlesque water

pageant”.124 On the original portal of the twin-towered northern gate of the city the newly wed

encountered a carved and painted door-frame that, according to Hubach, “was created not just for

the moment, but as a lasting present to Elizabeth to commemorate her arrival in Heidelberg”.125 The

painting presents the two personifications of the river Rhine, depicted according to tradition as a

121“And [Mercury] preserving the property of the device (for that rivers in nature are maintained either by
springs from beneath, or showers from above), he raiseth four of the Naiads our of the fountains, and bringeth
down five of the Hyades out of the clouds to dance”. Ivi, p. 133.

122 Ivi, p. 136.
123 Ibid.
124H. Hubach, “Of Lions and Leopards: Palatine Self-Representation in the Triumphal Entry at Heidelberg”, in S.

Smart,  M.R.  Wade  (eds.), The  Palatine  Wedding  of  1613, cit.,  pp.  205-242,  p.  215.  On Elizabeth's  and
Friederich's river journey, see also M. Keblusek, “Celebrating a Union: The Festive Entry of Friedrich, Elector
Palatine, and Princess Elizabeth in the Netherlands, in S. Smart, M.R. Wade (eds.), The Palatine Wedding of
1613, cit., pp. 391-410; M. Lemberg, “hessen-Kassel and the Journey up the Rhine of the Princess Elizabeth
in April and May 1613”, in S. Smart, M.R. Wade (eds.), The Palatine Wedding of 1613, cit., pp. 411-426;. M.
Taylor-Poleskey,  “Mapping  the  Journey  up  the  Rhine:  Digital  Representations  of  the  Palatinate  Wedding
Route”, in S. Smart, M.R. Wade (eds.), The Palatine Wedding of 1613, cit., pp. 371-390.

125H. Hubach, “Of Lions and Leopards: Palatine Self-Representation in the Triumphal Entry at Heidelberg”, in S.
Smart, M.R. Wade (eds.), The Palatine Wedding of 1613, cit.,pp. 221-222. 
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horned reclined man holding an amphora, and of Pallas, the region of the Palatinate.126 The work of

art is fully described in the moment of the couple's arrival in one of the main accounts of the festival

journey. In the text Elizabeth is addressed as her “homeland's chosen pearl from across the seas”, an

epithet that recalls Britain's insularity and its links with the natural beauty and commercial richness

that derive from the sea.127 According to Hubach, the princess is the “foremost addressee of this

divine affirmation of the benefits and ancient roots of her new homeland”128 and the two characters

of  the  painting  represent  the  male  and  female  role  models  for  the  new Elector  and  Electress,

respectively the male and female sides of the Palatinate's economy: on the one hand, the Rhine and

the whole river-system of the region as “the essential lifeline that supports busy merchant shipping

and lucrative trade” and, on the other hand, Pallas, as an instance of the “abundant fertility of the

forests, fields,  and vineyards,  a precondition for productive agriculture”,  with the palm being a

double symbol of peace and victory.129 It can be further noticed that, in being associated with the

Rhine,  Friederich  assumes  Henry's  riverine  iconography,  characterised  by  an  explicit  militant

Protestant aesthetic, while Elizabeth keeps her feminine identity, but loses the aquatic connotation.

Interestingly,  Rebecca  Calcagno  observes  that  in  Henry  Peacham's  Nuptiall  Hymnes,  a  poem

composed in 1613 to celebrate the Palatine wedding, Elizabeth is not seen as Henry's successor, but

as the means to conceive and create one in the Palatinate. Her female identity is thus certainly

linked with fertility, but in the poem she continues to be associated with water: 

While in 1613 [Peacham] acknowledges that Henry and Elizabeth are “Most Like” one another,
he contends that they are “like fire and water (striving for predominancie”). Gender lies at the
heart  of  this  fundamental  difference.  Henry is  fire,  the element  associated with masculinity;
Elizabeth water, the female element. In Nuptiall Hymnes, Elizabeth is not a ruler, but a treasure:
“The Pearle and Mirrour of great Brittaine”. Peacham does not see Elizabeth as a successor to

126“He, the Rhine, is represented in good antique manner, just like the personifications of the Tiber used to be
painted or sculpted, reclining naked in the reeds of a river bank. Two small horns are growing from his
forehead, […]. In his left hand he holds an oar or helm to recall the profitable shipping trade plying the Rhine.
His right arm rests on a huge urn, out of which floats on a stream of water diverse fish […] as well as golden
florins, recalling the [river's and] country's wealth of gold, that can be found in many places in the Palatinate
and from which the currency of the golden Rhenish Guilder derives its name. [In the scenery] behind the
Rhine some small  rivers,  the Neckar,  Main,  and Moselle,  pour their waters into the Rhine.  […]. Yonder
[Pallas]  is  depicted  sitting  on the  ground.  In  her  right  hand she  holds  a  palm leaf  to  commemorate  the
[victorious] combats fought by the ancient Germanic tribes along the river Rhine. Under her left arm she
carries a large cornucopia, filled with an abundance of grapes and other field crops to indicate the marvelous
fertility of the [soil and] vineyards of the Palatinate and its abutting territories. [Pallas] is depicted in the
traditional way of Terra [mater], whose head usually is capped by a mural crown (cappite turrito), except that
she is wearing [a helmet in the shape of] Jettenbühl, as Heidelberg castle is known.” Beschreibung der Reiß,
cit., pp. 132-134, Hubach's English translation in  H. Hubach, “Of Lions and Leopards”,  in S. Smart, M.R.
Wade (eds.), The Palatine Wedding of 1613, cit., pp. 218-219. See Plate 7.

127 Ivi, p. 221.
128 Ibid.
129Ivi, p. 220.
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Henry, but as a means by which to create one. 130

Calcagno attributes the differentiation between brother and sister in terms of fire and water to

a matter of gender. I would further argue that the association of the female identity of Elizabeth with

water is striking if considering the poem as the product of an English environment subsequent to

Henry's death, as if Princess Elizabeth’s embodiment of British national identity abroad could only

make sense in  terms of  water  symbolism. Moreover,  Hubach observes how in the reception at

Heidelberg and in following works of art related with the Palatinate, the etymology of Pallas is

relocated, also from an iconographic point of view, with the superimposition of the figure of the

ancient pagan goddess to the personification of the region: curiously enough, Pallas used to be one

of the major counter figures of Queen Anna.131 Since Henry used to support his sister's Protestant

match,  scholars  see  a  latent  homage  to  the  recently  dead  prince  in  the  shows of  1613:  when

Elizabeth watched Beaumont’s masque on the night of her wedding, she must have had in mind the

memory of her brother and her role as a young nymph in 1610. In the circumstance of her marriage

the  Thames  became an  outbound waterway to  ideal  international  political  and  religious  peace,

although the reality of history would soon belie fiction.132 To some extent, Princess Elizabeth is

today still associated with a riverine dimension in the waters of a tidal estuary named after her in

south-east Virginia: this geographical context recalls Henry's desires of expansionism in the land

first explored by Sir Walter Ralegh, but, ironically, the Elizabeth River springs from the mouth of

another one, named in its turn after her father, King James, in an ultimate, ideal and symbolical

erasure of the autonomous identity of her brother as heir apparent.

The complex scenery of Tethys’ Festival's second scene, which Daye defines as “the first use

of an apotheosis to glorify royalty”,133 gives life to even more multiple reflections and responsive

130R. Calcagno, “A Matter of Precedence: Britain, Germany, and the Palatinate Match”, in S. Smart, M.R. Wade
(eds.), The Palatine Wedding of 1613, cit., pp. 243-266, pp. 247-248. 

131 Ivi, p. 221; M. Butler, The Stuart Court Masque and Political Culture, cit., p. 133.
132“The wedding was given the energetic backing of James's eldest son Prince Henry. Judging by a letter sent to

him from Friedrich V's mother Louise Juliane, in which she thanks him for his support, it appears he was
influential in bringing about the successful outcome of the wedding negotiations. […] In terms of concrete
policy,  Henry's  stance  translated  into  resolute  support  of  the  marriage  of  his  sister,  to  whom  he  was
particularly close, to the leader of the Protestant Union. While his premature death at the age of eighteen in
November 1612 may have brought an abrupt end to the vision of Henry as Protestant Champion, the marriage
he  had  prompted  nonetheless  consolidated  a  political  and  confessional  union  between  major  Protestant
powers, which for radical Protestants – if not for James – gave new breath to hopes of a pan-Protestant
crusade and victory over the forces of the counter-reformation”. S. Smart, R.M. Wade, “The Palatine Wedding
of 1613: Protestant Alliance and Court Festival. An Introduction”, in S. Smart, .R; Wade (eds.), The Palatine
Wedding of 1613, cit., pp. 13-60, p. 45. See also J. Miller, “The Henrician Legend Revived: The Palatine
Couple and its Public Image in Early Stuart  England”,  European Review of History – Revue européenne
d'Histoire, 11.3, 2004, p. 305-331; R. Strong, Henry Prince of Wales and England's Lost Renaissance, cit., p.
57.

133 A. Daye, “‘The Power of his Commanding Trident’”, cit. p. 24.
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dialogues.  Anna had already  been  associated  with  aquatic  divinities,  performing as  one  of  the

daughters of Niger in Ben Jonson's The Masque of Blackness (1606) and, most importantly, as Bel-

Anna, the queen of the Ocean: a character Jonson purposely tailored for her in  The Masque of

Queens (1609).134 Grottoes are very common in Renaissance gardens all over Europe, and thus, the

presence of  Tethys's  cave in  Daniel's  masque is  not  exceptional  from the point  of  view of  the

iconography  of  gardens:  Roy  Strong  identifies  Inigo  Jones's  direct  sources  and  connects  the

underwater  cave  of  Tethys’ Festival  to  the  octagonal  fountain  that  represents  Mount  Parnassus

designed by Salomon de Caus at Somerset House for Queen Anna. The association between the real

and the fictional grotto prompts a transposition of the queen's court into the physical space of the

king's political and personal dimension celebrated in the masque.135 The French engineer was also

Henry's tutor in perspective and, by 1610, was already planning a garden at Richmond palace for

the  prince,  whose  interest  in  garden  architecture  “should  [...]  be  seen  in  conjunction  with  his

scientific preoccupations”.136 Moreover, it is fascinating to recall that one of the bathrooms in the

Privy Gallery at Whitehall was given the aspect of a grotto during the reign of Elizabeth I and, in

1623-1624, only thirteen years after the performance of Tethys’ Festival, Isaac de Caus, Salomon's

brother,  designed  a  rock-grotto  fountain  in  the  Banqueting  House.137 The  evidence  of  an

architectonic continuity testifies to the legacy of the memory of a determined iconography, linked

first  with  Queen  Elizabeth,  and  then  with  Queen  Anna,  that  could  suggest  the  possibility  of

displaying actual  water  running through hydraulic  devices  in  the Banqueting House during the

performance of the masque:

Tethys with her nymphs appeared in their several caverns gloriously adorned. This scene
was comparted into five niches, whereof that in the midst had some slender pillars of whole
round and were made of modern architecture in regard of room. These were of burnished
gold, and bare up the returns of an architrave, frieze, and cornice of the same work; on
which, upon either side, was a plinth directly over the pillars, and on them were placed for
finishing two dolphins of silver, with their tails wreathed together, which supported oval
vases of gold. Between the two pillars on either side were great ornaments of relievo; the
basement were two huge whales of silver. Above, in an action mounting, were two sea-
horses, and above them on each side of Tethys' seat was placed a great trident.138

The power of Tethys as queen of the ocean is stressed by the richness of the stage setting

134See plates 8, 9, 10.
135R. Strong, The Renaissance Garden in England, p. 89. See plate 11.
136R. Strong,  Henry Prince of Wales,  cit., p. 78. See also A. Marr, “‘A Duche graver sent for’: Cornelis Boel,

Salomon de Caus, and the Production of La Perspective auec la Raison des Ombres et Mirois”, in T. Wilks
(ed.), Prince Henry Revived, cit., pp. 212-238.

137S. Thurley,  Whitehall Palace: an Architectural History of the Royal Apartments,  New Haven and London,
Yale University Press, 1999, pp. 65; 88. See «Neptune’s Triumph for the Return of Albion», infra.

138S. Daniel, Tethys Festival, cit., p. 60.
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where she appears holding a trident. The sea animals displayed on the architecture, the dolphins and

the whales in particular, recall Munday's Londons Love to the Royal Prince Henrie. Simultaneously,

in Daniel's boasted and pleased indulgence over details, the highly and overtly decorative function

of sea-creatures and aquatic elements seem to perform an embellishing role analogous to that of

sea-monsters decorating Renaissance art, especially on grottesche and maps.

Tethys's cave presents all the main elements of the Renaissance garden grotto:139 gigantic statues,

such as Neptune and Nereus appearing in the proscenium of the masque, the proximity to water, and

the presence of maritime scenery and the polar opposition between the feminine and masculine

dimensions  of  the  sea  and the  mountain  that  appears  in  the  third  scene.140 The  architecture  of

Tethys's  seat  is  characterised  by  the  richest  decorations  of  silver  and  gold:  “burnisht  gold”,

“dolphins of silver”, “vases of gold” are only some of the terms used to define the magnificence of

the throne, which is itself “all covered with such an artificial stuff as seemed richer by candle than

any cloth of gold” and presents “above the scallop […] a resplendent frieze of jewel glasses or

lights, […] like diamonds, rubies, sapphires, emeralds and such like”.141 The dwellings of the other

nymphs  also  reproduce  the  real  mineral  wunderkammer  of  grottoes, rich  in  natural  elements

juxtaposed one over the other on the walls that create a colourful effect of iridescent reflections: 

The neeces wherein the Ladies sate were foure, with pillasters of gold mingled with rustick stones,
shewing like a minerall to make it more rocke, and cavern- like, varying from that of Tethys throne.
[…] On the rustick frontispice lay two great figures in rileve, which seemed to beare up a garland
of seaweeds, to which from two antick candlesticks which stood over the pillasters, were hanging
labells of gold [...].142

Furthermore, Tethys's scene is introduced by Zephyrus, the wind of spring and husband to

139See  «‘No scene that turns with Engines strange /  Does oftener than these Meadows change’.  Water  and
Technology: Hydraulic Engineering, Gardens, Fountains, and Grottoes», infra.

140Orgel  and  Strong  ascribe  to  Tethys  Festival  only  a  few sketches  for  costumes  for  nymphs,  naiads,  and
Zephyrus, but, generally speaking, there is no scenery sketch left for this masque. However, it is interesting to
observe other contemporary designs by I. Jones, such as a throne for an unknown entertainment dated c. 1606-
9, the “House of Fame” for the second scene of The Masque of Queens and a “Cave and Mount” , which Orgel
and Strong collocate in the group of designs for tilts and attribute it possibly to the Creation tilt of June 6th,
1610. All these designs show elements that might have also pertained to Tethys's throne and to her nymphs'
niches, such as the function of the machina versatilis and the architectural and spatial arrangement of cave and
mountain on the stage. See S. Orgel and R. Strong, Inigo Jones, cit., vol. I, pp. 190-200. In particular, see plate
14, p. 128-9; plate 15, p. 130; plate 46, p. 178. Moreover, there are references to sceneries and costumes for
Oberon, which was going to be staged for Henry later that same year and may satisfactorily credit Jones's
acquaintance  with  Fountainbleu's  architecture  and  Palissy's  works,  either  filtered  by  Caus  or  not.  See  J.
Peacock, “The French Element in Inigo Jones's Masques Designs”, pp.149-168, in The Court Masque, ed. D.
Lindley;  J. Peacock, “Inigo Jones's Stage Architecture and Its Sources”,  The Art Bulletin, 64/2 (Jun., 1982),
pp.  195-216;  R.  Strong,  The  Renaissance  Garden  in  England, pp.  73-112; M.  O'  Callaghan,  “Coryatas
Crudities  (1611) and Travel Writing as the ‘Eyes’ of the Prince”, in  T. Wilks (ed.),  op. cit., p. 83. On the
sources of the naiads' costumes, see J. Peacock, The Stage Designs of Inigo Jones, cit., pp. 125-126.

141S. Daniel, Tethys Festival, cit., p. 60.
142 Ivi, pp. 60-61.
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Flora, a symbol of youth and air: an element which, along with water, runs acoustic automata in

hydraulic machinery.143 Renaissance gardens provide both visual and aural wonders, equally and

allegedly guaranteed to the audience of Tethys’ Festival, as it can be infrred by the description of

water and majestic decorations present on the stage:

Tethys with her Nymphes appeared in their severall Cavernes gloriously adorned. [...]. The
part which returned from the two Plinthes, that bare up the Dolphines, was circular [...] and
on this circle were 4 great  chartuses of gold,  which bore up a round bowle of silver in
manner of a fountaine, with mask-heads of gold, out of which ran an artificiall water. On the
middest of this was [...] a rich Veyl adorned [...] with a freeze of fishes and a battaile of
Tritons, out of whose mouthes  sprang water into the bowle underneath. [...] On the top of
this was a round globe of gold, full of holes, out of which issued aboundance of water, some
falling into the receipt  below, some into the ovall  vase borne up by the Dolphines; and
indeed there was no place in this great aquatick throne that was not filled with the sprinkling
of these two naturall-seeming waters. […] Aboue this were three great Cherubines heads
spouting water  into the  bowle  [...].  The rest  of  the  ornaments  consisted of  maske-heads
spouting water into the bowl.144

The insistence on the acoustic and narrative function of running water, either actually present

on stage or just alluded to, recurs in the songs that accompany the nymphs' movements on the stage.

The masquers remain silent while dancing, but the music communicates and possibly mimes the

joyful sound of an aquatic garden (“their watery bowers”):

If joy had other figure
Than sounds and words and motion
To intimate the measure
And height of our devotion,
This day it had been showed.
But what it can, it doth perform,
Since nature hath bestowed
No other letter
To express it better
Than in this form:
Our motions, sounds, and words,
Tuned to accords,
Must show the well-set parts
Of our affections and our hearts.145

Tethys and her nymphs show Meliades  the righteous path to  power and government  and

protect him in this epistemic journey. The cave resonates with the symbolism of the maternal womb,

where  Tethys,  mother  of  the rivers,  and Anna,  mother  of  the  prince,  celebrate  the  ocean king,

symbolically  delivering  Henry's  new life  as  heir  to  the  throne.  Thus,  Queen  Anna's  octagonal

143M. Fagiolo, “Il teatro dell'Arte e della Natura”, in Id (ed.), Natura e Artifcio, cit., pp. 168-9.
144S. Daniel, Tethys Festival, cit., pp. 60-61. Italics mine.
145 Ivi, p. 62.
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fountain in Somerset House – the typical architectural shape of every baptismal font and, therefore,

a  symbol  of  rebirth  –  perfectly  resembles  Tethys's  rich  grotto  within  the  realms  of  fantasy

established by the garden and the masque. Both contexts allude to the queen's patronage of the arts,

a further form of motherhood. As Lindley notes, the presence of shells both in the scenery and on

Tethys's costume further overlaps the image of Venus to that of Tethys, and associates the queen

with another symbol of fecundity.146 

Sara  Trevisan  investigates  the  maternal  behaviour  of  Tethys  and how her  imagery  in  the

masque folds over that of Thetis, the nymph mother to Achilles, who, in one of the most famous

ekphrastic passages of ancient literature, manifests her educational role by giving her son arms and

a shield adorned with the map of the world. In Ben Jonson's Speeches at Prince Henrie's Barriers, it

is another female figure, the Lady of the Lake, a water-nymph herself, who looks after Meliadus's

upbringing, but it is Merlin who shows the young prince the shield depicting the history of Britain

and who will instruct him on his duties and tasks:

Lest any should doubt, or might mistake
What nymph I am, behold the ample lake
Of which I am styled, and near it Merlin's tomb,
Grave of his cunning, as of mine the womb.
[…] it will fit me to report
What hath before been trusted to our squire
Of me, my knight, his fate, and my desire
To meet, if not prevent, his destiny
And style him to the court of Britany,
Now, when the island hath regained her fame
Entire perfect in the ancient name,
And that a monarch equal good and great,
Wise, temperate, just and stout claims Arthur's seat.147

Henceforth, the Lady of the Lake disappears, leaving the scene to Merlin and Meliadus, as

much as in Scotland Anna had left Henry to the Earl of Mar's custody on James's orders, without

being able to resume her educating role of mother of both a son and heir to the throne:148 

James decided to place his son in the care of the earl of Mar and his mother, the countess of Mar, in
Stirling Castle. […] James gave the Earl all the power that e heeded to fulfil this important royal
responsibility.  […]  Anne,  on  the  other  han,  possessed  other  ideas,  having  herself  experienced
genuine family life. She and James fought over the issue of Henry's rearing for a decade. To be

146 Interestingly enough, the Venus fountain of Pratolino has been associated with the maternal aspect of Venus
over her other mythological and symbolical personae. See M. Fagiolo, “Il teatro dell'Arte e della Natura”, n Id
(ed.), Natura e Artifcio, cit., p. 141.

147B. Jonson, The Speeches at Henrie's Barriers, cit., p. 142.
148S. Trevisan,  “Lady of the Lake or Queen of the Ocean? The Representation of  Female Power in  Prince

Henry's Barriers and  Tethys' Festival”, in A. Petrina and L. Tosi (eds.),  Representations of Elizabeth I in
Early Modern Culture, cit., pp. 158-174.
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denied care and nurture of her child shocked and angered Anne.149

Contrary to what happened during Henry's baptism in Scotland in 1597, in  Tethys’ Festival

Anna takes charge of her role as mother physically, economically, and also within the realm of

fantasy,  against  the overwhelming power of James: interestingly,  Anna's re-appropriation of her

parental role in is also iconographic, since the Scottish christening was celebrated with a similar

aquatic triumph.150 The role of Tethys further associates Anna with Queen Elizabeth, by virtue of a

common maritime symbolism: Elizabeth had often been celebrated as Cynthia or the Queen of the

Ocean, and her virgin body as an enclosed garden, or, implicitly, as an island.151 However, compared

to the virgin queen, Anna's role of mother endows her with a real educational force to create an heir

to the throne. John Leeds Barroll stresses how Tethys’ Festival particularly exists by virtue of the

bond between Anna and Henry as mother and son, since there is no “precedent or custom requiring

a queen mother to present a masque during the time of the installation of a Prince of Wales”.152 

On the other hand, it is worth noting that during the masque, Tethys and the nymphs proceed

from the feminine environment of the cave to the male setting of the mountain. Transformed back to

their natural and human semblances, Anna and her maids move towards the king, the centre of the

perspective stage, the master of the court and of the stage grove: 

See how they bring their flowers
From out their watery bowers.
To deck Apollo's tree
The Tree of Victory,
About whose verdant boughs
They sacrifice their vows,
And wish an everlasting spring
Of glory to the ocean's king.153

As  much  as  the  hydraulic  system  of  a  Renaissance  garden  is  controlled,  directed,  and

governed by the lord of the villa, so it is James, in the end, who is the magnetic force directing and

governing  every  movement  within  the  court.  Archer  and Berry  associate  the  water  symbolism

149D. Bergeron, Royal Family, Royal Lovers, cit., p. 54.
150“Even as James and Anne led the preparation for Henry's baptism, tension filled their relationship […] In a

ship, sea figures, such as Neptune, Arion, and Tethis, supposedly hinted at the sea voyage of James to fetch his
new bride.” Ivi, p. 55. See also S Trevisan, “Lady of the Lake or Queen of the Ocean?” in  A. Petrina and L.
Tosi (eds.), Representations of Elizabeth I in Early Modern Culture, cit., pp. 158-174, pp. 166-167.

151P.  Berry  and  J.E.  Archer,  “Reinventing  the  Matter  of  Britain”, in  D.J.  Backer,  W.  Maley  (eds.),  British
Identities and English Renaissance Literature, cit., pp. 119-132, pp. 120-1.

152J.  Leeds Barrol, Anna of  Denmark,  Queen of England: A Cultural  Biography, cit.,  p.  126.  Butler further
stresses this point by observing that Anna appeared on the stage with all her children. M. Butler,  The Stuart
Court Masque and Political Culture, cit., p. 134.

153S. Daniel, Tethys Festival, cit., p. 62.
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present in Stuart early masques with James's appropriation of Elizabethan imagery, and provide an

enlightening analysis of its scientific and philosophical aspects. The relevance of such a reading is

undeniable  when considering  the  transformation  of  the  representation  of  national  identity  from

Elizabeth's magnetic body to the Stuart theme of union, but I here assume that the implications of

the reshaping of these aquatic allegories are more complex and do not refer only to James. I do not

agree, for instance, with a univocal and straightforward reading of Tethys Festival as only a further

development of the theme of “a curiously inward-looking empire, determined to exploit its own

resources more fully”.154 As a matter of fact, as the present analysis has tried to demonstrate from

such a various range of perspectives, the grotto imagery certainly spoke differently to Anna, James,

and Henry and the various  critical  interpretations  that  have been offered by critics  suggest the

complexity of communicative dynamics of power and empowerment within the court: while on the

one  hand  some  authors  state  the  autonomy  of  the  poet,  at  times  ascribing  Daniel  to  the

Elizabethan/Essex faction (Holbrook, Parry, Butler, Pitcher), according to others, Anna's role would

be exclusive (Leeds Barroll, Strong, Butler) and her supposed crypto-Catholicism would also play a

role as a vehicular source for the moderation warmly advised to Henry in Tethys’ Festival, aligning

itself with James's pacifism (Holbrook). Generally speaking, critics agree in stating that the masque

ultimately celebrates James rather than Henry. Anne Daye discusses the role of Robert Cecil, Earl of

Salisbury,  who,  as  both  Secretary  of  State  and Lord  High Steward  to  Queen  Anna,  somewhat

assumed the role of mediator between the king and the queen, but, in any case, the records state that

the masque was “paid jointly by queen and king”.155 According to Daye, Henry's passivity would

also be re-evaluated if considering the visual and self-fashioning role of the revels, in which he

certainly participated in an active way, along with the leads taken in the concluding march of the

show.156

Perhaps, the assumption of one position against the other is just a matter of perspective and

reception. The prince's humanist upbringing possibly enabled him to grasp all these metaphysical

and epistemic implications. It is true that Henry's main scientific interests were of practical nature,

to be applied on navigation and warfare, but the prince was also responsible, along with his mother,

for  the  growing  import  of  the  Italianate  and  French  style  of  continental  Renaissance.157 As  it

154See P. Berry and J.E. Archer,  “Reinventing the Matter of Britain”,  in D.J.  Backer, W. Maley (eds.),  British
Identities and English Renaissance Literature, cit., pp. 119-132, pp. 128-129.

155  M. Butler, The Stuart Court Masque and Political Culture, cit., p. 411n.
156See A. Daye, “‘The Power of his Commanding Trident’”, cit.
157For a discussion of Prince Henry's role in gathering first-hand information on Florentine festivals, in particular

those related to the entry of Maria Magdalena as bride of Cosimo de' Medici in 1608, see J.R. Mulrying,
“Entries and Festivals in Late Sixteenth and Early Seventeenth Century Florence as Precedents for Court
Theatre in England 1600-1620”,  in J.  Andrews, M. Canova-Green (eds.),  Writing Royal Entries in Early
Modern Europe, Turnhout, Belgium, Brepols, 2013, p. 361ff.
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happened with Munday's  pageant,  Henry  probably  enjoyed the  scientific  and symbolic  devices

behind the masque's scenery, and was possibly prompted to associate himself with the symbolism

connected to his mother/Tethys rather than to the king, while James, at the same time, was not

totally estranged from themes of natural and experimental philosophy.158

On the Wednesday following Daniel's Tethys Festival, the court was finally entertained with a

tilt and a mock sea battle, two martial shows closer to Henry's habitual activities rather than to

James's  interests.  In  the  printed  edition  of  Londons  Love  to  the  Royal  Prince  Henrie,  despite

reporting the announcement of the performance at the end of the river pageant, Munday does not

offer  detailed  explanations  on  the  reasons  behind  the  delay  of  the  water  battle,  although  he

distractedly alludes to the possible role of James's will in the altered schedule of the shows: 

In the evening of the same day, it was expected that the water Fight and Fire workes should
have bin perfourmed, no meane multitude of people attending to see it: But whether by the
violent  storme of rayne,  or  other appointment of his majestie,  I  knowe not  (albeit  Protheus
mounted on a Sea Monster, had delivered the intent of the devise to his Highnesse) yet it was
deferred till the Wednesday following. Upon which day, after a most sumptuous Tilting, the
water fight was worthilie performed.159

The tradition of naumachiae, as already stated, is typical of the Italian and French traditions,

thanks to the Medici's cultural habits: Marie-Claude Canova Green reads the water-battle performed

on occasion of the creation of the Prince of Wales as an example, after the defeat of the Turkish

fleet in the battle of Lepanto, of a shift in the perception of danger in the Mediterranean mirrored in

the staging of “a petty act of piracy rather than a large-scale confrontation between Christian and

Turkish ships”.160 James,  on  the  contrary,  despite  his  lack  of  curiosity  for  this  sort  of  military

spectacle,  might  have  found  a  slight  source  of  interest  in  a  religious,  rather  than  commercial

setting:161

158In dedicating his Instauratio Magna to James as patron of a new natural philosophy, Francis Bacon compares
him to Solomon: “Lastly, I, have a request to make – a request no way unworthy of your Majesty, and which
especially concerns the work in hand; namely that you who resemble Solomon in so many things – in the
gravity of your judgements, in the peacefulness of your reign, in the largeness of your heart, in the noble
variety of the books which you have composed – would further follow his example in taking order for the
collecting and perfecting of a Natural and Experimental History, true and severe (unincumbered with literature
and book-learning),  such as philosophy may be built  upon, – such, in fact,  as  I shall  in its  proper place
describe: that so at lenght, after the lapse of so many ages, philosophy and the sciences may no longer float in
air, but rest on the solid foundation of experience of every kind, and the same well examined and weighed.” F.
Bacon,  The Great Instauration, in  Id., New Atlantis and The Great Instauration. Edited by J. Weinberger,
Crofts Classics, Harlan Davidson Inc. Wheeling, Illinois (1980) 1989, p. 6.

159A. Munday, London's Love to the Royal Prince Henrie, cit., p. 43.
160M. Canova Green, “Lepanto Reviseted: Water-fights and the Turkish Threat in Early Modern Europe (1571-

1656)”, in M. Shewring and L. Briggs (ed.), Waterborne Pageants, cit., pp. 177-199, p. 188.
161King James wrote a poem on the Battle of Lepanto around 1585, and published it as  The Lepanto in 1591.

Interestingly, one of the shows devised after Henry's baptism in Scotland was a mock battle between Turks
and Christians, as much as the one staged on February 13th,  1613, during the celebrations of the Palatine
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A Turkish pirate prowling on the seas, to maintaine a Turkish castle (for so their armes and
streamers  described  them  both  to  be)  by  his  spoyle  and  rapine  of  merchants  and  other
passengers, sculking abroade to finde a bootie: […] So that betweene them grew a very fierce
and dangerous fight. […] An now the figthe grewe on all sides to be fierce indeed, the Castle
assisting the Pirate very hotly, and the other withstanding bravely and courageously […]. In
conclusion, the Merchants and men of warre, after a long and well fought skermish, prooved too
strong for the Pirate, they spoylde bothe him, and blewe up the Castle, ending the whole batterie
with very rare and admirable Fire-workes, as also a worthie peale of Chambers.162

The naumachia described by Munday features a fight between a merchant ship and a pirate,

with  the  victory  of  the  former  over  the  latter.  The  stress  is  on  the  mercantile  and  economic

dimension of the dispute rather than on the exotic identification of the enemy, and thus the show

celebrates the city's  commercial  pride and satisfies not only Henry's interest  into the culture of

Italian Renaissance, but also his concerns in warfare, particularly aimed at foreign trade:

Munday's account explicitly placed the encounter within referential framework of an economic
war. No mention was made either of Christian assailants or of Infidel defenders. The pirates and
the castle providing assistance were merely said to be Turkish, that is, Moorish. Moreover the
presence of a castle and the implicit allusion to such pirates dens as Algiers or Sallee helped to
maintain the fiction of a Mediterranean setting. Unsurprisingly the pirates were defeated. Mock
merchant ships and men-of-war were seen to succeed where their real life counterparts often
failed.  Moreover,  in a satisfactory reversal  of the common kidnapping of English men and
women by real pirates, the water-fight concluded with the taking and formal presentation of
Turkish prisoners, all suitably dressed in conventional oriental garb.163

Wedding. Iain McClure argues that the show endorsed monarchical power and the different records of the sea-
battle seem to confirm, if not justify, James's approval of the military performance by explicitly associating it
with the Battle of Lepanto:  “It  can be assumed that James I,  that most  pacific of monarchs, would have
endorsed the highly theatrical performance of the image of war without its guilt. Notably, Taylor compares the
events witnessed on the Thames to both the battle of Lepanto in 1571 and the defeat of the Armada in 1588.
Thus, 'this delightful battle' seems to assert the victory of righteous Christendom over all its enemies through
the medium of cultural display. […] As a victory by James I over a dreadful enemy, the Sea-Fight fulsomely
affirms monarchical power. In such a display of 'shock and awe',  cannon and steel may replace the stage
machinery  and  costumes  of  the  masque:  the  intended  ideological  aim,  however,  remains  the  same.”  I.
McClure, “The Sea-Fight on the Thames: Performing the Ideology of a Pan-Protestant Crusade on the Eve of
the Palatine Marriage”, in S. Smart, .R; Wade (eds.), The Palatine Wedding of 1613, cit, pp. 267-288, p. 268.
In June 1613, Anna was also greeted by a mock sea-battle during a visit to Bristol. See D. Bergeron,  English
Civic Pageantry, 1558-1642, cit., p. 96.

162A. Munday, London's Love to the Royal Prince Henrie, cit., pp. 43-44.
163M. Canova Green, “Lepanto Reviseted: Water-fights and the Turkish Threat in Early Modern Europe (1571-

1656)”, in M. Shewring and L. Briggs (ed.), Waterborne Pageants, cit., pp. 177-199, p. 189.
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Chapter II

‘And large command of waters and of isles’.

James’s Maritime Apotheosis

‘Treasure of hope, and jewel of mankind’.
A New Heir to the Throne

After the death of Prince Henry in 1612 and the departure of Princess Elizabeth following her

marriage  to  the  Elector  Palatine  in  1613,  popular  and courtly  attentions turned towards  Prince

Charles, who was invested as ‘Heir Apparent’ on November 4th, 1616. Contrary to what happened

with his brother Henry, the event was celebrated with moderation, with the exception of a civic

pageant  written  by Thomas Middleton,  Civitatis  Amor,  performed on the Thames.  Exactly like

Munday's London's Love for the Royal Prince Henrie staged in 1610, the water show in honour of

the new Prince of Wales took place between Chelsea and Whitehall. The city appeared under the

form of an allegorical personification, accompanied by Neptune and by the rivers Thames and Dee,

both alluding to Charles's double investiture as Prince of Wales and Earl of Chester.1 The official

ceremony did not involve Parliament and was not attended by Queen Anna,2 but was followed by a

1 “Arriving at Chelsea, Charles encountered a personification of London, who was accompanied by Neptune,
and the rivers Thames and Dee; the figure of London represented the ‘loves of many thousands’ who spoke
through her. London thus existed as an allegory and as a physical reality. This character referred to Charles as
the ‘Treasure of hope, and jewel of mankind’, a hope that truly rested in the future. […] Though anticipating a
glorious future, London also commented on the glorious peace of the present, a fair assessment of England's
situation in 1616. The pageant moved on to Whitehall, where Charles found the allegorical figures of Hope
and Peace, both arising thematically out of the previous tableau”. D. Bergeron, Royal Family, Royal Lovers,
cit., pp. 156 -157. 

2 “But the day did not include Queen Anne, who refused to participate”. Ivi, p. 157. See also J. Leeds Barroll,
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dinner entertainment and barriers, by a running at the ring on November 6th, and  by another banquet

and a play at Draper's Hall on November 9th.3 Not a single official masque was commissioned for

the occasion and, although as a child he had appeared in  Tethys Festival as Zephyrus, Charles's

official  masquing  début occurred  in  1618,  in  the  role  of  Hercules  in  Ben  Jonson's  Pleasure

Reconciled to Virtue.4 

Despite the distance from Daniel's Tethys Festival, Charles's investiture resumed some of the

emblematic themes already encountered by his brother some six years earlier. Pleasure Reconciled

to Virtue puts on the scene a conflation of Herculean myths, with Atlas, a mountain personified,

who instructs  Hercules  (Prince Charles)  on the opportunity of  the reconciliation,  “by unaltered

law”,5 of Pleasure and Virtue:

There should be a cessation of all jars
'Twixt Virtue and her noted opposite,
Pleasure; that both should meet here in the sight
Of Hesperus, the glory of the west,
The brightest star, that from his burning crest
Lights all on this side the Atlantic seas
As far as thy pillars, Hercules.6

In this geographical recounting, Britain is illuminated all over its extended maritime empire

(“As far as to thy pillars, Hercules”) by its Sun-King, in his turn associated with Hesperus, who,

according to mythology, is Atlas's brother, and by whose personal fiction the masque addresses the

king. The association between James and Hesperus as “glory of the west”, along with the traditional

iconography of Atlas bearing the world on his shoulders, resumes the geographical collocation of

Britain in the Hesperides and, at the same time, as a world apart, since the garden of the Hesperides

op. cit., p. 126.
3 See J. Limon,  op.cit., pp. 110-111. “Charles's investiture, in 1616, was much quieter than his brother's. He

received a water pageant from the city (Middleton's Civitatis Amor) and processed to the Banqueting House
with twenty-six young noblemen, but there was no masque nor, crucially, was parliament involved. Rather,
said Chamberlain, the investiture was held ‘within doors, for the sharpness of the weather and the prince's
craziness [sickness] did not permit any public show’”. M. Butler,  The Stuart Court Masque and Political
Culture, cit., pp. 230-231.

