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Preface, by Carlos Perona 

 

From remote and bygone isles, the archetype of the mariner sets sail. From antiquity 

to the port of modernity he travels. His ship is ever changing—from ship of state, to church, 

to poetry.  

Higby traces that history before finding our archetype out on the maritime borders 

of modernity, in the guise of a British mariner aboard his mercantile vessel in the service 

of Queen and Country.  

And what she finds is not only an ever-transforming ship, but an ever-receding port: 

the great discovery of the modern age is that it may sail forever, and in its advance, 

dissolving the land it spies on its horizon, inverting the Apocalyptic promise that the sea 

will be abolished. For modernity is the awareness of our measuring instruments, from the 

narrative voice in fiction, able to break the fourth wall, to the technical devices by which 

we traverse oceans: 

Given the limited scope of a mariner’s knowledge of his domain … the mariner 

was encumbered by unreliable tools of navigation when sailing the Atlantic. The 

rutter books were designed to help mariners pilot their ships along the coastal 

regions of Western Europe, not to cross oceans. (113) 

And crucially, 

Tools such as the magnetic compass and the astrolabe—two of the most necessary 

and commonly used tools aboard ship—could be trusted only with caution. The 

compass was used more or less successfully in the Mediterranean, but because it 

did not take into consideration the earth’s curvature, it was inadequate for 

calculating Atlantic travel accurately. The astrolabe, used to determine latitude, 

was a reliable tool, but motion on a ship at sea altered either the mariner’s 

perception of the dial or the dial itself … Using a rutter for anything other than 

coastal sailing was hazardous because they could not provide English mariners 

reliable navigational methods for overseas travel. (113) 
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Calculating one’s course across a curved earth, negotiating one’s perception under 

conditions of continuous motion—the ancients knew of these problems, but they never had 

to reckon with them like the modern crosser of oceans. 

Can the Center Hold? 
 

Indeed, these two conditions—curvature and motion, as distinct from the static 

categories of the straight line and the still point—go a long way towards describing 

modernity, for good and ill. 

But does the straight line survive the curve, does one’s vector draw to its port, and 

does an inner stillness turn movement into ordered rotation—or do we lose the center and 

the vector altogether? 

 

Eric Voegelin summarizes the problem in his Ecumenic Age: 

Concupiscential expansion, which at the same time was an expansion of 

knowledge, was resumed with the Age of Discoveries, leading ultimately to the 

circumnavigation of the globe. From the Mediterranean oikoumene bounded by 

the Homeric okeanos, the boundary was pushed back beyond India, China, and 

America until the physical shape of the ecumene turned out to be a sphere. If one 

tries to reach the okeanos, with its Islands of the Blessed and its entrance to the 

underworld, one returns to the point from which one started. The superb irony of 

the ecumene having the shape of a sphere that brings the concupiscential explorer 

of reality back home to himself … has hardly yet entered the consciousness of a 

mankind that is reluctant to admit concupiscential defeat … this … forces the 

mystery of reality on man's consciousness with an inexorability that can no longer 

be veiled by pushing back the horizon through physical action. The consequences 

of the new state of knowledge that made the medieval image of the world obsolete 

were realized quite early in the so-called modern period. (272) 

The discoveries of this Early Modern Age of Discovery can serve us as an aid to 

contemplate the relativity of our perceptual coordinates and every contingent perspective. 

In this sense they would correspond to a spiritually apophatic formulation:  
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Regarding the global ecumene, Thomas More gently observed that all places on 

earth are equidistant from heaven; and regarding the cosmic horizon, Nicolaus 

Cusanus noted: "The center of the world coincides with its circumference.” (272) 

No particular, habitable place is the center of the earth, no created person or contingent 

perspective exhausts the divine mystery. (Of course, for the most part, the ancients knew 

the world was round, but it was now entering the collective consciousnesses as a practical 

fact.)  

A Crossroads at Sea 
 

Yet, even if there is no single center, reality does not consist of a simple, 

undifferentiated miasma: it has centers, like the poles or the sun, and these manifest the 

idea of centrality, providing our world with an ordered, harmonious structure.  

On the other hand, oceanic navigation and the impact of there being no univocal, 

discrete center on the earth’s surface began suggesting to the human mind that what is 

fundamental in reality is its relativity, its arbitrariness. It is for this reason that the sea is 

generally a symbol of instability and idolatry in the Bible.  

