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Abstract 

Emblem books were one of the most popular genres of literature in late Renaissance and 

Early Modern Europe. Though some specifics varied from book to book, all emblem books 

followed roughly the same structure. They were composed of a series of “emblems,” which 

consisted of an image, a motto, and a short poetic epigram. All three components came together 

to communicate a message to the reader, often moral in nature, which was meant to be somewhat 

obscure on the surface. Emblem books were popular in part because they appealed to an 

intellectual proclivity of the time toward esoteric symbolism. The authors of emblem books drew 

heavily on popular and culturally relevant symbols to help convey the messages in their 

emblems. Animals, for example, were popular symbols, and as such appear often in the pages of 

emblem books.  

Emblems were part of a larger family of motto-image devices that was ubiquitous 

throughout late Renaissance and Early Modern Europe. Though emblem books were only 

accessible to the literate, who composed a very small percentage of the population, motto-image 

devices in general were accessible to and consumed by individuals from all social strata. They 

appeared in physical spaces, such as armor and shields at tournaments, coats of arms, 

architecture, and interior design, and pervaded many facets of European society. As such, 

emblems were a core part of the intellectual, popular, and material cultures of the period. Some 

scholars have even suggested labeling the Early Modern era as the “Age of the Emblem.”  

This thesis analyzes how English emblematists used the eagle, a popular animal symbol, 

in their books. In sixteenth and seventeenth century England, eagles symbolized strength, 

nobility, empire, royalty, and the classical god Jupiter. Analysis of English eagle emblems 
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reveals that emblematists used the eagle’s symbolic traits to glorify their patrons--the individuals 

to whom their works were dedicated. Emblematists took advantage of the structure of the 

emblem book, which allowed for multiple dedicatees, as well as the symbolism within their 

emblems to repeatedly praise their patrons. In doing so, they appealed to their patrons, in hopes 

of receiving a gift or favor in return. This behavior reveals that emblem books were deeply tied 

up in the complex patron-client relationships that dominated European intellectual and scholarly 

culture of the period. Emblems and emblem books, then, were a powerful political tool that 

emblematists used to curry favor with potential patrons.  

There is an extensive amount of scholarship on the European emblem tradition, but 

relatively little of it gives significant attention to England. Though England’s output of emblem 

books was smaller than that of other European nations, emblems themselves were just as popular 

in England as they were on the continent. The influence of emblems in England is one area that 

this thesis addresses. Further, many scholars have focused on the symbols within emblems, but 

few have analyzed how emblematists used those symbols. This thesis analyzes not only the 

symbolism of the eagle within English emblem books, but also how English emblematists used 

the eagle’s symbolism to their own advantage.  
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Introduction 

In 1577, Claude Mignault of Dijon wrote a “Treatise on Symbols.”  The work was meant 

to accompany Andrea Alciato’s 1531 book Emblemata , a work that had enjoyed remarkable 

popularity in the years and decades after its publication.  Alciato’s book created a genre known 1

as the emblem book. Emblemata was the first of its kind, but in time, dozens--and then 

hundreds--of authors across Europe wrote their own books, directly emulating the structure that 

Alciato created. Alciato’s book consisted of a series of images, each accompanied by a short 

motto and poetic epigram. The motto and epigrams explained the meanings behind the often 

mysterious images, and all three together were called an “emblem.” Because it was a collection 

of emblems, Alciato’s book was called an emblem book.  Mignault wrote his “Treatise on 2

Symbols” as an accompanying text to Alciato’s Emblemata . In addition to the treatise, Mignault 

provided a letter to the reader and scholarly commentary on each of Alciato’s emblems.  In the 3

“Treatise on Symbols,” Mignault struggles to define what exactly an emblem is:  

Most people are insufficiently precise, rashly and clumsily confusing the emblem with 
the symbol, the riddle, the aphorism, the proverb… have they seen the matter clearly or 
have they not rather erred, those people who have thought that any maxims, adages, 
similitudes, apophthegms, or stories can be used for emblems, as if emblems should be 
knocked up or produced out of any material?   4

 
He spends considerable time explaining that the emblem is not an adage, symbol, riddle, 

aphorism, or maxim, but fails to provide a clear definition of what an emblem is. It is not a 

1 Andrew Pettegree, The Book in the Renaissance (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 2010), 
246-247. 
2 M.R. Wade, “Emblem,” in The Princeton Encyclopedia of Poetry and Poetics: Fourth Edition, eds. 
Roland Greene et al (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2012), 401. 
3 Dennis Drysdall, “Claude Mignault of Dijon: Theoretical Writings on the Emblem: a Critical Edition, 
with apparatus and notes,” August 16, 2003, https://www.emblems.arts.gla.ac.uk/Mignault_intro.html. 
4 Ibid.  

https://www.emblems.arts.gla.ac.uk/Mignault_intro.html
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symbol, but it incorporates symbols. It is not an adage, but it takes inspiration from adages. It is 

not a riddle, but it often has a mysterious and riddle-like quality. The emblem, for Mignault, is 

difficult to pin down.  

Mignault is not the only person to attempt to define and analyze emblems. Since his time, 

a considerable amount of scholarly research has been dedicated to the genre that Alciato created 

in 1531. Since Mignault, other scholars have been more successful in breaking down and 

defining the emblem. In short, an emblem consists of the structure that Alciato first created. It is 

a combination of image, motto, and epigram, all of which are connected.  Together, the three 5

communicate a message, often moral or universal in nature, that is intended to be somewhat 

obscure or difficult to initially understand.  The pleasure for the emblem’s reader came in 6

demystifying and understanding the emblem’s message.  Ultimately, the power and allure of the 7

emblem lay in its ability to combine moral, religious, political, intellectual, symbolic, and 

scientific thought into one short, easy-to-consume package that came with a visual aid.   8

Emblem books proved to be one of the most popular literary genres of the late 

Renaissance. Alciato’s book alone was reprinted in more than one hundred separate editions, in 

both Latin and every major European vernacular language, in the century after its publication.  9

Dozens of authors followed his example in the decades after the first publication of Emblemata , 

firmly entrenching emblem books in popular literary culture of the sixteenth and seventeenth 

5 Peter M. Daly, Literature in the Light of the Emblem: Structural Parallels between the Emblem and 
Literature in the Sixteenth and Seventeenth Centuries (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1979), 6-7. 
6 Karl Josef Höltgen, Aspects of the Emblem: Studies in the English Emblem Tradition and the European 
Context (Kassel: Edition Reichenberger, 1986), 25. 
7 Pettegree, The Book in the Renaissance, 246.  
8 Karl A. E. Enenkel and Paul J. Smith, “Introduction: Emblems and the Natural World (ca. 1530-1700),” 
in Emblems and the Natural World, eds. Karl A. E. Enenkel and Paul J. Smith (Leiden: Brill, 2017), 2. 
9 Pettegree, The Book in the Renaissance, 246.  



3 

centuries. Emblems had other manifestations as well; they were part of a larger family of 

motto-image devices that appeared in many different spaces in late Renaissance culture, such as 

royal families’ coats of arms, architectural designs, or the shields seen at tournaments and jousts. 

People of all walks of life saw emblems; the literate elite consumed them through emblem books, 

while the illiterate masses saw them in person at parades, tournaments, and on buildings. As 

such, emblems were thoroughly ingrained in late Renaissance European culture. Further, the 

emblematic worldview and way of thinking permeated Early Modern society. The combination 

of words and images in a variety of contexts prompted readers, regardless of social class, to 

ponder and discover the hidden meanings and puzzles within emblematic devices. Emblems 

borrowed from a visual and intellectual tradition that spurred audiences to to uncover multiple 

layers of meaning hidden under the superficial.  

This thesis follows in Mignault’s tradition of discussing and analyzing specific emblems. 

In particular, this project focuses on the English tradition of emblem books, and analyzes how 

English emblematists used the eagle as a symbol in their works.  Emblems depended heavily on 10

the use of popular symbols--especially those from the natural world--to help communicate their 

messages. In the case of the eagle, English emblematists used the bird to signify strength, 

bravery, military, empire, nobility, royalty, and the classical god Jupiter. Analysis of the English 

eagle emblem reveals that English emblematists used both the structure of their books and the 

symbols within their emblems to praise and glorify their patrons and dedicatees, likely in hopes 

10 I follow Peter Daly’s lead in classifying “English emblem books” as any emblem book that was 
published in the English language, regardless of location of publication or nationality of author. See Peter 
M. Daly, “The Place of the English Emblem Book in the Context of Continental Emblem Book 
Production to the Year 1700,” in Anglo-Dutch Relations in the Field of the Emblem, ed. Bart Westerweel 
(Leiden: Brill, 1997), 2. 
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of receiving a gift or favor in return. In late Renaissance England, emblems were a political tool 

that authors could use to curry favor with powerful individuals.  

Section I discusses the larger family of motto-image devices that emblem books belonged 

to, as well as the specific audiences and influence of the nine emblem books that this thesis 

analyzes. A discussion of cultural impact and audiences firmly situates the emblem book in 

sixteenth and seventeenth century England, and provides more context for the place of emblems 

and motto-image devices in late Renaissance English culture. Section II focuses on the eagle 

emblems themselves, as well as the more general relationship between emblems and natural 

history. The section aims to communicate what the eagle symbolized in sixteenth and 

seventeenth century England, where that symbolism came from, and how it was both a reflection 

of and influence on popular understanding of symbols. Finally, section III analyzes the English 

eagle emblem as a political tool of the emblematist. The eagle’s status as a symbol of distinctly 

positive traits allowed emblematists to equate their dedicatees with the bird, and in doing so, 

praise and glorify current and future patrons. The emblem became a part of the complicated but 

important relationships between clients and patrons in late Renaissance and Early Modern 

English scholarly culture.  

Sixteenth and seventeenth century English often proves difficult to read fluently. 