4 “The antimasque featured Hercules, the prototype of the virtuously active hero, and invoked Xenophon's story
of  his  arrival  at  a  crossroads  where  he  faced  a  choice  between Virtue  and Pleasure,  towards  which  led
divergent paths. Whereas Xenophon's Hercules chose Virtue over Pleasure, Jonson revised the fable, sketching
out how the hero's integrity could be preserved while he temporarily gave way to delights”. M. Butler,  The
Stuart Court Masque and Political Culture, cit., p. 230. Jonson’s reworking of the Herculean myth detaches
Charles  from  the  European  association  between  Hercules  and  Protestant  propaganda.  Curiously  enough,
Prince  Henry  was  repeatedly  compared  to  Hercules  in  elegies  composed  after  his  death.  See,  J.  Miller,
“Between Nationalism and European Pan-Protestantism”,  in S. Smart, .R; Wade (eds.), The Palatine Wedding
of 1613, cit., p. 72-73. On the iconological and political value of Hercules in early modern culture, see, among
others, S. Orgel, “The Example of Hercules”, in W. Killy (ed.), Mythographie der frühen Neuzeit, Wiesbaden,
Harrassowitz, 1984, pp. 25-35.

5 B. Jonson, Pleasure Reconciled to Virtue, in B. Jonson, The Complete Masques. Ed. by S. Orgel, cit., p. 270. 
6 Ibid.
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is said to lie “in this rough mountain and near Atlas’ head”.7 The domain of the “brightest star”

puzzlingly excludes the regions of the new found lands that lie beyond the classical boundary of the

Pillars of Hercules,  and thus recalls  the insistence on the internal  sources of the reign,  already

present in the shows devised for the creation of Henry as Prince of Wales six years earlier. As a

matter  of  fact,  Atlas's  “lap”  opens  and  discovers  the  garden  of  the  Hesperides,  appointing

Hercules/Charles as its guardian.8 

The final device of the opening of the mountain is resumed in Jonson’s For the Honours of

Wales, a later re-elaboration of Pleasure Reconciled to Virtue that is usually read in the light of the

depiction of the Welsh language and culture within the dynamics of the Jacobean reign.9 For the

present analysis it is worth observing that the geographical collocation changes, from one masque to

the other, from the Lybian mountain of classical tradition to the local mount Crag Ery, stressing the

Welsh – and therefore British – collocation of the show, that recalls in its turn the investiture of

Charles as Prince of Wales. Interestingly, this show recalls other features from the masques of 1610-

1611, such as the Arthurian genealogy staged in Oberon and, most of all, in The Speeches at Prince

Henry's Barriers, by claiming King James's and Prince Charles's rights on Arthur's seat, and thus

connecting the Stuarts to the Arthurian myth and to the Tudor dynasty.10 The blessed and happy

nature of Britain is assured by James's government and projected onto the future king: “it is a nation

bettered by prosperity so far, as to the present happiness it enjoys under your most sacred majesty, it

wishes nothing to be added, but to see it perpetual in you and your issue”.11 

Butler  comments  on  the  educational  programme  set  in  Charles's  early  iconography,  in

particular in Pleasure Reconciled to Virtue, by observing the remarked subordination of the figure

of the prince to that of the king:

7 Ibid.The text describes the setting as follows: “The scene was the mount Atlas, who had his top ending in the
figure of an old man, his head and beard all hoary and frost, as if his shoulders were covered with snow; the
rest wood and snow”. Ivi, p. 263.

8 On the device of the opening mountain and its symbolism in  Pleasure Reconciled to Virtue,  see  «Love’s
Triumph through Callipolis», infra.

9 On the rewriting of Pleasure Reconciled to Virtue into For the Honours of Wales, David Lindley comments:
“[Pleasure Reconciled to Virtue] has been a masque much praised by critics for the complexity of its moral
design. Its first performance, however, was not a success. Since the Queen was ill, a second performance was
called for the following month, and Jonson completely rewrote the antimasque, producing in effect a new
work”. D. Lindley, Court Masques, cit., p. 248. 

10 “Aye, that is, Claims Arthur's Seat, which is as much as to say your madesty sould be the first king of Gread
Pritain, and sit in cadair Arthur, which is Arthur's chair, as by God's blessing you do. And then your son
Master Sharles his, how do you call him? Is Charles Stuart, Calls True Hearts, that is us, he calls us, the Welse
nation, to be ever at your service and love you and honor you, which we pray you understand it his meaning”.
B. Jonson, For the Honours of Wales, in B. Jonson, The Complete Masques. Ed. by S. Orgel, cit., pp. 277-291,
p. 290.

11 Ivi, p. 291.
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The masque turned on the educational idea that the masquers' revels tutored them on the right
use of courtly pleasure. […] Though the masquers enjoyed their sports, […] their evening of
revelry did not undermine the life of virtue which they ought to live. Like Hercules, their
sports were disciplined, free from the twin dangers of over-indulgence and over-confidence.
This educational fable was suited to the young Prince, and fashioned him after a less audacious
image than his brother's. By denying that Pleasure and Virtue were inevitably opposed, Jonson
repudiated the puritanical opposition of Henry's more chivalric ideology. […] Evidently there
was  no  intention  of  repeating  with  Charles's  festivals  the  mistakes  that  were  made  with
Henry's. […]. Given Charles's delicate health, his disconnection from any “forward” lobby,
and the need to keep him subordinated, his first masque unsurprisingly identified his heroics as
belonging  to  the  mind.  But  by  focusing  on  the  dancers'  indulgence  in  delight,  Pleasure
Reconciled  to  Virtue also  thematized  the  festival  occasion  and  addressed  questions  of
moderation and restraint which cut against the conduct of court life more generally.12

If  compared to  Henry,  Charles  initially  received less  attention  from James  and from the

public, and was perceived as a modest, silent, and hesitant character in matters of state.13 James

rather  directed all  his  devotion  towards  his  new  favourite  at  court,  George  Villiers,  Earl  of

Buckingham:14 always jealous and suspicious, the king showed signs of warming towards his son

only in the last two years of his life, although, as a child, Charles's “studious, intellectual quality

[…], encouraged by his illness and enforced inactivity, attracted James to [him]”.15 At least in the

beginning of his political career, the prince proved to be a more cooperative and obedient son than

Henry,16 and, therefore, it is not surprising that his iconography in the masques staged between 1618

12 M. Butler, The Stuart Court Masque and Political Culture, cit., pp. 230-231.
13 “For Charles, everything functioned on a lesser scale compared to his brother; he never stirred the passions,

excitement, and expectations that Henry did. […] Modesty characterised Charles's personal habits. […] With
regard to matters of state, as the historian David Willson suggests, ‘His silence, praised by the court as wise
and judicious, sprang partly from the fact that the young Prince had nothing to say’”. D. Bergeron,  Royal
Family, Royal Lovers, cit. p. 159. See also D.H. Wilson, King James VI and I, London, Jonathan Cape, 1956.
See, in particular, pp. 406- 407.

14 George  Villiers,  Duke  of  Buckingham,  replaced  Somerset  as  James's  favourite  in  1616.  Described  as  a
charming and determined character, he also developed a close friendship with Charles, that would secure him
a steady political career during the Caroline reign as well, although his several failures as Lord Admiral led
Parliament to attempt his impeachment twice. Always safeguarded by Charles, who granted him enormous
powers throughout his whole career, Buckingham ended up assassinated by a fanatic in 1628: “George Villiers
[…] possessed great charm and dazzling good looks, qualities that caught James's attention when they first
met […]. James was not  alone in  being smitten by this  handsome young man; everyone saw him as an
attractive means of integrating oneself with the king. Leading courtiers and churchmen sought Villier's favor.
[…]  In  1615,  when Villiers  entered  James's  life,  no  one  else  offered  such  attractive  qualities  to  James.
Somerset stood on the verge of being exposed for his involvement in the Overbury murder and found in
Villiers a natural rival and replacement. Surely the presence of Villiers encouraged James's desire to be rid of
Somerset.  With Queen Anne's help,  Villiers became a Groom of the Bedchamber in April  1615, initially
planted there by factions eager to speed Somerset's fall. […] Each member of the royal family had to come to
terms with Villiers (Buckingham); each became in some way dependent on him, especially Elizabeth and
Charles. He occupied the center of James's devotion, a position one might have expected to be filled by a
member of the family.” D. Bergeron, Royal Family, Royal Lovers, cit., pp. 162-165.

15 Ivi, p. 119.  “Although Anne grew close to Charles, James exhibited little interest in his only surviving son.
Only in the last two years of his life did James finally begin noticeably to warm towards his son, even though
this improvement carried residual notes of tension and jealousy. Probably Charles's blossoming friendship
with Buckingham helped endear son to father”. Ivi, p. 155.

16 Ibid.
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and 1624 was wisely shaped after the traits of James's own political persona, not as “a competitor

for power, but [as] a sharer and inheritor of his father's iconography”.17

In the last part of his reign, James's national and international political concerns concentrated

on the will of securing a Catholic match for Prince Charles. When the same plan was originally

tailored for Prince Henry, it had aimed at counterbalancing the alliance sanctioned by Elizabeth's

wedding to Frederick of the Rhine. However, in 1617, at the outbreak of the Thirty Years War,  it

was further complicated by James' necessity and will to help regain the Palatinate while avoiding

war at the same time:18

Negotiations  for  an  Infanta  for  Prince  Charles  gathered  pace  in  1617.  […] The  palatinate
alliance belonged to a time when France and Spain were drawing together, and subsequent
English diplomacy had concentrated on rebuilding friendships  across  lines  of  religion,  and
particularly  on rapprochement  with  Spain.  […] Though a  committed Calvinist  who fought
theological  battles  on  paper,  James's  political  aims  were  to  counteract  the  religious
disagreements threatening to destroy the fragile peace. […] Since 1619 there was hope that the
other major powers would not seek a prolonged war, James's early efforts were devoted to
finding  an  arbitrated  settlement,  but  even  after  Spanish  troops  entered  the  Rhineland  he
continued to hold that resolution could be found through friendship with Madrid. With moves
towards the marriage already under way, Spanish goodwill seemed guaranteed, and gave him
diplomatic leverage, making the match conditional on restorating the Palatinate. […] Rather
than creating a breach between London and Madrid, the loss of the Palatinate was for him,
paradoxically, a reason for drawing closer to Spain.19

While James opposed military intervention and responded coldly to Frederick's requests for

support,20 in England there was “sympathy for co-religionists overseas”,21 especially among those

that saw the involvement of the British crown in “closer relations with republican states such as

Holland  and  Venice”22 as  a  return  to  an  Elizabethan  Protestant  policy.  Prince  Charles  and

17 M. Butler, The Stuart Court Masque and Political Culture, cit., p. 245.
18 “In May 1618, the Estates of Bohemia (the Protestant minority), reacting to the election of a hardline Catholic

Habsburg, Ferdinand of Styria, as Bohemian King-Designate in succession to the moderate but ageing and
childless King Matthias, threw two of Ferdinand's regents at Prague out of the window, and appealed for
Protestant support. This started a sequence of events that plunged the continent into thirty years of war, into
which all major states, with the significant exception of England, were inexorably drawn. […] Meanwhile in
1619, having repelled a Habsburg counter-attack, the Bohemians offered their crown to the Elector Palatine,
James's son-in-law. Frederick rose to what seemed a defining moment for European Protestantism and was
crowned in Prague in October, but barely a year later the Habsburgs drove him from Bohemia, then from his
own lands in Germany. In summer 1620 troops from the Spanish Netherlands attacked the Palatinate, and in
November Frederick was catastrophically routed at the White Mountain, outside Prague. He and Elizabeth
went into exile  at  The Hague,  Ferdinand (now elected Emperor)  having promised their  lands to  his  ally
Maximilian of Bavaria. For the next twenty years the return of the Palatinate was the defining issue in English
diplomacy”. M. Butler,  The Stuart Court Masque and Political Culture, cit., p. 240. For a reference to the
classic narrative on the European crisis from the point of view of England, see Ivi, p. 421.

19 Ivi, p. 240.
20 “There  was  some  doubt  over  whether  the  Bohemian  crown  was  elective  or  hereditary,  and,  instead  of

supporting Frederick's actions, James first demanded reassurance about their legality”. Ibid.
21 Ibid.
22 Ivi, p. 242.
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Buckingham aligned with this activist faction and it became “clear early on that [they] were more

enthusiastic for war than James was. For the next four years they were both restive under Jacobean

appeasement”,23 while, simultaneously, the court also seemed to start developing “a kind of counter-

culture  […]  around  the  Prince”.24 For  instance,  the  organization  of  Charles's  first  titlyard

performance in 1620, accompanied by Buckingham and by a line up of numerous armed citizens

under the public sight of the crowds, suggests a change in the perception of the heir apparent as a

more autonomous royal persona, who wanted to “embrace policies that [the king was] reluctant

about”,25 while James kept projecting “an increasingly divisive holding action against the slide into

war”26 in his political actions and in masques:

In 1616 Charles's  installation as  Prince of  Wales  had passed with little  public  ceremonial
because no one wanted to build up a new Prince Henry [...], but the stage management of the
1620 event, creating a heroic persona like his dead brother's, demonstrated how far the ground
had shifted. Probably it was felt that a display of valour by the Crown Prince would restore
confidence and send a signal to Spain about  English preparedness,  but it  also suggested a
difference  of  perspective  between  James  and  Charles  that  subsequent  events  would
compound.27

As observed by Roy Strong, Charles’s friendship with Buckingham and his interest in art

collecting – somewhat a personal heritage of his dead brother –28 foreshadowed the traits of the

future attitude of the Caroline court, characterised by the new “artistic policy […] epitomized in a

single building, Inigo Jones's Whitehall Banqueting House”.29 Thus, in the 1620 a new personal and

political set of dynamics started delineating between king and heir that culminated in 1623, when

Prince Charles went on a seven months mission to Spain, accompanied by the Earl of Buckingham,

James's favourite, who had been recently appointed Lord Admiral. The voyage, which also provided

the occasion for Charles to admire the impressive royal collection of art  stored in Madrid,  was

conceived in order to “cut short negotiations”30 and marry the Infanta at his own conditions – and

not James’s – of restoring the Palatinate:

23 Ivi, p. 442.
24 Ivi, pp. 250-251.
25 Ivi, p. 252.
26 Ibid.
27 Ibid.
28 “Henry also begun to build an impressive collection of paintings that eventually passed to Prince Charles”. D.

Bergeron, Royal Family, Royal Lovers, cit., p. 161.
29 “In 1621 we have the famous reference to Rubens being willing at the Prince's command to paint the ceiling

of the new Banqueting House. In other words we are at the beginning of that vast renaissance in the visual arts
which was to reach its flowering after Charles became king in 1625”. R. Strong, The Renaissance Garden in
England, cit., p. 138.

30 Ivi, p. 265.
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On February 18, 1623, Charles (aged twenty-two) and Buckingham (aged thirty) donned false
beards, wore different clothes to disguise their identities, and adopted the names Jack and Tom
Smith, master and servant. Looking slightly ludicrous, they set out on the perilous trip by water to
France and then overland to Spain. […] They got to Madrid on March 7 – to the complete surprise
of the Spanish, [who] accepted [Charles's] testimony that he came to speed negotiations for the
marriage. But it soon became clear to Charles and Buckingham that things would not proceed
rapidly […].  The major obstacle  became,  not  surprisingly,  religion.  […] By the end of  May,
Buckingham  stood  in  the  way  because  he  would  not  allow  Charles  to  accept  terms  clearly
unacceptable to his father. The Spanish also tried to separate Charles from Buckingham in order to
increase their chances of pressuring Charles to convert.  […] Despite their efforts, the English
negotiators got no concessions from the Spanish about the Palatinate, and they did not get to take
the Infanta back to England. 31 

Although James ideally pursued the Spanish wedding project, he firmly opposed the prince's

voyage to Spain, because he did not share Charles’s aims and methodologies and was jealous of

Buckingham as well.32 In 1623 Anna was already dead, but her late position on the Spanish wedding

is still object of lively debates: on the one hand, Bergeron maintains that she disagreed with the idea

of Charles marrying so young, while, on the other hand, Leeds Barroll quotes many sources that

would prove the queen's favour to a Catholic wedding.33 However, the majority of British popular

opinion, both in court and Parliament, regarded a Spanish alliance with suspiciousness. Therefore,

when Charles and Buckingham did not achieve an agreement with Spain and went back to Britain,

safe after encountering perils at sea, but without a bride, James greeted them with both relief and

dissatisfaction for the failure of his long pursued negotiations with Spain, while the interventionist

faction saw in Charles a concrete opportunity to outflank the king. 

As Butler suggests by embracing Tom Cogswell's historiographical revision,34 the episode,

generally considered as an awkwardly and disastrous juvenile initiative, rather constitutes Charles's

first manifestation of an “enduring character trait” evident in his “wish to be a heroic leader”,35 and

as an act of rupture against both James's will in general, as well as against the political silence that

the king had, until that moment, superimposed on him:

If  for  the  Prince the journey was a political  coming of  age,  for James it  was the severest
challenge to his authority in the entire reign. Cogswel argues that Charles went to Madrid,
largely against  James's  will,  […] and that  he returned as the sponsor of a new policy and
possessed the undivided support of the man who only months before had been James's dearest

31 D. Bergeron, Royal Family, Royal Lovers, cit., pp. 172-174.
32 “[Charles], James and Buckingham thought that such a match would result in possible restitution for Princess

Elizabeth and Frederick by getting Spain to withdraw its troops from the Palatinate and restore  lands to
Frederick.  […] Charles  sought  Buckingham's  help  in  convincing  James to  allow the  trip.  James did  not
initially like the idea [and] remained uneasy and tearful about the trip, dreading the thought of his son and
favorite, the two he loved most, leaving the kingdom on a dangerous journey”. Ivi, p. 172.

33 Ivi, p. 139. See also J Leeds Barroll, op. cit., p. 168. 
34 T.  Cogswell,  The Blessed  Revolutions.  English  Politics  and the  Coming of  War,  1621-1624,  Cambridge,

Cambridge University Press, 2005.
35 M. Butler, The Stuart Court Masque and Political Culture, cit., p. 265.
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dependant. Before Charles left  it  was already hoped that he might promote the intervention
which  the  King  had  resisted.  […]  Whatever  the  truth,  once  on  the  spot  in  Madrid,  the
marriage's  diplomatic  worthlessness  became  apparent.  Charles  left  Madrid  convinced  that
Spain had to be fought, and returned as leader of the war lobby.36

Months before the return of Charles and Buckingham, King James commissioned Ben Jonson

with  the  masque  Neptune's  Triumphs  for  the  Return  of  Albion in  order  to  celebrate  their

homecoming: within the ultimate laudation of the utter sovereignty of James, Charles's masquing

persona tried to find and shape his own voice, although eventually silenced by the king's annulment

of the show. As Butler observes, the occasion of the masque represented a turning point in the

subordination of Charles to James:

Whereas  previous  masques  presented  Charles  as  James's  deferential  son  and  successor,
Neptune's  Triumph had to  negotiate  the  same relationship in  the  context  of  open collision
between monarch and heir. Not surprisingly, Jonson's text was everywhere troubled by tensions
which,  while  they  could  not  be  anywhere  fully  articulated,  could  neither  be  easily
transcended.37

Ben Jonson's Neptune's Triumph for the Return of Albion (1624) was a proper aquatic triumph

that did not make part  of a real festival or cycle of masques, but had a particular relevance in

closing James's masquing season and in staging, in an emblematic way, the political and personal

dynamics between the old King James, the new heir to the throne Prince Charles, and the time court

favourite George Villiers, Earl  of Buckingham. Furthermore, this masque represents, in a meta-

literary way, a mythological version of the Jacobean tradition of court festivals and constitutes a

unique instance in the history of Stuart court masques. As a matter of fact, Neptune’s Triumph for

the Return of Albion,  commissioned by the king in order to celebrate Charles’s betrothal to the

Spanish Infanta, was planned in every detail up until the last minute,  but was eventually cancelled

and never performed because of the prince’s failure in returning home with a wife. As a diplomatic

consequence, James did not know how to handle the delicate issue of the ambassadorial presence of

the French and Spanish representatives as guests at the performance:

James withdrew permission for the performance. At this distance it is hard to appreciate the
seriousness of a masque's cancellation. Even monarchs fall sick and postpone festivals, but
Neptune's  Triumph was the only Twelfth Night  masque to be cancelled outright,  and was
abandoned at the latest moment, all the preparations being completed and “many meetings
having passed for the dances”.  The masque itself  became an object  of  negotiation.  James
wished to uphold the convention by which ambassadors alternated as principal guests, so that
honour could still  be done to Spain, but the French ambassador seized the opportunity of
playing  a  strong hand created  by  the  policy  hiatus.  He  humiliated  James  by  refusing  to

36 Ibid.
37 Ivi, p. 266.
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participate in the usual charade in which ambassadors pretended to be sick, in order that one
could be invited without it seeming an insult to the other. […] At the same time, James was
anxious about how the masque might be interpreted, as rumours were circulating about its
likely offensiveness.38

The printed edition of the text of the masque, however, was published as a pamphlet, and on

Twelfth-night of the following year, the masque was re-elaborated into  The Fortunate Isles and

their Union. Enacted on January 5th, 1625, it mainly resumed the stage settings and the verses of its

earlier version, but a new antimasque announced a totally different occasion for the performance

that reduced it to a mere event of commendation of the court of James I. In this way, the tensions

between father and son were resolved by withholding the ambiguous plurality of voices that would

have potentially emerged from Neptune's Triumphs for the Return of Albion and the reasons behind

its annulment.39 Because of the peculiarity of their editorial and theatrical history, both masques

need to be analysed in detail as variants of the same show, although performed before two different

audiences, those of print and of the Banqueting House respectively, as observed by Shohet: 

In  seventeenth-century  England,  masques  inhabited  two  media,  their  dramatic  occasions
consistently delivered in print.  Court  masques lived a  double life:  an elite,  private,  densely
emblematic  performance  form,  saturated  with  insider  knowledge  –  but  one  that  entered
regularly into a nascent print public sphere. Sometimes print even supplanted performance […].
The masque's publication brings policy debate into the sphere of print.40 

Recalling Limon's definition of the different textual forms of masques, the printed edition of

Neptune's triumph for the Return of Albion can be considered as an example of “literary masque”,

but, at the same time, as a posthumous account of a show all in all meant for performance. Thus, the

unreliability of its printed edition lies in the fact that it records an event that did not take place but,

38 M. Butler, The Stuart Court Masque and Political Culture, cit., p. 270.
39 David Lindely briefly sums up both the diplomatic incident behind the cancellation of the performance and

Jonson’s tactful ability to accommodate the commission of the masque to the occasion: “Despite the title-
page, this masque was in fact never performed. The official reason given was that the King was unwell, but
the  real  reasons  probably  had  to  do  with  the  impossibility  of  accommodating  both  French  and  Spanish
ambassadors  at  a  performance.  The  diplomatic  problems  were  great  because  the  work  responded,  albeit
belatedly, to the return of Prince Charles and Buckingham from Spain in October 1623. […] It was deeply
unpopular with many in England, especially in the heightened political and religious tensions that attended the
beginning of the Thirty Years War. […] Jonson was faced with the problem of celebrating what could only be
seen as a failure of the King's policy. He responded by obfuscating the reasons for the journey (and the
disgrace of the return) and by denigrating the popular rejoicings of a few months before”. D. Lindley, Court
Masques,  cit.,  pp.  255-256.  The  fact  that  text  of  the  masque,  rich  in  stage  descriptions,  was  published
notwithstanding in quarto in 1656, bears strong implications in terms of its reception, and also in terms of the
development of the masque as a written genre: following scholars such as Stephen Orgel, J. Loewenstein, and
others, Shohet argues that, in the case of Ben Jonson, the publication history of certain masques testifies to the
process of the poet's authorial self-affirmation outside (royal) commission. See L. Shohet, op. cit. 

40 L. Shohet, op. cit., p. 81. The texts of Ben Jonson's  Neptune's Triumphs for the Return of Albion  and  The
Fortunate Isles and their Union will be quoted from Ben Jonson, The Complete Masques.  Ed. by S. Orgel,
cit., pp. 409-424; 433-453. 
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especially if compared to its rewritten version, it proves to be ironically faithful to the original idea

of the spectacle and can be thus taken to a great degree at face value as a “pre-text", at least as it

regards the performance as originally intended.41

Neptune's Triumph for the Return of Albion

In a canonical and influential reading headed by Stephen Orgel, Neptune's Triumphs for the Return

of  Albion  is  generally  praised  for  Jonson's  ability  to  overlook the  negative  contingency of  the

mission's failure, finding a way to develop a commendation of the court as “a serene extension of

the  royal  will”.42 The  text  remains  silent  on  details,  but,  as  Martin  Butler  argues,  had  it  been

performed, it would have been easily recognised as a fictionalization of the events of Charles's and

Buckingham's voyage in pursuit of a Spanish bride.43 

In the palace of Oceanus, Neptune (James) celebrates the safe return of Albion (Charles) from

an  unspecified  mission  overseas,  during  which  storms  and  sirens  have  threaten  him  and  his

companions (including Buckingham). James is overtly addressed as Neptune, despite entering the

show only passively from his privileged seat of spectator. The plot of the masque is announced in

the antimasque, during a dialogue between a Cook, who represents an architect, and a Poet: the two

engage themselves in a debate that gives form to one of the canonical texts belonging to the quarrel

between Inigo Jones and Ben Jonson.44

The  association  between  the  king  and  Neptune  is  straightforward  in  terms  of  an  Elizabethan

iconography of maritime power: as Orgel explains, “in the same way, Sir Walter Ralegh had sung

Ocean's love to Cynthia, the moon, ruler of the sea; and Jonson and Jones in 1609 had presented

41 According to Jerzy Limon, the “literary masque” is the masque's printed edition that still survives, while the
“pre-text”  is  the  “syncretic  scenario  of  the  performance”.  On  Limon’s  definition,  see  «‘More  remoued
mysteries’. The Masque as Literature: Words vs Staging», infra.

42 “Neptune's Triumph for the Return of Albion does more than put the best face on a bad situation. It provides a
context within which the fiasco may be seen as a victory. […] Albion's return is a triumph because it  is
executed at Neptune's command; the whole action is presented as a serene extension of the royal will. This is a
political  myth,  an  accurate  record  of  the  way James viewed his  government  in  his  last  years.  His  son's
autocracy is only a step beyond. But the danger of political myths lies in their tendency to exclude political
realities: the mirror of the king's mind allows him to know only himself”. Stephen Orgel,  The Illusion of
Power, cit., pp. 71; 77.

43 M. Butler, The Stuart Court Masque and Political Culture, cit., p. 265.
44 On the dispute between Ben Jonson and Inigo Jones, see, among others, D.J. Gordon, “Poet and Architect”, in

Id., The Renaissance Imagination, cit., pp. 77-101. Monika Mialkowska offers a reading of the antimasque in
the light of the roles, functions and implications of the contamination of popular culture and literature in
masques. See M. Mialkowaska, “Court Masque and the (Re)production of Aristocratic Identity”, in J. Holmes,
A. Streete (eds.),  Refiguring Mimesis: Representations in Early Modern Literature, Hatfield, University of
Hertfordshire Press, 2005. See, also,  «‘O Showes! Showes! Mighty Showes! / The eloquence of Masques!’.
The Masque as Work of Art: Iconography and Materiality», infra.
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Queen Anne not as the sovereign of the realm but as Bel-Anna, Queen of the Ocean” .45 However, in

Jonson's attempt to negotiate with the representation of James's pacifism in 1625, a similar aquatic

imagery is conveyed under the form of a less immediate Platonic myth that depicts Neptune as the

inventor  and tamer of  the  horse,  a  variant  certainly  closer  to  James's  scholarly  and Solomonic

persona:

James is explicitly represented, after all, not as Solomon but as Neptune. […] There is,  of
course, a simple military reality behind this: the strength of an island kingdom depends heavily
on its navy. But there are mythographic realities as well that tell us a good deal more about the
way the Stuart court saw itself. Neptune appears in the masque “Not as the lord and sovereign
of the seas” – he is that in any case – “But chief in the art of riding”. The connection between
these two aspects of the royal persona would not have seemed obscure to a Jacobean audience
who knew that King James's favorite sport was riding. But Jonson's allusion goes deeper, to a
myth in which Neptune was the creator and tamer of the embodiment of the ocean's energy, the
horse. From Plato onward, horsemanship had served as a symbol for the imposition of reason
upon the wildness  of  nature  or  the  violence  of  the  passion.  […] To bring the destructive
energies  of  nature  under  control,  both  within  and  without,  was  the  end  of  Renaissance
education and science.46

The Poet's words underline Neptune's paternal and guiding role towards Albion/Charles, but

they do not silence the god’s power as the governor of a watery empire, although the stress is put on

the pacific, but still unannounced, reasons behind Albion's mission:

The mighty Neptune, mighty in his styles,
And large command of waters and of isles,
Not as the lord and sovereign of the seas,
But chief in the art of riding, late did please
To send his Albion forth, the most his own –
Upon discovery, to themselves best known – 
Through Celtiberia; and to assist his course,
Gave him his powerful Manager of Horse,
With divine Proteus, father of disguise,
To wait upon them with his counsels wise
In all extremes.47

The fiction staged in these verses is extremely close to truth in representing both the reality of

events and the dynamics between James, Charles and Buckingham: Neptune's association with his

role as creator and tamer of the horse links him more to Hippius than to Albion, and the former is

appointed to “assist” the latter's “course”. But, as observed by Butler, “praise for James went hand

in  hand  with  a  remarkable  empowerment  of  Prince  Charles”,48 because  Jonson's  retroactive

45 S. Orgel, The Illusion of Power, cit., p. 75.
46 Ivi, pp. 76-77.
47 B. Jonson, Neptune's Triumph for the Return of Albion, cit., pp. 412-413. Italics mine.
48 M. Butler, The Stuart Court Masque and Political Culture, cit., p. 268.
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presentation of history pictures Neptune and Albion as cooperative sharers of the intentions and

aims behind the enterprise “best known to themselves”:49 

Ostensibly, this triumph was Neptune's. It was he who ruled the seas, whose “great commands”
and “designs” […] Albion had performed, and who dispatched the floating island to waft him
home.  But  this  masque  signalled  a  momentous  departure,  since  here,  for  once,  Neptune's
foresight  was  not  privileged:  the  monarch's  secret  purposes,  which  normally  signified  the
impenetrability and irresistibility of his will, were for the first time in any Jacobean masque
represented  as  shared.  Albion  not  only  did  his  task  but  actively  participated  in  the  hidden
decision to undertake it.50

Furthermore,  the  mythical  role  of  Proteus  as  “father  of  disguise”  alludes  to  the  original

secrecy of the company's voyage: Prince Charles and his companions, in fact, left Britain under

altered appearance and reached Spain (“Celtiberia”).51 Moreover, in skirting the real occasion for

the return of the prince, Jonson alludes to “how the sirens wooed him by the way”,52 resuming the

traditional role of classical mermaids as creatures insidious to the sanity and morality of men, and

possibly  referring  to  the  young  Infanta,  whom Charles,  aged  twenty  three  at  the  time  of  the

expedition, had convinced himself to truly love, besides and behind the determination of pursuing

his political match.53 

The official argument of  Neptune's Triumphs for the Return of Albion  thus shifts from the

actual perils of Albion's homeward journey to the celebration of his safe return, thus becoming

almost a meta-literary description of the habit of indoor environment of court festivals:

What the triumphs are, the feast, the sport,
And proud solemnities of Neptune's courts
Now [Albion] is safe, and Fame's not heard in vain,
But we behold our happy pledge again.54

Martin  Butler  tracks  the  origins  for  the  maritime  setting  of  the  plot  in  a  painting

commissioned by Buckingham from Balthazar Gerbier as a gift  for Charles on the return from

Spain  with  the  Infanta:  prince,  princess  and  Neptune  were  supposed  to  appear  on  a  chariot,

preceded by Buckingham himself as Lord Admiral, surrounded by English nymphs dancing. Such a

composition would have paid homage to the royal family, highlighting the union derived by the

49 “Further, it was hinted that ‘young Albion’, on his return, will ‘thy labur ease’ […]. In fact, behind the scenes
Charles had been involved in policy-making since 1621, when he began attending Privy Council meetings,
and he and Buckingham had influence as senior figures in the Bedchamber, but the fiction of all previous
masques was that James's will was single and inviolable”. Ibid.

50 Ivi, p. 267. 
51 B. Jonson, Neptune's Triumph for the Return of Albion, cit., pp. 412-413.
52 Ivi, p. 413.
53 D. Bergeron, Royal Family, Royal Lovers, cit., p. 172.
54 B. Jonson, Neptune's Triumph for the Return of Albion, cit., p. 413.
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Spanish match and the role played by Buckingham in the negotiation,  but the work of art  was

abandoned, although many elements found place in the plot of Neptune's Triumph for the Return of

Albion,  where  Jonson  reverses  them  in  order  to  “resituate  Charles's  triumph  inside  Neptune's

command”.55 The  re-elaboration  of  a  pictorial  maritime  theme  into  a  masque  is  even  more

interesting  because  it  further  connects  Jonson's  masque  to  the  tradition  of  the  Italian  fabulae

maritimae,  which,  as  observed by Roger  Savage,  worked as  portable  paintings  in  their  formal

transformation from semi-comic intermezzi to solemn court ceremonies:

It is as if we were moving from the world of one great painting of the 1620s and 1630s to that of
another: from Poussin's iconographically rich but apparently self-contained and wholly ‘ancient’
Triumph of Neptune and Amphitrite to Rubens's  Reception of Marie de Medici at Marseilles,
where the modern queen steps from her boat over a sea-surge peopled by strenuous Tritons, sea-
nymphs and a blue-bearded Neptune.56

The overt literary source of Neptune’s Triumph for the Return of Albion, however, is Statius's

Achilleus, from which Jonson explicitly quotes the Latin inscriptions that appear on the proscenium

and the location of the banquet in the ‘House of Oceanus’. In this unfinished epic, Neptune denies

Tethis's request of raising the waves in order to prevent war, because it would go against the Fate's

will, but the adaptation of the myth to the present occasion allows Jonson to overcome the two

conflicting iconographies of James and Charles, by presenting, on the one hand, Neptune saving

Albion from shipwreck, and, on the other, associating Albion with the heroic Achilles:

A positive  reading might  see this  allusion as  revising the classical  source:  as the modern,
pacific  Neptune,  James's  refusal  to make waves guarantees  his son's  safe passage.  But  its
implications carried over into Charles's part. Charles was no Paris, for he was immune to the
sirens'  charms;  the  implied  parallel  was  with  Achilles,  the  youthful  hero  shortly  to  prove
himself in war. The mythical allusion seems poised between conflicting meanings for King and
Prince. Returning to Neptune as a nurturing parent, Albion was also marked out as a warrior
hero, apted for a greater destiny by his avoidance of love. 57

The masque is structured into five main parts that correspond to an equal number of stage

settings. The opening proscenium arch, overtly characterised by a maritime symbolism, indicates to

the audience the topographic space of the masquing stage and, at the same time, introduces the

setting of the fiction, that takes place on an isle and in an underwater palace. The architectural

composition  celebrates  Neptune  as  homeward  guide  (Neptuno  reduci)  and  as  a  second Jupiter

55 M. Butler, The Stuart Court Masque and Political Culture, cit., p. 266.
56 R. Savage, “Sea Spectacles on Dry Land: the 1580s to the 1690s”, in M. Shewring and L. Briggs (eds.),

Waterborne Pageants,  cit.,  p.  236.  On the  fabulae maritimae,  see also  «‘Aqua Triumphalis’.  Masques as
Aquatic Festivals», infra. 

