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                    Abstract
                

                                    
                        In 1635, George Wither, the satirist, psalmist, regular inmate at the Marshalsea, former favourite of James I and self-appointed « Remembrancer », arranged for the printing of his Collection of Emblemes, Ancient and Moderne. Though loathed by critics, this book is a highly remarkable iteration of the genre. Wither used pre-existing engravings, re-interpreted the pictorial motifs, and used the resulting emblems as lots in an interactive game appended to the book. Le Duff situates Wither’s emblem book in the context of early Stuart England on the eve of the Civil War. He explores the political, moral, and religious views expressed both in its verse and its structure, and highlights the book’s original take on a changing literary genre. 
Wither may not have been a king among bards, but he was a tireless critic of his own time, perhaps the most tumultuous in British history. If nothing else, his Emblemes paint a multi-layered picture of a fascinating period, on that is well worth exploring.
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          Note on the pagination in A Collection of Emblemes

        

        
                    p. 5-6
                

      

      
        
          
            1Wither’s paratextual additions to the emblems proper, as well as additional engravings—including the frontispiece, Wither’s portrait, and the lottery wheels—appear on pages that are neither numbered nor identified by any recognisable sign. Those pages will be referred to according to the following shorthands. Some paratextual sections comprise several pages, in which case the shorthand will be followed by a number, as indicated in parentheses below.

            2Prep.: A preposition to this Frontispiece

            3Fr.: Frontispiece

            4Ti-I: Title Page book I

            5Lic.: License

            6Ded. I (1-4): Dedication of Book I to the King and Queen

            7WP. (1-2): Writ of Prevention

            8TR. (1-3): To the Reader

            9Occ. (1-2): The Occasion, Intention, and use...

            10Au. Med. (1-3): Author's Meditation

            11Ti-II: Title Page book II

            12Ded. II (1-4): Dedications of Book II to the two crown princes

            13Ti-III: Title Page book III

            14Ded. III (1-4): Dedications of Book III to the Duchess of Richmond and to the Duke of Lennox

            15Ti-IV: Title Page book IV

            16Ded. IV (1-4): Dedications of Book IV to Philip of Pembroke and Henry of Holland

            17Tab. (1-5): Table of contents

            18Sup. (1-2): Supersedeas to all them...

            19Dir.: Direction shewing...

            20Lot.: Lottery plates

             

            21Each emblem is referred to by an uppercase roman numeral corresponding to the book (I-IV), accompanied by its number (1-50).

          

        

      

    

  
    
      
        
          General introduction

        

        
                    p. 7-19
                

      

      
        
          
            1On 18 October 1798, Charles Lamb was seemingly quite excited to write to his friend Robert Southey: “I have at last been so fortunate to pick up Wither’s emblems for you”, immediately adding, somewhat despondently, that the book was “in a most detestable state of preservation”:

            
              Some child, the curse of antiquaries and bane of bibliopical rarities, hath been dabbling in some of [the engravings] with its paint and dirty fingers; and, in particular, hath a little sullied the author’s own portraiture, which I think valuable, as the poem that accompanies is no common one. (Lamb 1935, 631)

            

            Lamb then unfavourably compares the emblems to Quarles’s,1 Wither’s immediate contemporary, admitting that he initially considered Wither’s to be superior, but has since changed his mind in this respect, after having “read old Quarles with attention” (631). He nonetheless assumes that Southey will be beguiled by “honest Wither’s ‘Supersedeas to all them whose custom it is, without any deserving, to importune authors to give unto them their books’” and with “one of the happiest emblems, and comicalest cuts, […] the owl and little chirpers”2 (631). Finally, Lamb wishes Southey “all amusement, which your true emblem-fancier can scarce fail to find in even bad emblems” (631).

            2This anecdote epitomises the literary and critical fate of Wither’s A Collection of Emblemes from its first publication until the mid-twentieth century. The elaborate and remarkably detailed engravings etched in the famous De Passe workshop in the Low Countries, originally for Gabriel Rollenhagen’s Nucleus Emblematum (1611 and 1613, in two volumes), probably secured the book’s commercial success,3 and endowed it with the status of a “bibliopical rarity”, still eagerly sought after by collectors on the eve of the nineteenth century. Its quaint and, at times, playful contents—not least among which the lottery game4—made it a source of entertainment and amusement for adults and children alike, although the former may have disapproved of the traces left by the latter’s appropriating and playing with it. Some of the poems added to the engravings by Wither were occasionally deemed “valuable”, but few critics have refrained from expressing negative judgements on most of them, usually by stressing their alleged inferiority to those of other poets. Lamb picks Francis Quarles, but Wither’s poems have also been belittled in comparison to Milton’s (Clarck 1959), to Blake’s (Freeman 1970, 26–27), and even to Rollenhagen’s terse textual additions to the same engravings (Manning 2002, 103). Lamb’s abrupt sentencing of the emblems as “bad” in the final line has also been echoed regularly by critics, including, most elaborately perhaps, Manning again:

            
              Wither has to tell us at length what the point should be. Exhausting the imagery of the plate, he often then needs—an invitation to further disaster—to find material of his own to fill the page: additional images, anecdotes, allusions. By the end of the emblem we have meandered far from our starting-point. If we have not exactly fallen off William Marshall’s frontispiece allegorical mountain by this stage, we may well have fallen asleep. (103)

            

            3Such views notwithstanding, Wither’s emblems have been the object of renewed interest since Freeman’s pioneering study English Emblem Books,5 which was first published in 1948, and which, disdainful towards the volume as though it is, raised several points that would steer scholarship on the volume for the following decades. Indeed, in an article published in Renaissance Quarterly in 1986, Huston Diehl remarked upon Wither’s didactic intent (57) and his independent and pragmatic use of the pictures to assist his readers in their efforts at moral and spiritual amendment (64), and, in 1993, Peter Daly devoted an entire chapter in The Art of the Emblem to a reconsideration of Freeman’s conclusions on Wither’s treatment of his pictorial materials. Only one year later, Bath’s Speaking Pictures (1994) offered a broad critical updating and reappraisal of Freeman’s work, amidst a small but definite renewal of academic interest for Wither’s emblem book. Before turning to the current state of scholarship on the matter, however, a brief historical overview of the development of the emblem genre is in order.

            4Although the first emblem book proper is usually considered to be the Emblematum Liber by the Italian lawyer Andrea Alciato, which was first printed in Augsburg in 1531 and which went through numerous editions in several languages,6 the genre has its moorings in what Spica, in her seminal work Symbolique humaniste et emblématique, calls a Neoplatonic “crisis of the sign” (“une crise du signe”, 1996, 45) in the late fifteenth and early sixteenth centuries. While Aristotle’s view that the soul never thinks without a mental image (De Anima III.7) was widely accepted, visual images were considered mere simulacra, which, being imperfect renditions of God’s creation, only show it askew, barring human beings from perceiving the divine essence behind them (Spica 1996, 48–50). Words were considered to be equally untrustworthy, as the irreducible distance between signifier and signified, which Montaigne famously pointed out in his Essais (II.16, “De la Gloire”), also mars the potential of language as a path towards the essential (Spica 1996, 50–52). The sign that was to unite and supersede both semiotic systems was the “symbol”, which was understood, within a Christian framework, as the post-Babel remnants of the Adamic tongue, enshrined by the Egyptians in their hieroglyphs before the post-Babelian multiplication of languages made up of arbitrary signs divorced from the divine essence of things (58–59). The rediscovery, in 1419, of Horapollo’s Hieroglyphica, an early fifth-century scribe who had endeavoured to interpret ancient Egyptian hieroglyphs (Eco 1995, 145), and its translation into Latin as early as 1515, followed by no fewer than twenty-seven editions in the next two centuries (Spica 1996, 59), sparked the interest of numerous humanists, including Valeriano, whose own Hiergolyphica appeared in 1556. It is a vast adaptation and expansion upon Horapollo’s treatise that directed the humanist search for the perfect language in the Egyptian direction, combining it with the idea of the Liber Mundus, according to which the world has been created to be deciphered like a book, in which things constitute signs in the language of God (69). To the humanists, a “symbol” was a “natural, God-given code” (“un code natural donné par Dieu”), the sign that was most apt at restoring the direct connection between a concept and its material counterpart (73). The signifying power of such “symbols” was understood to result from their possessing a natural connection with the corresponding signified, which, if it was properly understood, enabled an observer not only to decipher the Liber Mundus, but to use symbolic language himself, and even to expand on the array of “symbols” that exist in the world by channelling the metaphorical connections between allegorical representations from other ancient sources and Platonic forms (91–96). Indeed, Ficino, one of the best-known among early theorists of humanist “symbols”, considered hieroglyphs to be “Platonistic ideas made visible”7 (97). As will be discussed to a greater extent in chapter III, this process implies a symbiotic view of text and image, which are combined in a “sign” that may be used in its visual or verbal form, and which constitutes a direct and natural path towards the ineffable, divine essence that would otherwise remain hidden, or distorted by the limitations of non-symbolic signs:

            
              L'image [symbolique], c’est la jonction visualisable dans l’esprit, d’une part de l’idée, au sens platonicien du terme, inconnaissable directement, d’autre part de la visualisation matérielle qui en est proposée, imparfaite et incomplète. […] [L]a relation de différence fonde analogiquement, par similitude, une expression qui ne peut que dire le vrai par la disjonction mimétique appelée dans les esprits. […] La fonction naturelle, littérale de l’image est non pas de reproduire, mais de conduire vers l’analogue indicible derrière la représentation visuelle apparemment réaliste. (127–128)

            

            From its onset, this type of discourse was connected to the Hermetic premise, steeped in the Neoplatonic scepticism towards mimetic visual representations, that divine truth is too blinding to be apprehended directly, and can only be approached through the “mirror” of symbolic representations (138–139).8

            5Emblem books in the narrow sense, however, were equally indebted to another, less mystical and more rhetorical tradition, that of the adage or epigram (Vuilleumier-Laurens 2000, 109–116 and Lewalski 1979, 180–181). Indeed, it is well-known among students of emblematics that Alciato’s Emblematum Liber was initially intended to be a collection of commonplaces, to which illustrations were only added later by the printer (Miedema 1968, 236). Emblems quickly came to be understood as compositions that combined an allegorical pictura with two distinct textual additions: an inscriptio, or epigrammatic motto, and a subscriptio, an explanation of varying size of the meaning conveyed jointly by the picture and the inscriptio (Mathieu-Castellani 1989, 27), which differed from imprese, alongside which they flourished as the 16th and the 17th centuries unfolded, in that the latter were expected by some theorists to be “more obscure, esoteric, mysterious, witty, symbolic, more closely related to the hieroglyph or ideograph, and more rigidly controlled by strict rules governing its composition” (Lewalski 1979, 181). Emblems, on the other hand, “had general moral applications to all mankind and were more open in method and more didactic in intention” (181). This distinction was not universally acknowledged, however, and, especially in England, both terms were considered to be closely related, if not wholly synonymous (181). Emblem books enjoyed considerable popularity throughout Europe, and showed impressive formal and topical diversity, as was noted a posteriori by the Jesuit Claude-François Ménestrier, whose seminal work L’Art des Emblèmes, printed in Lyon in 1662, proposed a twofold categorisation of emblem types: according to their “bodies and figures” (“corps et figures”) and to their “teachings” (“enseignements”) (30, quoted in Spica 1996, 321). The first category encompassed seven sub-categories: “natural” motifs (stars and planets, living creatures, minerals, etc.), “artificial” motifs (tools and man-made objects), “historical” motifs, motifs drawn from fables, “symbolic” motifs in the strict sense, i.e. hieroglyphic, and “allegorical”, all other figures used, more or less arbitrarily, by different authors to symbolise abstract concepts (33, quoted in Spica 1996, 321). Ménestrier also identifies six types of “teachings” conveyed by emblems: sacred, moral, political, heroic, doctrinal, and satirical (34, quoted in Spica 1996, 321). An equal measure of diversity can be noted regarding the use of the term “emblem” and its corollaries by practitioners and commentators alike, a question that is relevant to Wither’s emblems and to which we shall return in chapter III.

            6As the second half of the seventeenth century unfolded, however, the demand for emblem books began to wane, mainly as a consequence, Spica argues, of the epistemological shift that was ushered in by the development of Empiricism and Rationalism. This shift caused a gradual but inexorable departure from the mystical idea of a Liber Mundus to be deciphered through hieroglyphs and symbolic representations. With a hint of despondency, Spica calls it “the disenchantment of the world” (“Le désenchantement du monde”, 1996, 443ff.). Allegorical representations gradually lost their status as vehicles towards the divine, and were slowly relegated to the purely ornamental around the onset of the eighteenth century:

            
              La similitude ingénieuse ne relève plus que du placere, tout juste bonne à attirer le chaland, en l’occurrence le courtisan blasé ou paresseux, qu’un traité rédigé lasserait, et qui n’a plus rien à voir avec l’homme de cour de Gracián.9 (440)

            

            As he focuses more specifically on the English context however, Bath shows that the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries did not lose interest in Renaissance symbolic representations, as evidenced, for instance, by the enduring fascination for the emblem books composed by Francis Quarles, Wither’s immediate contemporary, which were adapted and re-published well into the 1830s, and, by way of allusion, even beyond (Bath 1994, 271–281).