Spelling, grammar, and syntax sometimes seem more like suggestions than rules, and different 

authors provide vastly different portraits of the language. In the goal of clarity, I have slightly 

modified the language of many of the primary texts I quote from. I change “v” to “u” and “u” to 

“v,” replace “ ſ” with “s” and “i” with “j,” and correct simple or potentially confusing 
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misspellings (“egle,” for example, becomes “eagle”). I do not, however, remove or add words, or 

change word order. My edits seek to provide clarity and fluency; not modify meaning.  
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Section I: Emblematic Devices, Their Audience, and Their Influence 

The Family of Motto-Image Devices 

Emblem books were remarkably popular in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. They 

became a significant part of the European book trade in the second half of the sixteenth century, 

and by the 1620s roughly 1.5 million copies of emblem books were in circulation in Europe.  11

Their popularity came about in part because they were examples of the type of intellectual 

curiosity prevalent in the late Renaissance and Early Modern periods. That is to say, they drew 

on ancient and often esoteric sources (such as hieroglyphs), they contained moral directives, and 

they focused heavily on symbolism.  Emblems also often relied on allegory, a popular practice 12

in the time period.  William Ashworth even suggests calling the sixteenth century the “Age of 13

the Emblem,” as emblems so clearly demonstrate the prominent intellectual focus of the time.   14

Though their roots are in the intellectual world, emblem books became popular with 

nearly any literate European audience--from alchemists, to students, to priests, to members of the 

nobility.  They worked their way into non-literate spaces as well; emblems and their relatives 15

can be found in a wide array of places in late Renaissance European culture, accessible to both 

elites and commoners. Their influence extended far beyond the pages of books. Emblematic 

devices--meaning any symbolic combination of image, motto, and sometimes epigram--appeared 

in public and private buildings (such as churches, town halls, libraries, or country homes),  16

11 Pettegree, The Book in the Renaissance, 247; Enenkel and Smith, “Introduction,” 2. 
12 R.J.W. Evans, Rudolf II and His World: A Study in Intellectual History, 1576-1612 (Oxford: Clarendon 
Press, 1973), 269. 
13 Rosemary Freeman, English Emblem Books (London: Chatto & Windus, 1948), 4. 
14 William B. Ashworth, Jr., “Emblematic Natural History of the Renaissance,” in Cultures of Natural 
History, eds. N. Jardine, E.C. Spary, and J.A. Secord (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1996), 23. 
15 Höltgen, Aspects of the Emblem, 25. 
16 Ibid., 26. 
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jewelry and other personal effects (such as commemorative medals),  art (such as paintings or 17

tapestries), the armor and shields used in tournaments, and personal devices and coats of arms.  18

Their uses ranged from deeply symbolic to purely decorative.  Andrea Alciato, the author of the 19

first emblem book, urged artists and artisans to use his emblems as sources for the interior 

designs of buildings,  and Claude Mignault mentions emblems as physical “ornaments” that 20

appeared on walls, vases, bowls, pins, and clothing.  Mignault also focuses on the abundance of 21

emblematic devices in coats of arms and heraldry, naming a bevy of noble individuals, families, 

and houses that used emblematic coats of arms--especially those featuring animals--to symbolize 

themselves. Mignault’s examples come both from antiquity, as in the case of Alexander the 

Great or Augustus Caesar, as well as his time period, as in the case of King Henry II of France or 

Catherine de’ Medici.   22

In short, emblems appeared in all manner of places in late Renaissance Europe. The 

literate consumed them in books, as the emblem book genre became one of the most popular in 

all of Europe. But because of their physicality, they were not restricted to the literate elite. 

Commoners saw emblems on buildings, on clothing, and at shows, parades, and tournaments 

hosted by the nobility and royalty.  Thus, emblems were accessible to individuals of varying 23

social classes.  

17 Daly, Literature in the Light of the Emblem, 25. 
18 Alan R. Young, “Introduction: The English Civil War Flags,” in The English Emblem Tradition, ed. 
Peter M. Daly et al, vol. 3, Emblematic Flag Devices of the English Civil Wars, 1642-1660, ed. Alan R. 
Young (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1995), xxiii. 
19 Daniel Russell, Emblematic Structures in Renaissance French Culture (Toronto: University of Toronto 
Press, 1995), 138. 
20 Ibid., 135. 
21 Drysdall, “Claude Mignault of Dijon,” https://www.emblems.arts.gla.ac.uk/Mignault_intro.html.  
22 Ibid. 
23 Young, “Introduction,” xxiii. 

https://www.emblems.arts.gla.ac.uk/Mignault_intro.html


8 

Because of the many different forms they took, different names emerged for different 

types of emblematic devices. The most popular was the impresa: a type of emblem that consisted 

only of motto and image. Though some Renaissance scholars wrote at length on the formal 

differences between imprese and emblems, the most significant distinction is simply that 

emblems have epigrams, while imprese do not.  The two are incredibly similar.  In fact, authors 24 25

sometimes wrote epigrams for already-existing imprese, and then added them to their emblem 

books.  Imprese, because of their straightforward structure,  often appear in heraldic coats of 26

arms,  and as such were popular at tournaments or jousts. It is important to mention them, if 27

only to clarify their near identicality with emblems. Moreover, the presence of different terms to 

define different kinds of emblematic devices suggests that these devices existed on a spectrum. A 

traditional emblem and an impresa were labeled differently, but the formal differences between 

the two are relatively small and sometimes ambiguous. As such, motto-image devices were not 

classified simply as either an emblem or not an emblem. Instead, the different types of devices 

were quite similar, and forms overlapped with one another, as evidenced by authors turning 

imprese into traditional emblems. This thesis analyzes both imprese and traditional emblems, 

both of which appear in the pages of English emblem books.  

Emblems, then, were more than just the image-motto-epigram combinations found in 

books. They were part of a family of motto-image devices, alongside imprese. They appeared in 

all manner of spaces, often in an easily accessible physical form. So, though emblem books 

originally came from exclusive intellectual circles, the emblems themselves ultimately existed in 

24 Daly, Literature in the Light of the Emblem, 21. 
25 Ibid., 23. 
26 Höltgen, Aspects of the Emblem, 76. 
27 Daly, Literature in the Light of the Emblem, 27. 
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physical spaces and were part of the broader cultural milieu of sixteenth and seventeenth century 

Europe. As evidenced by their popularity and abundance, they possessed legitimate cultural 

value and significance. And as a popular art form that spanned elite and popular culture, 

emblems provide a window into a society-wide shared culture. As Ashworth notes, late 

Renaissance Europe can indeed be understood as the Age of the Emblem.  

The popularity of emblematic devices extended outside of continental Europe as well. 

Much like on the continent, emblems were popular, common, and culturally relevant in England. 

English interest in emblems arose initially through the use of imprese at tournaments, beginning 

as early as 1477.  The interest in emblematics transferred from material to literary culture in the 28

16th century. In 1569, Jan van der Noot published A Theatre for Worldlings , the first English 

emblem book, and in 1572, John Bossewell published Works of Armorie, a book on heraldry that 

featured imprese and emblems.  It is evident that emblems were as much a part of physical 29

spaces in England as they were on the continent. Samuel Daniel, an English emblematist, notes 

in the letter to the reader of his emblem book The Worthy Tract of Paulus Jovius  that “the chief 

places where they use to wear these their Impreses are their Standards, Shields, Helmets, 

Brooches, Tablets or such like.”  The presence of imprese on armor, standards, and shields is 30

unsurprising, given the fact that tournaments kickstarted the English interest in emblematics. 

Still, Daniel reveals that English emblems existed in physical space as well as literary, and were 

not limited to books like his. Further, and in line with Mignault’s discussion of emblematic 

devices in heraldry and coats of arms, English royal families used emblems to symbolize their 

28 Peter M. Daly, “The Place of the English Emblem Book,” 8. 
29 Ibid., 8-9. 
30 Samuel Daniel, The vvorthy tract of Paulus Iouius (London: Simon Waterson, 1585), 
http://name.umdl.umich.edu/A01764.0001.001. 
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houses. The Stuarts, for instance, used the oak tree as their symbol.  Oak trees appeared not only 31

in official Stuart iconography, but also in cheaper artifacts, such as medals, badges, or broadside 

woodcuts.   32

By the mid-seventeenth century, motto-image devices played a significant political role 

in England. Emblems became more than just symbols at tournaments or in literature. By the 

English Civil War, which began in 1642, imprese were created as part of wars of propaganda,  33

and a vast number of emblematic flags, under which armies marched, were created.  The flags 34

featured the same types of devices found on shields and standards in tournaments, and attracted 

considerable interest from the populace. Newspapers often mentioned them, and they were 

publicly displayed when captured.  Soldiers fought and died under these flags.  The use of 35 36

emblematic devices during the English Civil War provides a lens with which to view the place of 

emblems--and the broader family of motto-image devices--in late Renaissance English culture. 

They were more than just the obsessions of court scientists or scholars; emblems were as much a 

part of the material, popular, and political cultures as they were a part of intellectual culture. 

Nobles, scholars, soldiers, and commoners all likely would have seen and recognized emblems at 

some point in their lives, though in a variety of circumstances and with a variety of 

understandings. Emblems and emblem books, then, were a part of a larger category of 

motto-image devices that held legitimate and broad cultural relevance in sixteenth and 

seventeenth century England.  

31 Eirwen E.C. Nicholson, “The Oak v. the Orange Tree: Emblematizing Dynastic Union and Conflict, 
1600-1796,” in Anglo-Dutch Relations in the Field of the Emblem, 238.  
32 Ibid., 248-249. 
33 Daly, “The Place of the English Emblem Book,” 7. 
34 Young, “Introduction,” xxiii.  
35 Ibid. 
36 Daly, “The Place of the English Emblem Book,” 7. 
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Audiences and Influence 

This thesis analyzes emblems from nine emblem books. The audiences and influences of 

these books and their authors vary. Though the family of motto-image devices were seen by 

virtually all social classes in England, emblem books remained in the domain of the literate. And 

though literacy in England was on the rise in the sixteenth century,  the vernacular reading 37

community was still quite small, especially in comparison to continental European countries.  38

As such, it is important to specifically delineate who read and had access to these books. A 

discussion of audiences will also reveal important conclusions about the place of emblems and 

emblem books in late Renaissance English culture.  

Available evidence of audiences varies from book to book. We begin chronologically 

with Samuel Daniel, whose book was published in 1585. Daniel’s book is the second English 

emblem book published (after Jan van der Noot’s 1569 A Theatre for Worldlings ), but the first to 

have significant influence. The book appealed to the English interest in imprese, and English 

emblem books began to appear more regularly in print only after its publication.  As is the case 39

for the majority of emblem books, Daniel’s intended audience was at least partially noble. He 

dedicates the work to one “Sir Edward Dimmock, Champion to her Majesty.”  As Daniel notes, 40

Sir Edward Dimmock (also spelled Dymoke) was in fact the official hereditary champion of 

England, and a member of Parliament.  Daniel’s dedicatee reveals that he sought a noble 41

37 Pettegree, The Book in the Renaissance, 196-197. 
38 Ibid., 123. 
39 Joseph Kau, “Samuel Daniel and the Renaissance Impresa-makers: Sources for the First English 
Collection of Imprese,” Harvard Library Bulletin 18, no. 2 (April 1970): 185. 
40 Daniel, The vvorthy tract, http://name.umdl.umich.edu/A01764.0001.001.  
41 The History of Parliament, “DYMOKE, Sir Edward (c.1557-1624), of Scrivelsby, Lincs.,” accessed 
April 4, 2020, http://www.histparl.ac.uk/volume/1558-1603/member/dymoke-sir-edward-1557-1624.  

http://name.umdl.umich.edu/A01764.0001.001
http://www.histparl.ac.uk/volume/1558-1603/member/dymoke-sir-edward-1557-1624
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audience for his book, while the number of English emblem books that appear soon after his 

suggests that the book was generally popular.  