57 R. Savage, “Sea Spectacles on Dry Land: the 1580s to the 1690s”,  in M. Shewring and L. Briggs (eds.),
Waterborne Pageants, cit., p. 267.
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(secundo Iove):58 “All that is discovered of a scene are two erected pillars dedicated to Neptune,

with this inscription upon the one, NEP. RED.; on the second SEC. IOV.”.59 While Nicoll describes

the scene as made by “two side-wings” where “pillars, dedicated to Neptune” would be “used as a

half proscenium”,60 Peacock considers the arrangement of the pilasters with the traverse as a whole,

that  is  to  say,  as  a  proper  proscenium  arch.  The  massive  size  of  the  columns  recalls  the

overwhelmingly  disproportioned  statues  of  Neptune  and  Nereus  in  Tethys’ Festival,  and  like

Daniel's  masque,  Neptune's  Triumph is  strongly  charged  of  similar  political  implications,  as

especially stressed by the two Latin inscriptions. However, unlike Jones's proscenium of 1610, the

result in Neptune's Triumphs for the Return of Albion testifies to Jones's achievement of a balanced

architectonic  structure:  “Although  [the  pillars]  are  politically  charged,  taking  over  Charles  V's

impresa of empire over the seas, they make their point calmly, figuration being subordinated to

architecture”.61

As already mentioned, according to the plot, Neptune has sent a “floating island” in order to

rescue  his  son  Albion  and his  companions  from sirens  and other  perils  of  the  sea,  during  the

homeward journey towards Britain:

His great command being done,
And he desirous to review his son,
he doth despatch a floating isle from hence
Unto the Hesperian shores, to waft him thence.
Where, what the arts were used to make him stay,
And how the sirens wooed him by the way,
What monsters he encountered on the coast,
How near our joy was to be lost
Is not our subject now.62

The first scene of the masque, therefore, is set on an island, and the stage description refers

also to the shore it reaches, thus implying the presence of a seascape or, at least, identifying the

58 In his personal marginal notes, Jonson points at money dating from the empires of Vespasian and Hadrian,
along with Statius, as his sources for these attributes of Neptune: “In the money of Vespasian and Hadrian we
find  this  put  for  Neptuno Reduci [to  Neptune  the  guide  home],  under  Games in  Honor of  Neptune,  Six
Holidays Consacrated to Neptune. SEC. IOV. That is, Secundo Iovi  for so Neptune is called by Statius in
Achilleis I. [48-9], ‘the second Jupiter’: ‘and as for the rest, clinging to the right hand of the second Jupiter...’,
as Pluto is called the third Jupiter”. Ben Jonson, The Complete Masques. Ed. by S. Orgel, cit., p. 554.

59 B. Jonson, Neptune's Triumph for the Return of Albion, cit., p. 409.
60 A. Nicoll, op. cit., p. 84.
61 J. Peacock, The Stage Designs of Inigo Jones, cit., p. 215. Peacock refers to Roy Strong's description of one of

the triumphal arches dedicated to Charles V in 1539, in occasion of Eleanora of Toledo's entry into Florence
as its future duchess. Over the arch there could be seen “Charles himself, arrayed à l'antique, crowned with
laurel and carrying the imperial sceptre, river gods at his feet, flaked, to his right, by the figures of Spain and
New Mexico, followed by Neptune, to show ‘that the Western Ocean is dominated by His Majesty’”. R.
Strong, Art and Power, cit., p. 75.

62 B. Jonson, Neptune's Triumph for the Return of Albion, cit., pp. 414-415.
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scenic space as such. In the antimasque the island, described almost ekphrastically, is located from a

geographical and mythical point of view and is identified as “a Delos/Such as when fair Latona fell

in travail,/ Great Neptune made emergent”.63 The island is characterised by a combination of nature

and architecture, alluded to by the presence of a “tree of harmony” and an “arched arbor”:

Yes, we have a tree too,
And is the same with what we read the sun
Brought forth in the Indian Musicana first,
And thus it grows: the goodly bole, being got
To certain cubits height, from every side
The boughs decline, which, taking root afresh,
Spring up new boles, and those spring new, and newer,
Till the whole tree become a porticus,
Or archèd arbour, able to receive
A numerous troop, such as our Albion
And the companions of his journey are;
And this they sit it.64

As Orgel observes, the masquers appear under a banyan, “a mystical Tree of Harmony, [...]

first planted in India by the sun himself. The tree becomes a symbol of the harmonious strength of

the  court;  everyone  of  its  branches  sends  out  roots,  and  becomes  a  new trunk  supporting  the

whole”.65 The tree on Neptune's island certainly corresponds to the Jacobean association between

Britain and a paradisiacal enclosed garden, but it also recalls the tree of victory reached by Tethys

and her nymphs during Daniel's masque in 1610. At the same time, the floating island moving

towards the shores of Britain mirrors, by contrast and similarities both in terms of plot and stage

settings, the journey undertaken by the daughters of Niger in Ben Jonson's The Masque of Beauty

(1606): in this masque, the river nymphs travel towards James who, as the sun of Britain, is able to

transform their complexion from blackness to beauty.66 The correlation between  The Masque of

Beauty and Neptune’s Triumph for the Return of Albion fits especially from the point of view of the

stage setting: in the former masque, the daughters of Niger appear on the scene upon a throne

placed on a floating isle, which constitutes a proper microcosm and mirror of the most perfect of

worlds.67 The island then moves forward on the water and presents the ‘throne of Beauty’ moving

63 Ivi, p. 414.
64 Ivi, p. 415.
65 S. Orgel, The Illusion of Power, cit., pp. 72.
66 The argument  of  The  Masque  of  Blackness responds  to  the  queen's  request  to  have  masquers  acting  as

‘blackmores’, and revolves around the journey of the daughters of the river Niger towards Britannia, where
their complexion is to be transformed to white at the presence of the sun, namely King James. The Masque of
Beauty,  staged two years later, resumes the argument by displaying the arrival of the river-nymphs on the
shores of Britannia by travelling on a floating island.

67 When the isle attaches itself to the British shores, (“and soon/ Would fix itself unto thy continent”, B. Jonson,
The Masque of Beauty, cit., p. 65) the prose description of the stage machine corresponds quite literally to the
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circularly westward, and the staircase leading to the throne, occupied by several Cupids, moving

eastward. Above, the moon appears, carried in a chariot and providing illumination:

This throne, as the whole island moved forward on the water, had a circular motion of its own,
imitating that which we call motum mundi, from the east to the west, or the right to the left side.
The steps whereon the Cupids sat had a motion contrary, with analogy ad motum planetarum,
from the west to the east;  both which turned with their several lights.  And with these three
varied motions at once, the whole scene shot itself to the land.
Above which, the moon was seen in a silver chariot, drawn by virgins, to ride in the clouds and
hold them greater light, with the sign Scorpio, and the character placed before her. 68

The island proceeds on the stage on a wagon, while the throne is probably “constructed on the

principle of the periaktoi, supported by a central pillar”.69 Nicoll further observes that the display of

contrary motions on the throne is made possible by the concealment of “the base of the throne […]

by a circular series of steps”.70 The coexistence of three different motions – the island moving

forward and the two levels of the throne rotating in two opposite directions – distracts the audience

from the change of scenery and allows the development of the narrative, permitting the arrival of

the nymphs. In the very last song of the masque, the association of Britain with the Fortunate Isles

is further expanded in order to include the Elysian fields: 

But let your state, the while
Be fixed as the isle
So all that see your beauty's sphere
May know th'Elysian fields are here.71

In the Masque of Beauty the floating isle is sent by the Moon in order to rescue the naiads

who are travelling westward from an exotic east.  Scholars observe that the masque, devised by

Jonson on Anna's orders, recalls the difficult arrival of the queen to Scotland, when James had to

undertake  an  almost  Argonautic  sea-journey  to  Denmark  in  order  to  fetch  his  bride.72 On  the

ekphrastic lines spoken in the antimasque by the wind Vulturnus: “The glorious isle wherein they rest takes
place/ Of all the earth for beauty. There their queen/ Hath raised them a throne that still is seen/ To turn unto
the motion of the world,/ Wherein they sit, and are, like heaven, whirled/ About the earth; whilst to them
contrary,/ Following those nobler torches of the sky,/ A world of little loves and chaste desires/ Do light their
beauties with still moving fires”. Ivi, p. 66.

68 Ivi, pp. 69-70. Italics mine.
69 A. Nicoll, op. cit., p. 67.
70 Ibid.
71 B. Jonson, The Masque of Beauty, cit., p. 74.
72 On James's wedding and on Anna's arrival to Britain, see, among others, D. Bergeron,  Royal family, Royal

Lovers,  cit.,  pp.  50-52;  C.  McManus,  Women  on  the  Renaissance  Stage,  cit.,  pp.  60-96.  On  James's
appropriation  of  the  myth  of  the  Aurgonauts  see,  in  particular, ivi, pp.  60-67.  Interestingly,  one  of  the
entertainments organised in Heidelberg for the reception of Friedrich V and Elizabeth Stuart in 1613 staged
Jason’s  quest  for  the  golden  fleece:  like  James,  Friedrich  had  embarked  to  fetch  his  bride,  but  the  re-
elaboration of the myth within the context of the Palatine wedding was charged with strong political and
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contrary, in 1625, it is Neptune/James who dispatches the movable piece of land instead, in order to

both rescue and regain control and power over his son. In the second scene of Neptune's Triumph

for the Return of Albion, in fact, the island actually moves on the stage and, during the song, it joins

the shore. The stage device used is probably a wagon or a “practicable set on wheels”,73 and the fact

that it is actually supposed to move is stressed by a later stage description which informs the reader

that “by this time the island hath joined itself with the shore”74 and that, after the last song has been

sung, “the island goes back”:75 Nicoll conjectures that “Delos must have been represented by a low

border which could eventually be run to the side”.76 

At this point of the masque, Proteus, Portunus, and Saron position themselves before the state

– the king’s seat –, while the other masquers “take tie to land”77 and Apollo sings, joined by a

chorus, to announce the landing of the company: Albion is addressed as “ prince of all [Neptune's]

isles” and it is for his safe return that “the sea and land so smiles”.78 The songs and dances carried

out during the masque are characterised by the  processional progress of the main masquers, who

impersonate sea-gods and constitute a proper maritime parade. Arriving on the scene are Proteus,

the  “shepherd  of  the  sea”,79 Portunus,  a  semi-god  guardian  of  the  ports,  Saron,  “god  of

navigation”80,  and  Hippius  (Lord  Buckingham)  to  escort  Albion  (Prince  Charles)  and  glorify

Neptune (King James), who does not appear on the scene as a dancing masquer but is directly

included in the fiction. The female characters who participate in the “Ocean's feast” are addressed,

according to a typical Homeric epithet, as “silver-footed nymphs”, and, while Galatea and Doris are

protestant values. See, among others, H. Hubach, “Of Lions and Leopards” in S. Smart, .R; Wade (eds.), The
Palatine Wedding of 1613, cit., pp. 208-209; H.W. O’Kelly, “The Protestant Union. Festivals, Festival Books,
War and Politics”, in J.R. Mulryne, M. Shrewing (eds.), Europa Triumphans, cit., v. 2, pp. 15-24.

73 A. Nicoll, op. cit., p. 84.
74 B. Jonson, Neptune's Triumph for the Return of Albion, cit., p. 419.
75 Ivi., p. 421.
76 A. Nicoll, op. cit., p. 84. In a similar way, Chapman's Memorable Masque, staged in 1613 features a moving

island,  representing  Virginia,  arrived  to  Britain  to  honour  the  wedding  between  Princess  Elizabeth  and
Frederick  of  the  Rhine.  The  princes  from  Virginia  undertake  a  cultural  and  religious  transformation,
converting  themselves  to  the  cult  of  the  real  British  Sun.  In  Chapman's  masque,  however,  the  island  is
represented as a steady element on the stage, and while the masquers actually parade towards Whitehall before
the masque, there is no evidence of the involvement of a portable chariot during the performance. See, among
others, J. Limon, op.cit., pp.125-169; K. Curran, op. cit., pp. 89-128.

77 B. Jonson, Neptune's Triumph for the Return of Albion, cit., p. 419.
78 Ibid.
79 Martin  Butler  dismisses  the  canonical  identification  between  Proteus  and  Sir  Francis  Cottington,  who

travelled with Charles and Buckingham to Madrid, because in the masque the character is one of the main
soloists and, therefore, a professional singer: “In their commentary the Simpsons took the inclusion of Proteus
in these counsels to refer to Sir Francis Cottington, a courtier with strong Spanish credential, whose reputation
as a political dissembler is mentioned by Clarendon […]. They are followed by Orgel and Goldberg, who
develop  this  by  describing  Cottington  as  ‘an  accomplished  secret  agent’”.  M.  Butler,  The  Stuart  Court
Masque and Political Culture, cit., p. 425.

80 Jonson relates Saron to Strabo (but it  is an untraced source), Aristides the Rhetor, and Pausanias. See B.
Jonson, The Complete Masques. Ed. by S. Orgel, cit., p. 554.
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invited to cease their weeping and rejoice (“Galatea sighing! O no more./ Banish your fears/ […]

And Doris, dry your tears”),81 Halycion, a further fictional character who represents the allegoric

alter-ego of the Lord Admiral (Lord Buckingham), also joins the aquatic assembly.82 

The following scene stages the ideal underwater environment of the “reverend structure”83 of

the ‘House of Oceanus’. According to Nicoll, the extant design suggests that its scenic realisation is

“obviously made from a set of Serlian angled wings”,84 and he also conjectures the operation of a

curtain behind the front wings, since this backdrop “formed the second scene, and since Jonson

specifically  declares that  when the masque begins ‘all  that  was discovered of a Scene was the

pillars’”.85 Peacock,  however,  observes  a  further  level  of  complexity in  the  composition of  the

backdrop that constitutes “the first surviving design” of a “unitary perspective set”, that is to say, it

“uses the street vista of Serlio but abolishes its architectural variety, substituting usually two basic

architectural units, one for the background and one repeated in pairs for the wings”:86 Jones would

later develop and fully exploit this kind of scenic realisation in the Caroline masques. 

Roy  Strong  reproduces  the  design  of  the  ‘House  of  Oceanus’ as  an  example  of  grotto

architecture employed as stage setting, in the fashion of those extant in contemporary mannerist

gardens by Salomon de Caus, Isaac de Caus, and Costantino de Servi.87 It is worth remembering

that  in  1623-1624,  James  ordered  Isaac  de  Caus  to  refurbish  his  Privy  Cellar  with  maritime

decorations  according  to  the  fashion  of  Mannerist  Grottoes.88 At  the  time  of  the  commission,

James's private room lay below the recently built Banqueting House where the king had hoped to

receive Charles's Spanish bride, as Jonson writes in a poem written for the inauguration of the king's

New Cellar: “When with his royal shipping/ The narrow Seas are shadie,/ And Charles brings home

the Ladie”.89 The direct correspondence tracked between the maritime grotto and the Banqueting

House leads Roy Strong to identify Caus's architure as the source for Jones' stage design:

That  it  was  regarded  as  desirable  to  have  a  grotto  à  la  Pratolino  beneath  Inigo  Jones's
revolutionary Palladian building is deeply revealing of court taste in the early 1620s. […] The
Fortunate Isles, like “Thetys' Festival”, belongs in one of its aspects to the history of gardening
in England.  Inigo Jones, whose emblematic visions always so exactly reflected the artistic

81 B. Jonson, Neptune's Triumphs for the Return of Albion, cit., p. 420.
82 Ibid.
83 Ivi, p. 422. 
84 A. Nicoll, op. cit., p. 84. 
85 B. Jonson, Neptune's Triumph for the Return of Albion, cit., p. 409.
86 J. Peacock, The Stage Designs of Inigo Jones, cit., p. 86.
87 R. Strong, The Renaissance Garden in England, cit., p. 137. 
88 “In the Works Accounts for 1623-4 Mr de Caus appears for the first time, being paid ‘for making a Rocke in

the vaulte under the banqueting house’. The materials for its construction included ‘rocke stuffe’ and ‘schells’
and in 1625 he made an addition to its exterior ‘Shellworke’.” Ivi, p. 138. See plate 12. 

89 B. Jonson,  The Dedication of the King's New Cellar,  in C.H. Herford, P. Simpson (eds.),  Works,  Oxford,
Oxford University Press, 1925, VIII, pp. 220ff.
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preoccupations of the avant garde at court, conjured up for its climax “a maritime palace, or
the House of Oceanus”. This rustic palazzo, with its pillars of bound slaves and its parapets
adorned with conch-trumpeting tritons, is very much in the vein of the grottos which Salomon
de Caus had built for Prince Henry and Anne of Denmark and which Isaac, in a new wave of
grotto mania, was shortly to erect somewhere.90

A surviving  example  of  what  these  grottoes  must  have  looked  like  is  provided  by  the

basement  cellar  built  by  Isaac  de  Caus  at  Woburn  for  Lucy  Harington,  Countess  of  Bedford,

sometimes before 1627: 

Like the Whitehall Banqueting House it was an indoor basement room. The grotto at Woburn alone
remains to conjure up the marvels of those Salomon had made at Richmond and Heidelberg and
that Isaac was to make at the Wilton. It gives the substance of reality to the engravings in  Les
Raisons and  in  the  Hortus  Palatinus,  providing  a  northern  interpretation  of  the  repertory  of
Pratolino:  a  vaulted  room, the ceiling decorated with ornate  arabesques  in  shells,  the  walls  of
simulated rock and coral formation with a frieze at the top directly related to that in the great grotto
at Heidelberg showing putti riding on dolphins and sea gods drawn along on shell chariots. Niches
in the walls must once have had statuary, certainly fountains, possibly even automata, at Woburn
we are witnessing a startling survival of the late Renaissance.91

In the light of the architectonic comparison between James's newly decorated Privy Cellar

and the masque's stage design of the ‘House of Oceanus’, it is possible to observe a contrastive

parallelism with Tethy's cave in Daniel's masque for the creation of Henry as Prince of Wales in

1610.92 Until 1625 James was never explicitly associated in masques with aquatic divinities, but

rather to the concept of Britain as a separate and semi-paradisiacal island, and in particular as its

Sun. Anna, on the contrary, was more often linked with different aquatic goddesses, such as Bel-

Anna in Jonson's Masque of Queens and Tethys in Daniel's Tethys’ Festival. As seen in the previous

chapter, if during her life Anna never managed to get control and power, or even a debatable, when

not decisional, voice in the management of the royal children, in the fictional world of masques she

succeeded in performing a wider political and guiding role than that of sole biological mother. Since

Anna, when still alive, had opposed the Spanish match for Charles, in  Neptune's Triumph for the

Return of Albion her memory is not just erased or ignored, but symbolically substituted by James.

Although, as already noted, James never danced in masques, Neptune's Triumphs for the Return of

Albion can be paradoxically considered as the show that most insistently addressed the king in such

a defined iconographic and allegorical way, as if he were one of the masquers.93 The ‘House of

Oceanus’ works as a fictional underwater picture of Whitehall, in its turn associated with a garden-

grotto, where Neptune replaces Tethys as much as James replaces Anna in the aesthetic process of

90 R. Strong, The Renaissance Garden in England, cit., p. 139.
91 Ivi, pp. 139-140. See plate 13.
92 On Tethys’ grotto, see «Tethys Festival and the Postponed Naumachia», infra.
93 Even if it had been performed, the king would not have stepped on the stage as a masquer.
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parental, and in particular maternal, self-affirmation.94

After the dancing entry of the masquers, the text reports that a second “prospect of the sea is

shown”95 and the Poet resumes the narration, locating it underwater, thus helping the audience to

codify the stage setting:

[...] The wonders of the deep
Where Proteus' herds, and Neptune's orcs do keep;
Where all is plowed, yet still the pasture's green
The ways are found, and yet no path is seen.96 

Then the masquers – Proteus, Portunus, and Saron – introduce the main revels with a song

and invite the ladies in the audience to the dance, describing them as sea-nymphs adorned with

water gems and encouraging them to reject coyness and to imitate Venus as the sea-born goddess of

love. The triumph, or maritime parade, works on a meta-literary level, with the world of poetic

fantasy overflowing over the court:

There Proteus, Portunus, Saron, go up to the ladies with this song.
PROTEUS Come, noble nymphs, and do not hide

The joys for which you so provide.
[…]
PROTEUS Why do you wear the silkworms' toils,

Or glory in the shellfish spoils,
Or strive to show the grain of ore
That you have gathered on the shore,
Whereof to make a stock
To graft the greener emerald on,
Or any better-watered stone?

SARON Or ruby of the rock?
PROTEUS Why do you smell of ambergris,

Of which was formèd Neptune's niece
The queen of love, unless you can,
Like sea-born Venus, love a man?97

94 “James considered it his kingly and fatherly prerogative to ‘dispose’ of his children as he saw fit. Anne had
little voice in such matters. […] Anne's patronage of the arts encouraged the flourishing of certain dramatic
forms in the Jacobean era. But as a political force, Anne had a negligible impact; as mother she endured much
frustration and incompleteness, and as wife she suffered neglect and disregard”. D. Bergeron, Royal Family,
Royal Lovers, cit., p.143. However, Butler observes James’s overwhelming parenting attitude in masques as
well:  “James’s  imagery  represented  him  as  displacing  the  feminine.  His  masques  praised  him  for  his
amazingly self-sufficient potency and overflowing bounty, a fantasy of plenitude and nurturing power which
absorbed and replaced his wife’s generative function”. M. Butler,  The Stuart Court Masque and Political
Culture, cit., p. 165.

95 B. Jonson, Neptune's Triumph for the Return of Albion, cit., p. 422.
96 Ibid.
97 Ivi, pp. 422-423.
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After the revels, the backdrop changes for the last time and “the fleet”, probably painted in

perspective since no other detail is given, “is discovered”98 and celebrated by the Poet as Neptune's

compact instrument of peace and richness:

This time your eyes should be refreshed at length
With something new, a part of Neptune's strength.
See, yond' his fleet, ready to go or come,
Or fetch the riches of the ocean home,
So to secure him both in peace and wars,
Till not one ship alone, but all be stars.99

The Cook enters the scene preceded by a shout and introduces a scene of sailors who join in

the celebration for the prince’s safe return home: “I have another service for you, brother Poet, a

dish of pickled sailors, fine salt-boys, shall relish like anchovies or caviar, to draw down a cup of

nectar in the skirts of a night”.100 Even though it is defined as an “antimasque” in the text,101 the

scene of sailors works more as a festive and noisy interlude of dance, still inserted within the fiction

of  the  main  masque,  rather  than  as  a  chaotic,  antecedent  dimension  of  Jacobean  canonical

antimasques. The poet and the crew celebrate Albion's knowledge and skills in navigation within a

mythical dimension: 

Our young master [...]
He knows the compass and the card,
While Castor sits on the main yard,
And Pollux too, to help your hales,
And bright Leucothe fills your sails;
Arion, the dolphin swim,
And all the way to gaze on him.102

Despite  Charles's  renowned ability  and pleasure  in  navigation,  the  fiction  of  the  masque

compares  his  rescue  to  mythical  and  quasi-divine  antecedents,  more  linked  with  Neptune's

command over  the oceans than with Albion's  actual  maritime abilities:  while Leucothe rescued

Odysseus,  Arion  was prevented from drawing by a  dolphin and Castor  and Pollux are usually

considered patrons in navigation.103 However, the display of the fleet hints at Charles's policy of

naval  intervention  against  Spain,  thus  representing  another  ambiguous  element  that  Jonson

98 Ivi, p. 423.
99 Ibid.
100 Ibid.
101 Ivi, p. 424.
102B. Jonson, Neptune's Triumph for the Return of Albion, cit., pp. 423-424.
103See D. Lindley, Court Masques, cit., p. 258. On Charles and navigation, see «‘The wall of shipping by Eliza

made / […] He hath new built, or so restored’. Maritime History: Fleet and Jurisdiction over the Sea», infra. 
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negotiates with the official favour of Neptune's benevolence:

Such features coincided with the policies of naval enhancement which Charles was shortly to
be  asking  parliament  to  support  with  generous  subsidies.  His  proposals  were  for  a  sea
campaign, in which the principal enemy would be Spain, not Austria, whereas James would
only countenance an expedition by land, with the limited objective of regaining the Palatinate,
and with no naval dimension. So the masque's marine aspect was deeply contentious. Although
it carried forward the Jacobean emphasis on Britain as an island power, it avoided linking it
with tropes of separateness. Instead, images of British isolation led into a timely emphasis on
naval preparedness.104

The Fortunate Isles and Their Union

The settings of Neptune's Triumph for the Return of Albion are resumed for the production of The

Fortunate Isles and their Union (1625) with a further, definite and explicit celebration of Britain as

the ‘isle of the blest’. Actually, one of the reasons behind the concption of the plot of the latter

masque was the need, and partly the proud desire, to use the un-staged sceneries of the former;

therefore it is reasonable to consider that settings in the two masques did coincide, possibly slightly

altered, in reality as much as they do in the descriptions in the texts. 

The main novelty of the re-elaborated masque is a new antimasque, that presents a spirit-

character  named  Jophiel,  who  ridicules  a  Rosicrucian  named  Marefool.105 At  the  end  of  their

dialogue, like the poet and the cook in Neptune's Triumph for the Return of Albion, they address the

king in order to introduce the main masque, whose argument is hinged on the celebration of his

reign.  The  concept  of  Britain  as  (a  fortunate)  island  is  immediately  underlined  in  terms  of

comparison when Jophiel excuses the length of the anti-masque by affirming that Marefool should

have been sent to Anticyra instead, in order to cure his mental disorders:

This fool should have been sent to Anticyra,
isle of ellebore, there to have purged
Not hoped a happy seat within your waters.106

In the lines quoted above, Britain is described not an island where fools dwell, but where

104M. Butler,  The Stuart Court Masque and Political Culture, cit., p.269. Butler dismisses Patricia Fumerton's
reading of the masque in the light of the legitimization of England's trades overseas, because, he argues “this
is not the aspect of English sea-power that was on most people's mind early in 1624”.  Ivi,  p. 425.  See P.
Fumerton,  Cultural  Aesthetics:  Renaissance  Literature  and  the  Practice  of  Social  Ornament,  Chicago,
University of Chicago Press, 1993, pp. 195-201

105When the masque was performed, Rosicrucianism was still associated with Protestant enthusiasm, linked with
the Palatine cause in favour of Frederick. See F. Yates,  The Rosicrucian Enlightenment, London, Routledge
and Kegan Paul, 1972.

106B. Jonson, The Fortunate Isles and their Union, cit., p. 446.
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subjects  aspire  to  “happy  seats”:  moreover,  the  king  is,  this  time,  just  defined  as  “the  great

commander  of  the  seas  and  isles”.107 Jophiel  carries  Jove's  message  on  the  fulfilment  of  a

revolution, following which all “the Fortunate Islands should be joined” by connecting Macaria to

the British shores:108

That point of revolution being come,
When all the Fortunate islands should be joined,
Macaria, one, and thought a principal,
That hitherto hath floated as uncertain
Where she should fix her blessings, is tonight
Instructed to adhere to your Britannia;
That where the happy spirits live, hereafter
Might be no question made by the most curious,
Since the Macarii come to do you homage
And join their cradle to your continent.109

In the parodist dimension of the antimasque, there can be found an open invitation to embrace

the road to knowledge for the sake of learning and for spiritual richness rather than for economic

personal profits. Among the examples of scientific enquiries given by Jophiel, water is alluded to in

the form of the four elements that need to be tamed, of the ocean, of winter gardens – artificial

environments that certainly display water – and, more obliquely, as one of the instruments that, in

cartography, define the limits of the representation of the known world:

When you ha' made
Your glasses, gardens in the depth of winter,
Where you will walk invisible to mankind,
Talked with all birds and beasts in their own language;
When you have penetrated hills like air,
Dived to the bottom of the sea like lead,
and ris' again like cork, walked in the fire
As 'twere a salamander, passed through all
The winding orbs, like an intelligence,
Up to the Empyreum; when you have made
The world your gallery, can dispatch a business
In some three minutes with the Antipodes,
And in five more negotiate the globe over,
You must be poor still.110

107 Ibid.
108Jonson's source is possibly Rebelais, quoted by Selden in his notes to Poly-Olbion: “Rebelais, in the passage

referred to, represents Pantagruel as visiting the island where Saturn sleeps, attended by daemons, and where
disembodied heroes disport themselves. His count is borrowed from Plutarch and Lucian; he locates the island
‘in the dominions of the rulers of Britain’, and describes it as the ‘dwelling-place of the demons and heroes
that are grown old’”. J. W. Bennett, “Britain Among the Fortunate Isles”, cit., p. 127.

109B. Jonson, The Fortunate Isles and their Union, cit., p. 447.
110 Ivi, p. 438.
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Some lines below, Hermes Trismegistus is invoked and ironically represented as being busy

with water in order to use it as an instrument for the measurement of time: “He is weighing water

but to fill three hourglasses,/And mark the day in penn' orths like a cheese”.111 The sarcasm of these

lines  recalls  the same attitude that  Jonson shows in  Mercury Vindicated from the Alchemist  at

Court, a masque where he alludes to all the weird and mysterious liquids, and all the little bottles

that can be typically found in the laboratory of a magus.112 In this alchemical context, water appears

as an attribute of Paracelsus and the description of the alchemist's laboratory mentions the presence

of certain “vessels” that have “enclosed materials to produce men”:113 the term ‘vessel’ holds a triple

semantic value as it can stand for a ‘vase’, in this specific context, but it also means ‘boat’ and

‘blood-vessel’, that is to say ‘vein’ or ‘artery’, bearing in its very etymology all the connections

implied in the Renaissance association of water and knowledge.  In Jonson's  Masque of Queens,

water appeared in the context of witchcraft, when in the fifth charm presented in the anti-masque, it

is ordered to “flow” along with the blowing wind. The ridiculing of alchemy in these antimasques

corresponds to James's personal dislike for and fearful obsession with magic. At the same time, if

we bear in mind the perspective of James's educational programme for Charles, it shows the king's

position on topics and practices previously linked with Prince Henry's court.

After  the  antimasque,  the  structure  of  the  main  masque  and  of  its  scenography  of  The

Fortunate Isles and their Union is almost identical to the previous one. The scene opens and shows

the masquers sitting “in their several sieges”114 and this time it is Apollo who sings with Harmony,

describing the movement of the island and its dwellers:

Look forth the shepherd of the seas,
And of the ports that keep'st the keys,
And to your Neptune tell,
Macaria, prince of all the isles,
Wherein there nothing grows but smiles,
Doth here put in to dwell.115

In The Fortunate Isles and their Union, Charles did not impersonate Albion but the leader of

the  Macarii,  thus  assuming  a  more  deferential  role  as  “homager  to  his  father,  dutiful  and

subordinated”,  in accordance with the  resumed Jacobean iconography of “British insularity and

111 Ivi, p. 440.
112 Jonson’s most famous satire of alchemists and magi is his comedy “The Alchemist”, performed by the Kings’

Men in 1610 and possibly based on the figure of John Dee.
113 B. Jonson, Mercury Vindicated from the Alchemist at Court, in B. Jonson, The Complete Masques. Ed. by S.

Orgel, cit., pp. 213-223, p. 219.
114 B. Jonson, The Fortunate Isles and their Union, cit., p. 447.
115 Ibid.
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utopian peace”.116  Orgel and Strong identify a design of the re-elaboration of the island-device for

The Fortunate Isles and their Union:

If this identification is correct, the drawing depicts Prince Charles as Albion sitting in the centre
holding a baton, surrounded by the masquers Macarii. Proteus, a musician with his lute, sits in a
shell at the front. Scenically, this represents a return to the moveable pageant car tradition of
Blackness and Beauty. […] Jones retains the porticus, but transforms Jonson’s banyan tree into
an arbour of palms, traditionally Indian and emblematic of peace.117

Orgel further compares the description of the scene in the text of Neptune’s Triumph for the

Return of Albion and the re-elaborated design observing that the former describes the plants that

form the arbour as palms, symbols of peace, but the latter shows it “covered with an arbor, as the

text  requires;  but  it  is  an  arbor  of  palms,  not  a  banyan  tree”.  The  difference,  Orgel  insists,

“doubtlessly reflects merely the architect's ignorance of Asian botany; however the choice of palms

can hardly have been accidental. The all-powerful Neptune's island bears emblems of peace”.118 

Keeping the same lines of the previous masque, but erasing every trace of Charles as Albion,

Neptune's honours and glories this time are reflected exclusively “in this happiest isle”.119 Britain is

described as a place of beauty, harmony and bliss, where “there is no sickness, nor old age known/

To man, nor any grief that he dares own” and where “all day they feast, they sport and spring”. 120

Moreover,  the whole fable  of the masque is  updated to  the evolved political  situation that  has

dropped consideration for the Spanish match in favour of a French alliance (“And sing the prophecy

that  goes/  Of joining  the bright  lily  and the  rose”)121 and has  seconded James's  moderate  land

campaign instead of Charles's suggestion of a maritime attack on Spain:

In the intervening year, Charles'  naval  strategy had been watered down into a limited land
campaign, led by the mercenary General Ernst von Mansfeldt and forbidden by James from
engaging in  any Spanish forces;  the  Bourbon marriage,  intended as  a  grand Anglo-French
alliance, delivered few military benefits and would be a source of future domestic strife.122

The measures follow, accompanied by the same songs that had invited the ladies, addressing

them as nymphs, to join men in dance and love. Then the scene changes for the last time, showing

the  fleet,  which  Jophiel  presents  with  words  identical  to  those  used  by the  Poet  in  Neptune's

Triumph for the Return of Albion, followed by the final song, equally unchanged, sung by Proteus,

116 M. Butler, The Stuart Court Masque and Political Culture, cit., p. 271.
117 S. Orgel, R. Strong (eds.), Inigo Jones, cit., pp. 375-376. See plates 14, 15.
118 S. Orgel, The Illusion of Power, cit., p. 74.
119 B. Jonson, The Fortunate Isles and their Union, cit., p. 448.
120 Ivi, p. 449.
121 Ivi, p. 450.
122M. Butler, The Stuart Court Masque and Political Culture, cit., p. 271.
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Portunus and Saron, who close the masque glorifying Neptune as “great  lord of waters and of

isles”.123

123B. Jonson, The Fortunate Isles and their Union, cit., p. 452.
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Chapter III

‘From the sea flowed forth upon the sense’.

Aquatic Themes in Caroline Masques

‘The King and Queen’s Majesty having given their command’.
A New Masquing Season.

The masquing season of 1631, the first one after James's death, started off at Whitehall in the light

of  Platonic  love  with  the  last  two  masques  penned  by  Ben  Jonson:  Love's  Triumph  through

Callipolis, staged on January 9th, and Chloridia, staged on February 22nd, a date that marks the very

last collaboration between Ben Jonson and Inigo Jones. 

The shows of 1631 were symptomatic of the new forms that the Caroline masques would

develop within the  genre itself  in  the course of  Charles's  reign:  “fusing imperial  power,  erotic

possession and British exceptionalism they departed emphatically from Jacobean norms, instituting

motifs  that were central  to the fully  developed Caroline form”.1 In particular,  the masque-form

moved towards a triumphal asset made of several antimasques and dragged the tradition of outdoor

civic pageantry into the fictional dimension of the Caroline court:

The Caroline masque reinvented itself as the triumph. Titles advertise the paradigm:  Love’s
Triumph through Callipolis,  Albion’s Triumph,  The Triumph of Peace,  The Triumphs of the
Prince  d’Amour,  Britannia  Triumphans.  No  longer  drama  but  a  parade  in  which  Charles
brought on conquered subordinates and loyal friends, the aim was to proclaim the monarch as
leader.  At  his  accession  Charles  missed  an  opportunity  of  investing  his  government  with

1 M. Butler, The Stuart Court Masque and Political Culture, cit., p. 289.

195



symbolic  homage  by  cancelling  the  royal  entry,  but  his  masques  repaired  this  deficit,
presenting him as a ruler taking possession, a masculine emperor stamping his identity on a
feminized state.2

Bergeron observes “an inverse proportional relationship […] between the decline of [royal

pageants] and the rise of [the Lord Mayors’ Shows]”3 and, although civic pageantry persisted during

the Caroline reign,  it  is  true that  royal  entries and royal  participation in  civic  shows generally

diminished: 

The years 1625-42 have a striking paucity of civic pageantry with the notable exception of the
Lord Mayors’ Shows being written by the dramatists Middleton, Dekker, and Heywood. The
Masque continues to dominate courtly attention while the citizenry, in London as least, lavishes
its attention on its chief citizen, the mayor. The somewhat insulated attitude of James toward
public shows prevails in his son as well; and while Charles made several progress tours, again
no  entertainment  truly  compares  with  the  estate  pageants  of  the  Elizabethan  period.
Furthermore, but one royal entry – in Edinburgh in 1633 – actually qualifies as a civic pageant;
prominent  dramatists  who  had  designed  entertainments  in  the  Jacobean  era  have  largely
vanished.4 

Furthermore,  the  two  masques  inaugurated  Charles's  and  Henrietta  Maria's  tradition  of

presenting a sequence of two shows to complement each other, a habit that, in the majority of cases,

now permits us to investigate the groups of paired masques as a whole entity, especially from the

point of view of the king and queen as their respective commissioners, dancers, and addressees. In

this sense, Love's Triumph through Callipolis and Chloridia constitute a mini cycle in themselves,

even more so because both were written by the same author.  Both masques also happen to be

relevant in terms of water, as they stage a seascape with a maritime triumph and hydraulic gardens

respectively,  although  these  present  some  peculiarities  if  compared  with  those  appearing  in

Jacobean masques. 