            7Wither’s emblem book is A Collection of Emblemes, Ancient and Moderne, Quickened with Metricall Illustrations, both Morall and Divine, and Disposed into Lotteries, that Instruction and Good Counsell may be Furthered by Honest and Pleasant Recreation, and was first printed in London in 1635.10 It contains two hundred detailed engravings, each in a circular frame, in which a motto in Latin, in Greek, or in French is inscribed. The engravings were produced by the De Passe family, who owned a renowned workshop in the Low Countries, for an emblem book in two volumes titled Nucleus Emblematvm Selectissimorvm (1611 and 1613), for which the German poet Gabriel Rollenhagen composed the mottoes and a set of subscriptiones, or poetic glosses, each briefly expanding on the motto. Wither, as we shall see in chapter II, reused all two hundred engravings, but added an English couplet to serve as an additional motto for each emblem, as well as a thirty-line subscriptio of his own to replace Rollenhagen’s. Wither also included a Frontispiece (Figure 2), commissioned from the famous English engraver William Marshall, his own portrait provided by another artist called John Payne (Figure 1), as well as several paratextual sections and a lottery game, which is composed of two engraved dials on the last page of the work, each having been designed to be equipped with a mobile pointer to be spun, and of an additional, shorter “lottery” stanza for each emblem, along with twenty-four “blank lot” stanzas.

            8Wither’s emblems were probably composed over a period of nearly two decades, between the early 1610s and the mid-1630s, and were first printed one year before the first publication of Descarte’s Discours de la Méthode (1636) and fifteen years after Bacon’s Novum Organum (1620), placing the work at the onset of the shift identified by Spica. And yet, this diachronic framework has, to my knowledge, been hitherto completely ignored, as have many aspects of Wither’s work that distinguish it from other emblem books, both English and continental, and that endow the work with particular scholarly interest, both formal and historical. Given the aforementioned disdain, and sometimes even the scorn, with which Wither’s works have been mentioned by critics over a period of over three centuries—Pope simply called him “wretched Withers” (Pope 2014, 136), and he has been termed “the worst of bards”11—this is not surprising. And yet, as early as 1839, Willmott challenged the—already well-established—disparaging consensus on Wither’s works in the chapter dedicated to him in the first volume of The Lives of the English Sacred Poets (91–204), calling most of the poet’s critics “unkind” and “uninformed” (92), and devoted five pages to Wither’s emblems, in which he deems “many specimens” to be “beautifully descriptive of the calm and religious sentiments of the writer” (152). Aside from its aforementioned inclusion in Bath’s seminal Speaking Pictures (Bath 1994, 111–129), the work was granted closer scholarly attention in several book chapters and articles, which have largely refrained from qualitative assessments of Wither’s poetry to focus on several of its notable features. Daly, as a response to one of many accusations voiced by Freeman about Wither’s treatment of De Passe’s picturae (De Passe 1970, 144), called his 1993 article about the supposed “arbitrariness” of the same a “Reconsideration”, in which he argues that Wither did, in fact, interpret most of the motifs in a highly conventional fashion, and displays considerable knowledge of emblematic discourse, with only a few exceptions (204). In two subsequent articles, Daly closely examined, successively, Wither’s use of emblem terminology12 (1999) and the role of De Passe’s elaborate pictorial backgrounds in the exegetical process proposed by the English poet (2005), in which he further strengthened his argument contra Freeman, given how readily Wither occasionally incorporates the background motifs into his subscriptiones.13 In-between, Daly and Young published “The Emblems of Wither and Rollenhagen” in CD-ROM form (2000), which included the two hundred emblems along with useful paratextual information, and even a digital simulation of the lottery game. This paved the way for efforts at closer analysis and contextualisation of the emblems: in 1999, Farnsworth examined the work in light of Caroline court culture, and argued that the work, under the guise of being addressed to “common readers” (Wither 1635, TR. 3), actually catered to the interests and habits of the nobility and royal family by relying on courtly language and topoi.14...
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