A year after Daniel, Geffrey Whitney’s A Choice of Emblemes was published. As 

Daniel’s book was a collection of imprese, and thus contained no epigrams, Whitney’s book was 

the first traditional emblem book that featured images, mottoes, and epigrams to be published by 

an Englishman. Because of its scale (the work contains 250 emblems) and synthesis of a wide 

variety of sources,  A Choice is one of the most influential English emblem books.  Like 42 43

Daniel, Whitney sought a noble audience; his book was presented and dedicated to Robert 

Dudley, the Earl of Leicester.   Evidence indicates, however, that Whitney also wrote for a 44

wider audience. He heavily edited many of his sources, removing direct addresses to scholars 

and replacing them with broader moral directives and messages.  Whitney’s decision to broaden 45

the scope of his emblems suggests he believed his audience was made up of more than just court 

scholars and nobles.  

The same can be said for P.S., whose book The Heroicall Devises of M. Claudius 

Paradin  was published in 1591. The work is a translation of Claude Paradin’s French emblem 

book titled Devises heroïques , first printed in 1551. The work went through several reprints 

before its translation into English, first published in French in 1557 with sixty-four new images 

and commentaries, and then translated into and printed in Latin in 1562, this time with new 

42 Kau, “Samuel Daniel and the Renaissance Impresa-makers,” 185-186. 
43 Freeman, English Emblem Books , 61. 
44 Peter M. Daly and Anthony Raspa, “Geffrey Whitney: A Choice of Emblemes and Other Devises,” in 
The English Emblem Tradition, eds. Peter M. Daly et al, vol. 1 van der Noot, Giovio, Domenichi, Whitney 
(Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1988), 83. 
45 Mary V. Silcox, “'Gleaninges out of other mens harvestes': Alciatio in Whitney's A Choice of 
Emblems,” in The Art of the Emblem: Essays in Honor of Karl Josef Höltgen, eds. Michael Bath, John 
Manning, and Alan R. Young (New York: AMS Press, Inc., 1993), 167. 
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emblems from another author--Gabriel Simeoni. Devises heroïques was printed in Dutch as well.

 The number of translations and reprints indicates that the book was quite popular, at least 46

within the continental context before it came to England. Its popularity carried over to England 

as well. P.S.’s emblems were sometimes used as sources or models by the creators of imprese for 

tournaments, and by Mary Queen of Scots for her embroideries. Further, they appear in John 

Bossewell’s 1572 book on heraldry, in some of Queen Elizabeth I’s household account books, 

and even on Queen Elizabeth’s warship White Bear . It is also likely that students at Cambridge 

University were studying them.  So, P.S.’s emblems firmly entrenched themselves in both the 47

material and literary cultures in England. They present an interesting overlap between the two, 

and demonstrate the popularity and broad audiences of emblems in England.  

English emblem books had a religious audience as well. Andrew Willet’s Sacrorum 

emblematum centuria una , published a year after P.S., is the first English emblem book whose 

emblems all have a distinctly Christian focus.  Though likely not as popular as P.S., Willet was 48

at the very least known by other authors of the time, as evidenced by his reference in Francis 

Meres’ 1598 book Palladis Tamia . In the book, Willet is mentioned as an emblematist alongside 

Whitney and Thomas Combe, another English emblem author.  So, though Willet’s emblems 49

likely did not permeate English culture in the way that P.S.’s did, his work was undoubtedly 

known to some.  

46 Peter M. Daly and Leslie T. Duer, “P.S.: The Heroicall Devises of M. Claudius Paradin [and] the 
Purtratures or Emblemes of Gabriel Simeon, a Florentine,” in The English Emblem Tradition, eds. Peter 
M. Daly et al, vol. 2, P.S. (Paradin), P.S. (Simeoni), Willet Combe (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 
1992), 5. 
47 Ibid., 6. 
48 Peter M. Daly, “Andrew Willet: Sacrorum emblematum centuria una,” in The English Emblem 
Tradition, 2:248. 
49 Ibid. 
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Next is Thomas Combe, who published The Theater of Fine Devices in 1593. Like P.S., 

Combe’s book is a translation of a French text--in this case, Guillame La Perrière’s Le Theatre 

des bons engins . La Perrière’s book was very popular; there are at least fifteen editions.  Combe 50

himself notes in his letter to the reader at the beginning of the book that the fact that La Perrière 

dedicated his work to Marguerite de Navarre meant that the book must have had significant 

value in France: “let the estimation which it had in the French suffice to grace and commend it 

Englished: being dedicated unto the Queen of Navarre, whose dignity should not have been 

presented with a work of any small value.”  Combe translated the book in part because of its 51

status and the high social standing of its dedicatee. Combe does not add a new dedicatee in his 

version; he simply translates La Perrière’s. The Theater itself was modestly popular (though not 

to the extent of its French predecessor), enjoying at least one reprint cycle in 1614.  52

Unlike Combe, William Camden’s book Remaines of a Greater Worke Concerning 

Britaine is not a translation of an earlier European text. Camden’s work features imprese not of 

his own design, but that he actually saw in person at jousts, tournaments, and in the Shield 

Gallery at Whitehall. His emblems are simply prose descriptions of these imprese.  Camden’s 53

book was among the most popular of all English emblem books, going through at least ten 

editions in the seventeenth century and an additional three in the nineteenth.  The book, 54

50 Mary V. Silcox, “Thomas Combe: The Theater of Fine Devices,” in The English Emblem Tradition, 
2:328. 
51 Thomas Combe, The theater of fine deuices containing an hundred morall emblemes (London: Richard 
Field, 1614), http://name.umdl.umich.edu/A05092.0001.001.  
52 Daly, “The Place of the English Emblem Book,” 11. 
53 Peter M. Daly and Leslie T. Duer, “William Camden: Remaines of a Greater Worke Concerning 
Britaine,” in The English Emblem Tradition, ed. Peter M. Daly et al, vol. 4, Camden, H.G., Van Veen 
(Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1998), 6. 
54 Ibid. 

http://name.umdl.umich.edu/A05092.0001.001
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essentially an encyclopedia of imprese, reveals the remarkable popularity of imprese in England 

and points to their ubiquity in English culture. 

Henry Peacham was another popular emblematist, and like Daniel or Whitney, wrote for 

a noble audience. He completed three manuscript emblem books in 1610, two of which were 

presented to King James and one to his eldest son, Prince Henry.  At least one of these 55

manuscripts actually reached the hands of Prince Henry, who rewarded Peacham with a “gratious 

favor,” the specifics of which are unknown.  Peacham was also a popular writer outside the field 56

of emblematics; his 1622 book The Compleat Gentleman was the most famous book of 

Renaissance courtesy literature in England.  Though their specific topics were unrelated, The 57

Compleat Gentleman and emblem books share important similarities. The Compleat Gentleman 

was a guidebook of behavior, intended to inform its reader of proper courtly conduct. Likewise, 

emblem books taught their readers the various morals and directives contained within their 

emblems. The simultaneous popularity of these two types of books suggests the prevalence of art 

forms intended to structure and guide thought in Early Modern society. 

Also clearly writing for a noble audience was the anonymous H.G., whose 1618 book 

The Mirrour of Majestie was dedicated not to one person, but to 31 members of the English 

nobility and royalty, including King James, Queen Anne, and Prince Charles.  Each of H.G.’s 58

emblems is dedicated to one of these individuals. Like Daniel, P.S., and Camden, H.G.’s work 

has a heraldic focus, featuring coats of arms that accompany each emblem. Although it is unclear 

55 Freeman, English Emblem Books , 73. 
56 Alan R. Young, “Introduction: Henry Peacham’s Emblem Books,” in The English Emblem Tradition, 
ed. Peter M. Daly et al, vol. 5, Henry Peacham’s Manuscript Books (Toronto: University of Toronto 
Press, 1998), xviii. 
57 Ibid., xi. 
58 Mary V. Silcox, “H.G.: The Mirrour of Majestie,” in The English Emblem Tradition, 4:48. 



16 

exactly how popular the book was, its focus on heraldry can be read as a reflection of the strong 

English interest in imprese. As such, the work may have also been intended for a wider audience, 

in addition to the nobles it was dedicated to. 

The final book that this project addresses is Francis Quarles’ Emblemes, Divine and 

Moral, first published in 1634 or 1635. Quarles was undoubtedly the single most popular English 

emblematist. His book enjoyed immediate popularity, earning a second edition less than a year 

after the original was published. The work continued to be reprinted well into and after Quarles’ 

life; there are at least fifty editions in total, twenty of them coming in the nineteenth century.  59

So, Quarles’ audience was wide. His popularity indicates that by the mid-seventeenth century, 

English interest in emblems and emblem books had not faltered. In fact, it was stronger than it 

had ever been. Nearly 50 years after Daniel published his collection of imprese, the English 

reading public was purchasing emblem books at a faster rate than ever before.  

It is important to place the number of print runs and editions of these nine emblem books 

in the context of how many literate individuals there were in total in Early Modern England. By 

the time of the English Civil War, ten years after Quarles’ book was first printed, approximately 

30% of men and 10% of women in England were literate. Roughly a century earlier, at the time 

of Elizabeth I’s accession, only about 20% of men and 5% of women could read or write.  60

Given that the population of London in 1600 was roughly 200,000,  the number of literate 61

59 Karl Josef Höltgen, “Francis Quarles and the Low Countries,” in Anglo-Dutch Relations in the Field of 
the Emblem, 123. 
60 David Cressy, Literacy and the Social Order: Reading and Writing in Tudor and Stuart England 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1980), 176, 
https://doi-org.ezproxy.haverford.edu/10.1017/CBO9780511560484.  
61 Roger Finlay, Population and Metropolis: The Demography of London, 1580-1650 (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1981), xi, 
https://doi-org.ezproxy.haverford.edu/10.1017/CBO9780511735325. 

https://doi-org.ezproxy.haverford.edu/10.1017/CBO9780511560484
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individuals in London in the Early Modern period was exceedingly small. So, the fact that nearly 

all of these nine emblem books went through multiple print runs and editions suggests that they 

ended up in the hands of a significant portion of all literate people in sixteenth and seventeenth 

century England. The potential number of readers of emblems books paled in comparison to the 

number of people who would see emblems at, say, a tournament or parade. Still, though the 

popularity of these specific nine books varies--from one or two editions to more than 

fifty--analysis of each of the nine reveals that English emblem books in general were not 

sequestered to the unvisited corners of scholars’ libraries. They were a popular genre, read by 

many.  