Love's  Triumph through Callipolis, commissioned  by the  king,  sees  the  embodiment  of

Heroic Love (Charles) in pursuit of Divine Beauty (Henrietta Maria), while the second masque

2 Ivi, p. 287.
3 D. Bergeron, English Civic Pageantry 1558-1642, cit., p. 110.
4 Ibid.  There are many similarities between James’s entry in London in 1603 and Charles’s civic pageant in

Edinburgh in 1633. In particular Bergeron notes a correspondence in the representation of the main rivers of
the two cities, the Thames and the Lithus, appearing on a triumphal arch and on a painting carved on one of
the arches respectively: “Upon one side of the painting of Edinburgh a picture portrayed ‘the flood Lithus, in a
Mantle of sea-greene or water colour, a Crowne of sedges and reeds on his head with long locks; his arme
leaned upon an earthen pot, out of which water and fishes seemed to runne forth...’. How strikingly similar
had been the presentation of Thamesis on Jonson’s arch at Fenchurch: ‘His mantle of sea-green or water
colour...a crowne of sedge and reede upon his head...His beard, and hayre long, and over-growne. He leans his
arm upon an earthen pot, out of which, water, with live fishes, are seene to runne forth, and play about him’
[…]. Though on figure is live and the other painted, they correspond in the essential details, and perhaps the
anonymous deviser of the Edinburgh pageant checked earlier ones for inspiration. Neptune also appears here
on the arch at West Port”. Ivi, p. 115.
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celebrates the deification of Chloris (Henrietta Maria) in a garden that presents both natural and

artificial features. While  Love's Triumph though Callipolis was, according to Butler, “a seminal

event, which established the parameters for subsequent masques”,5 like many of Henrietta Maria's

following  court  shows,  Chloridia  borrowed  from French  and  Medicean  festivals,  encountering

Jones's taste in continental Renaissance and pushing the aesthetics of court masques towards a more

international ground, with political and social implications in the dialogue between king and queen

both as husband and wife and as British monarchs:

The  Bourbon  kings  were  ranking  powers  [in  Europe],  so  the  events  in  France  impacted
significantly  onto  English  consciousness:  Charles's  foreign  policy  oscillated  around  the
problem of how to avoid being outflanked by his great  rivals,  France and Spain. Henrietta
Maria's  Francophile  masques  foregrounded  her  status  as  a  princess  of  France  as  well  as
England,  and,  unlike  Charles's  inward-looking  festivals,  referenced her  identity  to  a  wider
European  context.  Her  cultural  difference  was  always  presented  as  intrinsic,  signalling
international links that brought England friends and prestige, and spelling out her determination
to keep Whitehall within the Bourbon-Médici dynastic orbit.6

The printed  editions  of  both masques,  like their  predecessors,  are  characterised by some

features typical of books of festivals, although they also manifest subtle hints of a sort of new self-

consciousness as a genre, certainly aggravated by Jonson's own awareness in terms of authorship.7

The prose introduction to Love's Triumph through Callipolis indicates, under the title, the place and

time where and when the show was first “performed in a masque at court, 1631”,8 and attributes it

to “the inventors: Ben Jonson, Inigo Jones”.9 The fact that Jonson publicly placed his own name in

the first place, before Jones's, is generally regarded as the final blow in the quarrel between Poet

and Architect.10 As a matter of fact, in the introduction Jonson justifies the aim and intents behind

masques, providing not only one of the most quoted definitions of the court and public spectacles as

“mirrors of man's life”,11 but also explicitly referring to the king’s commission: 

the inventors, being commanded from the king to think on some thing worthy of his majesty's

5 M. Butler, The Stuart Court Masque and Political Culture, cit., p. 289.
6 Ivi, p. 146.
7 Jonson's Love's Triumph Through Callipolis and Choloridia will be quoted from Ben Jonson, The Complete

Masques. Ed. by S, Orgel, cit., pp. 454-461; 462-471. 
8 B. Jonson, Love's Triumph through Callipolis, cit., p. 454. It seems that the text of  Love's Triumph through

Callipolis was published as a libretto, before the performance. See L. Shohet, op.cit., p. 123.
9 B. Jonson, Love's Triumph through Callipolis, cit., p. 454.
10 D.J. Gordon, “Poet and Archtect”,  in Id.,  The Renaissance Imagination, cit., pp. 77-101. See  «‘O Showes!

Showes!  Mighty  Showes!  /  The  Eloquence  of  Masques!’.  The  Masque  as  Work  of  Art:  Iconography and
Materiality», infra.

11 “Whose ends, for the excellence of their exhibitors (as being the donatives of great princes to their people)
ought always carry a mixture of profit with them no less than delight”  B. Jonson,  Love's Triumph Through
Callipolis, cit., p. 454.
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putting in act, […] for the honour of this court and the dignity of that heroic love and regal
respect borne by him to his unmatchable lady and spouse, the queen's majesty.12 

Jonson's definition underlines the role that court spectacles acquired in terms of royal self-

fashioning, and the written account of the masque is thus framed within two para-textual narratives:

the first one is offered in the title, followed by the introduction and the summary of the plot, and the

second one is given by the reproduction of the names of the main masquers, thus further identifying

the  show as  an  event  placed  in  a  verifiable  historic  past.  The  same narrative  and para-textual

mechanisms can be found in Chloridia, whose text also announces it to be “personated in a masque

at court by the queen's majesty and her ladies, at Shrovetide, 1630”.13 The masque is signed by “the

inventors: Ben Jonson, Inigo Jones”, who are responding to the requests of the monarchs: “the king

and queen's majesty having given their command for the invention of a new argument, with the

whole  change  of  scene  wherein  her  majesty  with  the  like  number  of  her  ladies  purposed  a

presentation to the king”.14 The occasions for both masques mirror themselves: both king and queen

pay homage to each other, thus providing the same kind of moral intention behind the two court

shows, but they also make sure that delight is guaranteed thanks to the variation of sceneries from

one masque to another.

Love's Triumph Through Callipolis

Love's Triumph through Callipolis, as the title suggests, displays a proper sea-triumph through the

streets of a city and reproduces indoors the typical scene of a civic pageant, easily recognisable to

the  court  audience  and further  transposed to  a  mythological  level:15 Euphemus  descends from

heaven to the streets of Callipolis, an idealised city “of beauty and goodness”, whose court respects

and venerates Love “as a special deity […] and tutelar god of the place”, where he finds “her

majesty there enthroned” and warns her that the suburbs are menaced by lascivious lovers. After

the antimasque, Heroic Love cleanses the lovers and the city with a censer.16

The  antimasque  consists  of  a  “distracted  comedy  of  love”  danced  by  some  “depraved

lovers”, led by a “mistress”, and identified, from the iconographic point of view, with “the scenical

12 Ibid.
13 B. Jonson, Chloridia, cit., p. 462.
14 Ibid.  In his edition of  Chloridia,  David Lindley argues that Ben Jonson directly omitted the name of Inigo

Jones: “Jonson’s omission of Inigo Jones’s name from the title-page provoked the final rift between them, and
henceforward Jones was the dominant figure in Caroline entertainments”. D. Lindley, Court Masques, cit., p.
259.

15 Maritime chariots are typical of the Medicean pageantry of the sixteenth century both in Florence and Paris.
See Roy Strong, Art and Power, cit.

16 B. Jonson, Love's Triumph through Callipolis, cit., pp. 454-455.
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persons and habits of the four prime European nations”, who then exit the stage “in a circle”.17 The

geometric shape of the final ballet certainly responds to stage and choreographic necessities, but

the fact that the masquers represent national personifications makes it legitimate to imagine them in

the act of composing an old style, circular T-O map, similar to the one received by Meliades/Henry

in  Tethys’ Festival:  the absence of Britain from this circular geographic recounting would thus

allude to its separated nature of ‘Isle of the Blest’.18 As a matter of fact, Love's Triumph through

Callipolis was danced after the Treaty of Madrid between Britain and Spain, recently signed in

December 1630 in order to celebrate peace, but only on the British side. Many at court were still

suspicious of the alliance with Spain and, inaugurating another Caroline habit,  the doors of the

Banqueting House were closed to foreign ambassadors for the show: 

So the masque celebrated peace,  but  as  a  matter  for  solely  British congratulation.  All  the
ambassadors,  including  the  Spanish  ambassador,  were  refused  invitations,  and  within  the
masque foreigners were ridiculed. The antimasquers were 'the four prime European nations'
[…] and although Jones's designs adopted commedia dell'arte dress, the disregard of overseas
sensibilities must have been palpable.19

Karen Britland observes that the evocation of an “European disorder” represented by the

antimasque is mainly directed at the queen, “the masque's principal observer, who is addressed by

Euphemus  as  ‘The  center  of  proportion’”,20 and  who  is,  in  this  way,  therefore  included  and

incorporated within the king's iconography of national identity:

The harmony of the royal marriage is expressed  in the reciprocity of Charles and Henrietta
Maria's gazes which reflect each other and unite the king and queen consort in an orderly,
chaste whole. By incorporating Henrietta Maria into the masque's fiction in this way,  Love's
Triumph claims her for itself and for Callipolis. Its imagery renders the royal union whole and
solid: the couple's reciprocal gazes, providing a pattern of unity for the nation, are circular and
unbroken. As the European disorders are expelled beyond the boundaries of Callipolis, so the
alien queen consort is recast as a national treasure and the borders of the country closed up.
Love's  Triumph not  only  imagines  the  expulsion  of  foreign  disorders  from Callipolis,  but
purifies  Henrietta  Maria,  locking  her  identity  to  a  circle  of  impenetrable  reciprocity  with
Charles.21

In Caroline masques, foreign personifications frequently work as parodist representations:

the only surviving English verses for the antimasque of the French pastoral Florimène (1635),22 for

17 Ibid.
18 See «Tethys’ Festival and the Postponed Nauachia», infra.
19 M. Butler, The Stuart Court Masque and Political Culture, cit., p. 289.
20 K. Britland, Drama at the Courts of Henrietta Maria, cit., p. 67.
21 Ivi, pp. 67-68.
22 “The following verses survive in an apparently unique printed pamphlet of five pages in  the Hungtinton

Library (13016). They have no date, no proper title, but finish with Townshend's name. They also show one
handwritten marginal note possibly in Townshend's hand. The verses were Identified by Orgel as antimasques
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example, describe a parade of foreign representatives, all come to pay their homage to the king and

queen (“these wonders of the West/ Within her Temple, ever Blest”).23 These characters are all

meagrely described with certain details that immediately identify them according to the national

and ethnic stereotype they represent: the “Man of Canada […] both rough and rude/ […] with bare

and  nimble  feet”;  the  two  “Aegyptians/  From  Memphis,  with  Prophetick  soule”;  three

“Pantaloones” from “Bergamo […]/, with very little meat/ a-foot”; four Spaniads, whose “pace is

ever slow” and whose “looke and language always Grave”; and also a Pigmee, whose “Stature you

may see,/ not much above a Ladies knee”.24 Thus, as Butler observes, these descriptions seem to

allude to negative stereotypes that, as seen, identify what is foreign with what is enemy to Britain:

While  James  linked his  authority  to  the  British  state's  marvellous  self-identity,  he  had not
suggested  that  this  meant  disengagement  from  Europe.  By  contrast,  Charles's  masques
institutionalized the contrast between ‘us’ and ‘them’ […]. In Charles's masques the enemy was
outside: Europe and the wider world were the antagonists against which British identity was
defined.  His  festivals  presented  a  parade  of  international  stereotypes  testifying  to  British
superiority:  French,  Spaniards,  Italians,  Egyptians,  Persians,  Indians,  pigmies,  even  […]  a
native Canadian. James's masques had ethnocentric moments, but never made as emphatic a
divide between home and abroad as did Charles's. If British Union was the foundational trope
of the earlier reign, British exceptionalism was foundational for the next.25

played after the French pastoral Florimène, which was performed by the Queen's ladies on 21 December 1635.
[...] When plays were used in place of masque texts for a masque night, it was the custom at this time either to
work the usual sequence of dances into the last act of the play, or to supply an extra short masque after the
completion of the action of the play. The following verses by Townshend seem to represent a short masque to
follow the  play,  not,  as  Orgel  suggests,  merely  antimasques”.  C.C.  Brown,  The Poems and Masques  of
Aurelian Twonshend with music by Henry Lawes and William Webb, Reading, Whiteknights Press, 1983, p.
109. See, also, S. Orgel, “Florimène and The Ante-Masques”, Renaissance Drama, IV (1972), pp. 135-153; S.
Orgel, R. Strong, Inigo Jones, cit., II, pp. 631-637.

23 A. Townshend, Verses for Masques: Florimène, cit., pp. 110.
24 Ivi, pp. 110-112.
25 M. Butler, The Stuart Court Masque and Political Culture, cit., p. 281. Although with a different, and more

dialectic,  outcome  than  what  happens  on  the  Caroline  stage,  similar  staging  strategies  of  personifying
geographical  regions recur also in  Jacobean masques,  especially  when the narrative requires to  represent
foreign or  even exotic  territories  that  are  somehow included into  the  British  dimension.  Some examples
among many include the Ethiopian nymphs in The Masque of Blackness; the Virginian priests in Chapman's
Memorable Masque and the character of Kawasha in The Masque of Flowers, whose costumes in particular
are based on John White's designs for Keymis' and Ralegh's accounts of their expeditions to Guiana. In the
antimasque parade of Thomas Campion's Somerset Masque the procession of allegories consists of groups of
four characters, among which the four elements. The description of water “in a skin coate waved, with a
mantle full of fishes, on his head a Dolphin” reminds of pictorial decorations of fish and aquatic animals on
maps. Finally, the last group is formed by the four continents, for whose description derives from Ripa's
Iconologia: “Europe in the habit of an Empress, with an Emperiall Crowne on her head. Asia in a Persian
Ladies habit, with a Crowne on her head. Africa like a Queene of the Moores, with a crown. America in a skin
coate of the colour of the juyce of Mulberies, on her head a large round brims of many coloured feathers, and
in the midst of it a small Crowne”. T. Campion,  The Somerset Masque, in W.R. Davis (ed.),  The Works of
Thomas Campion, London, Faber, 1969, pp. 263-276, pp. 273-274. The succession of allegories, the reference
to the winds, to the four elements, and the final entrance of the personified continents somewhat evoke the
mixture  of  iconographic  and  verbal  elements  present  in  the  opening  map  of  Ortelius's  Teatrum  Orbis
Terrarum,  with the masquing parade working as a cartographic pageant-like emblem before the eyes of the
audience.  See  «‘A  globe,  yea  world,  by  that  impression  grow’.  Cartography,  Exploration,  Voyages  and
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The  cartographic  element  in  Caroline  masques  pays  homage  to  British  exclusivity:  for

instance,  Thomas Carew's  Coelum Britannicum (1634) celebrates the court  as an hypostasis  of

Britain, whose internal, exceptional, and self-sufficient glory and harmony become the model for a

reformation of the heavens. During Carew’s masque, Mercury praises the insular dimension of the

reign,  further stressing its  tripartite structure when he summons the “ancient  worthies of these

famous isles”.26 As a matter of fact, the three kingdoms of Britain appear on the scene sitting on a

mountain, out of which certain national heroes come out, being visually ‘born’ out of the land they

belong to: 

About the middle part of this mountain were seated the three kingdoms of England, Scotland,
and Ireland, all richly attired in regal habits appropriated to their several nations, with crowns
on  their  heads,  and  each  of  them  bearing  the  ancient  arms  of  the  three  kingdoms  they
represented […] At this the under-part of the rock opens, and out of a cave are seen to come
the masquers, richly attired like ancient heroes, the colours yellow, embroidered with silver.27 

These personified characters, together with Mercury and a Genius of the place, summon the

ancient heroes of Britain, the “British worthies” of the reign, as examples of heroic virtues that

equally belong to all of the three kingdoms, and whose cultural union derives – physically – from

the heart of the land and from an ancient past rooted in the geographical configuration of Britain,

long before its political, or even just ideological, definition:

Genius. Then from your imprisoning womb,
Which is the cradle and the tomb
Of British worthies (fair sons) send
troop of heroes, that may lend
Their hands to ease this loaden grove,
And gather the ripe fruits of love.

Kingdoms Open thy stony entrails wide
1, 2, 3. And break old Atlas, that the pride

Of three famed kingdoms may be spied.
Chorus Pace forth thou mighty British Hercules,

With thy choice band, for only thou and these
May revel here, in Love's Hesperides.28

The stage device of an opening mountain had already appeared in 1616 in Jonson’s Pleasure

Reconciled  to  Virtue,  where  Charles  as  young Hercules  was appointed  as  guardian  of  ‘Mount

Theatre», infra.
26 Otherwise Mercury refers to Britain with the singular in other places of the masque. See T. Carew,  Coelum

Britannicum, in D. Lindley (ed.), Court Masques, cit., pp. 166-193, p. 186, 187.
27 Ibid.
28 Ivi, p. 188
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Atlas’, which disclosed the garden of the Hesperides on the stage.29 King Charles performed again

as the British Hercules among the ancient heroes in Coelum Britannicum, and the deictic reference

to the scenic space as “here, in Love's Hesperides” resumed the geographical and mythical location

of  Britain  in  the  western  part  of  the  world,  as  the  ‘Fortunate  Isles’,  and,  at  the  same  time,

conjugated it  with the  Neoplatonic dimension of  the  Caroline  court.  As already mentioned,  in

Coelum Britannicum  the three kingdoms of England,  Scotland and Ireland appear,  personified,

embodied  by masquers  “richly  attired  in  regal  habits  appropriated  to  the  several  nations,  with

crowns  on  their  heads,  and  each  of  them  bearing  the  ancient  arms  of  the  kingdoms  they

represented”.30 With a reversed mechanism of the iconographic decorations that represent kings and

queens on maps, equipped with coats of arms and national distinctive features,31 the masquers of

Coelum  Britannicum personify  the  geographical  regions  that  compose  Britain  and,  in  a  sung

dialogue, they invite druids and rivers to “survey” with their “duller eyes” the land described as a

garden, as the “Hesperian bowers, whose fair/ trees bear/ Rich golden fruit,  and yet no dragon

near”, a definition that almost recalls the chorographic ekphrasis enunciated by the triton in Tethys’

Festival.32

In Love's Triumph through Callipolis, the first parade of “depraved lovers” still represents a

canonical antimasque in that the masquers are opposed to the purified love of the king and the

queen,  but  the  reiteration  of  a  parading  action  sets  the  basis  for  later  Caroline  masques,

characterised by multiple and elaborate opening triumphs, while it also recalls the French style of

the ballets de cour.33 Euphemus then enunciates the characteristics of Love as “the right affection

of the mind/ The noble appetite of what is best/ Desire of union with the thing designed”.34 In doing

so, he directly addresses the queen (“to you that are by excellence/ […] the top of beauty!”)35 and

announces the forthcoming triumph while the Chorus, walking about “with their censers”, explains

how the vicious  lovers,  (“no loves,  but  slave to  sense/ mere cattle  and not men”),36 are  being

cleansed:

29 See «‘Treasure of hope and jewel of mankind’. A New Heir to the Throne», infra.
30 T. Carew, Coelum Britannicum, cit., p. 187.
31 On  cartographic  personifications,  see  ‘A  globe,  yea  world,  by  that  impression  grow’. Cartography,

Exploration,  Voyages,  and  Theatre,  infra;  Chester’s  Triumph  for  her  Prince  Henrie,  infra. Although  no
designs of these particular costumes for Coelum Britannicum survive, Barbara Ravelhofer suggests that maps,
such as Selden's Theatre of the Empire of Great Britain, must have played a role among Inigo Jones's sources.
See B. Ravelhofer, op. cit., p. 211. 

32 T. Carew, Coelum Britannicum, cit.,pp. 187-188. See «Tethys’ Festival and the Posponed Naumachia» infra.
33 R. Strong, Art and Power, cit., p. 163.
34 B. Jonson, Love's Triumph Through Callipolis, cit., p. 456.
35 Ibid.
36 Ivi, p. 457.
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Meanwhile we make lustration of the place,
And with our solemn fires and waters prove
T'have frighted hence the weak diseased race
Of those were turtured on the wheel of love.37

London and the court are not idealised, but rather staged in the masque under variant forms of

themselves, or, better to say, they are represented theatrically in what Butler defines as Charles's

“myth  of  private  transcendence”.38 The  cleansing  of  the  suburbs  of  Callipolis  can  be  easily

recognised,  in  fact,  as  a  “government  legitimization”  of  the  king’s  plans  of  re-urbanisation  of

London :39

The masque made no direct reference to London. In its philosophical programme, masquers
embodying restraint, refinement, and self-control were set against distempered, turbulent, and
chaotic grotesques. Yet the motif of a city purged of its humours enacted a symbolic contest
between centre  and margins,  the  King and those inimical  to  his  will,  which replicated the
ideology  of  personal  rule  as  seen  in  these  early  edicts.  Heroic  Love  cast  the  plague  of
uncontrolled  passions  out  of  Callipolis's  suburbs  just  as  King  Charles  was  ordering  his
metropolis.  […] The purging of ‘infection’ was highly topical,  for 1630 was a plague year,
which badly disrupted London life. As the chorus fumigated the Banqueting House, waving
censers to ‘vapour’ away urban sickness […], they linked Charles's harmonious love with a
return to health in the streets.40

From  another  point  of  view  the  masque  resounds  with  religious  images,  particularly

conveyed by the instruments of purification – censer,  fire,  and water – that allude both to the

imagery of Laudan Anglicanism, stressing Charles's role as head of the Church and, at the same

time, to the Catholic symbolism familiar to Henrietta Maria.41 The union of the royal couple is

further stressed by the points of contact between the different religious confessions they practice

and, therefore, their iconographies seem “appropriate not only to the Neoplatonic roles of the King

and Queen in the masques, but also to their roles as representatives of their respective religions”:42

37 Ibid.
38 M. Butler, The Stuart Court Masque and Political Culture, cit., p. 291.
39 “Charles was developing his  plans to  make London a  royal  metropolis,  with a  proclamation that  limited

further  building  and  set  standards  for  future  enlargement.  James  had  attempted  to  restrict expansion  by
instituting a building commission,  but Charles's initiative was more determined and politicized.  […] The
urban programme was extended in the incorporation of the suburbs (1636), which brought labourers, aliens,
and  vagrants  living  in  the  margins  and  outside  the  customary  jurisdictions  within  a  new  instrument  of
government. Charles's personal authority would be manifested in a capital properly regulated, architecturally
unified, and under common standards of orderliness”. Ivi, pp. 291-292. 

40 Ivi, p. 392.
41 “In Love's Triumph, Charles is not the ‘Heroical Warrior’, but the ‘Heroical Lover’, and the city into which he

makes his triumphal entry is Callipolis, ‘the city of beauty and goodness’ […]. In this masque, as Orgel and
Strong have noted, […] there is a formality reminiscent of Laudian Anglicanism in the ceremony with which
the Chorus moves about swinging censers to purify the approaches to the Queen's ‘city of beauty’ […], and
the Queen herself is its ‘temple’.”, E. Veevers, op. cit., p. 175.

42 Ivi, p. 120.
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By the 1630s Laud believed that men were sufficiently aware of the right use of images to avoid
the dangers of idolatry […]. To Laud, and especially to Charles, beauty of worship was one of
the ‘good’ parts of Catholcism. A reformed and refined ceremony, freed of pre-Reformation
excess and added to the reason and truth of Anglicanism, would result in a religion in which
Beauty and Truth were one. […] The ceremony of purification leads to the meeting of ideal
Beauty, embodied by the Queen, and ideal Love, embodied by the King, which created form
from chaos.43

What really differentiates Heroic Love from its negative forms, as Butler comments, is the

legitimization  of  desire  “by  its  intellectual  control  and  virtuous  objective”:  thus,  in  staging

Charles's  quest  for  Divine  Beauty/Henrietta  Maria,  the  masque  “sanctioned  his  passion  in  its

nuptial aspect”.44 Love is referred to as an allegory rather than as a personification, as a shapeless

condition achieved by the pure lovers who pursue it. Interestingly, Love is somewhat associated

with the idea of a labyrinth, thus recalling the myth of Daedalus, but it also obliquely alludes to

geometric gardens, since the maze is one of the typical outcome of the ars topiaria.45 As Euphemus

explains, only when Callipolis will be healed from depravation, will Love:

flow forth like a rich perfume
Into your nostrils, or some sweeter sound
Of melting music, that shall not consume
Within the ear, but run the mazes round.46

The pure love between Heroic Love/Charles and Divine Beauty/Henrietta Maria, as well as

the re-established order of Callipolis/London are celebrated by an aquatic pageant led by Oceanus

and Amphitrite.47 The text simulates the marching attitude of the parade by describing it as first

appearing “afar off”, thus suggesting that the masquers might be entering from the back or the side

of the stage, leaving behind a “prospect of the sea”.48 The seascape is signalled by a side note at the

end of the Chorus's song, but no description of the backdrop is provided.49 The protagonists of this

procession  are  King  Charles  as  Heroic  Love  accompanied  by  “fifteen  lovers  and  as  many

Cupids”,50 the latter ones also acting as torch-bearers, all led by Amphitrite and other four sea gods:

43 Ivi, p. 175.
44 Ivi, p. 153.
45 M. Butler, The Stuart Court Masque and Political Culture, cit., p. 293.
46 B. Jonson, Love's Triumph through Callipolis, cit., p. 454.
47 “The antimasque's  drama  was  subordinated  to  celebration  of  the  royal  union,  the  main  focus  being  the

emotionally heightened meeting between chief performer and chief spectator.”  M. Butler,  The Stuart Court
Masque and Political Culture, cit., p. 290.

48 Ivi, p. 457.
49 “Not the slightest hint of description is there of the first set; all we know is that it opened to discover a temple

by a shore, with ‘a hollowe rocke, filling part of the Sea-prospect’”. A. Nicoll, op. cit., p. 84.
50 B. Jonson, Love's Triumph Through Callipolis, cit., p. 458.
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The triumph is first seen afar off, and led in by Amphitrite, the wife of Oceanus, with four sea
gods attending her: Nereus, Proteus, Glaucus, Palaemon. It consisteth of fifteen lovers and as
many Cupids, who rank themselves seven and seven on a side, with each Cupid before him
with a lighted torch, and the middle person (which is his majesty) placed in the center.51

In their  catalogue, Orgel and Strong detect and include a possible draft  for the maritime

triumph, although the scarcity of details  provided by Jonson and the preliminary nature of the

sketch keeps the identification very indefinite:

The suggestion that this design relates to  Love’s Triumph is no more than tentative, and the
evidence  is  not  conclusive.  It  depicts  a  sea-triumph  with  masquers  arriving  by  boat  and
descending to floor level.  There are sea gods and goddesses present,  although not  actually
“leading in” the triumph. There is a vision in the sky […] designated as a cut out circle. It
depicts, however, not a single figure, Euclia, but several. But Jonson is often silent on Jones’s
own contribution during this period, and it may well be that Euclia had attendants. Finally, it is
important that this is only a preliminary sketch, unfinished, and doubtless changes were made.
Stylistically it is unlikely to be later than Chloridia, and could even be slightly earlier. Apart
from  Neptune’s  Triumph,  for  which  we  have  the  designs,  there  are  no  masques  with  sea
mythology until Love’s Triumph.52

No account is given of the physical appearance of these aquatic characters, but apart from

Portunus, the Greek god of ports, who here appears as his Latin counterpart, Palaemon,53 the gods

who attend Amphitrite, “the wife of Oceanus”, are the same who appear in Neptune's Triumph for

the Return of Albion and  The Fortunate Isles and their Union, a coincidence that prompts the

reader to think that the costumes might have, at least, been re-used.54 Heroic Love enters the scene

in the middle of the lines formed by the two sides of the masquers:

Next the ‘prospect of a sea appears’, moving the court from the enclosed world of the city and
its buildings to vistas of the world of nature. Across the sea floated Charles and his train, a
vision that would be read by the court audience not only as an image of love, for Venus arose
from the waves, but as a political statement of British sea power. All British monarch from
Elizabeth I onwards were celebrated as sovereigns of the seas, whether under the allegorical
guise of Cynthia or Neptune. Such a picture as the king bestriding the waves in triumph in
Callipolis evoked for onlookers innumerable previous images of maritime power claimed by
the Tudor and Stuart kings. Indeed the rule of the latter was to founder on naval policy in the
imposition of ship-money.55

51 Ivi, pp. 457-458.
52 S. Orgel, R. Strong (eds.), Inigo Jones, cit., vol. I, plate 147, p. 408. See plate 16.
53 The choice of a Latin nomenclature might derive from a general ascription of the masque to the Roman

tradition  of  spectacles  and  mimes,  especially  in  the  antimasque  where  the  actors  dance  “with  antic
gesticulation and action after the manner of the old pantomimi”. Ivi, p. 455.

54 On the habit of recycling masques' costumes, see B. Ravelhofer, op. cit., pp. 126-141.
55 R. Strong, Art and Power, cit., pp. 161-162.
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The sea-prospect presents also a rock, upon which Neptune sits surrounded by the muses and

the text of Love’s Triumph through Callipolis makes the reader infer that this architectonic element

does not appear in the beginning, but comes out on the scene towards the end of the parade. As a

matter of fact, the prose commentary introduces the arrival of Euclia (“fair glory”),56 at the end of

the Cupids' dance, describing her song as taking place “upon the sight of a work of Neptune's,

being  a  hollow  rock  filling  part  of  the  sea-prospect,  whereon  the  muses  sit”,57 as  if  this

architectonic element had just appeared. The description alludes to the traditional iconography of

Mount Parnassus or Mount Helicon, a leitmotif in Renaissance gardens, and the fact that the rock is

explicitly described as “hollow” seems to identify it with a fabricated mannerist grotto:

The muses,  often depicted as  the  inhabitants  of  Mount  Parnassus  and in  the  Company of
Apollo, were a common subject in sixteenth and seventeenth-century gardens. At the court of
the Duke of Wüttnberg in Stuttgart,  not far from Heidelberg, a Mount Parnassus had been
constructed.  De  Caus built  one for  Elizabeth’s  mother  Queen Anna at  Somerset  House in
London.  The  illustration  of  a  Mount  Parnassus  in  de  Caus’ work  Les  raisons  des  forces
mouvant of 1615 follows the model of Pratolino. A Mount Parnassus with muses and Apollo
had  been  erected  to  celebrate  the  entry  of  Elizabeth  and  Friederich  on  their  arrival  at
Heidelberg in 1613.58

As it happens with the Palace of Oceanus in Neptune's Triumph for the Return of Albion, and

with  Tethys's  caves  in  Daniel's  masque,  in  Love’s  Triumph  through  Callipolis, the  grotto  is

transposed to  a  maritime  setting.  As  a  matter  of  fact,  the  text  explicitly  refers  to  “a  work  of

Neptune”,59 who gathers the muses in order to celebrate the birth of Venus, goddess of Love and

“patroness of ‘holy nuptials’”60 between Heroic Love and Divine Beauty:

And Neptune too
Shows what his waves can do,
To call the muses all to play
And sing the birth of Venus' day,
Chorus.
Which from the sea flowed forth upon the sense,
To wonder first, and next to excellence,
By virtue of divine intelligence!61

Neoplatonism and Catholicism merge in presenting Love as both the source and exercise of

56 Butler identifies Euclia as “fair glory”. See M. Butler, The Stuart Court Masque and Political Culture, cit., p.
291. Curiously enough the term today scientifically defines a genus of sea snail, even though no evidence
exists of anything in the appearance of this character in the masque that would remind to the mollusc. 

57 B. Jonson, Love's Triumph Through Callipolis, cit., p. 459.
58 W. Metzger, “The Perspective of the Prince: the  Hortus Palatinus of Friederich V and Elizabeth Stuart at

Heidelberg” in S. Smart, M.R. Wade (eds.), The Palatine Wedding of 1613, cit., pp. 567-596, p. 588.
59 B. Jonson, Love's Triumph Through Callipolis, cit., p. 459.
60 Ibid.
61 Ibid.
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knowledge, benevolence and purity since Love, as Venus's son, confers inward knowledge to the

lovers: “out of chaos brought/ the world to light/ and gently moving on the waters, wrought/ all

form to sight”.62 The association between Neptune and the Muses is not uncommon in Renaissance

gardens and fountains, because the maritime god is somewhat the source of Hypocrene,  Mount

Parnassus’s main spring, originating from Pegasus’s hoof. Metzger analyses the architectonic and

maritime elements present in the Hortus Palatinus, in particular the Neptune fountain and Mount

Parnassus, in the light of the association between the (absent) statue of Apollo and Friederich V:

 

The Neptune fountain is to be understood in the context of the symbolism of the ruler as Apollo
Neptune is the father of Pegasus. The spring Hippocrene, opened by a kick from Pegasus’s hoof,
can therefore be associated with the Neptune fountain. It follows that the Neptune fountain is to
be understood as the “fountain of the princes” (Fürstenbrunn) of the poets of the Heidelberg
court, the Palatine equivalent of the Hypocrene and the Castalian spring of Mount Parnassus.
Seen from this perspective, the fountain of Neptune would be the source from which the muses
emerge at the feet of the ruler.63

The maritime god does not properly substitute Apollo in such an architectonic ensamble and,

likewise, in Love’s Triumph through Callipolis, the Muses, presented by Neptune, emerge at the feet

of Heroic Love/ Charles, who, like Friederch V in the Hortus Palatinus, can be further identified

with the otherwise absent Apollo. As a matter of fact, as Metzger illustrates:

In the  Hortus Palatinus,  Urania,  the muse of astronomy, is  positioned at  the center  of  the
broderie-parterre. In her function as bearer of the gnomon, the index of the integrated sundial,
she introduces the sun as the dominant element into the ensamble. The sun god Apollo, leader
of the muses, is therefore staged as the all-illuminating center without being shown in person.
[…] Apollo’s presence is suggested without a statue or any other image. […] In contrast to the
Parnassus fountain at Somerset House, where figures of the muses, Apollo, and Pegasus gather
on  a  rock,  a  complete  mythological  group  is  absent  in  Heidelberg,  where  the  muses  are
accompanied  by  the  non-corporeal Apollo.  Around  1600  the  suggestion  of  the  implicit
presence  of  an  absent  figure  was  a  much  admired  desire,  in  stark  contrast  to  the
representational art of Louis XIV; in the gardens of Versailles the statue of Apollo is a portrait
of the king.64

In 1631, Neptune as a benevolent and protecting figure could also remind Charles of James,

who was last addressed as the maritime god only five years earlier in a masque danced by the same

prince, but the iconography of Neptune linked with the muses first appeared, although obliquely

reversed, in Tethys’ Festival. In Daniel's masque Tethys emerges from her octagonal fountain, in its

turn based on Salomon de Caus's  work of Neptune with the muses for the garden in Somerset

62 Ibid.
63 W. Metzger, “The Perspective of the Prince: the Hortus Palatinus of Friederich V and Elizabeth Stuart at 

Heidelberg” in S. Smart, M.R. Wade (eds.), The Palatine Wedding of 1613, cit., pp. 567-596, p. 589. 
64 Ibid.
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House. Thus, in Love’s Triumph through Callipolis, it is Anna's iconography, rather than James's, to

be explicitly re-elaborated as a tribute to Charles's patronage of the arts:

Neptune  in  the  waves  below  summons  from  the  deep  a  rock  bearing  the  Muses.  The
renaissance of the arts, the best-known aspect of the civilization of the court of Charles I, is a
direct  manifestation  of  this  triumph of  autocratic  power.  With  these  emblems of  universal
harmony and royal power giving birth to the arts set  before the eyes of the onlookers, the
masquers now join them in the ritual of the revels.65

However,  the  female  goddess  of  the  Ocean  who  appears  in  this  maritime  triumph  is

Amphitrite, Neptune's wife according to tradition: Anna’s Tethys or Bel-Anna are not explicitly

resumed, while Amphitrita, on the contrary, had appeared in Munday’s The Triumphs of Re-United

Britannia,  a  civic  pageant  performed in 1605 in  honour of  the  new Lord  Mayor,  Sir  Leonard

Hilliday, Merchant Taylor. This pageant is particularly relevant because it contains “the only full-

scale  treatment  of  the  popular  Brutus-in-Albion  myth  of  English  history  to  be  found  in  civic

pageantry down to the closing of the theatres”.66 Although Love’s Triumph through Callipolis does

not allude explicitly to it, nor does it resume the topos of the Brutus legend, it is possible that some

people in the audience remembered Munday’s pageant when seeing Amphitrite, either because they

were present in the streets of London in 1605, or because they read the written record of the show.

Whether the reference was intended or not, or the allusion explicit, the coincidence still makes the

representation of an outdoor street pageant at least very plausible. Moreover, a similar device of a

‘Mount Parnassus’,  with Apollo surrounded by the Muses, would be later employed during the

royal pageant organised for the reception of Charles in Edinburgh in 1633, and the Muses had

already appeared during James’s royal entry in London in 1603:

In the middle of the street this mountain stood populated by Apollo, the Muses and “ancient
Worthies of Scotland”. […] Clio bore the word of Charles as prince; Melpomene had the word
of King James: Thalia, the word of Queen Anne; Euterpe, the word of Prince Henry. […] The
Muses had also been present on the arch devised by Dekker in the 1604 pageant which stood at
the Little Conduit in Cheapside, the arch called Hortus Euporiae, thus underscoring again the
continuity of pageantry. Doubtless here in Edinburgh Apollo and the Muses intend to suggest
the harmony possible in such a kingdom; they have not fled nor been banished, for the king
remains sympathetic to the functions of the Muses.67

Other maritime triumphs enter the scene in later Caroline masques, but, as in Love's Triumph

through  Callipolis,  they  lead  the  royal  processions  without  superimposing  their  mythological

iconographies over that of the king, who is generally depicted as an ancient heroic warrior rather

65 R. Strong, Art and Power, cit., p. 162.
66 D. Bergeron, English Civic Pageantry, 1558-1642, cit., p. 142.
67 Ivi, p. 117.
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than as  an  aquatic  god.  For  example,  at  the  end of  the  seventh song in Aurelian Townshend's

Albion's Triumph  (1632), Neptune is mentioned among other tutelary divinities: “out of the four

corners  of  the  Scene  proceeded  4  Gods,  NEPTUNE,  PLUTUS,  BELLONA,  AND  CEBELE,

complaining  of  Ease  and  Plentie,  jointly  singing”.68 These  gods  are  charged  by  Peace  with

protecting the reign of Albion and securing its prosperity and harmony. Neptune in particular must

govern and defend the seas that surround Britain and make sure its fleet does not need to leave port,

but just to secure defence and protection from external dangers: “NEPTUNE to Sea! And let no

Sayle/ Meet ALBIONS Fleete, but make it veile”.69

In 1635, William Davenant's Temple of Love constitutes a slightly ambiguous variation on the

treatment  of  seascapes  and  maritime  chariots  in  the  Caroline  masques.70 Henrietta  Maria

impersonates the Indian Queen Indamora, who travels across the sea to re-establish the ‘Temple of

Love’ in Britain.  In this masque there appear both a seascape and a maritime chariot, and in fact,

after an Indian landscape and a cloudy setting, the third scene of the masque changes into: 

a Sea somewhat calme, where the billowes moving sometimes whole, and sometimes breaking,
beat gently on the land, which represented a new and strange prospect; the nearest part was
broken grounds and Rockes, with a mountainous Countrey, but of a pleasant Aspect, in which
were trees of strange forme and Colour, and here and there were placed in the bottome severall
Arbors like Cottages, and strange beasts and birds, farre unlike the Countrey of these parts,
expressing an Indian Landschape In the Sea were severall Ilands nd a farre off a Continent
terminating with the Horrizon.71

The  description  refers  to  an  exotic  shore,  but  there  can  be  seen  land  “a  farre  off  […]

terminating with the Horizon”,72 as if the backdrop showed the way of the journey Indamora is

about to undertake. A particular design survives that is explicitly marked as depicting a “Sceane of

an India[n] shore and a sea for ye Quens masq Indamora 1634”,73 and scholars have detected many

Italian sources for the conceiving of this masque, possibly filtered through French tradition. Queen

Indamora derives her name from a Florentine pageant tournament of 1615 and Giulio Parigi's Il

Giudizio di Paride (1608), that is especially relevant as far as the composition of the central rock is

concerned, a motif already highly productive in continental stage settings:

68 A. Townshend, Albion's Triumph, in Id, The Poems and Masques of Aurelian Twonshend. Ed. by C.C. Brown,
cit. pp. 75-91, p. 88.

69 Ivi, p. 89.
70 The temple of love A masque. Presented by the Queenes Majesty, and her ladies, at White-hall on Shrove-

Tuesday, 1634. By Inigo Iones, surveyor of his Maties. workes, and William Davenant, her Maties. Servant.
London: Printed  for  Thomas  Walkley,  and  are  to  be  sold  at  his  shop  neare  White-hall,  1634. William
Davenant's  Temple of Love will be quoted from the following online edition: Ann Arbor, MI; Oxford (UK)
Text Creation Partnership, 2003-01 (EEBO-TCP Phase 1).

71 W. Davenant, The Temple of Love, cit.
72 Ibid.
73 A. Nicoll, op. cit., p. 107. S. Orgel, R. Strong, Inigo Jones, cit., vol. II, plate 295, pp. 612-613.
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This was unquestionably taken from a volume which already had stood the English artist in
good stead – Il Giudizio di Paride. […]. The way in which such designs were made to serve
over  and over  again is  well  illustrated by the fact  that  Giulio  Parigi's  setting clearly gave
Alfonso Parigi the suggestion for his “Scena di Mare” in  Le nozze degli dei […], while its
proportions, with the central rock motive, gave the same artist the idea for another scene in
Flora.74

Another two sketches seem to be related to the one depicting Indamora’s seascape, but they

seem fairly unrelated to the prose description of the masque and show a new proscenium arch not

mentioned in the masque. What is certain is that, according to the text, in front of this backdrop a

ship appears carrying Orpheus and moving forth onto the stage:  “Out of a Creeke came waving

forth a Barque of a gracious Antique designe, adorn'd with Scupture finishing in Scrowles, that on

the poope had for Ornament a great Masque head of a Sea-god; and all  the rest enrich'd with

embost worke touch'd with silver and gold.”75 Then it is the turn of a maritime chariot displaying

the masquers, but no design survives of it, except from a sketch of a “maritime bower, with palms”

that can correspond to a supposed early design for this masque or, at least, to a similar device:76

The Barque having taken port, the Masquers appeare in a Maritime Chariot made of a spungie
Rockstuffe  mixt  with  Shells,  Sea-weeds,  Corall,  and  Pearle,  borne  upon  an  Axletree  with
golden wheeles without a rimme with flat spokes like the blade of an Ore comming out of the
Naves. This Chariot was drawne by Sea-monsters, and floated with a sweet motion in the Sea:
ndamora Queene of Narsinga sate enthron'd in the highest part of this Chariot, in a rich seat,
the  backe of  which was a  great  Skallop Shell.  The habit  of  the  Masquers  was of  Isabella
Colour, and Watchet, with Bases in large paines cut through, all over richly embroyder'd with
silver, and the dressing of their heads was of silver, with small falls of white feathers tipp'd with
Watchet. This sight thus moving on the water, was accompanied with the musicke and voyces
of the Chorus.77

In  The Temple of Love the combination of the seascape and stage machines suggests how

Jones’s sceneries had evolved since 1605. The queen's persona in this masque is a character typical

of  Italian  and  French  fabulae  maritimae,  certainly  an  heritage  of  Henrietta  Maria's  cultural

upbringing: like Anna/daughter of Niger in the Masque of Blackness, the foreign queen travels to

the  separate  and outstanding isle  of  Britain,  now worthy to  host  the  ‘Temple  of  Love’,  but  is

opposed, in the antimasque, by priests who criticise Platonic love in a way that resounds with the

cold reception showed to the foreign queen on the part of certain factions at court, who viewed her

with suspicion. Simultaneously, the depiction of Britain as an isolated and blessed place falls into

74 Ivi, pp. 107-108. See plate 17.
75 W. Davenant, The Temple of Love, cit. See plate 18.
76 J. Nicoll, op. cit., p. 110.
77 Ibid.
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the  stereotype  of  Charles's  national  iconography,  into  which  Indamora  will  be  accepted.  Erica

Veveers demonstrates the strong influence of Catholic painting and of the sacred iconography of the

Virgin Mary in the queen's masques of the 1630s, a reading that provides the key to unlock and

contextualise the meaning of the aquatic images of the national representation of Britain, typical

with both Charles and James, as they were often recycled by Henrietta Maria:78 

In masques of the thirties the main scenes in which the Queen appeared on the stage were
settings that in visual terms were also appropriate as emblematic settings for the Virgin: in
Chloridia,  Tempe  Restored and  Luminalia she  is  associated  with  gardens,  fountains,  and
flowers; in The Temple of Love with shell, ship, heaven; in Tempe Restored and Luminalia with
light, moon, and stars. These settings were not, of course, specially created for Henrietta. They
were in fact part of the established stage imagery (itself partly derived from associations with
the Virgin in religious drama) for presenting feminine beauty and virtue.79 

As a matter of fact, none of these settings represents a particular novelty in the 1630s, since

Queen Anna had already appeared, in Jacobean masques, within shells or on the shores of Britain,

as in the Masque of Blackness, or in aquatic thrones at the bottom of the ocean, as, for example, in

Tethys’ Festival and in the Masque of Queens:

Female masquers regularly appeared in some variant of a bower, ship or shell, or enthroned in
heaven, and every one of the masque settings in the 1630s had been used in masques written by
Ben Jonson in the previous reign. In The Masque of Blackness, for instance, Queen Anne had
appeared in a concave shell with lights atop [...] or n Tethys Festival in an aquatic throne, with
a ‘great scallop of silver’ […] decorated with jewels above her head. […] The masquers appear
in shells because the sea is part of the masque's setting […]. In these early masques, moreover,
it is doubtful whether Jones's scenes had achieved the technical perfection which later gives
them an air of almost mystical splendour.80

For this reason, Veevers observes an oblique association between the previous Danish queen

and Henrietta Maria.  Despite the overtly classical,  or at  least  Protestant dimension of Jacobean

masques,  Veevers  conjectures  that  the  frequency  of  aquatic  settings  often  relating  to  the

iconography of the Virgin Mary might be more than a chance if we consider not only Anna's crypto-

Catholicism, but also the fact that both Ben Jonson and Inigo Jones were born in Catholic families

and were probably familiar with that particular iconography:81 

78 Moreover,  Britland  investigates  how the  queen's  personal  political  agenda  –  parallel  and  different  from
Charels's – was exploited in the masque, supposedly staged during the visit of the papal ambassador Panzani.
See K. Britland, Drama at the Courts of Queen Henrietta Maria, cit., pp. 131-149.

79 E. Veevers, op. cit., pp. 122-124
80 Ibid.
81 “It may, however, have been no accident that this kind of imagery dominated the early masques of the century,

at a time when Jonson and Jones, both borne Catholic, were working for Queen Anne, who was secretly
Catholic herself; […] it drops out of the masques in the period when James and Buckingham dictated the taste
of the masques […]; and [...] it reappears after 1630 in masques for Henrietta Maria this time in association
with an overtly Catholic Queen”.  Ivi, p. 124. On Anna's Catholicism, see also J. Leeds Barroll, op. cit., pp.

211



“Heavenly” images of beauty and love were familiar in art of the Counter-Reformation, and
stage 'pictures with light and motions' were accepted as part of religious fervour and artistic
enthusiasm in which autocratic courts on the Contintent were closely allied with the Catholic
Church. […] The Marian cult was accompanied, moreover, by a strong visual tradition in which
the images of Beauty ad Love associated with Mary bended easily with the same images of the
Queen's Platonic cult. […] in these scenes the moon, sun and stars, fountains and flowers, ship,
temple, tower, and rocky mount all have spiritual significance. They were emblematic of the
many names (stella maris, hortus conclusus, porta coeli, etc.) under which Mary was hailed in
the Litanies, and they were gathered, with many more, in the sixteenth-century Litany of Loreto.
[…] Their significance must have been familiar to those at court who belonged to the Arch-
Confraternity of the Rosary, and who joined each week in singing the Litanies with the Queen.
[…] The Counter-Reformation, in addition, placed great emphasis on the Joyful Mysteries of the
Virgin,  of  which her Assumption and Coronation were favourite themes for description and
panting.82

As already stated for  Neptune's Triumphs for the Return of Albion, the formal relationship

between paintings and fabulae maritimae is very important in tracing the sources for these aquatic

images and in reading these pageants as pictures themselves.83 The correlation between masque

settings and painting is even more striking when the references are to sacred art, and The Temple of

Love provides an example of Henrietta Maria's re-appropriation of the iconography in which she

had been forced by Charles since her arrival at court. 84 

After the maritime triumph, in the final choral song of  Love's Triumph through Callipolis,

King Charles  and  Queen  Henrietta  Maria  are  explicitly  identified  with  the  protagonists  of  the

masque, as the Heroic Lover and Divine Beauty respectively: both king and queen participate in the

masque, the former as the main masquer and the latter as the main addressee, not under fictional or

mythological semblances, but as divine versions of themselves. Butler, on this topic, observes that

Love's Triumph through Callipolis opens the way to a new Caroline habit: “Charles and Henrietta

Maria did not have fictionalized alter egos but played versions of themselves. […] Their roles were

aggrandized and mystified, requiring spectators to read through the human figures to the ineffable

union  of  Desire  and  Beauty  which  they  embodied”.85 Charles/Heroic  Love  and  Henrietta

Maria/Divine Beauty are celebrated under a palm tree, symbol of triumph, and peace, and under the

intertwined branches of a lily and a rose, the emblems of France and England. Charles already

appeared under a very similar image, in  The Fortunate Isles and their Union as a projection of

162-172.
82 E. Veevers, op. cit., pp. 121-127. 
83 See  «‘Aqua  Triumphalis’.  Masques  as  Aquatic  Festivals», infra;  «Neptune’s  Triumph  for  the  Return  of

Albion», infra.
84 Moreover, in the same years, Inigo Jones was commissioned by the French queen to build a chapel, that

Veevers identifies as the architectonic source for the ‘temple’ in the stage settings of Davenant's masque: “The
full significance of this temple becomes clearer, it seems to me, in the presence of the Papal agent, and in the
light of a Catholic chapel which Jones was building for the Queen”. E. Veevers, op.cit., p. 136.

85 M. Butler, The Stuart Court Masque and Political Culture, cit., p. 291.
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James's personal programme upon him,86 but the political and geographical alliance of king and

queen represented in Love’s Triumph through Callipolis works primarily because of their love and

because of  its  “domestic  delights” as  instruments  of  “universal  happiness”.87 Their  royal  union

coincides with that of the reign and guarantees glory and peace to Britain in heaven and earth,88 an

harmony rhetorically stressed by means of a chasm in the second to last verse which, despite the

oblique subordination of the queen to the king (“Mary and Charles, Charles with his Mary named

are”),89 possibly marks the steps of the couple's dance as well:

Beauty and Love, whose story is mysterial,
In yonder palm tree and the crown imperial,
Do from the rose and lily so delicious
Promise a shade shall ever be propitious
To both kingdoms. But to Britain's genius
The snaky rod and serpents of Cyllenius
Bring not more peace than these, who so united be
By Love, as with it earth and heaven delighted be.
And who this king and queen would well historify
Need only speak their names; those them will glorify:
Mary and Charles, Charles with his Mary named are,
And all the rest of loves and princes famed are.90

The inseparable union of Charles and Henrietta Maria is cemented through their names, and

the Anglicisation of the queen within the king's own re-elaboration of Britain's iconography of the

myth of the Fortunate Isles will “echo through the masques of the next ten years”.91 In particular,

the argument of Aurelian Townshend's Albion's Triumph, presented by Charles the following year,

revolves around the celebration of Albion “(as it once was) taken for England”:92

The Kings devoting himself to this Goddesse, is but that seeking of that Happy Union which
was preordeyned by the greatest  of  the Gods. JOVE therefore sends downe MERCURY to
ALBA, to acquaint  her that  he had decreed a Tryumph, which (afar  of)  she might  behold,
concealing his further Councells, until ALBANACTUS were subdued to Love and Chastity, by
CUPID and DIANA, who descend, and having conquered the Conquerer, thet shew him the
Queene.  The  King  yeilds  and  presents  himselfe  a  Suppliant  to  the  Goddesse  ALBA.  She
embraces him, and makes him Copartner of her Diety.93

The nomenclature that appears in the title, ‘Albion’, takes a step back from the Jacobean

86 See «Neptune’s Triumph for the Return of Albion», infra and «The Fortunate Isles and their Union», infra.
87 Ivi, p. 290.
88 “This alluded both to British peace and to the physical union from which it came”. Ivi, p. 293.
89 Italics mine. 
90 Ben Jonson, Love's Triumph through Callipolis, cit., p. 461.
91 K. Britland, Drama at the Courts of Queen Henrietta Maria, cit. p. 68.
92 A. Townshend, Albion's Triumph, cit., p. 75.
93 Ibid.
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diffused  use  of  ‘Britain’,  but  it  still  associates  the  reign  with  its  insularity,  whose  “Union”  is

labelled as “happy”, while Henrietta Maria is addressed as Alba, goddess of “this Islands”.94 The

feeble argument of the sumptuous triumph is hinged, once again, on the theme of the reign's union,

not only meant as political or physical, but rather derived from the supreme love of its monarchs. In

the masque, the king, who impersonates the “Triumpher Albanactus” clothed as a Roman emperor,

pays homage to Queen Henrietta Maria,  and their  union is  celebrated in the final scene with a

Neoplatonic  embrace,  in  which  king  and  queen  are  depicted  as  the  united  identity  of  “Mary-

Charles”.95 Although the celebration of the Neoplatonic love is predominant, the definition of the

reign in terms of name or geography is less latent than it might appear. Before paying homage to the

king and the queen, the ‘Triumph’ of the title celebrates Albion, which is at the same time both

England and the whole of Britain, and whose composite nature is highlighted by the remark on the

Scottish origins of Charles/Albanactus (“Quasi in Albania natus: Borne in Scotland”). Furthermore,

the masque took place in the same venue where Charles would order Rubens to depict James's

apotheosis as the pacific Solomon and, in the masque, the triumph has been devised by Jove, “the

greatest of the Gods”, who, like James, “preordeyned” the fortunate union of Albion, and of its

sovereigns, celebrated as the “worthies of this Ile”.96

The last topos inaugurated in Love’s Triumph through Callipolis is the appearance of the two

monarchs in a beautiful garden. It can be conjectured that the origins of this last scene can be traced

in the presence of Philip Herbert Earl of Pembroke among the masquers mentioned in the printed

edition. Previously associated with Henry's court, Pembroke was the inheritor of the Wilton estate

and the commissioner of a magnificent garden devised by Isaac de Caus, Salomon's brother, under

the supervision of Inigo Jones, recently returned from his tour through Italy, where he had visited

many Renaissance gardens between Venice and Florence.97 According to Roy Strong, this most

celebrated garden continued the tradition started by Isaac de Caus's creations for Queen Anna and

Prince Henry in England and for Princess Elizabeth in Heidelberg, but also presented something

different and new, in accordance with the general advancement of the arts towards the continental

94 Ibid.
95 Ivi,  p.  89.  With  a  similar  mechanisms,  Thomas  Carew pays  homage  to  Charles's  and  Henrietta  Maria's

Neoplatonic  and  political  solipsisms  by  referring  to  them as  “CARLOMARIA”  in  Coelum Britannicum:
“Jupiter […] to eternize the memory of that great example of matrimonial union which he derives from hence,
hath on his  bedchamber door and ceiling,  fretted with stars,  in  capital  letters engraven the inscription of
CARLOMARIA”. T. Carew, Coelum Britannicum, cit., p. 172.

96 A. Townshend, Albion's Triumph, cit., p. 82.
97 “[By March 1645/36] the main garden was virtually complete because we have a detailed description of it by

a visitor the previous summer. […] De Caus's work lasted in all some three years. It included the rebuilding of
the whole south front  along the lines recorded in  a  drawing at  Worcester  College depicting the finished
garden, a scheme which architectural historians regard as having been carried out by de Caus but under the
supervision of Inigo Jones”. R. Strong, The Renaissance Garden in England, cit., p. 148.
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forms of baroque and mannerism. Structured along a path from order to wilderness, as it emerges

from  Caus's  set  of  engravings  (Le  Jardin  de  Wilton,  c.  1645),  and  from  the  description  of

contemporary witnesses, Wilton garden was characterised by a magnificent grotto and an elaborate

water parterre, elements that represented “the culmination of the hortus conclusus transmuted into

the secular hieroglyphic garden of pleasure”.98 According to Strong, one of the main influences on

the new structure of Wilton came from the gardens of the Palais au Luxembourg in Paris and from

the French gardening tradition of the architect Claude Mollet, who later inspired the architecture of

another garden built at Arundel House and who would be commissioned by Henrietta Maria with a

garden at Wimbledon in 1642.99 The queen knew these French antecedents very well, having grown

up within their framed paths, in their turn based on the Italian models of Boboli and Pratolino, and

Pembroke probably saw them when he led the embassy sent for the arrangement of the marriage by

proxy between Charles and Henrietta Maria.100 

Wilton's  general  symbolism  mirrored  the  Caroline  political  and  aesthetic  agenda  by

representing the king's heroic rule and the queen's ordered and natural expression of divine beauty

embodied by the statues of Bacchus and Flora (also known as Chlora), positioned at the opposite

sides of the garden, and divided by a space of irregular wilderness. Although Roy Strong identifies

Wilton, with its elaborate aquatic parterres, as the model for the final scene of Carew's  Coelum

Britannicum,101 where Britain is also described as a garden, the closing pastoral image of  Love's

Triumph through Callipolis already introduces the programme of this symbolic narrative, as well as

testifies to Jones's developing interest and involvement in garden architecture:

98 Ivi, p. 160. See plate 19.
99 “Charles I purchased Wimbledon House from the Cecils for Henrietta Maria in 1639 and employed Inigo

Jones to modernize the house. […] In addition to this the garden was remodelled by André Mollet […]. In
other words, Henrietta Maria had recalled Mollet to lay out her second garden in the latest manner. Ironically
she  was  never  to  see  this  garden,  for  two  months  earlier  she  had  fled  to  Holland  not  to  return  after
Restoration”. Ivi, p. 191.

100 Ivi, pp. 147-164.
101Carew's Coelum Britannicum, opened by a landscape of ruined classical building, closes with the prospect of a

villa with a garden: “The masquers dance their main dance; which done, the scene again is varied into a new
and pleasant prospect, clean differing from all the other; the nearest part showing a delicious garden with
several walks and parterres set round with low trees, and on the sides against these walks were fountains and
grots, and in the furthest part a palace, from whence went high walks upon arches, and above them open
terraces planted with cypress trees, and all this together was composed of such ornaments as might express a
princely villa”. T. Carew, Coelum Britannicum, cit., p. 190. Roy Strong observes the political, philosophical,
and aesthetic confluence of readings in the masque's garden scene as an epitome of Britain: “as in the case of
the political rebirth, there is a complementary aesthetic one, epitomized in the restored classical architecture
and nature tamed in the garden, the ideals of a villa by Inigo Jones with its fountains, walks, terraces, grottoes,
parterres and cypress trees. Jones's design for this scene is lifted from an engraving by Antonio Tempesta but
he could as easily have put on stage the bird's eye view of the Wilton project as it was initially conceived. No
wonder Charles I loved to visit Wilton every summer”. R. Strong, The Renaissance Garden in England, cit., p.
164. See plate 20.

215



The gardens at either side of the groves are therefore concerned with civilizing influences and
ideals of behaviour appropriate to the male and female domains of activity. The placing of the
wild groves between, it could be argued, was not to conceal the irregularity of the Nadder but to
emphasise  the  symbolic  progression  of  the  garden.  Flora  and  Bacchus,  gods  of  natural
profusion, abundance and excess in nature, are posed as opposites. It is as though the central
garden were the antimasque of vices in a Stuart court masque, and the flanking gardens the
main masque, both utilizing recurring themes in the imagery of the court in the thirties: the
masques of ladies celebrate the virtues of neo-platonic, chaste love, those of lords the heroic
virtues of the loyal knight. If the triumphal arch and the equestrian Marcus Aurelius were also
part of the overall scheme they would form a logical progression, for the imperial imagery of
classical antiquity was evoked again and again by Charles I to sanctify the Stuart rule over the
Empire of Great Britain.102

Chloridia

Chloridia was performed as the complementary masque to Love's Triumph through Callipolis and

emphasised  the concept  of  fecundity associated with  Henrietta  Maria,  whose foreign  body had

delivered an heir to the Stuart dynasty, the future Charles II, a few months earlier. Mirroring Love’s

Triumph through Callipolis, Chloridia exploited the rhetoric of Charles's tendency to anglicise the

queen within the iconography of Britain, while, as both Veevers and Britland comment, Henrietta

Maria tried simultaneously to negotiate the self-fashioning of her own female identity:

Henrietta Maria's masque participates in and contributes to the iconographical vocabulary of the
Caroline reign, locating the queen consort as divine beauty and the king as the incarnation of
heroic virtue. Indeed, as Erica Veevers has perceptively commented,  Chloridia is “built on a
structure of complementary opposites personifying the masculine and feminine principles of the
universe”. Within these opposites (of Heaven and Earth, Zephyr and Spring, king and queen),
the  masculine  is  “the  dominant  and  commanding  power”,  but,  as  Veevers  observes,  “the
feminine brings to it the beauty and variety which belong to the universal order, as ineluctably
as the beauty and variety of the seasons and elements belong to the natural order”. In other
words,  within  Chloridia,  just  as  in  the  king's  masques,  the  masculine  principle  is  to  be
associated with Law, […] while the feminine principle chastely inhabits the realm of nature and
generation.103

The plot of Chloridia hinges on the Ovidian tale according to which “Chloris […] in general

council of the gods was proclaimed goddess of the flowers”.104 Jonson quotes directly from Ovid's

Fasti (“Unius tellus ante coloris erat”),105 alluding to the birth of flowers coming out of Flora's

102 Ivi, pp. 158-159.
103K. Britland, Drama at the Courts of Queen Henrietta Maria, cit., pp. 75-76. While Veevers reads Chloridia as

an act of reconciliation between husband and wife, Britland argues the masque addresses issues of Anglo-
French relations as well: in her analysis of Chloridia, Britland suggests an alternative, complementary reading
of the masque as an active response to the French politic issues concerning the relationship between Marie de
Medici and Cardinal Richeliue, that will lead to the former's exile to England.  Ivi, pp. 74-89. See also, E.
Veevers, op. cit.

104B. Jonson, Chloridia, cit., p. 462.
105Ovid, Fasti, v. 222. 
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mouth after her rape by Zephyrus, although “the masque immediately effects a purification of its

source [and]  in  Chloridia,  [Zephyrus's] potentially  violent  sexuality  is  erased,  and his  youth is

appropriate to the masque's conceit of Spring”.106 The plot can be divided into four main moments,

corresponding to an equal number of scenes: the discovering of the proscenium arch followed by

two songs, an antimasque of chaos, the presentation of Chloris's bower and her apotheosis.

The  description  of  the  proscenium arch  corresponds  to  what  Peacock  defines  as  Jones's

finalised form achieved in the 1630s, according to the composite and complex architecture of the

typical Italian Palladian theatre, adorned with grottesche, framing and delimiting in an explicit way

the topographical space of the masque, as well as actually presenting the title of the invention, as if

it were carved on the frontispiece of an emblem: 

The ornament which went about the scene was composed of foliage, or leaves, heightened with
gold interwoven with all sorts of flowers, and naked children playing and climbing among the
branches, and in the midst, a great garland of flowers in which was written CHLORIDIA.107 

In introducing the landscape of a garden, the proscenium arch can be compared to another

architectural form developed in these years by Inigo Jones, one of his most “enduring and delightful

innovations” learnt from the experience in Italy,108 that is to say the garden gate:

The earliest of these [garden-gates] were the five which he designed for Anne of Denmark for
her old Tudor palace of Oatlands immediately upon his return. […] As a composition it was a
Jonesian  extemporization of Serlio. Over the years these gateways to courtyards and gardens
were to be some of Jones most pleasing architectural compositions. In relation to the history of
garden design  in  England they  were  quite  new,  evoking by  their  mere  presence  and their
assertive  classicism  the  ideals  of  the  new  garden,  conceived  above  all  as  emblematic
expressions of the boundaries  between ordered and disordered nature.109

Like the opening of a gate, the curtain hinged on the proscenium arch is “being drawn up” 110

and reveals a pastoral landscape painted on the backdrop, as the ekphrastic description suggests by

referring to the composition of the pictorial  elements  according to perspective,  and particularly

referring to the presence of fountains that, seen from a distance, give the illusion of composing a

river: “The scene is discovered, consisting of foliage, or leaves, and all  the lower banks adorned

with flowers. And from some hollow parts of those hills,  fountains came gliding down, which, in

the far off landscape, seemed all to be converted to a river”.111 

106K. Britland, Drama at the Courts of Queen Henrietta Maria, cit., p. 76; R. Strong, Art and Power, cit., p. 163.
107B. Jonson, Chloridia, cit., p. 463.
108R. Strong, The Renaissance Garden in England, cit., p. 171.
109 Ibid.
110 B. Jonson, Chloridia, cit., p. 463.
111 Ibid., Italics mine. See plate 21.
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The illusionistic  effect  of the imitation of  nature performed by the scenographic painting

allows the poet to drag the audience into the written record of the shows by alluding to the sight of

the spectators, who are explicitly described as having “enough fed their eyes with the delights of the

scene”, and the contemplation of the painting offers distraction from the technical timing of the

movable machine (“a bright cloud begins to break forth”) upon which the first two masquers enter

the scene.112 One is the “mild Zephyrus” described as “a plump boy in a changeable garment, richly

adorned”, the personification of a gentle wind, whom Charles, aged nine, impersonated in Samuel

Daniel's Tethys’ Festival for the Creation of his brother Henry as Prince of Wales in 1610. The other

character is “a beautiful maid, her upper garment green, under it a white robe wrought with flowers,

a garland on her head”, who represents Spring.113

The two bring news of the gods' decision of establishing a never-ending spring on earth (“It is

decreed by all the gods/ that heav'n of earth shall have no odds,/ but one shall love another”),114 and,

while Zephyrus passes “away through the air”, Spring is received by “the Naiads, or Napaeae, who

are the nymphs of the fountains and servants of the season”.115 Spring entitles them with the task of

helping her “to sing/ The story to the king” – thus explicitly addressing Charles, the main receiver

of the show:

Spring. Fresh fountains, I am come to tell
A tale yond' soft ear,
Whereof the murmur will do well,
If you your parts will bear.116

As  the  description  recites,  “Spring  goes  up,  singing  the  argument  to  the  king,  and  the

fountains follow with the close”,117 while the masquers/nymphs bring to life the fountains depicted

on the backdrop and, singing, they perform a narrative role that is almost poetic. Although set in a

pastoral,  and  therefore  presumably  natural  landscape,  the  Fountains  are  artificially  reproduced

within the fictional space of the masque – and of the court  – and they function exactly as the

fabricated springs that can be encountered in a Renaissance garden, where water, floating from

founts artificially sculptured, somehow narrates a story to the visitors while they walk from one jet

to another. The movement and sound of the spouting water represented by the nymphs is mimed by

their choreography as well, during which “they fall into a dance to their voices and instruments, and

112 Ibid.
113 Ibid.
114 Ibid.
115 Ibid. See plate 22.
116 Ivi, p. 465.
117 Ibid.
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so return into the scene”,118 and it prefigures Chloris's bower that will appear in the following scene.

As Spring and the naiads have explained, the antimasque stages the rebellious behaviour of Cupid,

who, feeling deserted by the gods, has fled into hell:

Spring. Whereat the boy, in fury fell,
With all his speed is gone to hell,
There to excite and stir up jealosy,
To make a party 'gainst the gods,
And set heaven, earth and hell at odds –
Fountains. And raise a chaos of calamity.119

The antimasque is made of eight entries of hellish characters, the last four personifying a

storm, during which the aquatic dimension of gentle and acoustic fountains is replaced by the raging

explosion of bad weather, associated with the loss of harmony: “here the scene changeth into a

horrid storm, out of which enters the nymph Tempest, with four Winds; they dance”.120 Possibly the

backdrop is altered accordingly, since the text alludes to a variation of the “scene”, while the natural

elements are described as personified by dancing masquers, and Tempest in particular appears as a

nymph whose aspect presumably recalls that of the naiads. People portraying ‘Lightning’ follow

and their description offers an interesting insight on the performative effect of the combination of

costumes and lights, especially when put in motion by dance: “their habit glistering, expressing

their effect with motion”.121 The same can be observed in the case of particular sounds, as with the

masquer  who impersonates  “Thunder  alone,  dancing the  tunes  to  a  noise  mixed  and imitating

thunder”.122 Then it is the turn of Rain, represented by a group of six dancers whose description

alludes to the presence of real water on the stage: “Rain, presented by five persons all swollen and

clouded over, their hair flagging, as if they were wet, and in their hands, balls full of sweet water,

which, as they dance, sprinkle the room”.123 Finally, the last entry identifies the stormy scene as a

snowy winter one, in clear opposition to Spring: “seven with rugged white heads and beards, to

express snow, with flakes on their garments mixed with hail. These having danced returned into the

stormy scene whence they came”.124 

As  regards  to  its  formal  contrast  to  the  main  masque in  terms  of  contents  and aesthetic

features of costumes, dances and music, Chloridia's antimasque is still canonic to a certain degree.