At the same time, however, many English authors created their books in hopes of 

reaching a specifically noble audience. Evidenced most obviously by Peacham’s presentation of 

his manuscripts to King James and Prince Henry, English emblematists often wrote in hopes that 

a noble or royal would read their work. The dedications of emblems--and sometimes entire 

books--to various members of the nobility or royalty, as in H.G. or Whitney’s books, reinforces 

the idea that English emblematists wanted those in power to read their work. Emblem books, 

then, became a part of royal and aristocratic discourse in England. The genre’s overlap with 

heraldry likely strengthened the bond between emblems and the nobility, and allowed 

emblematists to bring their books to the attention of various potential aristocratic patrons. 

Thus, English emblematists wrote at once for a noble and a more popular audience. 

Though their works were of course not consumed by the illiterate masses, they drew on the same 

artistic forms--namely the imprese seen at tournaments--that the general populace would have 

seen regularly. So, although often dedicated and sometimes even presented to the nobility, 
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English emblem books were still a manifestation of popular artistic forms of the time, and their 

audiences extended outside of the royal court. Because emblems reached virtually all corners of 

late Renaissance English culture, and were accessible to individuals of varying social strata, 

emblem literature became perhaps one of the most influential genres of the period.  
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Section II: Emblem Analysis and The Symbolism of the Eagle 

Emblems, Natural History, and Cultural Meaning 

Emblems permeated nearly all aspects of sixteenth and seventeenth century English 

culture. Emblem books, as a popular literary genre and component of a broader and even more 

popular artistic form, reflect how the English people perceived and understood symbols of 

cultural importance. Though they were not the only source of popular symbolism, they were a 

significant one. And critically, they were accessible to all: emblem books filled the shelves of 

private libraries, and the illiterate masses encountered emblems in architecture, parades, 

tournaments, art, and even sermons. As such, emblems are a repository of information about how 

the public--both literate and illiterate--understood and interpreted the symbols that they 

encountered in their daily lives.   62

This is especially true of symbols that came from the natural world--namely animals. 

Emblems and natural history were so thoroughly intertwined in the late Renaissance and Early 

Modern periods that the two can hardly be separated. Conrad Gesner, author of Historiae 

Animalium , one of the most popular natural histories of the sixteenth century, provides dozens of 

pages of adages, fables, allegories, and emblematic symbolism about each of the animals in his 

work. His view of natural history, and that of nearly all natural historians of his time, was that 

the natural world itself was a web of symbols. As such, animals could not simply be described 

empirically or anatomically in natural histories like Gesner’s. Natural histories had to feature 

emblems, because emblems--and the symbols they contained--were as much a part of the natural 

world as more traditionally “scientific” descriptors of an animal.  In fact, for natural historians 63

62 Daly, Literature in The Light of the Emblem, 186. 
63 Ashworth, “Emblematic Natural History of the Renaissance,” 23.  
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like Gesner, proper scientific description required symbolic description, which was indebted to 

emblems. There was effectively no demarcation between empirical and emblematic descriptions 

of animals in sixteenth and seventeenth century natural histories. Emblem books and natural 

histories influenced each other, so much so that the ways the authors in each genre depicted 

animals were almost identical.   64

Emblematic natural history and the emblematic worldview dominated Europe in the 

sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. To understand natural histories of the period, one must 

understand emblems as well.  And to understand the animal symbols in emblems, such as the 65

eagle, one must understand the world of natural history that they are derived from. The animals 

in emblem books were not empirical portrayals. They brought all the anecdotes, adages, fables, 

narratives, and symbols associated with them into the emblems that they occupied.  An animal’s 66

presence in an emblem, then, was a purposeful decision by the emblematist. The animal was a 

symbol that served a purpose.  

In the case of the eagle, its place in English emblem books is inseparable from what it 

symbolized: Jupiter, strength, nobility, the military, and empire. Eagle emblems reveal how the 

English understood the eagle as an animal and as a symbol. Specifically, they reveal that the 

eagle in England was an exemplar of strength and bravery, an honorable companion to the most 

powerful classical god, and an image of nobility and royalty.  

64 Amanda K. Herrin, “Pioneers of the Printed Paradise: Maarten de Vos, Jan Sadeler I and Emblematic 
Natural History in the Late Sixteenth Century,” in Zoology in Early Modern Culture: Intersections of 
Science, Theology, Philology, and Political and Religious Education, eds. Karl A. E. Enenkel and Paul J. 
Smith (Leiden: Brill, 2014), 363, 
https://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/haverford/detail.action?docID=1823619.  
65 Ashworth, “Emblematic Natural History of the Renaissance,” 36.  
66 Enenkel and Smith, “Introduction,” 4. See also Herrin, “Pioneers of the Printed Paradise,” 367-72, for 
examples of several animals and the things that they symbolized.  

https://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/haverford/detail.action?docID=1823619
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I have categorized the relevant eagle emblems from the nine emblem books into four 

groups. The first two are broader, and contain the emblems that note the eagle’s status as a 

symbol of strength and as a companion to Jupiter. The first groups lay the foundation for the 

following two, which are more specific. These groups link the eagle to military and empire 

(specifically the Roman Empire), as well as to nobility and royalty. In sum, the four categories 

reveal that the eagle was a recognizable and consistently used symbol of strength, military, 

empire, nobility, and the most powerful classical god.  

The Eagle: Strong, Brave, and Companion to Jupiter 

The first emblem group is the broadest. Where the others more specifically link the eagle 

to virtue, nobility, empire, or even Jupiter himself, the first group simply contains all those 

emblems which directly or indirectly note the eagle’s strength or bravery. Because of its breadth, 

emblems in the first category often overlap with and bolster the others. That is to say, a strong or 

brave eagle can also be noble or imperial; the eagle’s status as a symbol of strength does not 

preclude it from having other positive traits. In fact, the eagle’s strength reinforces those other 

characteristics.  

Like all other categories, the first group draws on a long and robust literary tradition of 

describing the eagle as the strongest and bravest bird in the animal kingdom. Beginning in 

antiquity, Pliny writes that, if mixed with the feathers of other birds, the eagle’s feathers 

consume the rest. He also notes that the eagle is said to have never been struck by lightning.  67

Aelian, who lived roughly a century after Pliny, adds that many animals, including all birds, are 

67 John Bostock and H.T. Riley, trans., The Natural History of Pliny (London: Henry G. Bohn, 1855), 
2:485. 
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afraid of the eagle.  A few centuries later, Isidore of Seville describes the eagle as being so 68

strong it does not have to avert its gaze from the sun.   69

The tradition that created and maintained the eagle’s symbolic strength, of which Pliny, 

Aelian, and Isidore are key parts, was not esoteric or little-known. In fact, Pliny, Aelian, and 

Isidore were all popular and influential writers. The natural historical works of antiquity 

(especially those by Pliny and Aelian) maintained relevance in the Early Modern period. Many 

print editions of Pliny’s Natural History appeared between 1469 and 1700 in both Latin and 

vernacular languages, and Aelian was printed in both Greek and Latin beginning in the sixteenth 

century.  In fact, these works likely enjoyed more relevance and influence in the late 70

Renaissance and Early Modern periods than they had since their original creation.  Pliny’s 71

influence in particular was strong; his work directly influenced Isidore of Seville, and the natural 

world increasingly came to be viewed through a Plinian lens in the Middle Ages.  Isidore’s 72

Etymologies , in turn, was the single most popular encyclopedia of the medieval period.  The 73

Plinian worldview, it should be noted, was anthropocentric, and emphasized both 

anthropomorphic characteristics of animals and stories that involved animals interacting with 

humans.   74

68 A.F. Scolfield, trans., “Aelian: On the Nature of Animals,” accessed March 19, 2020, 
http://www.attalus.org/info/aelian.html. The specific chapters and subchapters referenced are 9.2 and 
2.26. 
69 Stephen A. Barney et al, trans., The Etymologies of Isidore of Seville (New York: Cambridge University 
Press, 2006), 264. 
70 Enenkel and Smith, “Introduction,” 29.  
71 Ibid., 28. 
72 Vivian Nutton, “Early-Medieval Medicine and Natural Science,” in The Cambridge History of Science, 
eds. David C. Lindberg and Michael H. Shank (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2013), 335.  
73 Bruce S. Eastwood, “Early-Medieval Cosmology, Astronomy, and Mathematics,” in The Cambridge 
History of Science, 310. 
74 Roger French, Ancient Natural History: Histories of Nature (New York: Routledge, 1994), 248. 

http://www.attalus.org/info/aelian.html
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The influence of the tradition was felt even within the much smaller realm of animal 

symbolism in emblem literature. Alciato drew on both Pliny and Aelian in the creation of his 

animal emblems.  So, the eagle was undoubtedly a recognizable symbol of strength in the 75

broader sphere of European literature and the smaller sphere of emblem literature by the time 

that the English emblematists created their works.  

The emblems in the first category showcase the eagle’s strength in different ways. Some 

only mention it in passing. Geffrey Whitney, for example, in his emblem with the motto “Time 

ends all things,” writes that, “The greatest 

oak, in time to dust doth turn. The raven 

dies, the Eagle fails of flight.”  The 76

emblem’s message is that time eventually 

kills everything, so Whitney uses 

examples of strong and long-lasting 

things to show that time ends even them. 

The eagle, like the strong oak tree turning 

to dust, will eventually become unable to 

fly. Andrew Willet and Francis Quarles 

provide similar examples. Willet mentions in passing in an epigram that “The eagle so, with 

wings full long, doth all fowl surpass,”  and Quarles writes in two lines of a long and otherwise 77

75 Karl A. E. Enenkel, The Invention of the Emblem Book and the Transmission of Knowledge, ca. 
1510-1610 (Leiden: Brill, 2019), 12. 
76 Geffrey Whitney, “A Choice of Emblemes and Other Devises,” in The English Emblem Tradition, 
1:337. 
77 Andrew Willet, “Sacrorum Emblematum Centuria Una,” in The English Emblem Tradition, 2:318. 
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unrelated epigram of “cloud-dividing eagles, that can tow’r above the scent of these inferior 

things!”  Though the eagle is not the focal point of Whitney’s, Willet’s, and Quarles’ emblems, 78

they briefly mention it as a strong bird to help articulate their messages.  