However, as in Love’s Triumph through Callipolis, it can be observed that it is shaped in the form of

118 Ibid.
119 Ibid.
120 Ivi, p. 468.
121 Ibid.
122 Ibid.
123 Ibid. Italics mine. See plate 23.
124 Ivi, p. 468.
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a marching parade, until the tempest is suddenly ceased “by the providence of Juno”125 and the

scene is turned into Chloris’s bower, described as a geometric Italian Renaissance garden:

The scene is changed into a delicious place figuring the bower of Chloris, wherein an arbor
feigned  of  goldsmiths'  work,  the  ornament  of  which  was  borne  up  with  terms  of  satyrs
beautified with festons, garlands and all sorts of fragrant flowers. Beyond all this in the sky afar
off  appeared  a  rainbow.  In  the  most  eminent  place  of  the  bower  sat  the  goddess  Chloris
accompanied by fourteen nymphs, their apparel white embroidered with gold, falling one under
the other. And of the same work were their bases, their head-'tires of flowers mixed with silver
and gold, with some sprigs of egrets among, and from the top of their dressing, a thin veil
hanging down.126

No design survives of Chloris’s garden, although an idea of how it might have looked on the

scene can be grasped by observing a design by Inigo Jones for a pastoral performed three years

later: W. Montagu’ The Shepherd’s Paradise (1633).127 The major element that identifies Chloris's

garden as artificial is the presence of an arbour rarely limned and chiselled (“feigned of goldsmith's

work”), whose ornaments recall the grottesche of the opening proscenium. There is no evidence of

an arbour actually appearing on the scene and it is very likely that the whole setting was, once

again, just painted: in the sky, for instance, the rainbows appears “afar off” and the adverb suggests

a relationship of perspective between the possible  different  levels  of the picture.  However,  the

flowers that surround Chloris are described as “fragrant”, an adjective that not only alludes to the

sense of smell – the hardest to track in masques' written descriptions – but it might also hint at the

presence  of  real  flowers  on  the  scene.  In  an  essay  on Masques  and Triumphs, Francis  Bacon

practically suggests the appropriate choices of colours and lights, in order to achieve the best results

in terms of magnificence in court shows, and praises the role of music and sounds, along with the

spread of perfumes.128 Curiously enough, in another essay, Bacon defines gardens to be the highest

form of human and divine artefact in combining nature and art in the attempt to recover a pre-

125 Ibid.
126 Ivi, pp. 468-469.
127See plate 24.
128See Francis Bacon, “Of Masques and Triumphs”, in Id., The Essays, or, Counsels Civil and Moral, cit., pp. 88-

89 Francis Bacon commissioned himself a masque in honour of the wedding between Robert Carr and Frances
Howards in 1613. Roy Strong identified the brick walled geometric garden of the Masque of Flowers with the
one built  in New College, Oxford. Like many other Jacobean gardens, such as those at Somerset House,
Greenwich, Richmond and Hatfield, the garden staged in The Masque of Flowers employs a geometric design,
hydraulic engineering and terraces,  all  elements of the esoteric mannerist mind.  The masque is  generally
considered of unknown attribution, but, although Bacon's involvement has always been considered more than
likely, only recently Christine Adams suggested that he can be considered as the very inventor at least of the
garden  scene.  See,  among others,  R.  Strong,  The Renaissance  Garden in  England,  cit.,  pp.  113-115;  C.
Adams, “Francis Bacon's Wedding Gift of ‘A Garden of a Glorious and Strange Beauty’ for the Earl and
Countess of Somerset”, in Garden History, Vol. 36, No. 1 (Spring, 2008), pp. 36-58. For a general analysis of
The Masque of Flowers within the context of the Somerset wedding, see, among others, J. Limon, op.cit., pp.
170-197; K. Curran, op. cit., pp. 129-160.
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lapsarian  eternal  spring  and  give  shape  to  an  initiation  journey  built  on  a  pervasive  sensory

experience, from sight to hearing, smell, taste and tact, thus combining delight and knowledge.129 As

noted, during  the  Renaissance  gardens  were  often  used  as  theatre  settings  for  outdoor

entertainments, and displayed words on inscriptions and statues. Moreover, because of their dual

didactic and aesthetic dimensions, they were also considered as theatres themselves. Since gardens

feature consistently in masques,  where they usually  represent  a place of harmonic  coincidentia

oppositorum and often host the resolution of the argument, it is possible to observe a relationship

between gardens and performance in general, and masques in particular, as acutely observed by Roy

Strong:

From this study of the royal masques and the garden arises the whole question of the optical
relationship of the two. They are in fact parallel  developments.  Jones created his theatre of
hermetic allegory as “a machine for controlling the visual experience of the spectator”, in which
“that experience is defined by the rules of perspective”. […] This is essential background for
understanding the evolution of the garden. It, too, is deliberately developed into a machine for
controlling  the  visual  experience,  this  time  of  the  visitor  and  it,  too,  is  controlled  by
perspective.130

The description of Chloris and her nymphs locates them in the tradition of the Renaissance

iconography of Spring, with embroidered costumes and garlands of flowers. Both natural (rivers,

springs) and artificial (fountains) aquatic elements, all personified as before, come out again to sing

and  introduce  the  queen's  main  masque.  In  particular,  it  might  be  interesting  to  operate  a

comparison between the representations of the supposed hydraulic elements in Chloridia's garden

and the curious experiment of the  Enstone's Marvels, “the most extraordinary expression of [the]

preoccupation with water in Stuart England”.131 

After Bacon’s death, his servant and disciple Thomas Bushell, later appointed “King’sfarmer

of mineralsin Wales”,132 inherited the small estate at Enstone where, under the house, he built a

129See F. Bacon, “Of Gardens”, Id., The Essays, or, Counsels Civil and Moral, cit., pp. 104-108. Many poets
stress the multi-sensory experience offered by gardens. One iconic example among many is provided by Gian
Battista Marino, who imagines that the the “garden of pleasure” can be accessed by five doors symbolising the
five senses:

Al giardin del Piacer col giovinetto
sen va la da de l’amorosa luce.
Per le porte de’ sensi indi li conduce
di gioia in gioia a l’ultimo diletto.
(L’Adone VI: Argomento)

See, among others, M. Romero Allué, Qui è l’Inferno e Quivi il Paradiso, cit., pp. 232-235.
130R. Strong, The Renaissance Garden in England, cit., p. 203.
131 Ivi, p. 130.
132“Bushell, as a result of royal favour soon after, became the King's farmer of minerals in Wales. He recovered

the  silver  mines  in  Cardiganshire  (now  part  of  Dyfed)  and  re-established  and  ran  the  Royal  Mint  in
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three-rooms grotto, where he displayed many of the hydraulic devices illustrated by Salomon de

Caus.  Charles and Henrietta  Maria  officially  visited the place only in  1636, but  works  on this

instance of Renaissance hermeticism had already started in 1628:133

The Enstone Marvels, as they were called, existed between the development of garden delights
and scientific advance in seventeenth-century England. […] This work occupied Bushell for
seven years  and its completion was marked by a visit from Charles I and Henrietta Maria on 23
August 1636, when the hermit of Enstone arranged an entertainment with music by Simon Ives
in which he presented his Rock, as it was known, to the Queen, who bestowed her own name
upon it. Bushell's creation was achieved by harnessing natural springs by means of pipes and
conduits from a grotto, which included most of the effects de Caus describes in his  Les
Raisons. By 1636 this complex was famous.134

There is no way of demonstrating that either the monarchs or Inigo Jones were aware of the

developments at  the  Enstone Marvels at  the time of  Chloridia,  but curiously enough, Bushell's

grotto-dwelling recalls the description appeared in Bacon's  New Atlantis, published a year before

the start of the works at Enstone, of a house where natural elements are imitated as it happens with

the masquers's embodiment of rain, snow, lightning and storms in Chloridia: “We have also great

and spacious houses, where we imitate and demonstrate meteors; as snow, hail, rain, some artificial

rains of bodies and not of water,  thunders,  lightnings”.135 There is  a  further element  of contact

between Bushell's hydraulic marvels and the staging of water in Chloridia, since in the words of a

visitor, the effects of Caus's hydraulic mechanisms at Enstone are described as working by means of

natural water but “without the introduction of automata”.136 In a similar way, in the queen’s masque

water is reproduced aurally by means of dancing, music and human singing, rather than with proper

hydraulic – and automatic – devices.

A similar entertainment was organised a few years later at Bolsover, where the royal couple,

on the way back from a visit to Scotland, was received and entertained with an outdoor masque in

the villa's garden, based on the presence of a magnificent statue of Diana that can still be admired

today.137 Roy Strong observes how the importance acquired by statues and fountains in gardens and

portraits during the Stuart period should be considered as a tool of investigation of the same images

that appear in masques in the light of Neoplatonism:

Aberystwyth. Later he fought as a royalist in the Civil War and lived on into the Restoration period”. Ivi, p.
132.

133The interest for the scientific aspect of hydraulic mechanic does not disappear during the Caroline reign, as it
is demonstrated by the publication of John Bates's  The Mysteryes of Nature and Art, a work published in
English that recalls Bushell's interst and opens with a long section on water-works. See Ivi, p. 133.

134 Ivi, p. 130. See plate 25.
135F. Bacon, New Atlantis, in Id., New Atlantis and The Great Instauration, cit., p. 73.
136R. Strong, The Renaissance Garden in England, cit., p. 132.
137 Ivi, p. 190.
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The Bolsover entertainment, with Venus presiding over her Garden of Love, and the calculated
vision of Henrietta Maria as a neo-platonic love goddess ruling over the flowers and seasons
are important clues which have expanded our understanding of the way in which gardens were
viewed during the Caroline period. Portrais are another. What was to become a letimotif in the
portraits  by Sir  Peter  Lely from the 1640s onwards was the lady with a putto and dolphin
fountain in the background. [...] Eugenio Battisti has suggested that this motif of Renaissance
fountain iconography has a connection with the statement of Hermes Trismegistus that the Just
become dolphins among the fish, the dolphins being the neo-platonic symbol of the ascent of
the soul. Such a hypothesis should at least lead us to examine more seriously the introduction
of gardens and fountains as background to portraits  […] As an iconographical  theme these
ladies recall the tradition of the Virgin in the hortus conclusus.138

Strong defines the overwhelming presence of fountains in portraits and live entertainments as

“a marked innovation of the Stuart culture”,139 and observes how Henrietta Maria's love for gardens

and  fountains  was  mirrored  in  her  literary  taste  for  pastorals  and  in  the  alterations  she

commissioned  for  the  gardens  she  inherited,  the  majority  of  which  originally  belonged  to  the

previous queen:140 

Henrietta Maria's main palace was Somerset House, where building work went on continuously
from 1627 to 1638. The alterations included additions to the gardens, which took the form of
two fountains, one by le Sueur of Mercury and one by Francesco Fanelli of Arethusa, together
with statuary, either antique or mock antique. […] In 1636 the gardens of the Queen's House at
Greenwich were altered under the auspices of Ury Babington, underkeeper of the house and
garden. This must have included the introduction of the wall fountain dated 1637 for which the
design by an anonymous French architect existed at Worcester College.141

The waters mimed and evoked by the nymphs' songs recall the mechanic, alchemical, and

scientific ones of Tethys's fountain in Daniel's masque, but they also symbolise the sweet fertile and

ideal waters that nurture the life of every literary, mythological, and ideal bower, like the one where

138 Ivi, pp. 203-204.
139 Ibid.
140“Samuel  Daniel's  Queen's  Arcadia  (1605)  and  Hymen's  Triumph (1614)  reflect  Anne  of  Denmark's

preoccupation with this dreamworld of idealized courtly dalliance, which was to take an even more forceful
form under the impact of the Frenchified neo-platonic preciosity of Henrietta Maria and her ladies. L' Artenice
(1626),  The Shepherd's Paradise (1633) and Florimène (1635) were vehicles reflecting the love etiquette of
the Caroline court”. Ivi, p. 179.

141 Ivi, p.  189.  The  fountain  of  Arethusa  is  now at  Bushy  Park,  near  Hampton  Court,  where  it  has  been
reassembled and renamed the Diana Fountain: “The famous Diana fountain in Bushy Park reached its present
site in 1713, set up high on rusticated stone base in the centre of the circular pond. Its scrolled stone pedestal
was made c.1690 by Edward Pearce, when it was erected in the Privy Garden at Hampton Court; but the
bronze parts – the crowning figure, the fish-holding putti, the shells and the mermaids astride dolphins – had
been at Hampton Court since 1656, when the fountain to which they belonged had been moved there from
Somerset House on the orders of Cromwell”. G. Fisher, J. Newman, “A Fountain Design by Inigo Jones”, The
Burlington Magazine, Vol. 127, 989 (Aug.,  1985), pp. 530-533, p. 530. Fisher and Newman demonstrate
Jones’s  involvement  in  the  design  of  part  of  the  statue  by  comparing  an  early  description  of  it  with  a
preliminary study attributed to Jones that does not entirely correspond to the final realization of the statue.
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Chloris is glorified in an eternal spring and transformed into a star:

Rivers, Spring, Fountains. Run out, all the floods, in joys with your silver feet,
And haste to meet
The enamored Spring,
For whom the warbling fountains sing
The story of the flowers
Preserved by the Hours
At Juno's soft command, and Iris' showers,
Sent to quench Jealousy and all those powers
Of Love's rebellious war;
Whilst Chloris sits, a shining star
To crown and grace our jolly song
Made long
To the notes that we bring
To glad the Spring.142

After the second main dance of the masquers, the last scene changes into “air, with a low

landscape  in  part  covered  with  clouds”,143 where  Juno  and  Iris  proclaim  the  end  of  Cupid's

banishment  to  hell  and the  apotheosis  of  Chloris.  At  this  point  the  presence  of  certain  spirits

confirms the creative, healing and perpetuating power of the art performed in the garden, with the

rising from the stage of “a hill, and on the top of it a globe, on which Fame is seen standing with a

trumpet in her hand”.144 Fame ideally stands on the globe surrounded by four allegories of the main

arts:  “Poesy,  History,  Architecture  and  Sculpture,  who  together  with  the  nymphs,  floods  and

fountains make a full choir”.145 

Resuming the parallelism between gardens and masques,  Roy Strong observes a  point of

contact between Love's Triumph through Callipolis and Chloridia in presenting “a programme for

the  arts”,  since  in  both  masques  the  “vision  of  nature  tamed  in  the  beauties  of  a  garden,  the

handiwork of man civilizing wild nature, is an image of royal harmony”.146 Fame thus identifies

itself as standing in Chloris's garden – transformed into a microcosm in the shape of a globe – and

affirms the eternal power of its artistic nature to raise herself “by all degrees to heaven” and secure

an everlasting Spring:

Fame. Who hath not heard of Chloris and her bower,
Fair Iris' act, employed by Juno's power
To guard the Spring and prosper every flower,
Whom Jealousy and hell thought to devour?

Chorus. Great actions, oft obscured by time may lie,

142B. Jonson, Chloridia, cit., p. 469.
143 Ivi, p. 470.
144 Ivi, pp. 470-471.
145 Ivi, p. 471.
146Roy Strong, The Renaissance Garden in England, cit., p. 164.
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Or envy – 
Fame. But they last no memory.
Poesy. We that sustain thee, learned Poesy,
History. And I, her sister, History
Architecture. With Architecture, who will raise thee high,
Sculpture. And Sculpture, that can keep thee from to die:
Chorus. All help lift thee to eternity.147

The  allegorical  figures  of  Sculpture,  Architecture,  Poesy,  and  History,  as  much  as  the

goddesses  Juno,  Iris,  and  the  newly  apotheosized  Chloris,  could  also  be  associated,  by  the

contemporary audience and by Charles in particular, with the beautiful statues that populate the

typical baroque Italian garden known as garden-museum, which displays, along with fountains and

grottoes, numerous instances of classical antiquities.148 This form of Italianate garden coexisted with

the increasing French tradition supported by Henrietta Maria, and such a reference in the masque

would thus both please the king and further testify to Jones's late role in garden-design, especially

after his second Italian tour with Arundel. As a matter of fact the garden at Arundel House is the

only one that  can be definitely associated with Jones,  who, as  Strong observes,  “was never  to

become a hydraulic engineer but, as a result of his famous second Italian visit, he was to have, it can

be argued, a decisive impact on the development of garden designs during the decade and a half

which prefaced the outbreak of the civil war in 1642”.149 

After the glorification of Chloris as “the queen of flowers/ the sweetness of all showers” and

the description of her honours “to the king”, the text mentions the disappearance of the scene with

the sinking of the hill and the closing of the heavens, followed by the final revels of “the masquers

with the lords”.150 

Butler  compares  Jones's  costumes  for  Love Freed form Ignorance  and Folly (1611)  and

Luminalia (1638)151 and observes that the masquing costumes of Henrietta Maria rarely resemble

those used by Anna, except from Chloris's garments that show the queen's breast, looking like the

nymphs in Anna's masques. Anne Daye, on the contrary, convincingly maintains that the costume

for Love Freed from Ignorance and Folly was designed for Princess Elizabeth:

147B. Jonson, Chloridia, cit., p. 471.
148The major example of an Italian Renaissance garden museum is generally considered to be Pope Julius II's

Belvedere:  “This  tradition  begun  earlier  with  Florentine  Humanists,  who  were  the  first  to  make  garden
museums. About 1483 Poggio Bracciolini relates how he set up antique statues in the garden of his villa in
Terra Nuova. Mantegna did the same, so did Cosimo and Lorenzo de' Medici and Cardinal Bembo. In spite of
these forebears, however, the most famous configuration of all was in the gardens of the papal Belvedere
palace, which established this combination as a fashion, to be copied by all the cardinals in the gardens of
their villas surrounding Rome”. R. Strong, The Renaissance Garden in England, cit.,p. 169.

149 Ivi, p. 168. 
150B. Jonson, Chloridia, cit., p. 472.
151See plates 26, 27, 28. The costume dated 1611 must be similar to the one realised for Tethys in 1610, of which

no sketch survives.
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In  Love Freed from Ignorance and Folly,  Elizabeth appeared a  second time alongside her
mother. On this occasion, the princess was the true focus rather than the queen. The clue to this
lies in the sole costume design by Inigo Jones for the work, which is effectively a portrait of
Elizabeth showing the long nose, high brow, and prominent chin in an oval face as revealed in
other representations. […] Although she resembles her mother very closely, the attribution is
confirmed by the modest headdress, in contrast to the high plumes worn by Anna to distinguish
her in the other surviving design. The striking feature of her breasts revealed under transparent
gauze was an English convention for unmarried girls, signifying nubile chastity, thus drawing
attention to her readiness for marriage. There are many allusions within the work itself that
Elizabeth,  not  Anna,  is  the  significant  figure,  not  least  that  the  masquers  were  designated
Daughters of the Morn.152

Daye’s reading of this specific masquing costume sheds light on the complexity of court and

royal iconography and denies Butter’s  only association between the costume used by Henrietta

Maria  as  Chloris  and  Anna’s  masquing  clothes,  while,  at  the  same  time,  further  confirms  the

opposition between the iconographic self-exposition of  the two queens.  As a  matter  of fact,  in

Chloridia, Henrietta Maria did not threaten Charles's authority as Anna did with James in Tethys’

Festival or in the Masque of Beauty:153

More  importantly,  evidence  from  the  period  as  a  whole  indicates  that  Henrietta  Maria's
performances, for all their visibility, were more decorous than Anne's. When in Chloridia (1631)
she received an apotheosis conferred by Fame, provocative implications like those in Queens
were avoided.  As the goddess Chloris,  Henrietta Maria was beautiful  but  unthreatening,  her
power being used merely to discipline that rebel child, Cupid. Similarly, the contrast between
Inigo Jones's designs for the two queens is very striking […]. whereas Anne's ladies frequently
and recklessly displayed their legs, shoulders, and  dècolletage,  Henrietta Maria exposed her
breast  only  in  Chloridia,  and  thereafter  maintained  unimpeachably  decent  coverage  of  her
limbs.154

Erica  Veevers  further  compares  Jonson's  iconography  of  Chloris  with  that  of  Venus  in

Botticelli's Primavera (1482), starting with the fact that both works are based on the same Ovidian

passage, in its turn re-elaborated according to a Neoplatonic programme that is recognisable in a

“similar upward movement, beginning in natural love and ending with the scene of the gods in

heaven. The Virgin/Venus in the painting and the Queen in the masque are each the pivot on which

this movement turns”.155 According to Veevers, the setting of Chloris's apotheosis within a garden

152A. Daye, “‘Graced with Measures’: Dance as an International Language in the Masques of 1613”, in S. Smart,
M.R. Wade (eds.), The Palatine Wedding of 1613, cit., pp. 289-318, p. 293.

153M. Butler, The Stuart Court and Political Culture, cit., pp. 144-145. Sophie Tomlinson, however, conjectures
and explores Henrietta Maria’s potential subversiveness in Stuart drama and masques. See S. Tomlinson, “She
that Plays the King: Henrietta Maria and the Threat of the Actress in Caroline Culture”, in G. MacMullan
(ed.), The Politics of Tragicomedy: Shakespeare and After, cit., pp. 189-207.

154M. Butler, The Stuart Court and Political Culture, cit., pp. 143-144.
155E. Veevers, op.cit., p. 128.
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hints  at  the  strong  Catholic  symbolism  of  Henrietta  Maria's  late  masques,  where  the  queen's

iconography overlaps with that of the Marian cult,  practised at  court  within the queen's French

circle. In Catholic iconography the Virgin Mary is often represented in an enclosed garden, or she is

directly identified with the image of a bower as the Lover in Solomon's song:

In classical literature the garden was associated with Venus, both as a lovely place, and a place
of love. […] But this garden also became Mary's garden. The elements of the walled garden and
Venus' bower were syncretised by Christianity with the imagery of the Song of Solomon, and
the verse ‘A garden inclosed is my sister, my spouse; a spring shut up, a fountain sealed’. […]
The enclosed garden or bower became not only one of Mary's attributes, but an actual place in
which she is seen, as in paintings of the Annunciation. For the Middle Ages the garden helped to
bring Mary closer to human experience, and her gardens were often imagined as actual places.
[…] The association between Venus and the Virgin, between profane and sacred love, became a
continuing  theme  in  literature  and  art,  and  by  the  seventeenth  century  the  garden,  and  its
association with love, was being reappropriated for religion by the Counter-Reformation cult of
the Virgin. 156

Although  Chloridia “may contain no more than a hint of such allusion”, Veevers affirms it

“set up a pattern in which it was easy to pass from images of love to images of religion”, as in the

case of  other  masques where Henrietta  Maria  appeared in  the heavens above a  garden or in a

pastoral landscape, such as Davenant's Tempe Restored (1632) or in Luminalia (1636).157 

156 Ivi, 129-130.
157 Ivi, p. 127.
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Chapter IV

‘Thy sceptre to a trident change’.

Charles’s Maritime Empire

‘And straight unruly seas thou canst command’.
The Reception of the Moroccan Embassy in 1637

In 1638, after a hiatus of three years since the last masque was staged in the Banqueting House,

Britannia Triumphans inaugurated the use of a new Masquing Room, built in order to safeguard

Rubens's canvases as documented in the very text of the masque's printed edition:

A Masque presented at Whitehall by the King's Majesty and his Lords, on the Sunday after
Twelfth-night [1638] by Inigo Jones, Surveyor of his Majesty's works, and William Davenant,
her majesty's servant. […] There being now past three years of intermission that the King and
Queen Majesties have not made Masques […] by reason the room where formerly they were
presented  having  the  ceiling  since  richly  adorn'd  with  pieces  of  painting  of  great  value,
figuring the acts of King James of happy memory, and other enrichment, lest this might suffer
by the smoke of many lights his Majesty commanded the surveyor of his works that a new
temporary room of timber, both for strenght and capacity of spectators, should be suddenly
built for that use.1

1 W.  Davenant,  Britannia  Triumphans,  in  M.  Lefkowitz  (ed.),  Trois  Masques  a  la  Cour  de  Charles  I
d’Angleterre, Editions du Centre National de la Recherche Scientifique 15, Quai Anatole, France – Paris –
VII, 1970, pp. 187-208, p. 187. Butler briefly sums up the succession of the different Banqueting Houses and
Masquing  Rooms:  “The  second  Elizabethan  Banqueting  House  survived  until  1606;  the  first  Jacobean
Banqueting House functioned from 1608 and burned down on 12 January 1619; and Inigo Jones's Banqueting
House was inaugurated with  The Masque of Augurs in 1622 but was not used for masques after 1635”. M.
Butler, The Stuart Court Masques and Political Culture, cit., p. 359. Masques stopped to be performed in the
Banqueting House for fear of damaging Ruben's ceiling painting: “In September 1637 a warrant was issued
for a vast new Masquing House to be erected between the Banqueting House and the great chamber of the
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Britannia  Trumphans is  generally  read  as  Charles's  aesthetic  response  to  the  emergent

political  crisis  that  in  the  1630s  developed  from  issues  of  internal  and  international  politics,

concerning the Scottish rebellion and restoration of the Palatinate.2 These issues were aggravated by

England's  economic instability,  by its  claim over  the sovereignty of the seas,3 and by religious

matters.4 Thus, the masque was explicitly “designed to give Charles the strongest possible cultural

support to [the] unprecedented political watershed”.5 

The masque, co-authored by William Davenant and Inigo Jones, was not paired, according to

the established Caroline tradition, with a masque presented by the queen,6 although it did comprise

part of what can be considered an aquatic festival.7 As a matter of fact, Britannia Triumphans is not

palace. Its announced purpose was to relieve the Rubens panels in the ceiling of the Banqueting House from
the attacks of smoke and condensation caused by the torches of the masques and doubtless by their crowded
audiences, but it is possible that it was intended to offer a better, because wooden, alternative to the echoing
acoustics of Inigo Jones' s noble room”. J. Orrell, The Theatres of Inigo Jones and John Webb, cit., p. 149.

2 “The European situation was transformed in 1635 by two linked events, the Peace of Prague between Austria
and Saxony, and France's formal declaration of war against Spain. […] Since 1630 Charles had kept close to
Spain in the hope that Madrid might pressurize Vienna into restoring the Palatinate, but the treaty showed this
to be a pipedream. At the same time, by consolidating the imperial position, the treaty forced France into open
alliance with the Habsburgs' enemies, redrawing the lines of conflict in simpler and more polarized form.
Suddenly it looked as though England's best hopes for achieving its overseas's aims lay with France, and the
French lobby was galvanized. The Queen sent Walter Montagu to consult with Richelieu at Paris, and at
Whitehall  Charles  met  the  French  ambassador  in  the  Queen's  apartment.  […]  But  […]  Charles  had  no
intention of becoming embroiled in a land war that would commit him to parliamentary subsidy. [,,,] in 1636
he sent out three separate embassies, to Paris, Madrid, and Vienna, partly as a delaying tactic and partly to see
what could be wrestled by diplomacy. It quickly became clear that nothing practical would come from Spain
or Austria, and in early 1637 there was a strong expectation that England might at last join in a French
alliance. But Charles dithered, […] and was overtaken by the Scottish rebellion, and all prospects of overseas
involvement collapsed”. M. Butler, The Stuart Court Masque and Political Culture, cit., pp. 322-323.

3 “[Charles's] great strategic asset was the Ship Money fleet. This set sail in May 1635, and, being financed by
non-parliamentary levies, it gave him the ability for the first step time to rattle the sword without becoming
shackled to parliament. Although the fleet never saw any serious action, it was useful as a bargaining tool: it
gave England contro of the communication route along the Channel, which was crucial in any Franco-Spanish
conflict, for Spain had no overland route of supply for its armies in Flanders. Sovereignty of the seas – that
symbolic  clam which Charles maintained by insisting that  foreign ships vail  their  flags to  English naval
vessels – had practical force if it meant that England could hold the  balance between the sides, purchasing
alliances favourable to English interests while stopping short of commitment to land-based military action.”,
ibid. On Ship Money, see  «‘The wall of shipping by Eliza made / […] He hath new built, or so restored.’
Maritime History: Fleet and Jurisdiction over the Sea», infra.

4 “Equally  fertile,  in  potential,  were  disagreements  over  religion,  provoked  by  changes  to  English  church
practice promoted by Archbishop Laud. […] Charles was a firm Protestant and set great store by his religious
conscientiousness,  but  his  doctrinal  sympathies  were  with  the  anti-Calvinists,  and  he  recognised  the
ideological advantages of Laud's liturgical changes. […] A fear that Catholicism was being reintroduced by
the back door was intensified by the high-profile Catholic presence at Whitehall, especially around the Queen.
[…]  But  these  preconditions  were  transformed  into  real  crisis  only  by  a  conjunction  between  Charles's
religious preferences and  the long-standing structural tension arising from the multiple monarchy.” M. Butler,
The Stuart Court Masque and Political Culture, cit., p. 332.

5 Ivi, p. 337.
6 Although in February 1638 Henrietta Maria danced in William Davenant's  Luminalia,  a masque generally

read as the queen’s response to Britannia Triumphans.
7 I. McClure suggests the political implications of the masque in relation to the reception of the Moroccan
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only the most maritime among the Caroline masques, but its celebration of British naval power also

constitutes, as suggested by Ian McClure, the final act of a series of entertainments devised for the

visit of a Moroccan embassy to the Stuart court. The diplomatic occasion for the visit lay in the

necessity of a Stuart-Moroccan alliance against the threats of Mediterranean piracy, consolidated by

the partial involvement of an English marine task force in an expedition led by William Rainborow

to Salé in the summer of 1637:8

Whilst the king of England increasingly viewed North Africa pirate citadels as an impediment to
commercial expansion and an insult to national pride, the sultan of Morocco considered them a
threat to his assumed pre-eminence in the region, classifying them either as treacherous rebels
against  his  suzerainty or forward operating bases  of  the  hostile  Ottomans.  Thus,  it  became
progressively more desirable in the early decades of the seventeenth century to institute some
sort  of  Anglo-Moroccan  alliance  in  order  to  rout  mutual  and  troubling  enemies.  […]
Immediately after  this incomplete but  welcome victory [at Salé],  Rainborow took charge of
conveying both the freed hostages and a diplomatic party […] to London. It is clear that the
Moroccan embassy of 1637-1638 was an attempt to celebrate and consolidate existing military
cooperation between Stuart London and Saadian Marrakech, and to expand upon this nascent
alliance.9

The embassy arrived in London sometimes in October of 1637 and was received with an

official  and  public  river  progress,  recorded  in  a  pamphlet  published  in  the  same  year.  The

Moroccan diplomats travelled from Gravesend towards Whitehall on the Thames:

The Ambassador's  progression down the Thames was an event  charged with spectacle and
significance. The ritualised nature of this procession is highlighted by the fact that “Sir John
Finnet, Knight, Master of Ceremonies” was dispatched to be the Ambassador's ceremonial pilot
from Gravesend to London. It  is also noteworthy that this party 'had no sooner taken their
Barges' than they were greeted by “an expression of Love and Welcome” that resounded “in
thundering  manner  out  of  the  mouths  of  the  great  Ordnance”.  […]  From  its  outset,  this
ceremonial procession acted as a canvas upon which the pretensions of Charles I to formidable
armed strength could be given shape and form.10

Although the ambassadors arrived in the darkness of night, the record of the event describes

the remarkable presence of crowds and the magnificent spectacles of lights operated by torches and

other sources of illumination over the river, which transformed itself as the first natural stage upon

which Britain and the foreign ambassadors met. In what has become a less frequent Caroline habit

embassy. See I. McClure, “The Ambassador's Reception: The Moroccan Embassy to London of 1637-1638
and the Pageantry of Maritime Politics”, in M. Shewring, L. Briggs (eds.), Waterborne Pageants, cit., pp. 291-
358.

8 K.R. Andrews, op. cit., p. 167-80.
9 I.  McClure,  “The  Ambassador's  Reception:  The  Moroccan  Embassy  to  London  of  1637-1638  and  the

Pageantry of Maritime Politics”, in M. Shewring, L. Briggs (eds.), Waterborne Pageants, cit., pp. 291- 293.
10 Ivi, pp.  293-294.  see  G.  Glover,  The Arrivall  and  Intertainments  of  the  Embassador  Alkaid  Jaurar  Ben

Abdella with his associate Mr. R. Blake, from the high and mighty Prince, Mulley Mahamed Sheque, Emperor
of Morocco, Kin of Fesse and Suss, London, 1937.
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if compared to the standards of the Elizabethan and Jacobean reigns, the Thames performed its

riverine roles of exhibitor of the royal aesthetic and as political arena.11 For the crowd, the Thames

was the performing stage upon which the exotic guests displayed themselves. For the Moroccan

ambassadors, it functioned as the portable pageant from which they could have a glimpse – given

the obscurity of the late hour – of the city of London and the reception it was providing them:

As this party reached the north shore of the Thames, the crowd that met it disembarking was
composed of “Thousands, and tens of Thousands of spectators”. […] The City of London had
marshalled its forces to welcome this honoured guest; accordingly, the full complement of “the
Sheriffes and Aldermen of London in their Scarlet Gownes” gathered in greeting. […] Having
set out from Greenwhich “an houre before Night”, the final reception of “this brave and noble
Embassador” took place in darkness. However, there was such an abundance of “Toarches and
Links, that thought it were Night, yet the Streetes were almost as light as Day”, it seems that
such ceremonies could transform the shadowy thoroughfares of London into a stage on which
a radiant, almost magical, display of international concord was performed.12

During the water  progress  the Moroccan ambassadors necessarily  passed,  and supposedly

admired,  the  anchored  ‘Sovereign  of  the  Seas’,  the  vessel  that  in  1634  Charles  personally

commissioned  from  Phineas  Pett,  who  had  already  worked  in  Prince  Henry's  service  for  the

realization of the Prince Royal in 1610 when Charles was nine years old. The ship attracted varied

and opposite reactions, especially from the population whose money was partially destined to the

construction of this expensive specimen among the Ship Money fleet:

This maritime pageant next passed close by another piece of floating propaganda. It is entirely
natural that the Ambassador's journey down the Thames should pass close by to “his Majesties
new great Ship the Eighth Wonder of the World”. Although increasingly engaged with all naval
matters,  the  King's  ‘most  personal  and  ambitious  project  of  all’  was  undoubtedly  this
prodigious ship. Although designed by Phineas Pett in 1634, and constructed over the next
three years at Woolwich, this colossal triple-decked, 1,522-ton, 102-cannoned giant was very
much the product of the King's own imagination. […] In military terms, this vessel was clearly
designed  to  operate  as  an  early  modern  super-dreadnought,  intimidating  all-comers  with
overwhelming firepower. The total exchequer expenditure on this vessel is now impossible to
calculate,  however  contemporary opinion estimated the amount  spent  on the Sovereign as
equivalent to ‘a whole years Ship-Money’.13

The ship, designed for military purposes, was also magnificently decorated both outside and

11 Water pageants dis not disappear during the Caroline reign, but the king almost never participated, nor did he
performs  as  many  city  entries  as  his  predecessors,  withdrawing  in  the  indoor  and  courtly  world  of  the
masquing stage. See «‘Aqua Triumphalis’. Masques as Aquatic Festivals», infra and «‘The King and Queen’s
Majesty having given their command’. A New Masquing Season», infra.

12 I.  McClure,  “The  Ambassador's  Reception:  The  Moroccan  Embassy  to  London  of  1637-1638  and  the
Pageantry of Maritime Politics”, in M. Shewring, L. Briggs (eds.), Waterborne Pageants, cit., p. 296. 

13 Ivi, p. 294. See also E. Berckman, Creators and destroyers of the English Navy, London, Hamilton, 1974, pp.
79-81.

232



within. As a matter of fact, the ‘Sovereign of the Seas’ constitutes one of Charles's most explicit and

luxurious  program  of  maritime  self-fashioning  as  an  ongoing  royal  pageant  anchored  on  the

Thames. As observed by Sanders, “it is hard to overestimate the overlap between Caroline courtly

masquing culture, the complex theatrical semiotics of civic pageantry, and this vessel as it was

presented to a consuming public audience”.14 The aesthetic programme of the ‘Sovereign of the

Seas’ was conceived by Thomas Heywood, who described it in a pamphlet published as  A True

Description of His Majesties Royall Ship (1637):

The written inscriptions and mottoes for the Sovereign's decorative programme were produced
in a collaborative effort with the Christmas brothers by Thomas Heywood, himself a prolific
pageant author. […] Heywood worked on the ‘body’ of the pageant, as it were, writing all the
speeches, then publishing them in pamphlet form […] with the same publishing house that
produced the text versions of his city pageants.15

As  a  matter  of  fact,  Heywood's  collaboration  with  the  ship's  builders  represents  the

fundamental link between the world of naval engineering and that of civic pageantry, of which the

vessel can be considered an extraordinary specimen:

This decorative programme was provided by an artistic team with an established track record in
Caroline theatrical  circles.  The carvers were members of the Christmas family, John (1599-
1654) and Matthias (1605-1654), sons of Gerard Christmas (1576-1634), who had before them
been appointed carver to the Navy in 1614, with particular responsibility for decoration of ships.
The men usually divided the work between the shipyards and themselves […] but the Sovereign
was such a vast project that they worked in tandem. It is the Christmas family's simultaneous
close involvement in manual work for high profile theatrical events of the day, as so-called
“pageant artificers”, that really draws the working world of the docks and that of theatrical
spectacular.16 

In his critical edition of Heywood’s text, Alan Young invites the reader to consider both the

ship and its description in textual terms, at the same level as any other contemporary pageant or

court entertainment. In these terms, the ship becomes a topical place in which Crown and Nation

meet and dialogue. As a matter of fact, Julie Sanders maintains that the publication of Heywood's

descriptive notes can be considered  the equivalent of a festival book, as well as a valuable and

handy manual for the public reading and reception of this nautical royal statement:

14 J. Sanders, The Cultural Geography of the Caroline Stage, cit., p. 32.
15 Ivi, p. 31. For a modern, critical edition of Heywood’s text, see Thomas Heywood, A True Description of His

Majesties Royall Ship, built this yeare 1637, at Wooll-witch, London, 1937. For a modern and commented
edition, see A.R. Young, His Majesty's Royal Ship, London and New York, AMS Studies in the Renaissance
(1990) 2006.

16 J. Sanders,  The Cultural Geography of the Caroline Stage, cit., pp. 30-31; A.R. Young, His Majety's Royal
Ship, cit.
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The pamphlet serves as a veritable guide to the exterior and interior decorations of the ship, a
substitute for, or even a supplement to, an actual physical tour. Were there guided tours around
the ship when still in dock? Certainly, we would imagine that the royal couple would have been
given a walking tour of the vessel on their 1637 visit when it was so close to completion. […]
The explanatory nature of the booklet was crucial to a full experience of the ship on a walking
tour simply because the interpretative schema was so complex. […] It is an interesting thought
to  imagine  this  as  an  alternative  kind  of  water-based  theatre  or  pageant  available  to  the
consuming public. […] Caroline audiences were not averse to imagine theatres as ships or vice
versa.17

In a contemporary poem written to commemorate the launch of the ‘Sovereign of the Seas’,

the ship is described as a “floating isle”, while in another one it is compared to the “British Argo”. 18

The allusion to  the myth  of  the Argonauts  further  strengthens  the connection  between nautical

engineering and civic pageantry, considering the multifaceted popularity of the topos of the ‘Golden

Fleece’ in civic entertainments.19 The iconography of the ‘Sovereign of the Seas’ mainly revolves

around Charles's association with the Anglo-Saxon King Edgar, who first established a royal navy

for  military  defence  but  encouraged  its  use  for  royal  progresses  as  well.20 Above  all,  Charles

inherited Edgar's self-denomination of ‘Rex Maria’, overstating the Caroline claims over maritime

policy, officially established by the publication of John Selden's Mare Clausum in 1635:

This designation refers to Charles I' s attempt to exert an unprecedented degree of legal control
over the waters surrounding his Kingdom. This doctrine was formally advanced on behalf of
the Crown by “the learned Mr. [John] Selden, in the exquisite and absolute work of his called
Mare Clausum” and posited the monarch's ability to control all shipping within the coastal
waters of his realm. […] The Latin mottoes on The Sovereign's transorm carving (“Ab Edgaro
quator Maria Vindico”) and larger cannon (“Carolus Edgari Sceptrum Stabilibit Aquarum”)
were designed to support this early modern claim to exercise an ancient right far in excess of
that commonly considered due to European monarchs. With such a vessel, Charles I could not
only enact his newly ambitious naval policy, but exihibit this ideology of an absolute maritime
monarchy extending beyond the horizon.21

17 J. Sanders, The Cultural Geography of the Caroline Stage, cit., pp. 32-33. 
18 Ibid.,  p. 34n; A.R. Young,  His Majety's Royal Ship, cit.,  pp. 77-79; R. Dunlap, “Thomas Carew, Thomas

Carey, and ‘The Sovereign of the Seas’", Modern Language Notes, Vol. 56, No. 4 (Apr., 1941), pp. 268-271.
19 On the fortune of the myth of the Argonauts in civic pageants, see, among others, S. Trevisan, “The Golden

Fleece of the London Drapers’ Company: Politics and Iconography in Early Modern Lord Mayor’s Shows”, in
J.R.  Mulryne  (ed.),  Ceremonial  Entries  in  Early  Modern  Europe.  The  Iconography  of  Power,  Farnham,
Surrey, Ashgate, 2015, pp. 245-265.