The other emblems in the category more directly focus on the eagle’s strength. P.S., for 

example, has an emblem with the motto “The strength of courage shatters higher things,” which 

explicitly links the eagle to strength and bravery. The image shows an eagle atop the skull of a 

stag, and P.S. opens the epigram by 

clearly communicating his use of the 

eagle as a strong symbol: “To 

overcome difficult and hard things 

there is need of great industry, labor, 

and diligence, as may appear by the 

example of the Eagle.”  Noting Pliny 79

as his source by writing “Plinie” in 

the margin, the rest of P.S.’s epigram 

tells the story of how eagles kill 

stags: they gather dust in their feathers, land atop the stag’s horns, and flap their wings. This 

throws the dust into the eyes of the stag, causing it to fall off a rock or hill.  Like eagles, stags 80

were often used as symbols of strength, especially in heraldry.  So, P.S.’s emblem indicates that 81

78 Francis Quarles, Emblems, Divine and Moral (London: William Tegg, 1865), 226. 
79 P.S., “The Heroicall Devises of M. Claudius Paradin [And] the Purtratures or Emblemes of Gabriel 
Simeon, a Florentine,” in The English Emblem Tradition, 2:73.  
80 Ibid. 
81 Elizabeth Morrison and Larissa Grollemond, eds., Book of Beasts: The Bestiary in the Medieval World 
(Los Angeles: J. Paul Getty Museum, 2019), 221.  
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eagles are strong enough to even kill stags, another strong animal. To further reinforce the 

eagle’s dominance over the stag, the image shows an eagle standing with wings outspread on top 

of a stag’s skull. The eagle is victorious over another strong animal symbol, both in epigram and 

image. 

Samuel Daniel, in his collection of imprese, provides another clear example of the eagle’s 

symbolic strength and bravery. One of Daniel’s imprese has the motto “Dare something worthy,” 

and its picture shows an eagle flying near the sun.  In Daniel’s impresa, the alignment of the 82

eagle with bravery is quite clear. The picture and motto work together to communicate that the 

eagle showcases its bravery and daring by flying close to the sun. Moreover, the motto’s 

language, which is aimed at the reader, suggests that the eagle is not only courageous, but also an 

exemplar of bravery that the reader should emulate.  

The emblems in the first category clearly show the eagle as a symbol of strength. When 

Whitney uses the eagle failing to fly as an example of time killing all things, he takes advantage 

of the eagle’s status as the strongest bird. If he had mentioned a lesser bird failing to fly, the 

message of the emblem would not be as impactful. P.S.’s entire emblem focuses on 

communicating the eagle’s strength. Daniel presents the eagle as an exemplar of bravery that his 

readers should seek to emulate. These authors all draw on the lengthy tradition of characterizing 

the eagle as the strongest bird, and the tradition, in turn, strengthens the messages of their 

emblems by providing a recognizable and understandable symbol for their audiences. 

82 Samuel Daniel, “Certain Noble Devises both Militarie and Amorous,” in The English Emblem 
Tradition, 1:74. The imprese in Daniel’s book are unillustrated; prose descriptions of pictures take the 
place of images.  



26 

Much like the first category, the second category of emblems is broad. The emblems in 

the second group do not ascribe specific traits to the eagle, but instead show or describe the bird 

as Jupiter’s companion. By portraying the eagle as a companion of the most powerful classical 

god, these emblems suggest that the bird is not only strong, but also noble and deeply connected 

to empire (in this case, the Roman empire). Like the first category, then, the second category 

provides background and sets the stage for the other, more specific groups. 

The practice of describing the eagle as Jupiter’s companion began in antiquity. Pliny, for 

example, writes in his Natural History that the eagle is Jupiter’s armor-bearer because it is the 

only bird that has never been killed by lightning.  For Pliny, it is the eagle’s strength that makes 83

it Jupiter’s companion. Equating the eagle with Jupiter is a practice not limited to antiquity. By 

the Renaissance, Jupiter’s eagle appeared in 

various art and texts across Europe. A 1503 

German map of the celestial hemispheres, for 

example, shows Jupiter with his eagle in the 

bottom left corner,  a Dutch print from 1596 84

shows Jupiter presiding over the seven liberal 

arts with an eagle at his feet,  and a 1540 85

French etching depicts Jupiter’s eagle 

bringing Psyche water from the River Styx.  86

83 Bostock and Riley, The Natural History of Pliny, 2:485 
84 Susan Dackerman, Prints and the Pursuit of Knowledge in Early Modern Europe (Cambridge, MA: 
Harvard Art Museums, 2011), 86. 
85 Ibid., 380.  
86 “Jupiter’s Eagle Bringing Psyche Water from the River Styx,” Artstor, accessed March 22, 2020, 
https://library-artstor-org.ezproxy.haverford.edu/#/asset/ADAVISONIG_10313989159.  

https://library-artstor-org.ezproxy.haverford.edu/#/asset/ADAVISONIG_10313989159
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These texts indicate some of the ways that the lore and mythology surrounding Jupiter’s eagle 

had not faded from the European artistic and 

intellectual worlds by the sixteenth century. The 

eagle was still clearly associated with Jupiter by 

the time emblem books became popular. 

    Virtually all of the emblems within the second 

category follow the same structure. The image 

shows Jupiter astride or aside his eagle, the motto 

is a moral directive or universal message, and the 

epigram does not mention the eagle. Whitney and 

Combe provide two examples of the common 

structure. Whitney’s emblem, with the motto “A 

wall of brass is a clear conscience,” shows Jupiter 

riding his eagle in the left corner of the image, 

and does not mention the bird 

in the epigram.  Combe’s 87

emblem has the motto “He 

that is proudest of good hap, 

sorrow falls soonest in his 

lap,” shows Jupiter alongside 

the eagle in the image, and 

87 Whitney, “A Choice of Emblemes,” 161. 
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focuses on Jupiter--but not the bird--in the epigram.  Aside from its visual appearance in the 88

images, the eagle does not feature into the two emblems at all. Combe does allude to a practice 

of associating the eagle with good and bad fortune , but aside from that, the eagles in these two 89

emblems play a very minor role. Despite the lack of focus on the eagle, however, the emblems 

still subtly correlate the eagle with strength and other positive characteristics. In Combe, the 

epigram states that Jupiter is in charge of deciding whether men will have good or bad luck, and 

the image shows Jupiter pouring liquid from one pitcher into another, likely as a literal 

illustration of him changing someone’s luck.  Though the eagle is not mentioned in the process 90

of assigning good or bad fortune, the bird still stands by Jupiter’s side as he pours the liquid. In 

Combe’s emblem, the eagle’s presence alone correlates it with Jupiter’s power.  

88 Thomas Combe, “The Theater of Fine Devices,” in The English Emblem Tradition, 2:359.  
89 One of Erasmus’ adages in his Adagia, for example, tells the story of an eagle that drops a hen with a 
laurel sprig in its mouth into a woman’s lap, both of which provide the woman with good luck. See 
Robert Bland, Proverbs, chiefly taken from the Adagia of Erasmus, with explanations; and further 
illustrated by corresponding examples from the Spanish, Italian, French & English languages (London: 
T. Egerton, 1814), https://archive.org/details/proverbschieflyt00blaniala, 1:31-32. 
90 Combe, “The Theater,” 359.  

https://archive.org/details/proverbschieflyt00blaniala
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Whitney writes in his epigram that men with clear consciences will not quake like 

“wicked men” in the face of danger, just as the laurel tree can withstand even the strongest 

thunderstorms. The image shows Jupiter riding his eagle in the background, likely causing a 

thunderstorm that a man grabbing a laurel tree withstands in the foreground.  The eagle does not 91

cause the storm, but its status as Jupiter’s steed gives it a minor role in Jupiter’s power. Like 

Combe, Whitney subtly communicates the eagle’s status as a symbol of strength.  

Emblems with a similar--or nearly identical--structure abound the pages of English 

emblem books. None explicitly note the symbolic traits associated with the eagle. All, however, 

correlate the bird in some sense with Jupiter’s power, either by placing it next to Jupiter in the 

image or noting that it is Jupiter’s bird in the epigram. The eagle’s status as Jupiter’s companion, 

then, sets the stage for other emblems that more specifically communicate the bird’s symbolic 

significance.  

The Eagle: Martial, Imperial, Noble, Royal 

The first group of emblems that ascribes more specific positive traits to the eagle links 

the bird to empire and military strength. The majority of emblems within the group note the 

eagle as a symbol of the Roman empire, and specifically the Roman legions. The connection to 

Rome comes from common sources for emblem authors, like Pliny. Pliny dedicates a chapter of 

the Natural History to the history of the eagle’s use in the Roman legions. He writes that Gaius 

Marius assigned the eagle as the sole symbol of the Roman military, removing the wolf, 

minotaur, horse, and wild boar as its other animal symbols. Since Marius abolished the other 

91 Whitney, “A Choice of Emblemes,” 161. 
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symbols, Pliny remarks that a Roman legion is hardly ever seen at a winter camp without a pair 

of eagles.  92

One emblem, from P.S., retells Pliny’s story. With the motto “The eagle hath lifted up the 

government of the empire to the heavens,” the image 

shows an eagle with outstretched wings atop a staff. P.S. 

repeats Pliny’s story in the epigram with virtually no 

alterations, and writes “Plinie” in the margins to indicate 

his source.  P.S. adds that the eagle is the “king of all 93

other birds,” that the eagle is a symbol that signifies “a 

people, or nation which hath subdued all other 

whatsoever,” and that the bird is a contemporary symbol 

of empire as well, this time through the Holy Roman 

Empire.  P.S.’s emblem makes clear the glorification of 94

both empire and eagle. The emblem goes beyond a 

simple account of how the eagle came to be a symbol of 

Rome, and adds that the eagle actually elevated the 

status of the Empire. In claiming that the eagle “lifted up 

the government of the Empire to the heavens,” P.S. extols both the strength of the eagle (as the 

king of the birds) and the strength of the Roman Empire. In the combination of epigram and 

motto, then, P.S. shows not only that the eagle is a symbol of strong empires, but also that the 

92 Bostock and Riley, The Natural History, 2:485.  
93 P.S., “The Heroicall Devises,” 161.  
94 Ibid. 



31 

relationship between the eagle and empires is distinctly positive. By citing Pliny, he also grounds 

the emblem in the tradition of describing the eagle as the strongest bird.  

P.S. provides two other emblems that connect the eagle to Rome. One, like the first, 

discusses the eagle as a symbol of the Roman legions. Its motto is “With a speedie wing,” and it 

focuses on the double-headed eagle, which came to be a Roman symbol under the reign of 

Constantine. Citing the fifteenth century Austrian scholar Wolfgang Lazius, P.S. writes in the 

epigram that the double-headed eagle appeared on Roman standards because the empire split into 

two parts under Constantine: the “Romane Empire” and 

the “Constantinopolitane Empire.” Thus, the eagle split 

alongside the empire. Its image is very similar to the first 

emblem, except it features a two-headed eagle atop a 

staff.  Though it does not so explicitly praise the eagle 95

and the Roman empire as the first, the emblem 

nonetheless links the eagle to Rome, and notes that the 

eagle persisted as a Roman symbol even as the empire 

was divided. 

P.S.’s third and final military eagle emblem focuses 

on the decline of the Roman Empire. The image shows a 

dragon atop a staff, and the motto reads “The serpent 

being slaine.” in the epigram, P.S. writes that “The power 

of the Roman empire began then to decay, when the 

95 Ibid., 144.  
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honor that the soldiers were wont to have by the authority of ancient lawes, decreased little and 

little, in so much that the eagle in their martial ensigns yielded to the wolf, to the minotaur, to the 

horse, and to the wild boar. The dragon had the last place.”  So, for P.S., the removal of the 96

eagle from military standards parallels the decline of the Roman empire. The emblem describes 

the fall of the empire through the animal symbols used by its military. When the empire fell, the 

eagle, which had previously “lifted up the government 

of the Empire to the heavens,” fell as well. The images 

of this emblem and the emblem with the motto “The 

eagle hath lifted up the government of the empire to 

the heavens” are remarkably similar, their epigrams 

serve as counterparts to each other, and the two 

emblems are placed next to each other in P.S.’s book. 

Together, the two provide emblematic examples of the 

eagle as explicitly linked to the strength of Rome. 

       Another emblem within the military group 

similarly correlates the eagle with the Roman Empire. 

One of Henry Peacham’s manuscript emblem books shows an eagle on a flag atop a tent in a 

Roman military camp, harking back to Pliny’s mention of the omnipresent eagles at Roman 

camps.  The eagle in the image is quite small, but the motto (“Roman severity”) and the epigram 97

(which tells a story of a pear tree growing in the middle of a Roman military camp) clearly 

96 Ibid., 160. The specific animals mentioned come from the same chapter of Pliny that P.S. quotes in the 
emblem “The Egle hath lifted up the government of the Empire to the heavens.” See Bostock and Riley, 
The Natural History, 2:485-486. 
97 Henry Peacham, “Basilikon Doron (MS Royal 12A LXVI),” in The English Emblem Tradition, 5:171.  
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indicate the camp in the image is, indeed, Roman. Though not as focused in its discussion of the 

eagle as P.S.’s emblems, Peacham’s emblem still clearly marks the eagle as a symbol of Rome.  

The final emblem within the military 

category, from Whitney, does not correlate the 

eagle with Rome, but instead mentions it in 

passing as a martial symbol. The emblem’s 

motto is “The arms of the poets,” and 

Whitney writes in the epigram that “The 

martial captains oft do march into the field, 

with eagles, or with gryphons fierce, or 

dragons, in their shields.”  The epigram then parallels the three martial animal symbols with the 98

swan, which is the symbol of poets. The eagle is not the focus here, but Whitney does 

acknowledge that the eagle is a symbol used by militaries. Peacham and Whitney’s minor 

allusions to the eagle indicate a common understanding that the eagle symbolized both military 

and empire in early modern England. Whitney does not explain to his audience why the eagle 

appears on the shields of “martial captains.” Instead, he takes the eagle’s status as a martial 

symbol as a given; one that his audience would understand without explanation. Likewise, 

Peacham’s eagle on the flag of a tent needs no explanation, as the eagle was a recognizable 

Roman symbol.  

 

 

98 Whitney, “A Choice of Emblemes,” 218. 
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All together, P.S., Peacham, and Whitney’s emblems clearly show that, building off its 

status as the strongest bird, the eagle symbolized military and imperial strength. More 

specifically, it was a symbol of the 

Roman Empire. Its Roman status is 

strengthened by its relation to 

Jupiter. However, the eagle was not 

exclusively a symbol of Rome; its 

imperial symbolism extended to 

other kingdoms and empires as well. 

Pliny is not the only author who 

links the eagle to empire. Joachim 

Camerarius, a 16th-century natural historian, writes that, according to the biblical book of 

Ezekiel, the eagle was a symbol of both the Babylonians and the Egyptians. Referencing 

classical scholars, he adds that the Persians and Etruscans used the eagle as a symbol as well.  99

Moreover, the eagle was also closely linked to both the Holy Roman Empire and the house of 

Habsburg.  The eagle, then, was certainly recognizable to the sixteenth and seventeenth century 100

emblem book reader as a symbol not only of Rome (as P.S. and Peacham’s emblems suggest), 

but of powerful empires and kingdoms in general.  

99 Paul J. Smith, “Joachim Camerarius’s Emblem Book on Birds (1596), with an Excursus on American’s 
Great Seal,” in Emblems and the Natural World, 174. 
100 Christian Peters, “Atmospheric Pressure: Natural Philosophy, Political Didactics, and the Exigencies of 
Praise in Franz Reisners’s Metereologica Philosophico-Politica (1698),” in Emblems and the Natural 
World, 366-367. 
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The eagle did not solely signify empire as a concept; it also symbolized the most 

powerful and influential individuals in empires--the nobility and royalty. By the sixteenth and 

seventeenth centuries, the European literary and natural historical tradition had long described 

the eagle as a noble and regal bird. Pliny opens the chapters dedicated to the eagle in the Natural 

History with the words, “Of all the birds with which we are acquainted, the eagle is looked upon 

as the most noble.”  Aelian adds that the eagle is the “king of the birds,” and provides several 101

stories in which eagles interact with--or even nurse--future kings.  By the Middle Ages, 102

medieval bestiaries made the eagle the lion’s kingly counterpart in the avian world.  And in the 103

Renaissance, too, scholars still equated the eagle with nobility and royalty: both Camerarius’ 

1596 book on birds and insects and Conrad Gesner’s 1555 Historiae Animalium emphasize the 

eagle’s royalty and regal status.  The eagle was a consistent symbol of nobility and royalty in 104

the European tradition, especially among the texts that influenced the emblematists.  

Several emblems reflect the tradition of linking the eagle to royalty and nobility. Combe, 

for example, directly correlates the eagle with nobility in his emblem with the motto “Great 

persons should not with their might, oppresse the poorer, though they might.” The image shows 

an eagle with outstretched wings surrounded by flies, and the epigram calls the eagle “the noble 

bird,” and refers to “the eagles princely nature.”  The epigram explains the image by saying 105

that, because of its noble nature, the eagle does not deign to “litigate with flies.” In other words, 

the eagle’s nobility makes the bird too honorable to associate itself with lowly flies. Combe’s  

101 Bostock and Riley, The Natural History, 2:481. 
102 Scolfield, “Aelian: On the Nature of Animals,” 9.2, 12.21, 13.1 
103 Morrison and Grollemond, Book of Beasts, 224. 
104 Smith, “Joachim Camerarius’ Emblem Book on Birds,” 167. 
105 Combe, “The Theater,” 346. 
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source for the emblem is likely Erasmus’ Adagia . Specifically, Combe retells an adage titled 

“The elephant disdains to contend 

with a mouse, neither will the eagle 

stoop to catch a fly.”  In both the 106

emblem and the adage, the eagle is too 

princelike to interact with common 

flies. Erasmus is not the only text that 

paints the eagle as above other 

animals; Aelian writes that eagles fly 

above lowly and “miserable” crows, 

not because they are afraid of crows but because of the eagle’s magnanimity.  So, Combe, 107

through both his reliance on earlier texts and the language in his epigram, quite clearly attributes 

nobility and a royal nature to the eagle.  

Other emblems link the eagle to royalty and nobility as well, if not through their 

messages, then through their dedicatees and bearers. One of Daniel’s imprese, for example, 

shows in its image an eagle holding a crown in its beak, and is borne by Cosimo de’ Medici. It 

has the motto “Jupiter rewards the deserving.”  In addition to referencing the common practice 108

of linking the eagle to Jupiter, the emblem is borne by a noble and powerful man. William 

Camden provides a similar example. His emblem shows four chickens attacking an eagle, and is 

106 Bland, Proverbs , 1:207. 
107 Scolfield, “Aelian: On the Nature of Animals,” 15.22 
108 Daniel, “The Worthy Tract of Paulus Jovius,” in The English Emblem Tradition, 1:45. 
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borne by King Henry II of England.  This is almost certainly a reference to the Revolt of 109

1173-74, when three of Henry’s sons and their mother, Eleanor of Aquitane, attempted--but 

failed--to overthrow the king.  Camden quite literally illustrates the eagle as a king, clearly 110

communicating its royal nature. By placing eagles in their emblems dedicated to nobles, Daniel 

and Camden take advantage of the tradition that linked the eagle to nobility to make the 

messages of their emblems clearer. If the eagle symbolized royalty, then why not place it in an 

emblem dedicated to King Henry II, or Cosimo de’ Medici? 

No English emblematist more clearly illustrates the correlation between the eagle and 

nobility than H.G. Like Daniel and Camden, he dedicates his emblems to various members of 

English royalty and nobility. 

And like Combe, he clearly 

communicates the eagle’s noble 

status through his images and 

epigrams. One of his emblems, 

with the motto “After clouds the 

sun,” is dedicated to Charles, 

Prince of Wales.  This is 111

Charles Stuart, who was Prince 

109 William Camden, “Remaines of a Greater Worke Concerning Britaine,” in The English Emblem 
Tradition, 4:9. Camden’s emblems, like Daniel’s, are unillustrated. In fact, they are actually just prose 
descriptions of imprese he saw either in action or at the Shield Gallery at Whitehall. See Peter M. Daly 
and Leslie T. Duer, “William Camden: Remaines of a Greater Worke Concerning Britaine,” in The 
English Emblem Tradition, 4:6. 
110 Ralph V. Turner, Eleanor of Aquitane: Queen of France, Queen of England (New Haven, CT: Yale 
University Press, 2009), 205-206, https://www-jstor-org.ezproxy.haverford.edu/stable/j.ctt5vm2g7.16. 
111 H.G., “The Mirrour of Majestie,” in The English Emblem Tradition, 4:57. 

https://www-jstor-org.ezproxy.haverford.edu/stable/j.ctt5vm2g7.16
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of Wales from 1616 to 1625, at which point he became King Charles I. The image shows an 

eagle holding two crowns in its talons. In its left talon, the crown is accompanied by three olive 

branches, and in its right talon, the crown is accompanied by a sword. In the epigram, H.G. 

writes that when Henry (this is Henry Frederick, Charles’ older brother, whose death in 1612 

made Charles the heir apparent) died and ascended to heaven, an eagle came down to Earth to 

offer two crowns, together signifying peace and war, to Charles. Referencing the motto, he also 

likens Charles to the sun, which is just beginning to rise.  The visual symbolism here is clear: 112

H.G.’s eagle, much like Daniel’s, is the bearer of the crowns. The eagle, referred to in the 

epigram as “Jove’s bird” (Jupiter’s bird), carries and delivers the crowns to Charles, who is next 

in line to become king. Thus, the bird is inextricably linked to the English crown. Though H.G. 

focuses more on the dedicatee than the eagle itself in the epigram, the emblem still demonstrates 

the closeness between the eagle and royalty.  