20 “Heywood describes how this  ship's ‘Beak-had’,  or  transom, carries  a likeness of ‘royall  King Edgar on
horseback,  tramping on Seven Kings’,  such regal  puissance is  repeated in  Heywood's  assertion that  […]
despite a naturally irenic nature, Edgar first established a kingly navy in order to ‘secure navigations from,
Enemies and Rovers’. It s interesting to note that Heywood pays some attention to the ‘most princely barge’
used by Edgar and its use in his royal progresses; through such a vessel, it appears that the ancient monarch
‘let the world know he was Lord and king’. Of course, Heywood views Charles as the ‘True and Lawfull
hereditary  successor’ to  Edgar.”.  I.  McClure,  “The  Ambassador's  Reception:  The  Moroccan  Embassy  to
London of 1637-1638 and the Pageantry of Maritime Politics”, in M. Shewring, L. Briggs (eds.), Waterborne
Pageants, cit., p. 295.

21 Ivi, p. 295. On Selden’s Mare Clausum, see «‘The wall of shipping by Eliza made / […] He hath new built, or
so restored.’ Maritime History: Fleet and Jurisdiction over the Sea», infra.
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Whether the Moroccan embassy actually observed the ‘Sovereign of the Seas’ on their night

river-progress, or visited it during the course of their permanence in London, Glover describes their

reaction to the vessel in terms of “pleasing and contenting Admiration”,22 a comment from which

McClure  righteously  infers  the  foreigners’ response  to  be  “gratifyingly  assenting  to  both  the

spectacle and ideology” presented by the king.23 

Britannia Triumphans

In the established tradition of festival books,  and contrary to what happened in early Jacobean

masques where the subject was often enunciated by actors during the performance,  the printed

edition of Daventant's Britannia Triumphans locates the record of the show in space and time, along

with its plot, in a prose introduction that precedes the antimasque. 

Fame, summoned by Bellerophon, celebrates Charles in the fictional persona of Britanocles, a

character of heroic virtue who tames the oceans by defeating pirates. The text includes a description

of the queen, who will be addressed during the show, and alludes to certain illustrious guests, whose

presence is confirmed by John Finet.24 In a way, the Moroccan ambassadorial visit opened again, for

the occasion, the doors of the masquing night to foreign guests:

Britanocles,  the glory of the western world hath by his wisdom, valour, and piety,  not only
vindicated his own, but  far distant  seas infested with pirates,  and reduc'd the  land,  by his
example, to a real knowledge of all good acts and sciences. These eminent acts, Bellerophon,
in a wise pity, willingly would preserve from devouring time, and therefore to make them last
to our posterity gives a command to Fame, who hath already spread them abroad that she shall
now at home, if there can be any maliciously insensible, awake them from their pretended
sleep, that even they with the large yet  still  increasing number of the good and loyal may
mutually admire and rejoice in our happiness.  The Queen's Majesty being seated under the

22 Glover, The Arrivall and Intertainments of the Embassador Alkaid Jaurar Ben Abdella, cit. pp. 8.
23 I.  McClure,  “The  Ambassador's  Reception:  The  Moroccan  Embassy  to  London  of  1637-1638  and  the

Pageantry of Maritime Politics”, in M. Shewring, L. Briggs (eds.), Waterborne Pageants, cit., p. 295.
24 “The  notebooks  of  John  Finet  inform us  that  ‘The  Moroccan  Ambassador  and  his  associate  Mr  Blake’

attended  the  presentation  of  a  Court  masque  on  ‘Twelfthnight’ in  early  1638  in  the  recently  renovated
Banqueting House at Whitehall. Interestingly, Finet tells us that these guests ‘were there seated with the better
sort of person in attendance in a compartment capable of a dozen persons at the left hand behind his majestyes
seate’”. Ivi, p. 296. See A.J. Loomie (ed.), John Finet, The Ceremonies of Charles I: the Notebooks of John
Finet, 1628-1641, New York, Fordham University Press, 1987, p. 242. McClure adds that the privileged seat
of  the  ambassadors would allow them to  admire  the recently installed ceiling painted by Rubens:  see I.
McClure, “The Ambassador's Reception: The Moroccan Embassy to London of 1637-1638 and the Pageantry
of Maritime Politics”, in M. Shewring (ed.), Waterborne Pageants, cit., p. 296. However, although the guests
certainly visited the Banqueting House,  Britannia Triumphans was staged in the new Masquing House, see
above p. 210n, infra.
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State and the room filled with spectators of quality.25

The reference to the “far distant seas infested with pirates” and the description of “spectators

of quality” are a more than direct allusion to the victorious expedition at Salé and to the presence of

the  Moroccan  embassy  in  the  audience.  Britannia  Triumphans  represents  the  apex  of  the

magnificence of the Caroline masque, both in its structure and in the commendatory nature of its

theme, developed since the staging of  Love's Triumph through Callipolis and  Chloridia six years

earlier. As the very title suggests, in 1638 it is ‘Britannia’ – the whole island, with no more possible

ambiguities on the name – to be celebrated in a masque as ‘Triumphans’, particularly in its strong

maritime  dimension,  therefore  necessarily  implied  by  its  insularity,  and  the  designation  of

Britanocles as the hero of “the western world” locates Britain once again in the mythological sphere

of the Fortunate Isles. Likewise, the attribution of “good knowledge” and “science” to Britanocle's

wisdom seems to align Charles's maritime persona with the iconography of Prince Henry's circle of

learned men and nautical engineers.26 The parading, triumphal nature of the show, implied in the

title, manifests itself in several antimasques with chaotic and opposing forces invoked by Merlin,

under the form of allegorical characters and personifications that are overcome in the main masque

with the celebration of British sea power. 

The  masque  opens  with  a  proscenium  that  concentrates  the  elements  of  a  real  and

mythological  seascape:  the first  scene,  a prospect  of  London,  is  discovered under a  frieze that

depicts a maritime triumph, in the middle of which a scroll presents an inscription concerning the

masque and completes the architrave made by ‘Corona Rostrata’ and ‘Naval Victory’: the latter, in

particular, is described “with one hand holding the rudder of a ship and in the other a little winged

figure with a branch of palm, and a garland”.27 The theme of Britannia Triumphans is thus explicitly

aquatic  and  combines  the  mythological  dimension  of  powerful  underwater  divinities  with  the

iconography of military and political power at sea, prompting the viewer to infer a seascape, either

depicted or imaginary:

These pillasters bore up a large frieze with a sea triumph of naked children, riding on sea horses
and fishes, and young tritons with writhen trumpets and other maritime fancies. In the midst was
placed a great compartment of gold, with branches of palm coming out of the scrolls, and within
that a lesser of silver with this inscription: – VIRTUTIS OPUS, proper to the subject of this
Masque and alluding to that of Virgil: sed famam extendere factis, etc.28

25 W. Davenant, Britannia Triumphans, cit., p. 188. Italics mine.
26 Ibid.
27 Ibid.
28 Ivi, pp. 188-189. 
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The verbal description suggests an ongoing theoretical consideration, in particular as far as

the term ‘ornament’ is concerned. As Peacock observes, Jones

refers to the proscenium as ‘the ornament that enclosed the scene’. Then, after detailing the
symbolic figures on it,  he adds: ‘Above these were other composed ornaments’,  making an
implicit contrast between ornamental figuration and quasi-abstract ornamental forms made up
with fanciful artifice. […] There is a potential contradiction in the idea of ‘ornaments’ being
somehow intrinsic rather than ancillary; but the usage is standard and comes straight from the
literature of architectural theory.29 

As a matter  of  fact,  this  is  one of  Jones's  fully  realised  proscenia in  terms of  a  double

function of both an aesthetic and narrative frame for the masque, and the term thus explicitly refers

both to the architectonic skeleton and to its decorative elements:

There is a distinction and an overlapping at the same time. It is as if the proscenium (like the
orders) is in one sense constituted by the fact that it carries ornaments, and in one sense as an
independent  identity.  This  ambivalence  may  be  endemic  to  the  proscenium  as  a  form,
especially when it is used for a masque, in which important action may take place both behind
it (the appearance of the masquers) and in front of it (the dancing). It mediates between the
scenic  action  and  the  audience,  providing  a  frontier  across  which  the  transactions  of
representation and perception can  take place;  and  on  its  own painted  surface  it  mediates
between ‘picture’ and architecture.30

The proscenium arch reveals the first scene of a prospect of the city of London, strongly

dominated by the river  Thames: “A curtain flying up discovered the first  Scene wherein were

English houses of the old and newer forms, intermixt with trees, and afar off a prospect of the City

of London and the river of Thames, which, being a principal part, might be taken for all Great

Britain”.31 The identification between the king and his idealised city goes back to the representation

of Callipolis/ London in Jonson’s masque for the king in 1631,32 and to Townshend’s  Albion’s

Triumph (1632), where the scene depicts the royal palace of Whitehall after Charles’s main dance:

“a Landscipt, in which was prospect of the Kings Pallace of Whitehall, and part of the Citie of

London, seene a farre off”.33 Britannia Triumphans's opening backdrop is a developed perspective

painting  that  somehow evokes  and  reproduces  indoor  the  setting  of  the  river  progress  of  the

Moroccan ambassadors,  who probably recognised the Thames as the first  natural and civilised

29 J. Peacock, The Stage Designs of Inigo Jones, cit., pp. 216-217. See «‘A sea-change / into something rich and
strange’. Seascapes, Triumphal Arches and Maritime Chariots on the Masquing Stage», infra.

30 J. Peacock, The Stage Designs of Inigo Jones, cit., p. 217-218.
31 W. Davenant, Britannia Triumphans, cit., pp. 188-189. See Plate 29. A similar explicit identification between

London and the Thames occurs in 1613 in Campion's  Somerset Masque, where in the main scene “London
with the Thames is very arteficially presented”. T. Camption, The Somerset Masque, cit., p. 273.

32 See «Love’s Triumph through Callipolis», infra.
33 A. Townshend, Albion’s Triumph, cit., p. 86.
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element of the nation on their arrival. Despite the less frequent participation of the king in city land

and water pageants, the celebration of the Thames testifies to the increasing presence of the river

on the stages of Caroline public theatres,34 but, as suggested by Shohet, it also “offers a provocative

figure for non-absolutist ways that masques enter into public discourse”.35 The reproduction of St.

Paul within the Masquing Room establishes – Shohet insists – a connection between Jones's court

and civic commissions, along with alluding to Charles's religious power and the Caroline policy of

re-urbanisation:

From one perspective, Britannia Triumphans' London backdrop emphasizes and links the two
pre-eminent architectural works of the King's Surveyor (seating spectators at Jones-designed
court  masques,  with  the  Jones-designed  west  portico  of  the  cathedral  before  their  eyes,
emphasizing Jones as the designer of all they contemplate. It serves moreover as what Orgel
and  Strong  call  a  “symbol  …  of  [the]  High  Church  Laudian  reform”  that  incrementally
affirmed links between absolutist models of Church and State throughout the 1630s. But St.
Paul's also marks the unruly proliferation associated with urban culture.36

To  what  is  already  expressed  in  Shohet's  analysis,  I  would  add  that  in  the  pictorial

composition of the backdrop, the Thames remains the unchangeable natural element without which

the ultimate definition of national identity would be denied. William Davenant's Salmacida Spolia,

the last masque to be performed in 1640 at Whitehall before the Civil War, ends with a scene of

Neoplatonic  and political  harmony  accompanied  by a  backdrop that  reproduces  a  bridge  over

water: “in the furthest part was a bridge over a river, where many people, coaches, horses, and such

like were seen to pass to and fro. Beyond this on the shore were buildings in perspective, which,

shooting far from the eye, showed as the suburbs of a great city”.37 Since the masque’s aim is the

celebration of Charles and Henrietta Maria, it is reasonable to conjecture that the Thames was the

first river that came to the audience's mind when the scene was first revealed, although the text

does not mention it explicitly and rather shows an idealised perspective of London, seen from the

unique point of view of King Charles:

34 J. Sanders, The Cultural Geography of the Caroline Stage, cit., pp. 18-64.
35 L. Shohet, op. cit., p. 7.
36 Ibid. Orgel and Strong comment on the plate, included in their catalogue, comparing it to Webb’s version of

the design, which “seems to answer more closely to the text, which refers to buildings being ‘intermixed with
trees’. […] The view of London from the south bank is apparently not based on any other engraved panorama.
Jones had placed St.  Paul’s  Cathedral in the  centre: in February 1633 he was appointed Surveyor to the
Cathedral, and in May work was ready to begin on an extensive repair of the fabric, which involved recasing
the Norman nave and transepts and the addition of a splendid portico to the west front, the gift of the King.
This portico was regarded, together with the Banqueting House, as Jones’s supreme architectural achievement.
The back shutter view focuses on Jones’ work on St. Paul’s, symbol also of High Church Laudian reform”. S.
Orgel, R. Strong (eds.), Inigo Jones, cit., vol. II, pp. 668-669.

37 W. Davenant, Salmacida Spolia, in D. Lindley (ed.), Court Masques, cit., pp. 200-213, p. 211. See plate 30. 
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The final scene, of a great imperial city surmounted with crowds of deities and dominated by a
huge bridge across a river, […] imaged Charles's aspirations as a version of the architecturally
reformed metropolis that he was always ambitious to create, with the bridge anticipating that
political  connectedness  for  which  the  masque  appealed.  Still,  there  were  limits  to  this
accommodation, for the scene's design conveyed an inverted urban perspective, with imperial
buildings in the foreground and vernacular architecture in the distance, as if London were being
viewed from an idealized Westminster. It reversed the priority between centre and suburbs, and
safely contained the city under the bridge's arches.38

The  antimasque  in  Britannia  Triumphans resumes  its  traditional  role  of  displaying  the

chaotic disorder opposed to royal harmony in the main masque by presenting a dialogue among the

allegorical characters of Action and Imposture,  later joined by Merlin who evokes a parade of

spirits and a mock romanza that should represent the main traits of Charles's reign. Although the

antimasque does not display an aquatic setting,  it  is  still  worth considering a couple of water-

related occurrences. First, Imposture describes, with an ironic fishing metaphor, the man who falls

under its temptation as a fish in troubled seas:

His magnanimity shall yield at last, 
Straight take my angle in his hand, then bait
The hook with gilded flies, to fish in troubled seas:
For all the world is such, and, in a storm,
Where the philosopher, that still swims in
Profoundest depths, will, Sir, as easily 
Be snapt, as fools that float on shallow streams, 
And taken with a line no stronger, sir, than what
Will tear a little gudgeon's jaws.39 

In a following passage, Merlin’s black magic summons a natural tempest in what is described

explicitly as a figuration of hell, with a literal reversal of the image of Eden's subterranean spring of

knowledge: 

Merlin. Like furious rivers meeting underground,
So hollow and so dismal is the sound
Of all my inward murmurs, which no ear
But with a mild astonishment can hear;
Though not so loud as thunder, thunders are
A slower noise, and not amaze so far.
Which to express, that distant spirits hear
And willingly obey: Appear! Appear!40

Both  occurrences  use  aquatic  images  in  order  to  describe  psychological  phenomena,  by

associating sea waters to different conditions of life, or by comparing the sounds of thunder to

38 M. Butler, The Stuart Court Masque and Political Culture, cit., p. 345.
39 W. Davenant, Britannia Triumphans, cit., pp. 198.
40 Ibid.

239



Merlin’s “inward murmurs”. A similar metaphorical use of the landscape as a tool of psychological

investigation occurs in Davenant's Salmacida Spolia, where the antimasque and the masque follow

each other according to an iconographic succession from a chaotic, hellish, and stormy weather to a

pastoral and quiet landscape, in its turn identified directly or indirectly with London/Britain. As a

matter of fact, the antimasque opens with a seascape dominated by a storm, this time visually

represented and depicted as the extant design shows when compared with the verbal description: 

A curtain flying up, a horrid scene appeared of storm and tempest; no glimpse of the Sun was
seene  as  if  darknesse,  confusion  and  deformity  had  possest  the  world  and driven  light  to
Heaven, the trees bending, as forced by a gust of winde, their branches rent from their trunkes
and some torne up by the roots, Afar off was a dark wrought sea, with rolling billows breaking
against the rocks, with rains, lightning and thunder.41 

In  describing  Jones’s  design  for  the  storm and tempest  of  Salmacida  Spolia,  Orgel  and

Strong observe that the “storm-tossed ship” visible on the background, can be read symbolically as

being “conceivably meant for the ship of state of Britain”.42 Both the verbal and visual realisations

of the scene seem to hint at a psychological dimension of which nature is a mirror, or vice versa.

The correlation between nature and mind, external world and morality, is further stressed by Fury,

who, personified on the scene, evokes the winds and the storm’s disorder. It describes the other

Furies in  the fulfilment  of this  hellish scenery,  and personifies  nature and reifies  humanity by

comparing, among other categories, greedy men to untamed waters, in their turn associated with

hell:

Blow winds! Until you raise the seas so high
That waves may hang like tears in the sun's eye;
That we, when I vast cataracts they fall,
May think he weeps at nature's funeral.
[…]
The rich, make full of avarice as pride,
Like graves or swallowing seas unsatisfied,
Busy to help the state, when needy grown,
From pure men's fortunes, never from their own.43

Generally speaking, in Britannia Trumphans the dialogue between the allegorical figures of

Action and Imposture and Merlin's magical evocation of a mock romanza, are seen and read in the

light of the general political discontent on the verge of the outbreak of the civil war:

41 Ivi, p. 202. See plate 31.
42 S. Orgel, R. Strong (eds.), Inigo Jones, cit., vol. II, p. 742.
43 Ivi, pp. 202-203.
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The dialogue set  up an opposition between Charles's  fame, exemplified by Action's  reason,
truthfulness,  and  magnanimity,  and  the  besetting  impudence  of  Imposture,  whose  presence
interrupted Charles's celebration tarnishing it with fantasy, scepticism and content. The dialogue
exposed  Imposture's  falsehood  by  assimilating  him  alternately  to  an  anarchic  libertarian
populism and a gloomy and corrosive fanaticism. [… ]. The anti-Calvinism of this satire was
self-evident. Imposture offered to complementary moral attitudes – on the one hand, pleasure-
seeking anarchy, on the other, fanatical self-denial – and in both virtue was impossible. […]
What this meant for the state, was illustrated by the masque with its grotesque entries raised up
by Merlin and performed in “a horrid hell” […] showing the chaos that threatened when men
were allowed to pursue their desires unchecked. 44

What can be also relevant, for the present analysis, is the ironic re-elaboration, in Britannia

Triumphans's antimasque, of the chivalric dimension typical of Prince Henry's court shows: Merlin

is  still  the  “prophet  of  this  ancient  Isle”,45 but  his  works  of  magic  vainly  disappear  before

Bellerophon's  power  to  evoke  Fame  and  the  real  virtues  of  Britanocles.  Contrary  to  Oberon,

Henry's mythical persona, Charles as Britanocles suggests real and concrete intentions in the matter

of all things maritime and in the realization of British political and sea power, while, as stated by

Butler, “the repudiation of Spenserian chivalry in the mock  romanza further underlined that the

potential enemy was not overseas but at home”.46

In the passage from antimasque to masque, Bellerophon, riding on his Pegasus,47 evokes

Fame, who appears personified within a Renaissance palace, out of which Britanocles enters the

scene and is celebrated as the sovereign of the sea and as an expression of fame's “heroic virtue”, a

typical attribute of the king in Caroline masques:

O thou, our cheerful morning rise!
And straight those misty clouds of error clear,
Which long have overcast our eyes,
And else will darken all this emisphere.
What to thy power is hard or strange?
Since not alone confined unto the land;
Thy sceptre to a trident change!
And straight unruly seas thou canst command!
How hath thy wisdom rais'd this Isle?
[…]
If we should name thee Nature's Admiral.48

After Britanocles's appearance, a seascape is eventually revealed:

44 M. Butler, The Stuart Court Masque and Political Culture, cit., pp. 338-339.
45 W. Davenant, Britannia Triumphans, cit., p. 193.
46 M. Butler, The Stuart Court Masque and Political Culture, cit., p. 341.
47 Pegasus, Neptune’s son according to mythology, is described in Davenant’s words as “ covered all with white

close to his skin, his main and tail of silver, with large white wings, his reins and saddle of carnation trim'd
with silver”. W. Davenant, Britannia Triumphans, cit., p. 196. 

48 Ivi, p. 204.
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Here the scene changed, and in the farthest part the sea was seen terminating the sight with the
horizon; on the one side was a haven with a citadel, and on the other broken grounds and rocks;
from whence the sea-nymph Galatea came waving forth, riding on the back of a dolphin, in a
loose snow white garment; about her neck chains of pearls, and her arms adorned with bracelets
of the same; her fair hair disheveled and mixt with silver, and in some part covered with a veil
which she with one hand graciously held up. Being arrived to the midst of the sea, the dolphin
stayed, and she sung, with a chorus of Music.49

It is, as the text suggests, a shore with a harbour and London in the background: the scene, as

it is described, is composed by a fixed backdrop and by a moving dolphin – possibly a chariot –

upon which Galatea, one of the Nereids, appears traditionally described “in a loose snow white

garment; about her neck chains of pearls, and her arms adorned with bracelets of the same”, her

hair “disheveled and mixt with silver, and in some part covered with a veil”.50 Galatea points at the

other nereids, who also pay homage to Britanocles, and in doing so she seems to allude to the

ladies in the court, who wear pearls, the precious jewels of the bottom of the sea, and gather around

the king, once again transforming, or, better to say, transposing Whitehall into a mythical maritime

dimension:

So well Britanocles o'er seas doth reign,
Reducing what was wild before,
That fairest sea-nymphs leave the troubled maine
And haste to visit him on shore.51

According  to  Shohet,  Galatea's  song  holds  a  programmatic  function  in  the  performance,

especially  when she states  that  “So well  Britanocles  o'er  seas  doth  reign”,  since,  as  it  can be

evinced by looking at the music sheet, pauses and downbeats underline the words that celebrate

Britanocles as ruler of the seas: “after one brief syncopation that emphasizes the approving adverb

‘well’ by holding it over the downbeat, her song sets this first stanza in a bluntly orderly four-

square rhythm that reinforces the solidity of Britanocles' ‘reign’ ‘on shore’”.52 In conjecturing the

Moroccan ambassadors' reception of Britanocles's glorification on the foreground of its peaceful

and  civilised  seascape,  McClure  further  argues  that  Britannia  Triumphans conveys  not  only

Charles's agenda in terms of maritime power, but also of commercial expansionism:

Thus, it seems that royal power can change dangerous waters into a calm place suitable for
trade, and bring those who do business on those waters into a place of security and protection.

49 Ivi, p. 207. See plate 32.
50 Ibid.
51 Ibid.
52 L. Shohet, op. cit., p. 32. For a reproduction of the music sheet, see ivi, p. 33.
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For  all  spectators,  including  the  envoy from the  Empire  of  Morocco,  the  meaning of  this
nautical fantasia was clear: Charles I, absolute ruler of this island and all seas, was to be an
actor of global significance in maritime affairs.53

According  to  Dawn  Lewcock,54 the  design  for  Britannia  Triumphans's  seascape  greatly

differs from those that appeared years before in the  Masque of Blackness (1606) and, later,  in

Tempe  Restored  (1632):  the  latter,  in  particular,  lacks  a  detailed  description  of  the  seascape,

however it fairly matches the design attributed to the scene by Orgel and Strong,55 but Lewcock

does not illustrate in detail what she implies with such a comparison, unless the scholar simply

refers to the richness and complexity of the scene achieved by Jones in the 1630s.56 As a matter of

fact, as shown, the composition of backdrop and machinery was by now the norm for masques’

settings:

The last scene is of the masque is a seascape, “A Haven with a citadel”. Seascapes are rarely
mentioned in the masque texts after The Masque of Blackness and Tempe Restored. This is a
quite different design from the latter, and Orgel and Strong believe this one is by Webb since it
has his name on the annotation note addressed to “Edward Pierce, Painter”. It is the only time
that designs have such an annotation. The directions have Galatea riding on a dolphin and then
have ships which appear to sail across the haven. The design and management of the seascape
might have helped Webb and Davenant when they came to present The Siege of Rhodes.57

Lewcock quotes  Orgel  and  Strong  in  attributing  the  design  for  Britannia  Triumphans’

seascape to Webb and argues it  later influenced the scenery of another play by Davenant.  The

recycling of maritime scenery, meant as physical stage settings or just thematic occurrences, often

bended what once was a figuration of monarchical power to new political scenarios. As a matter of

fact,  as Roger Savage argues, maritime triumphs and aquatic landscapes abound on the theatre

scenes of the 1650s in what the scholar identifies as the ultimate outcome of the long tradition of

the Italian fabula maritima: “meanwhile in the late 1650s England's sea power features vividly in

various plans for music-theatre pieces which use sea-scenery as a way of encouraging the short-

lived Protestant republic to go one better in maritime affairs than Catholic-monarchical France or

53 I.  McClure,  “The  Ambassador's  Reception:  The  Moroccan  Embassy  to  London  of  1637-1638  and  the
Pageantry of Maritime Politics”, in M. Shewring (ed.), Waterborne Pageants, cit., p. 297.

54 D. Lewcock,  Sir William Davenant, the Court Masque and the English Seventeenth-Century Scenic Stage,
New York, Cambria Press, 2008, p. 54-55.

55 “Then the scene is changed into an oriental sky, such as appears at the sun rising, and afar off is seen a
landscape and a clam sea, which did terminate the horizon. In the hinter part was a haven with a citadel, and
opposite to that were broken grounds and craggy rocks”. A. Townshend, Tempe Restored, in D. Lindley (ed.),
Court Masques, cit., pp. 155-165, p. 159. See plate 32.

56 See «‘A sea-change / into something rich and strange’. Seascapes, Triumphal Arches, and Maritime Chariots
on the Masquing Stage», infra.

57 D. Lewcock, Sir William Davenant, cit., pp. 54-55. See plate 33.
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Spain”.58

Britannia  Triumphans closes  with  a  glorious  display  of  the  royal  fleet,  depicted  on  the

backdrop and Orgel and Strong also conjecture that the “large ship” seen on the foreground “may

be the Sovereign of the Seas, launched in 1737”:59 “After this, some ships were discern'd sailing

afar off several ways, and in the end a great fleet was discovered, which, passing by the haven, this

continuing  to  entertain  the  sight  whilst  the  dancing  lasted”.  60 As observed  by  Shohet,  the

uniformity in the presentation of the scenes in Britannia Triumphans is given by its commendatory

programme as homage to Charles's – and Britain's – maritime power: “this masque's emphasis on

naval might and maritime glory constitutes a prominently monarch-centred element – this in the

winter of 1638, when Ship money was at its most contentious”.61 Moreover, Shohet conjectures that

the  propagandist  dimension  of  Britannia  Triumphans is  further  conveyed  by  the  interaction

between the stage settings, music, and the king himself as masquer. As a matter of fact, while the

opening proscenium arch and the final scene compose a whole frame, the London sea-scape and

Britanocles  exposed to  the  sight  of  the  audience  occupy a longer  temporal  section  within  the

masque during Galatea’s song:

When spectators entered the masquing hall, they were presented with the ornamental arch that
would frame ensuing scenes. […] Notably, [the] final scene of the haven with a citadel, framed
by the  iconographic  Right  Government  and Naval  Victory,  remains  in  its  audience's  view
during the hours of social dancing that follow Galatea's exit, occupying more time than the rest
of the masque. […] Not only does  Britannia Triumphans emphasize that Charles is a grand
ruler  with a powerful  navy, it  also grants the greatest  amount of stage time,  and the most
stunningly spectacular special effects, to the “great fleet” that moors in the masque hall while
the court dances. It s hard to miss that amassing such a “great fleet” was precisely the goal of
the controversial Ship Money levies.62 

The celebration of the Ship Money Fleet fosters the conjecture of multiple reactions. From

the point of view of the Moroccan ambassadors, it represents Charles's pride in the restoration of

the national fleet, the same one they witnessed arriving from the sea as Britain’s tool aimed at

securing safety in national and international waters. On the contrary, if in 1613, soon after Henry’s

death, the court believed Charles was destined to dominate British maritime power,63 in 1637 the

58 R. Savage,  “Sea Spectacles on Dry Land: the 1580s to the 1690s”, in  M. Shewring and L. Briggs (ed.),
Waterborne Pageants, cit., p. 367.

59 S. Orgel, R. Strong (eds.), Inigo Jones, cit., vol. II, p. 680.
60 W. Davenant, Britannia Triumphans, cit., p.208.
61 L. Shohet, op. cit., p. 32. 
62 Ivi, pp. 32-33.
63 In an epithalamion written for the newly wed Elizabeth Stuart and Friedrich of the Rhine, James Maxwell

describes the naumachia performed for the celebration of the Palatine Wedding reading it as a forecast of
Charles’s future maritime sovereignty over Turks and Ottomans: “Maxwell imagines the young Prince Charles
to be a second ‘Scanderberg’ who will defy the Ottomans with a vigor comparable to that shown by ‘Castriote
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Royal Navy was seen as the expensive and, at the same time, ineffective destination of political and

economic efforts:

Theatrical wonders of the masque hall and military wonders of the navy – as well as political
wonders of extracting funds from unwilling providers – figure one another. Of course, this can
also be a bit of a joke. Everyone in the room knows precisely “what to [Charles's] power is
hard or strange”: actually collecting Ship Money. And the invisible labor that makes those
ships tack about so magically in the Banqueting House can contrast with balefully impressed
sailors as much as it can subsume them. In either case, the London cityscape of the masque's
first and fifth scenes notably precedes the commanded seas of the sixth.64

Britannia Triumphans represents one of the more explanatory instances of Charles's use of

aesthetic self-propaganda: at the apex of his personal rule, he is the first creator and, at the same

time, receiver of his own royal iconography. The celebration of Charles's maritime power, or, at

least, his intentions towards these political and military efforts, is nowhere so preponderant as in

Britannia Triumphans, whose aquatic symbolism grows ostensibly when put in the context of a

supposed festival for the reception of the Moroccan ambassadors. It must not be a coincidence that

the  king  resumed  the  formula  of  a  river  progress  when  he  needed  to  state,  demonstrate,  and

somehow establish his maritime policy both in the eyes of his subjects and to foreign guests as

well.  With  its  iconography,  the  masque evokes  the  ambassadors'  entrance  into  the  city  on the

Thames and Charles presents an image of a strong bond between court and city, even though the

Moroccan delegates probably were not aware that the general tendency of court festivals for the

past twenty years had been to withdraw within the mythological dimension of the masquing walls:

The continuity of form and message between varied forms of spectacular entertainment now
seems apparent. […]. Each of these phenomena, placed on true or pretended waves, deployed a
vocabulary  of  emblems and  symbols  that  are  entirely  consonant  with  contemporary  royal
ambitions. Moreover, in the Court of Charles I, all locations seem to have become a kind of
stage,  all  events a species of symbolic drama, all  persons of consequence both actors and
spectators in one form of pageant or another. Not only were forms of waterborne pageantry
essential to the way Charles I's monarchy represented itself during this period, such pomp and
ceremony was also seamlessly fused into the wider cultural, political and military practices of
his regime.65

once chiefe of chivalrie’. He makes this comparison on the slender grounds that Charles Stuart, like Gjergj
Kastrioti Skandeberg (1405-1468) is also ‘nam’d Duke of Albany’. On this unsubstantial premise, the young
Prince of Wales is envisioned as a crusading hero who will, in league with the ‘state of Germany’, become
‘the horror of the Turkes’ and ‘the Hercules of this Isles’. Thus, for Maxwell, the theatrical conflict enacted on
the Thames is merely an overture to the real warfare that awaits the destiny of the new conjoined houses of
Stuart  and Wittelsbach”.  I.  McClure,  “The Sea-Fight on the Thames:  Performing the Ideology of  a  Pan-
Protestant  Crusade  on  the  Eve  of  the  Palatine  Marriage”,  in  S.  Smart,  M.R.  Wade (eds.), The  Palatine
Wedding of 1613, cit., pp. 267-288, p. 275.

64 Ivi, pp. 33-34.
65 I.  McClure,  “The  Ambassador's  Reception:  The  Moroccan  Embassy  to  London  of  1637-1638  and  the

Pageantry of Maritime Politics”, in M. Shewring, L. Briggs (eds.), Waterborne Pageants, cit., pp. 297-298.
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There is a further level of inquiry worth considering in the analysis of the aquatic symbolism

displayed in  Britannia Triumphans.  Despite being left  alone as a representative of the original

Stuart family – his parents and siblings being either dead or estranged from the court –, it can be

reasonably argued that Charles, in dancing as Britanocles before his guests' eyes, and in observing

such a celebration of his own supposed maritime power, was still aware of and still remembered the

function that those very images used to have in masques during the previous reign. In conducting a

personal reform of the Navy, Charles was probably convinced of somehow undertaking the legacy

of his  dead brother,  on whom the expectations of many were laid before his  premature death.

Generally speaking, Butler observes that in the masques of the 1630s, Charles resumed Henry’s

iconography to detach himself from James’s connotations of pacifism, delineating a conflicting

representation of Britain as a place of harmony, but at the same time always ready to prove its

military power:

The consequence for the masques was a deep tension between their pacifism and the residually
heroic imagery in which Charles was still invested. They presented Britain both as a heaven of
peace and as a nation capable of war, with all the contradiction that this entailed. […] As Roman
emperor (Albion’s Triumph), ancient worthy (Coelum Britannicum), or Britanocles , ‘glory of
the western world’ (Britannia Triumphans), Charles adopted a symbolic language that harked
back to his brother’s festivals and broke from his father’s imagery of humanistic scholar-king.
[…] His masques were torn between privileging the quiet state he could afford and the higher
profile  kingship  for  which  he  remained  ambitious.  Praising  his  reign  for  peace,  they,
nevertheless,  endorsed  that  common but  non-Jacobean  assumption  that  the  decisive  test  of
kingship was the ability to make war. The tension between Charles the connoisseur and Charles
the monarch capable of maximum force was a legacy that each had to negotiate.66

As sovereign of the seas that surround Britain, Charles is represented with the decorations of

a magnificent vessel, rather than as Neptune. Britanocles exists as an alter-ego of the king and not

as a mythological allegory, especially not one so much linked with his father, whose interest in

maritime policy was so absent, when not reluctant, both in terms of military interventionism as well

as economic and engineering reformation. Likewise, the Moroccan delegation is presented with an

image of Britain that corresponds exactly with the king's expectations and intentions, that is to say,

with the image that Charles desperately wanted to convey, despite and over the arising crisis within

his reign.

Roy Strong's analysis of Caroline masques as unreliable representations of the historical and

political reality of Charles's personal rule is one of the earliest scholarly insights on the topic, but it

still proves to be one of the most lucid syntheses of the role of art in the self-fashioning and self-

66 M. Butler, The Stuart Court Masque and Political Culture, cit., pp. 282-283.
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empowerment of Charles’s royal persona: 

The Caroline masques all relate to the years of Charles's so-called ‘personal rule’, those eleven
years between 1629 and 1640 in which he ruled without parliament, a period subsequently
branded by the opposition as the Eleven Years' Tyranny. […] To understand the masques of
Inigo Jones, which are so pure an expression of this decade, it is necessary to forget totally
what happened after 1640 and to ignore, for the most part, Puritan opposition attitudes. It is
essential  to  view these  productions  solely through the  eyes  of  an  optimistic  king and his
surveyor of works as they annually celebrated what they deluded themselves into believing to
be the triumphant rule of a monarchy by Divine Right.67

As  a  matter  of  fact,  reality  proved  to  be  very  different  from  Charles's  self-fashioned

programme of maritime power and, in a similar way, the ‘Sovereign of the Seas’ failed at maritime

and military enterprises at sea. Ultimately, Ship Money became one of the pretexts around which

parliament rose against the king, who found himself ironically without a fleet to support him in the

outbreak of the civil war:

However, the great images of authority fabricated in London and sent to Morocco seemed to
change little.  No sustained  military  alliance ever  materialised,  commerce  in  the  waters  of
North Africa did not flourish and Englishmen in chains were not triumphantly set at liberty.
[…] Similarly, The Sovereign of the Seas did not see active service in any great pacification of
distant waters; rather this monstrosity became the occasion of new enmities […]. It was in the
Banqueting House at Whitehall […] that Charles I would be executed by order of his seditious
subjects. Yet, in all of the maritime shows, performances and pageants associated with the visit
of  the Moroccan embassy of 1637-48,  we observe the assumption of present  concord and
victory, and the expectation of yet greater fame for the King in the years to come. Amid so
much complacency, the real or imagined waters of pageants yielded no sign of the shipwreck
that lay ahead.68

As Martin Butler observes,  the weight of masques'  political  agenda manifests  itself  even

more so when they prove to be ruinous:69 as an instance of political propaganda, in the contingency

of performance, Britannia Triumphans must have been very convincing and powerful, but history

proved its aquatic symbolism wrong, or at least misleading.