    Another of H.G.’s emblems, with the motto “Under the shadow of your wings,” 

similarly links the eagle with members of the English nobility. The emblem is dedicated to Lord 

Chancellor Francis Bacon, and shows an eagle with outstretched wings protecting a sheep from a 

wolf.  H.G. is direct in the epigram, stating that the eagle symbolizes Bacon: “You are this 113

Eagle, which ore-shades the sheep pursu’de by human wolves, and safe doth keep the poor 

man’s honest, though might-wronged cause, From being crushed by oppressious paws.”  114

Bacon, as the Lord Chancellor, is the eagle that shelters commoners (the sheep) from evil (the 

wolf). The emblem, which also takes advantage of the eagle’s status as a symbol of strength, 

112 Ibid. 
113 Ibid., 61.  
114 Ibid. 
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again correlates the eagle with nobility. This time, H.G. uses the eagle to symbolize a specific 

noble, making the link between eagles 

and nobility even more obvious. H.G. 

does more than just dedicate the eagle 

emblem to a noble; the eagle is the 

noble.  

Taken all together, English 

eagle emblems clearly demonstrate at 

once the variety of symbolic 

characteristics attached to the eagle, 

but also the connectedness of these traits. Jupiter’s eagle can also be strong and noble; a royal 

eagle can also be brave and imperial. Often, emblematists combined the separate traits in the 

creation of their eagle emblems. The four categories of eagle emblems overlap with each other, 

and together leave us with an understanding of the eagle as strong, imperial, noble, and a 

companion to the most powerful classical god.  
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Section III: Eagle Emblems as Political Tools 

Dedication Pages and Systems of Patronage 

In the dedication of his book, Francis Quarles compares his dedicatee and patron, Edward 

Benlowes, to an eagle. Quarles uses the eagle’s status as a noble symbol as a tool of flattery. He 

opens the dedication by thanking Benlowes: “You have put the Theorbo  into my hand, and I 115

have played: you gave the musician the first encouragement; the music returneth to you for your 

patronage.” Without Benlowes’ patronage, Quarles would not have been able to write his works. 

Quarles then stresses that his book is not a simple “Toyish air” meant to “please trivial ears.” 

Simple works like that are the domain of the “daws,” who “immerse themselves in dung.” 

Quarles’ book, on the other hand, is a work of complexity. Creating it was a “grave strain,” and 

he hopes that Benlowes, who is among “the best,” will appreciate it. Quarles finishes the 

dedication by likening Benlowes to the eagle: “Let daws delight to immerse themselves in dung, 

whilst eagles scorn so poor a game as flies. Sir, you have art and candour; let the one judge, let 

the other excuse.”  Benlowes, presumably a man of good judgment, is not a daw content to sit 116

in dung; he is an eagle, who scorns the lowly “flies” of simple art. Quarles hopes that his work is 

good enough to please such a noble and respectable patron. The dedication harks back to Thomas 

Combe’s emblem “Great persons should not with their might, oppresse the poorer, though they 

might,” which stressed the “princelike” nature of the eagle. In comparing Benlowes to the eagle, 

in direct contrast to the daw, Quarles communicates that Benlowes possesses all the symbolic 

strengths of the eagle, especially its noble nature.  

115 The theorbo was a stringed instrument similar to the lute. 
116 Quarles, Emblems , xvii.  
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Quarles provides an example of a common practice; praise and flattery of patrons and 

dedicatees is easy to find in English emblem books. In most cases, the dedication pages alone 

reveal a strong desire of the author to please his patron, sometimes quite clearly in hopes of a 

favor or gift in return. In Samuel Daniel’s letter to Sir Edward Dimmock, his dedicatee, Daniel 

writes, “In like manner right worshipful, have I adventured to place these my unpolished labors 

on the pillar of your worthiness, craving the supportance of your favorable protection.”  117

Likewise, H.G., in his letter to the thirty-one nobles and royals that his book is dedicated to, 

writes, “My feebler muse far too weak to sing, has got your honours on her flaggering wing… 

she does humbly pray, that when her tongue reels, or invention halts, your favours  will give 

crutches to her faults.”  Here, H.G. uses his “muse” as a rhetorical device to talk about himself. 118

If his “tongue reels,” or if he one day loses his “invention,” he hopes that his dedicatees’ favors 

will still support him.  

Other authors provide similar remarks. Camden notes that it was his “greatest happiness” 

to be present at the ceremony at which his patron, Charles Lodowick, became a member of the 

Noble Order of the Garter,  P.S. writes that he hopes his book will fall under the protection of 119

his patron’s “heroical spirit, where I doubt not it shall obtain favour,”  and Whitney emphasizes 120

that he was encouraged by his patron’s “great clemency,” and presents the book “unto your 

117 Daniel, The vvorthy tract of Paulus Iouius, accessed April 4, 2020, 
https://quod.lib.umich.edu/e/eebo/A01764.0001.001/1:2?c=eebo;c=eebo2;g=eebogroup;rgn=div1;view=f
ulltext;xc=1;q1=Paradin.  
118 H.G., The mirrour of maiestie, accessed April 4, 2020,  http://name.umdl.umich.edu/A01375.0001.001.  
119 William Camden, Remaines Concerning Britain, accessed April 4, 2020, 
https://ezproxy.haverford.edu/login?url=https://search-proquest-com.ezproxy.haverford.edu/docview/224
0946195?accountid=11321.  
120 P.S., The Heroicall Deuises of M. Claudius Paradin, accessed April 4, 2020, 
https://ezproxy.haverford.edu/login?url=https://search-proquest-com.ezproxy.haverford.edu/docview/224
0938162?accountid=11321.  

https://quod.lib.umich.edu/e/eebo/A01764.0001.001/1:2?c=eebo;c=eebo2;g=eebogroup;rgn=div1;view=fulltext;xc=1;q1=Paradin
https://quod.lib.umich.edu/e/eebo/A01764.0001.001/1:2?c=eebo;c=eebo2;g=eebogroup;rgn=div1;view=fulltext;xc=1;q1=Paradin
http://name.umdl.umich.edu/A01375.0001.001
https://ezproxy.haverford.edu/login?url=https://search-proquest-com.ezproxy.haverford.edu/docview/2240946195?accountid=11321
https://ezproxy.haverford.edu/login?url=https://search-proquest-com.ezproxy.haverford.edu/docview/2240946195?accountid=11321
https://ezproxy.haverford.edu/login?url=https://search-proquest-com.ezproxy.haverford.edu/docview/2240938162?accountid=11321
https://ezproxy.haverford.edu/login?url=https://search-proquest-com.ezproxy.haverford.edu/docview/2240938162?accountid=11321
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honor.”  Praising, thanking, and honoring patrons and dedicatees was commonplace in English 121

emblem books.  

Late Renaissance English intellectual and scholarly culture was deeply tied up in 

complex systems of patronage.  Patronage was a mutually beneficial system that provided 122

advantages to both patrons and clients.  In short, a client’s work was intended to glorify their 123

patron. In dedicating their work to their patron, the client essentially transferred ownership of the 

work to the patron, elevating the patron’s status and potentially earning them fame.  In turn, the 124

patron rewarded their client with a gift of some sort: financial support, a position at court, an 

introduction to other potential patrons, and other similar rewards.  Patronage was a 125

self-reinforcing system. Clients provided their patrons with innovative and popular work that 

glorified the patron, the patrons rewarded their clients in turn with prestigious positions, 

connections, and wealth, and the statuses of both individuals were elevated. When a client’s 

social standing increased, their patron’s did as well, and vice versa. Exchange of gifts was an 

important part of the patronage system, as evidenced by the “gratious favor” that Henry Peacham 

received from Prince Henry in exchange for his manuscript emblem books, but the relationships 

between patrons and clients involved more than just transactions. The patronage system 

rewarded both clients and patrons with not only physical gifts and rewards, but cultural and 

121 Geffrey Whitney, A choice of emblemes , accessed April 4, 2020, 
https://ezproxy.haverford.edu/login?url=https://search-proquest-com.ezproxy.haverford.edu/docview/224
0902622?accountid=11321.  
122 Dustin Griffin, Literary Patronage in England, 1650-1800 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
1996), 9, doi:10.1017/CBO9780511519024. See also Mario Biagioli, Galileo, Courtier: The Practice of 
Science in The Culture of Absolutism (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1993), especially 19-30. 
123 Ibid., 10.  
124 Ibid., 29-30.  
125 Ibid., 18-19.  
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symbolic capital as well.  The favor given to Peacham provides a clear example of the 126

patronage system in action. Though many acts of patronage were unrecorded, the dedication 

pages of English emblem books reveal that patronage was indeed important for English 

emblematists.  In fact, nearly every single English author of the Early Modern period 127

participated in the patronage system in some way.   128

Further, emblem books’ popularity made them an especially powerful tool in the 

patronage system. The ubiquity of emblem books in late Renaissance English culture ensured 

that emblematists could spread the fame of their patrons to a broad audience. Quarles’ 

glorification of Benlowes, for example, was read by a huge audience, given the number of 

reprints and editions that the book went through. The popularity of the genre, then, made the 

emblem book a remarkably useful tool for clients in the patronage system because it allowed 

them to praise their patrons in front of a large audience.  

Tools of Praise 

Emblematists, however, took glorification of their patrons one step further by expanding 

their praise outside of the pages of dedications and prefaces. Emblematists used the emblems 

within their books to praise and glorify their patrons and dedicatees. Whitney demonstrates this 

“emblematic praise” quite clearly in his emblem “Time ends all things,” which is the final 

emblem in his collection. The last few lines of the epigram address Robert Dudley, to whom 

Whitney’s book is dedicated. Whitney writes, “Even so, I, here do end this simple book, and 

offer it unto your Lordship’s sight: Which, if you shall receive with pleasing look, I shall rejoice, 

126 Ibid., 13.  
127 Ibid., 18.  
128 Ibid., 287. 
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and think my labour light.”  Whitney’s direct appeal to Dudley is unsurprising, given that he 129

may have written the entire book as part of a campaign to celebrate and glorify Dudley’s 

appointment as a Captain General of the English military in the Low Countries.  Regardless, 130

the language in Whitney’s epigram is quite similar to that found in dedications and prefaces, and 

because it is the final emblem in the collection, the last lines can be read as an extension of the 

dedication. Whitney concludes his book in the same way he opens it--by praising Dudley.  

Other emblems, however, are more subtle in their praise. Another of Whitney’s emblems, 

“The arms of the poets,” is dedicated to Janus Dousa, a poet, scholar, and ambassador whose 

train Whitney was traveling with when he presented his book to Dudley.  The emblem glorifies 131

poets, equating their pursuits with the military exploits of “martial captains.”  It is likely no 132

coincidence that Whitney’s emblem celebrating poets was dedicated to Dousa, a poet. In this 

case, Whitney uses the message of his emblem to indirectly praise his dedicatee. He is less overt 

here than in his praise of Dudley, but still seeks to glorify a man who had a higher social status 

than him. Dousa may not have been Whitney’s patron, but Whitney nonetheless likely sought to 

earn his favor, as Dousa held an influential position as the rector of the University of Leiden. 

Finally, some emblems used the eagle specifically in their glorification of their dedicatees 

and patrons. H.G., in the emblem “Under the shadow of your wings,” likens the emblem’s 

dedicatee, Lord Chancellor Francis Bacon, to an eagle protecting a sheep from a wolf.  He uses 133

the eagle’s status as a symbol of strength, bravery, and nobility to glorify Bacon. H.G.’s praise is 

129 Whitney, “A Choice of Emblemes,” 337. 
130 Daly and Raspa, “Geffrey Whitney,” 83. 
131 Ibid.  
132 Whitney, “A Choice of Emblemes,” 218. 
133 H.G., “The Mirrour of Majestie,” 61.  
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clear in all three components of the emblem: image, motto, and epigram. In the image, the eagle 

is an imposing figure, with wings outstretched, mouth open, and talons raised. The sheep runs 

under its wings, with the wolf at its heels. It is clear that the eagle is prepared to fight the wolf to 

defend the sheep. The motto, “Under the shadow of your wings,” paints the eagle--and, by proxy, 

Bacon--as a protector. As long as the sheep is under the shadow of the eagle’s wings, it is safe 

from the wolves. Bacon, as the eagle, protects the innocent from the wicked. And in the epigram, 

H.G. is direct, stating “You are this Eagle, which ore-shades the sheep pursu’de by human 

wolves… faire port you are, where every goodness finds safe shelter.”  In its entirety, the 134

emblem equates the eagle with Bacon and then emphasizes the eagle’s positive symbolic traits. 

The eagle’s status as a symbol of strength, nobility, and courage allows it to serve as a protector 

of the sheep. In comparing Bacon to the eagle, H.G. glorifies and praises his dedicatee.  

H.G. and Whitney demonstrate that the emblem itself--and specifically the eagle 

emblem--was a viable tool of praise. By dedicating specific emblems to different powerful 

individuals, emblematists could praise and glorify several potential patrons in just one book. 

Whitney praises both Dousa and Dudley, even though Dudley is the book’s sole dedicatee. H.G. 

foregoes a traditional dedication, and instead dedicates each of his 32 emblems to 31 different 

members of the nobility and royalty. In his book’s short dedication page, he asks each and every 

one of them for favors. The emblem, then, was a useful tool of praise for clients who lived and 

worked in a culture that forced them to praise and glorify their patrons.  

The Political Use of Emblems 

134 Ibid.  
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The structure of the emblem book was a potential political tool for the emblematist. 

Because emblem books included dozens, potentially even hundreds, of emblems, emblematists 

could dedicate not only the entire collection to a potential or current patron, but each and every 

emblem to one as well. Whitney dedicates his book to Robert Dudley, to whom it was presented, 

likely in hopes of a favor or reward in return. But Whitney’s 250 emblems feature dozens of 

other dedicatees. Andrew Willet, P.S., and H.G.’s books similarly feature many different 

dedicatees for specific emblems, in addition to the one patron to whom their books were entirely 

dedicated. Having many different dedicatees meant that an emblematist could appeal to many 

potential patrons at once; casting a wide net meant that emblematists likely had a higher chance 

of receiving a reward in return for their work.  

Dedications, however, do not tell the whole story. Emblems themselves--and the symbols 

within them--allowed emblematists to praise their dedicatees and patrons even more. Some 

emblematists relied on direct appeals within their emblems, such as Whitney’s emblem “Time 

ends all things.” The epigram gives Whitney extra space outside of the book’s dedication and 

introduction to address, express gratitude to, and praise his patron. Other emblematists used the 

symbols within their emblems to glorify their dedicatees, as in H.G. in “Under the shadow of 

your wings.” In this case, H.G. took advantage of the common symbolic traits ascribed to the 

eagle, and used them to glorify Sir Francis Bacon, his dedicatee. Equating the eagle with 

powerful individuals was a common practice; Camden and Daniel’s imprese reveal that the eagle 

was used as a symbol of both King Henry II  and Cosimo de’ Medici.  H.G., however, 135 136

specifically uses the eagle to glorify a patron to whom he dedicated his emblem. Both Cosimo 

135 Camden, “Remaines of a Greater Worke,” 9. 
136 Daniel, “The Worthy Tract,” 45. 



47 

and Henry II died long before Camden and Daniel published their works. Francis Bacon, on the 

other hand, was alive and in a position of power when H.G. penned his book. It is possible that 

he read H.G.’s emblem book. As such, H.G.’s appeal can be read as a political move, intended to 

persuade Bacon to become a patron of H.G.  

Emblems, then, had political uses. Emblematists could use their emblems to glorify their 

patrons and dedicatees, and hope for gifts and favors in return. The structure of the emblem book 

allowed the emblematist to have dozens of dedicatees, giving the authors a chance to appeal to 

more potential patrons. The popularity of the emblem book genre ensured that clients could 

glorify their patrons in front of a large audience. Further, emblematists used the symbols within 

their emblems to glorify their patrons in subtler ways than direct addresses in dedications and 

prefaces. In the case of the eagle, emblematists like H.G. or Quarles could equate the bird’s 

symbolic traits--strength, nobility, and bravery--to specifically praise their dedicatees. The 

structure of the emblem book, its popularity, and the symbolism within individual emblems gave 

emblematists--clients--a chance to praise and appeal to many potential and current patrons at 

once, both directly and indirectly.  
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Conclusion 

“The emblem,” R.J.W Evans writes, “reflected in various ways the mentality of the 

period.”  Rosemary Freeman adds that emblems revealed “the mind of the age.”  Emblems, 137 138

and the broader family of motto-image devices that they belonged to, were deeply ingrained in 

the culture of late Renaissance Europe. They were accessible to both the literate and illiterate, 

appeared in both physical spaces and literature, and appealed to the popular Renaissance interest 

in allegory and symbolism.  Though only consumed by the literate, the books that contained 139

collections of emblems and imprese were exceptionally popular as well. It is true that emblem 

book production in England was modest, in comparison to other European nations; the English 

did not produce nearly as many emblem books as, say, the French or Italians.  This, however, is 140

not a reflection of a lack of English interest in emblem books, but rather of a general lack of 

book publication in England. Between 1450 and 1600, England produced roughly 15,000 

“printed outputs,” while France, Italy, and Germany produced 75,000, 88,000, and 94,000, 

respectively.  It should be no surprise, then, that England also had fewer emblem books than 141

those three countries. Further, English printers in the sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries 

were not sufficiently equipped to print large quantities of emblem books, which were 

complicated because of their combination of text and image.   142

So, the lack of a high quantity of English emblem books in the sixteenth and seventeenth 

centuries does not suggest a lack of English interest in the genre. In fact, focusing only on the 

137 Evans, Rudolf II and His World, 269.  
138 Freeman, English Emblem Books , 1.  
139 Ibid., 4.  
140 Daly, “The Place of the English Emblem Book,” 5.  
141 Pettegree, The Book in the Renaissance, 357.  
142 Russell, Emblematic Structures , 126. 
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numbers--the smaller English output in comparison to the content--ignores the impact and 

popularity of emblem books in England itself. The influence of the emblematic genre on England 

is one area that this thesis has addressed.  

The impact of emblems--and the family of motto-image devices--on England was, in fact, 

substantial. Emblems first appeared in the imprese of tournaments, but quickly traveled to 

literature and other physical spaces as well. Even members of the English nobility and royalty, 

such as the Stuarts, used emblems to signify their houses. By the time of the English Civil War, 

emblems held legitimate political importance, featuring into both wars of propaganda and the 

flags that armies marched underneath. Though the number of English emblem books is quite 

small, the impact of emblems on England is more significant than many scholars suggest.  143

As a popular and influential genre deeply rooted in symbolism and allegory, emblems 

reveal how the public perceived, understood, and used popular symbols. The case of the eagle 

exemplifies how the emblem reflected popular symbolism. Symbols from the natural world often 

had many different traits, characteristics, narratives, and allegories attached to them.  The eagle 144

specifically symbolized strength, Jupiter, military, empire, and nobility. These traits coexisted, 

often even within the same book or emblem. An emblem book could feature a royal eagle, an 

imperial eagle, and a brave eagle in three separate emblems, or all in one. The eagle’s traits and 

descriptors came from a long European literary tradition that began in antiquity, and the 

abundance of eagles with these traits in emblem books indicates that the bird’s symbolic 

meanings maintained relevance in late Renaissance England.  

143 Höltgen, Aspects of the Emblem, 29. 
144 Daly, Literature in the Light of the Emblem, 43.  
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Because the symbols they used were popular, emblematists could use symbols like the 

eagle in their emblems as political tools. Specifically, emblematists could equate their patrons 

and dedicatees with the bird. In doing so, they praised and glorified the individuals to whom their 

works were dedicated. Praise was made easier through the structure of the emblem book, which 

allowed emblematists to dedicate both their entire work and individual emblems to various 

people. The popularity of emblem books also made this a more attractive option, as it was a near 

guarantee that emblem books would reach a wide audience. Emblems, then, were deeply tied up 

in the complex systems of patronage in the intellectual and scholarly cultures of late Renaissance 

Europe. Many scholars have studied the symbols within emblems; few have focused on how 

emblematists used those symbols, especially when they used them to their own advantage. This 

is another field that this thesis has sought to address.  

To conclude, we return to Claude Mignault of Dijon. In the letter to the reader at the 

beginning of his treatise, he remarks on why emblems interest him:  

Indeed how could I not be delighted by this emblematic method, which besides the 
inscription, the soul of the whole thing, embraces two elements marvellously joined and 
tied together -- picture and poetry of course, closely related arts, which explain each other 
in such a way that one is the interpreter of the other.   145

 
Mignault succinctly describes why the emblem was a popular and intriguing genre. Its 

combination of word, image, symbol, and allegory appealed to both the literate and illiterate, 

allowing emblems to at once enter the private, public, intellectual, popular, literary, and material 

spheres in late Renaissance culture. Though its reign was relatively brief, the emblem--and the 

emblematic worldview--dominated Europe in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. 

145 Drysdall, “Claude Mignault of Dijon,” https://www.emblems.arts.gla.ac.uk/Mignault_intro.html. 

https://www.emblems.arts.gla.ac.uk/Mignault_intro.html


51 

Analysis of popular artistic forms reveals how cultures processed and employed the 

symbols within those forms. In the case of the eagle emblem, emblematists understood the bird 

to be an exemplar of strength, courage, and nobility, and used these symbolic traits as tools to 

praise their patrons and dedicatees. Through the praise and glorification of the individuals to 

whom emblem books were dedicated, emblems became part and parcel of the complex 

patron-client relationships that controlled the intellectual and scholarly cultures of the late 

Renaissance. 
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