67 R. Strong, Art and Power, cit., p. 160.
68 I.  McClure,  “The  Ambassador's  Reception:  The  Moroccan  Embassy  to  London  of  1637-1638  and  the

Pageantry of Maritime Politics”, in M. Shewring, L. Briggs (eds.),  Waterborne Pageants, cit., pp. 298-299.
See «‘The wall of shipping by Eliza made / […] He hath new built, or so restored.’ Maritime History: Fleet
and Jurisdiction over the Sea», infra.

69 M. Butler, The Stuart Court Masque and Political Culture, cit., p. 29.
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Conclusion

The analysis of the selected masques presented in this work testifies to the abundance of aquatic

themes in court  shows, particularly related to a  growing  idea of Stuart  national  identity.  Water

appears in  stage settings  as painted,  simulated,  or enacted by means of hydraulic devices;  it  is

evoked  under  the  semblance  of  aquatic  divinities,  enhanced  by  their  evocative  costumes,  and

described in the poetry that accompanies or precedes the dances. 

The adoption in the present study of a single iconographic and thematic vantage point in

recounting  the  presence  of  water  through  the  Jacobean  and  Caroline  courts  has  permitted  the

observation of its own aesthetic development, as well as the advancement of the masque-form as

both a performative and literary genre. As a matter of fact, the relationship between the material

asset of scenic devices and their description in the written records of the performances emerges both

from the prose descriptions presented in the introductions and in the poetical lines recited or sung

by masquers and actors during the acts. Prose descriptions, speeches, and songs describe and refer

ekphrastically to stage setting and retrieve the role of scenography in guiding the audience through

the plot of the masques by introducing and contextualising the thematic, symbolic, and aesthetic

agenda performed in each court show: masques hinged precisely on this composite interaction that

fosters a further inquiry on the relationship between words and images. It is thus possible to resume

the analysis of the masques investigated in the previous chapters as a chronological sequence of

events, in order to define them as aquatic festivals and, subsequently, to trace the aquatic patterns

that inundated court shows through the Jacobean and Caroline reigns. 

The  spatial  dynamics  of  Amerie’s  Chester’s  Triumph  for  her  Prince  Henrie,  Munday’s

London’s  Love  for  the  Royal  Prince  Henrie and  Daniel’s  Tethys’ Festival present  a  coherent
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development in terms of fiction and reality. As a matter of fact, the entertainments for the creation

of the Prince of Wales started outdoors, in Chester, where the river Dee symbolically ran towards

the public arena of the Thames, and continued indoors, first in the official context of Parliament,

and then in the private world of the masque in Whitehall. Although performed in the Banqueting

House, the opening harbour scene of Daniel’s Tethys’ Festival somewhat evoked the public setting

of Munday's river show and  mirrored the natural presence of water in the outdoor reality of the

pageant, that is to say the real life of the city and of mercantile London. Tethys's cave, with its

fountain, constituted a fake indoor setting that is an artificial imitation of nature. Finally, the garden

of the closing action of the masque re-established the hierarchies of mythological order over the

time outside fiction. Although the postponed naumachia and its paired tilt took the celebrations back

to the open air reality of London, the sequence of shows staged between the end of May and the

beginning of June 1610 remained fictionally framed within the mythical dimension of Ben Jonson's

Speeches at Prince Henrie's Barriers and  Oberon. According to Pitcher, the festival constituted a

suspension of time, during which, thanks to fantasy, Prince Henry found time and space to meditate

on his new status,1 and the thematic coherence that linked these shows together is characterised by

an outstanding abundance of water as both a scenic device and as an element of rhetoric, narrative,

literary, and political iconology. As an aquatic festival, the creation of the Prince of Wales staged all

the genres and forms typical of continental tradition: from the river pageant, to the mock sea-battle,

from  the  display  of  fireworks  on  water  to  a  masque  that  hinges  around  a  fabula  maritima,2

transforming it into a spectacle of state. From the point of view of the themes, water emerged as a

constitutive  character  of  Britain's  national  identity,  linked  with  British  insularity  and  with  its

maritime  power,  although,  as  seen,  with  different  or  opposite  interpretative  outcomes.

Simultaneously,  water's  scenic  dimension  within  these  shows testifies  to  the  multiplicity  of  its

scientific, alchemical, symbolical, and philosophical implications.

In  my  opinion,  all  the  entertainments  organised  for  the  creation  of  the  Prince  of  Wales

addressed Henry precisely conveying James's views and values of internal union of the land and

national identity, but they also retained an ambivalent and broad-spectrum attitude in terms of those

concerns of imperialist expansionism and proto-science promulgated by Henry's court. Moreover,

some elements, especially those concerned with water, probably reminded Henry, intentionally or

unintentionally,  of  his  own inner  inclinations  in  terms of  politics,  art,  and national  identity:  in

particular the association between Henry-Anna and Meliades-Tethys as patrons of arts and science

opposed the medieval cartographic attitude of James. This peculiar alignment of forces within the

1 S. Pitcher, “'In those figures which they seeme'”, cit., p. 44.
2 R. Savage, “Sea Spectacles on Dry Land”, cit., p. 366.
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royal  family  not  only  collocated  Henry's  sensibility  within  the  realm of  fantasy,  meant  as  the

artificial  and  artistic  dimensions  created  by  the  shows,  but  also  introduced  a  strong  feminine

element into the masculine and military environment of the young prince. Princess Elizabeth and

Prince Charles also lined up on the masquing stage with their mother, who must have held a certain

degree of educational responsibility for her children’s love for masquing. Elizabeth, who performed

as the nymph of the Thames, was symbolically associated to the same river in Beaumont's masque

staged for the celebration of her wedding to the Elector Palatine in 1613.  Prince Charles, on the

other hand, still  too young in 1610, later found himself having to negotiate a new iconographic

identity, first as heir to the throne and then as king, in the aftermath of both the departure of his

siblings and the death of his parents. Simultaneously,  the public sphere of the City also paid a

tribute to the Prince of Wales that presented an ambiguous balance between James's and Henry's

policies.  It  is  legitimate  to  deduce  that  King  James  and  Prince  Henry,  main  beholders  and

addressees of the entertainments for the creation of the Prince of Wales in 1610, developed opposite

readings of the same watery elements, images, and symbols: water as geographical seclusion and

national identity versus water as a pervasive system of arteries open to geographical expansionism

and knowledge. 

If the shows devised for the Creation of the Prince of Wales in 1610 formed, altogether and in

a sequence,  a regular  aquatic festival that reunited both the public and the private spheres,  the

masques of 1625 –  Neptune's Triumphs for the Return of Albion and what survives of it as  The

Fortunate Isles and their Union – can be associated with a typical aquatic spectacle on dry land, in

particular, for contents and settings, with the form of fabula maritima. To some extent, contrary to

Henry's conjectured didactic interests in the hydraulic and nautical devices used in court shows, the

ascription of Neptune's Triumph for the Return of Albion to this particular dramatic genre seems to

support James's educational plan of balance between pleasure and virtue associated with Charles's

early representation in masques. Considering the fortune of the genre of  fabula maritima in its

development into the opera, the abundance of songs, especially sung by the main masquers, further

likens the two forms, in particular in the case of Neptune’s Triumph for the Return of Albion. The

peculiar re-elaboration of the antimasque also points to a wider flexibility of the standards of the

masque as a genre, very close to the role of the favola piscatoria meant as an intermediary diversion

show.3 I would suggest that from a mere formal point of view and contrary to Neptune’s Triumph

3 “Not only are high and low matters mingled in the preliminary section of the entertainment, but the vulgar
does not disappear forever with the appearance of aristocratic masquers. After the actual revels, the Cook
jumps in again with another antimasque. […] The entertainment thus mingles the themes and the images of
the  hight  and the  low,  even  as  it  attempts  to  establish  a  firm,  hierarchical  distinction  between them. In
Neptune's  Triumph  the  antimasque/main  masque  division,  intended  to  establish  and  sustain  the  clear
separation and superiority of aristocratic culture from the inferiors outside the court, fails to achieve its goal”,
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for the Return of Albion, its rewritten version as The Fortunate Isles and their Union recalls less the

genre of the  fabula maritima, and, despite keeping the same maritime settings and characters, it

resumes the standard Jonsonian opposition between antimasque and masque. That is to say, the fact

that the aquatic element is downsized to the standard levels of commendatory solemnity contributes

in strongly re-affirming the univocal power of James. 

From a technical point of view, Neptune's Triumph for the Return of Albion represents one of

the  first  examples  of  Inigo  Jones's  conscious  development  of  the  complex  and  composite

architectonic and pictorial dimensions of masques' stage settings that continued in this form during

the Caroline reign. As a matter of fact, the aquatic proscenium both indicated the space of the scene

and  introduced  the  maritime  fiction  of  the  masque,  along  with  its  symbolical  and  political

dimensions:  the  debate  of  the  anti-masque  between  Poet  and  Cook  remains  on  the  threshold

between reality and fiction, allowing Poet and Architect a fictional space for theorisation, while the

celebration of Neptune pertains to the sphere of the mythical, maritime triumph. There is no hint at

the presence of real water on the stage, but the text alludes to the aquatic environment, as a mythical

and symbolic dimension, only by means of the architectonic, pictorial, and poetical elements. 

Neptune's Triumphs for the Return of Albion and The Fortunate Isles and their Union shaped

and were strongly shaped by the contingent occasion for which they were written: although they

represented the ultimate aquatic iconography of the Jacobean reign, they left space to the variety of

responses that these images suggested to the different protagonists of the fictionalised reality of the

court. At the end of James's reign, Britain was glorified as the ‘Island of the Blest’, a secluded and

paradisiacal place where heroes, as well as an old king, could find peace and rest and Whitehall was

glorified in a mythical and parallel maritime reality. What is more striking is that the two masques

seemed to establish, rather than just represent, certain degrees of father-son relationships: Neptune's

Triumph for the Return of Albion staged the benevolent greeting of a father, but James's annulment

of  the  show  testified  to  the  king's  perception  of  Charles's  new  popularity  as  dangerously

undermining. If staged, in  Neptune's Triumph for the return of Albion, Charles would have been

celebrated as the ‘Heir Apparent’ and as Neptune's son, ready to take his father's place. However, in

The Fortunate Isles and their Union, as the leader of the Macarii, he was being further subordinated

to the will and influence of Neptune, who, abandoning the mythological and chivalric attribute of

creator and tamer of horses delineated in the previous masque, relocated to James the otherwise

potentially exclusive maritime empowerment of Charles.

James's  pacifism  was  overwhelming  in  both  shows,  even  when  he  was  allegorically

M. Smialkowska, “Court Masque and the (Re)production of Aristocratic Identity”, in J.  Holmes, A. Streete
(eds.), Refiguring Mimesis: Representation in Early Modern Literature, Hatfield, University of Hertfordshire
Press, 2005, pp. 128-129.
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represented as the sovereign of the sea. His maritime iconography as a king-father seemed to allude

to Anna in negative terms: not only was she deceased, but her memory also erased. In the aquatic

triumph  of  1625  there  was  no  room  for  Tethys  and  Neptune's  paternal  benevolence  was

predominant in the fiction, where James took possession of the architecture of Anna's underwater

garden by being associating himself with the palace of Oceanus, structured according to the fashion

of  outdoor  Mannerist  Grottoes.  With  Salomon de  Caus  also away at  Heidelberg,  the  scientific

implications of knowledge and delight that haunted the aquatic garden of  Tethys’ Festival  were

definitely transposed to the depiction of Whitehall as a maritime paradise. It is impossible to know

whether Charles, while dancing in The Fortunate Isle and their Union, was actually reminded of his

mother or of his siblings, but it is more than reasonable to think that both he and Buckingham did

have well in mind the original roles and the original fable they were supposed to dance one year

earlier. Thus, if the celebration of the fleet spoke of defence to James, it reminded Charles of his

interventionist plans against Spain. Furthermore, the circulation of the published text of Neptune's

Triumph for the Return of Albion could be considered as a ‘literary masque’ available to those at

court who preferred Charles to James.

From a posthumous perspective, the reception of the aquatic narrative of Neptune's Triumphs

for the Return of Albion and The Fortunate Isles and their Union acquires stronger importance and

value  when  compared  and  contrasted  with  Charles's  self-fashioned  iconography  through  the

masques  staged  and  danced  during  his  own  reign.  If  it  is  true  that  the  Caroline  masquing

propaganda went hand in hand with Charles's so-called ‘personal rule’, it is also of fundamental

importance  to  consider  the  mnemonic  experience  of  Charles's  early  masquing  roles,  when

approaching the aquatic characterisation and dimension of the masques staged from 1625 to 1642. 

In 1631, the succession of Love's Triumph through Callipolis and Chloridia formed a cycle of

shows, in terms of occasion and themes, in being commissioned by the king and queen, respectively

and in this order of performance and established, at the same time, the new formal and aesthetic

patterns of the Caroline masquing season. Although the two masques did not comprise a proper

aquatic festival, it can be argued that water represented one of the thematic links between the two

performances and those which followed. As a matter of fact, the treatment of aquatic elements, re-

elaborated from Jacobean masques – in particular the sea-triumphs and hydraulic gardens – became

normative if compared to the development of similar images in the spectacles staged during the

following ten  years.  From the  point  of  view of  the  genres  and the  formal  features  of  aquatic

festivals,  it  can be argued that  Caroline masques tended to stage indoor and fabricated,  almost

aesthetic,  renditions  of  real  out-door  entertainments,  in  particular  pageants  and  gardens.  The

symbolism of these water images, however, is not less complex or composite than those appearing
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in Jacobean masques, especially considering the dialectic dynamics that they established between

Charles and Henrietta Maria. From a mere technical point of view, real water almost disappeared

and the festivals withdrew to dry land, within the court. 

In Love's Triumph through Callipolis, the celebration of Caroline power was set out through a

street pageant of maritime divinities coming from the sea, painted on the backdrop of the scene. The

gardens  that  appeared  at  the  end  of  the  king's  masque  and  in  Chloridia are  all  described  as

presenting at least some traits of a typical Mannerist garden, and somewhat alluded to the acoustic,

narrative and aesthetic power of running water, represented in the form of singing masquers, rather

than putting hydraulic devices on the stage. In Love's Triumph through Callipolis, Charles/Heroic

Love paraded (escorted by a sea triumph) and joined Divine Beauty/Henrietta Maria in an arbour,

transformed into Chloris's bower in Chloridia. In both masques the aquatic dimensions of Neptune

surrounded by the muses and the narrative and poetic performances of the fountains in the garden

alluded to the Caroline programme of the arts, while displaying a multiple dialogue of the king's

and queen's different religious, political, and aesthetic identities. 

In  Love's Triumph through Callipolis, Charles presented Henrietta Maria with an image of

London and of Great Britain that was still linked with the Jacobean iconography of a sea-walled

garden, a maritime, mythological reign that the French queen needed to know and was asked to

establish a sense of belonging with. The myth of the ‘Fortunate Isles’ survived in Caroline masques

with a stronger connotation of exclusiveness, as opposed to the danger and viciousness of whatever

was exotic. The French queen ceased to be a foreigner in the inclusive and unifying process of

Neoplatonic and political union granted by her marriage to the king. In this respect, the example

given by her unique maritime triumph in Davenant's Temple of Love can be enlightening in terms of

Charles's  perspective  of  appropriation  of  Henrietta  Maria,  since  it  was  Queen  Indamora  who

travelled towards Britain, in order to re-establish the ‘Temple of Love’ there. At the same time, the

huge amount of French influence on Jones's sceneries and settings, as well as on the various poets'

inventions, testified to Henrietta Maria's personal, cultural, and religious identity. 

The gardens that appear in the masques of 1631 represented the king's and the queen's shared

aesthetic interests, while at the same time associated them with their royal predecessors: as a Prince

of Wales, Charles inherited Henry's dwelling at St. James's park, while, on her arrival, Henrietta

Maria settled at Somerset House,  previously designated as Anna's court. Charles's inheritance of

Henry’s  aquatic  iconography,  however,  persisted  more  in  an  artistic  rather  than  a  scientific

dimension: on the image of Neptune summoning the muses, Charles projected his interests in art

collecting  and  architecture,  although  the  experience  of  the  Enstone  Marvels  testified  to  the

permanence of a certain interest in alchemy and proto-science during the Caroline reign. Henrietta
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Maria's gardens both paid homage to the king in displaying the artistic and sculptural richness of

garden-museums,  but,  at  the  same  time,  constituted  a  strong  aesthetic  instrument  for  the

development of her Catholic iconography. More than any other image in Caroline masques, the

garden built the perfect microcosm where, in the light of their artistic programme, water narrated,

celebrated, and sanctified Charles's and Henrietta Maria's love, whose chastity and pureness granted

unity to Britain itself.

In  1638,  Charles  used  the  masque  as  his  strongest  instrument  of  propaganda  and  self-

fashioning in both internal and foreign politics. The multiplicity of aesthetic and political readings

of William Davenant's Britannia Trumphans are better contextualised if we consider the masque as

the final act of a series of performances connected with the visit of a Moroccan embassy, who

visited  London in  order  to  cement  geopolitical  and commercial  bonds.  This  Caroline  maritime

festival started on the Thames, whereupon the ambassadors arrived and met London in both its civic

and royal dimension. As a matter of fact, the progress was greeted by a curious crowd and the

excited reaction of the people, who gathered with torches and lamps along the banks, transformed

the river into a natural and civic stage.  At the same time, along the water progress,  the guests

encountered the ‘Sovereign of the Seas’,  Charles's  royal  vessel,  a proper military and maritime

pageant anchored on the Thames, where its rich and complex external and internal decorations of

aquatic symbols and emblems illustrated the iconography of Charles, associated with the Anglo-

Saxon King Edgar and celebrated as  Rex Maria.  A few months later,  in the closed and private

dimension of the new Masquing Room at Whitehall,  Britannia Triumphans  evoked the outdoor

scenery of this river progress. Opening under a majestic proscenium arch characterised by maritime

grottesche and  by  the  allegorical  representations  of  Naval  Power  and  Right  Government,  the

masque featured a prospect of London that identified the city by reproducing the Cathedral of St.

Paul and the Thames. Jones's stage setting engaged a royal dialogue with London, exposing the

king's ideals and intentions towards civic urbanization and transposing the religious, natural, and

commercial dimensions of the city into the court.  Charles was celebrated as Britanocles on the

foreground of a calm and pacific seascape, across which commerce and prosperity were evoked,

while towards the end of the show the Ship Money fleet appeared as a statement of the king's rule

over the seas.  Britannia Triumphans  works as the finest example of royal propaganda denied by

history: no alliance with Morocco followed the ambassadorial  visit,  nor were the piracy threats

really extinguished, the ‘Sovereign of the Seas’ proved to be inefficient at sea, and Stuart military

intervention on the international ground failed, while discontent about Ship Money became among

one of the main reasons that helped the Stuart reign precipitate into Civil War. 

A strong  aquatic  component  in  the  configuration  and  representation  of  British  national
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identity emerges from the analyses of these selected masques.  Water was consistently present in

these shows both by invention and necessity: symbol of birth, life, and knowledge, it was a natural

element of national identity  before and  despite the royal family. It was water, and not the Stuart

dynasty, which shaped the British Isles and it was the Thames that determined the path along which

the city of London was built. The Stuart reign was identified with the whole of the British Isles and

not just with England:  Britain is the main protagonist among the islands that appear in masques,

both as images and machineries on stage settings, as well as ideal concepts in the verses recited by

masquers. In Jacobean masques in particular (although the tendency persists during the Caroline

reign), it is of fundamental importance to note that the depiction of British insularity is strongly

connected  with  the  classical  association  with  the  myth  of  the  ‘Fortunate  Isles’ and  with  the

definition of the Stuart reign under a single name that would include the three regions of England,

Scotland, and Wales. The representation of islands that are not Britain might seem at odds with such

an urgency in fashioning a Stuart national identity, but it must not be a coincidence that the islands

that actually move on the stage always do so in order to join, reach, or annex themselves to the

shore of Britain, thus stressing from every possible point of view the latter's centrality and blessed

nature. 

The  isles  that  enter  the  stage  of  masques  appear  either  as  scenic  devices  or  as  poetical

concepts and as microcosms, and whether they represent Britain or other islands, the idea of a

remote isle and its consequent representation as a separate world merges in masques with issues of

cartography  and  imperialism. The  authenticity  of  British  insularity  is  over-stressed  by  the

addressing of both heirs apparent, first Henry and then Charles, as ‘princes of the isles’, whose

attention is often, if not always, directed towards the internal richness of the reign rather than to the

pursuit of overseas political or commercial enterprises. When floating isles enter the scene, as in the

Masque of Blackness, they are always alternative islands moving towards Britain, usually sent by an

external agent that almost always coincides or co-operates with the king.  With the advent of the

Caroline reign, portable islands rolling on the stage almost disappeared, but the identification of

England  and  Britain,  and  its  association  with  the  ‘Isle  of  the  Blest’ persisted  as  an  effective

rhetorical instrument of the court's fashioning of national identity. 

The  cartographic  representation  of  Britain  in  masques  coincided  with  actual  maps,  both

concretely  appearing  on  the  stage  or  just  being  alluded  to,  and  with  the  masquers'  physical

personification of cartographic elements. Most importantly, the explicit staging or referring to maps

of Britain mainly occured in masques linked with, or alluding to, Prince Henry and Prince Charles,

when both recently created Prince of Wales, and thus officially treated as heirs to the throne of

Britain. As expeced, the Jacobean masques in which these occurrences appeared insisted on the
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richness and self-sufficiency of internal resources of the land and of the reign, as a mirror of James's

policy  concerning  internal  Union  and  pacifism or  Charles's  authority.  The  graphic  and  formal

rendition of these maps directly and indirectly alluded to the insularity of Britain as a geographical

condition  in  which  water  played  the  role  of  a  safety  barrier,  securing  and  guarding  over  the

autonomy and isolation of the island.

As far as the history and pride of British maritime power is concerned, there can be observed

a split in its representation between Jacobean and Caroline masques. As a matter of fact, while

James's  disinterest  in  maritime affairs  was mirrored in the almost  total  absence of  the topic in

masques, the Caroline stage features more frequently glorious perspectives and celebrations of the

fleet.  The only Jacobean exception in  the representation of  naval  history can be found,  not  by

coincidence, in Prince Henry's masques, where the celebration of the splendour of the Elizabethan

fleet was negotiated with James's will of confining the attention of the heir apparent within the

borders of his reign. Maritime triumphs and parades occured on stage both by means of chariots and

on foot, relocating the outdoor environment of actual pageants into the indoor setting of the court.

The marching attitude of the parade was often highlighted in the textual descriptions too and the

meeting  between  masquers  and  audience,  that  took  place  especially  during  the  revels,  was

sometimes anticipated by means of rhetorical strategies: members of the audience who did not act

as masquers were addressed during the show as fictional characters or as  personae, and in many

occasions  they  actively  embraced  these  alternative  personalities  by  stepping  into  the  dance.

Maritime characters and animals also acted multiple scenic roles as masquers and musicians or

torch-bearers and, when they appeared under the semblance of scenic ornaments they function as

both narrative and decorative elements.

The  analysis  of  the  watery  elements  present  in  these  shows  might  constitute,  in  their

representational, architectural, and natural essence, an interesting viewpoint for observing both the

relationship between each element of a coherent festival and the complex responsive dynamics on

the part of the members of a royal family whose notion of national identity was as compelling and

troubled as that of the rest of the nation. Court representations might well have been, in Jonson’s

words,  “mirrors  of  man's  life”,  but  self-perception  implies  an  individual  response  which  is

inevitably  different  from one  subject  to  another.  As  pointed  out  by  Stephen  Orgel,  within  the

masque, fantasy plays a major role built  upon its  etymological ambiguity: it  refers both to the

faculty of the mind to receive images and the power of the mind to create them.4 Texts and reports

of masques and of civic entertainments rarely testify to audience reactions, a lack that somewhat

4 S. Orgel and R. Strong, Inigo Jones: the Theatre of the Stuart Court, cit., vol. I, p. 5.
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induces modern readers to assume a univocal reception to these shows.5 In spite of this information

gap, the relationship between authors, commissioners and addressees – who do not always coincide

–  allows  questioning  different  outcomes  and  intentions  in  the  fashioning  and  reception  of  the

performances. Moreover, as scholars unanimously observe, the specific occasion of the masques

often turned into a family affair, where polyphonic dialogues between James as king-father, Anna as

queen-mother,  Charles  and  Henry  as  sons-heirs  and  Elizabeth  as  daughter-sister-princess  were

constantly negotiated. 

As a matter of fact, from 1603 to 1642, every member of the royal family identified with or

responded to aquatic images in a multiple of different ways. While James withdrew himself within

his “sea-walled garden”, Henry and Anna engaged themselves in scientific, colonial, and artistic

enterprises; Elizabeth, destined to embrace her father's Protestant alliance, was deserted in her time

of need, possibly regretting the premature death of her brother, while Charles was kept back from

autonomous maritime and political initiatives. As king, Charles resumed the Jacobean exclusiveness

of Britain, stressing its cultural and political autonomy, while self-fashioning a programme of the art

that mirrored his Neoplatonic Union with Henrietta Maria. On the other hand, during his reign,

Charles offered an image of himself as maritime sovereign that was unprecedented: he presented

himself as a heroic ruler of the seas far from the mythological remoteness of Neptune and other

aquatic  divinities  in  Jacobean  masques.  Nevertheless,  if  Henry  did  not  keep  his  chivalric  and

maritime  promises  of  expansion  and  commerce  because  of  his  premature  death,  Charles

encountered a tragic and exemplary end by failing them. In these familiar dynamics, the two foreign

queens stand out  as  not  such negotiable  personalities  in  relation  to  their  consorts:  while  Anna

opposed James by often assuming aquatic personalities linked with motherhood and art patronage,

Henrietta Maria resumed the same iconography and transposed it to a religious, Catholic, dimension

that testifies to her cultural and aesthetic identity. 

Such an ambiguous multiplicity of responses to water images emerges, often simultaneously,

when approaching masques, that it fosters further questions about the role of the natural landscape

on the self-empowerment of the king, especially when considering how, during the seventeenth

century,  the representation of the land slowly differentiated itself  from that  of the body of  the

monarch.  In this sense,  the Thames provides an interesting case-study: always represented as a

constitutive element of London's and Britain's iconography, it often proved to be the less tameable

among the  geographical,  cultural,  civic  and  commercial  elements  of  national  identity  and  it  is

seldom completely subjugated to royal power. In Stuart London the Thames was already there as a

natural waterway and as a natural stage, and despite the presence of the king or the reproduction of

5 M. Butler, The Stuart Court Masque and Political Culture, cit., pp. 1-33.
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its aquatic serpentine on the backdrop of a masque, it always held its natural, civic, and commercial

identities  altogether.  Moreover,  the  comparison  of  public  and  private  ceremonies  invites  us  to

reconsider the relevance that private royal entertainments also had outside the court, either through

later published recounts or in the immediacy of performance: civic river progresses took the court

through the City as much as masques evoked a certain notion of landscape within Whitehall, both

questioning different degrees of national identity. 

Lauren  Shohet  acutely  observes  how masques  need to  be  read  in  history,  rather  than  as

history, implying the multiple responsive dynamics that the present study has tried to demonstrate:6

when investigated as an ongoing, chronological festival across the Jacobean and Caroline reigns,

masques seem to perform a proper mnemonic function on the members of the royal family and the

conjectured memories of previous impersonations and self-fashioning sheds further light on their

roles  as  commissioners,  receivers  or  dancers  of  masques.  Although  masques  rarely  entered

preciously decorated books of festivals, they present many similarities with ‘Theatres of Machines’

and  books  of  emblems.  Although  they  were  rarely  staged  more  than  once,  like  the  religious

emblematic tradition of the seventeenth-century that hinged on the visual representation of God,

masques revolved around the figure of the king both verbally and visually and they performed a

strong mnemonic, or better to say, persuasive function in determining the self-fashioning of the

Stuart family and its projection to the public eye. Therefore it is possible to compare the function of

persuasion in religious emblems and masques:

La persuasione dunque non procede, come il convincimento, solo in orizzontale, lungo una
catena logica di ragionamento, bensì in verticale, con sostituzioni paradigmatiche, connotative,
attraverso la logica: la forza visualizzante, il potere di creare mondi assenti e di rappresentarli
spazialmente, così che essi fissino in modo stabile nella loro qualità di emblemi mentali. Allo
stesso modo, la poesia, appartenente al campo del metaforico, era considerata superiore alla
filosofia e alla storia,  proprio perché dotata di maggiore potenza suasoria rispetto a quelle
discipline.7

Today, only little survives of this magnificent multimedia and multisensory theatrical form: a

few, although beautifully preserved sketches of backdrops and costumes designed by Inigo Jones,

some music sheets, and, mainly, the texts. As a matter of fact, our knowledge and understanding of

masques today unavoidably depends on the verbal description of their performance, despite their

incompleteness and, at times, unreliability. However, a careful reading of masques’s written records

can be combined with a more conscious awareness of the materiality portrayed in stage descriptions

and, most of all, of the aesthetic, artistic and cultural knowledge and responsiveness of those who

6 L. Shohet, op. cit., p. 35.
7 L. Innocenti, Vis Eloquentiae, cit., p. 87.
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first experienced masques:

Patrons  like  the  Earl  of  Arundel  and  Charles  I  developed  into  discerning  connosseurs  of
European painting because,  when they entered their  galleries,  they were not  idle spectators
passively contemplating artistic beauty. They wanted to understand how paintings were made
and therefore inquired minutely into the process of artistic creation. That is why they enjoyed
the company of professionals like Jones and Gentileschi, who could explain all the professional
secrets.8 

From this point of view, the attempt of reconstructing the audience’s reception of aquatic

iconography and symbolism in masques sheds light not only on the royal response itself and on the

subsequent shaping of certain political ideas and actions, but helps uncover multiple and surprising

paths in the exegesis of these works of arts. In a beautiful study on fountains in Elizabethan poetry,

Lees-Jeffries  offers  an  enlightening  insight  into  the  real  effectiveness  of  an  interdisciplinary

approach to the recovery of a text, one that acquires a wider and further weight when referring to

such a performative form as the masque:

To consider what – and how – an image, an object, or a landscape might do or mean to a
literary text, and vice versa, requires an effort that is imaginative as much as it is intellectual, a
way of reading that is active and participatory. […] To focus on the fountains as a point of
access to these texts itself suggests that other features of the early modern England and the
gardens in which they once stood solicit strategies of interpretation, modes of apprehension,
and simple ways of reading similar or analogous to other cultural productions such as textiles,
jewellery, and portraits,  and literary texts.  One of the few differences between them in this
respect is that gardens and their fountains are lost, while texts and objects survive: to generate a
conversation between texts and objects, therefore, is to reimagine and reanimate those gardens
and their fountains once again.9

The focus on a single iconographic, symbolic, material, and aesthetic element such as water –

as the scholar does with fountains – and as attempted with water in its many aspects in the present

dissertation – permits one to establish a dialogue with the texts by tracking their sources in terms of

intellectual and cultural awareness and knowledge that is simultaneously common to the authors,

commissioners, and audiences of masques. It is by acknowledging the audience’s experience with

books of festivals, emblems, maps, and works of art in general that the complexity of masques as

they were effectively experienced can be recovered, even though we can only approach them now

through a text or a single drawing:

To walk around a museum or gallery is not to walk around a garden any more than to visit even
a  great  house  restored  to  its  Elizabethan  state  or  a  recreated  early  modern  garden  is  to

8 R.M. Smut, op.cit., p. 158.
9 H. Lees-Jeffries, op.cit., p. 186.
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experience that house or that garden as those who designed, lived in, wrote and read in and
about  them  did.  Yet  it  is  in  such  experiences  that  there  is  the  possibility  of  recovering
something of the material and experiential immediacy which colours their literary counterparts
and, more, it is perhaps in the calm, dissociated, even sterile environs of the museum or gallery
that such immediacy is most recoverable.10

Past criticism treated masques more as rich historical documents rather than as autonomous

works  of  art,  both literary  and visual.  As a  matter  of  fact,  masques  survive partially  and their

material reproducibility makes sense only in the light of a historical reconstruction of facts and

events that lacks the original occasion of their commission and, therefore, deprives them of their

programmatic and aesthetic original meanings. However, combining the approach of cultural and

reception studies, the aim of this dissertation is to offer an alternative reading to such a dead-end

exegetical path: although starting from sources limited to restricted communicative media – words

and images –, the present study suggests that the conjecture of the persuasive, intellectual, but also

sensory experience of masques, pursued by retrieving the expectations and cultural tools of their

audience, can restore, or at least give a glimpse on, their fully aesthetic and cultural value as works

of art. The intellectual effort necessary for such an exegetical endeavour parallels the experiences of

the masques’ audiences during their original performances  and it is in this exertion that cultural,

historical, and aesthetic distances can be transcended and art revived. 

10 Ivi, p. 187.
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1. Inigo Jones, Ground-plan of the Auditorium and Stage for Floriméne, 1635.
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2. William van de Passe, The Family of King James, showing both those dead and alive. 1622-1624.
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3. A. Ortelius, Teatrus Orbis Terrarum, 1570.

4. J. Vermeer, The Art of Painting, c. 1666-67.
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5. J. Drayton, Poly-Olbion. Frontispiece, 1622. 6. F. Bacon, Instauratio Magna. 
Frontispiece, 1620.

7. Rhine and Pallas. Detail from the City Gate of Heidelberg, “Beschreibung der Reiß”, 1613.
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8. I. Jones, A Daughter of Niger in The Masque of Blackness, c. 1606.

9. I. Jones, Bel-Anna, Queen of the Ocean in
The Masque of Beautie, c. 1608.

10. I. Jones, Headdress for Tethys for Tethys’
Festival, c. 1610.
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11. S. de Caus, Le Raisones de Forces Mouvantes. Problem XXI, 1624.
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12. I. Jones, House of Oceanus in Neptune’s Triumph for the Return of Albion, c. 1624.
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13. I. de Caus, Grotto for Lucy Harington, Countess of Bedford, at Woburn Abbey, before 1627.
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14. I. Jones, The Floating Island of Macaria in The Fortunate Isles and their Union, 1625.
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15. I. Jones, Fish in The Fortunate Isles and their Union, 1625.
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16. I. Jones, The Sea Triumph in Love’s Triumph through Callipolis, 1631.
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17. I. Jones, An Indian Shore in The Temple of Love, c. 1635.
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18. I. Jones. The ship of Orpheus in The Temple of Love, c. 1635.
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19. I. de Caus, Le Jardin de Wilton, c. 1645.
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20. I. Jones, A Garden and a Princely Villa in Coelum Britannicum, c. 1634.
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21. I. Jones, A Landscape in Chloridia, c. 1631.

22. I. Jones, The Naiades or Napaee in
Chloridia, c. 1631.

23. I. Jones, Floods in Chloridia, c. 1631.
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24. I. Jones, A Garden in The Shepherd’s Paradise, c. 1633.
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25. The hermitage and grotto built by Thomas Bushell at Enstone, Oxfordshire, 1628-35.
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26. I. Jones, Costume for a masquer in Love Freed from Ignorance and Folly., c. 1611.
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27. I. Jones, Masquers. Dress I for 
Luminalia, c. 1638.

28. I. Jones, Costume for Chloridia, c. 1631.
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29. I. Jones, English Houses with London and the Thames in Britannia Triumphans, 1638.
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30. I. Jones, The Suburb of a Great City in Salmacida Spolia, c. 1640.
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31. I. Jones, A Storm and Tempest in Salmacida Spolia, c. 1640.
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32. I. Jones, A Haven with a Citadel in Tempe Restored, 1632.
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33. J. Webb, Haven with a Citadel in Britannia Triumphans, 1638.
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