From this radical disenchantment, the will towards order would have to impose that 

order on an otherwise chaotic cosmos, marshalling extreme, coercive means. Otherwise, 

one could forfeit such a will and embrace the entropy of it all. Thus, the eventual growth 

of modern totalitarianism and postmodern relativism, Behemoth and Leviathan 

respectively, in their negative guise.  

In this latter ethos, the mandala-like vision of the whole earth as an angel-lifted 

kerchief shown to St. Peter in Acts, that epiphany in which human apprehension receives a 

map of the whole, has been lost. There is no longer a sense of the coherent, blessed whole. 

The period treated by Higby, however, and especially the sources she cites, such as 

Spenser, are not collapsible into either the edifying or corrupting potentials of modernity. 

Given that her analysis concerns the period of the rise of Anglo-Saxon hegemony (albeit it 

would take a few more centuries to be consolidated), we may read her as exploring the last 

gasps of that modernity which might have been, during the birth of that modernity which 

actually came to be (I would argue that the modern project would ultimately be helmed by 



  

11 

 

 
sinister hands, albeit its good works grew and continue to grow like wheat among the chaff). 

Indeed, Northrop Frye writes of a period following that which Higby focuses on, that “it 

would have been possible, even in Blake’s time, for a nation’s imaginative energies to 

become centripetal and national rather than centrifugal and imperial” (211).  

In Blake’s portrayal of the poet Milton’s postmortem return to England, the 

departed artist finds that:  

European civilization is on the point of subsiding into a phase of metropolitan 

imperialism … On the other hand, “The whole extent of the Globe is explored,” 

and sharp limits are being set to further centrifugal expansion. (211) 

These limits have yet to truly come into force, and Voegelin, for his part, saw clearly that 

modern ideologies posed their own source of “further centrifugal expansion,” albeit Blake 

prophesied this as well: 

What Milton sees first of all is war, and a promise of more and bigger wars. But 

he also sees that there is, for the first time in history, the possibility that the entire 

human race will consolidate into a unit, that out of warfare and trade rivalries 

some kind of international law and commerce will eventually be born. 

If the potential to transform and rectify modernity, and specifically to turn Britain away 

from her imperial excesses and back towards that unfallen “Albion” of which Blake writes, 

then it was so in the sixteenth century, as well. We may say that this was so theoretically 

and in terms of the ideas Spenser and others were articulating, even if, de facto, the 

Elizabethan project was compromised at its core.  

Odyssey, or Lost at Sea? 
 

The ambiguity of these two possible modernities manifest in the rise of the explorer 

as gentleman. His merit in acquiring competence in the necessary disciplines of astronomy, 

mathematics and so on, allowed him access to a status which rigid class structures may 

have precluded before national prestige required the daring and acumen of just such a 

person. 

And yet, the pirate and a merely mercantile mentality also came to the fore, together 

with the corresponding erosion of certain noble elements of the pre-modern ethos: 
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England’s developing mercantilism conducted on the seas provided new 

challenges to the ideology of the court. Gentlemen, merchants, and vagrants 

inevitably rubbed elbows aboard ship primarily for the purpose of commercial 

exchange. Therefore, the image of Elizabeth as “the wide ocean’s empress,” best 

exemplified in Gower’s Armada portrait, provides a salient but problematic 

reflection of power: the portrait is superficially romantic, but upon closer 

inspection betrays mercantile interests, connecting commercial power with a new 

emerging national identity. Although images of ships remain in the background of 

the portrait, those ships and their mariners foreground the means of Elizabeth’s 

power: her merchant marine. (102) 

Therefore, 

By identifying herself with her mariners, Elizabeth had inadvertently 

acknowledged an egalitarian quality to her court. For seamen were neither landed 

gentry nor unskilled labor, yet they possessed social and political distinctions 

granted to them through their professional affiliation. Seamen were shareholders 

of the ships they served and since they were financially invested, they had 

different kinds of freedoms and responsibilities … the English mariner held a 

privileged position by the sixteenth century … The legal and financial freedoms 

the mariner enjoyed opened routes of social mobility that increased the possibility 

of multiple helmsmen to emerge, which in their multiplicity undermined the 

image of the helmsman as an authorial voice. (102, Italics mine) 

The vita activa of the navigator as cultural authority (replacing the mere scholar, or older 

models of the helmsman) can represent a fall below the Ancien Régime, or else a way to 

rise above its calcified strictures. Modernity can rectify a calcified pre-modern order or 

usher in a kind of social entropy.  

Writes Higby, referring to Bacon’s Advancement of Learning:  

Bacon’s philosopher becomes not only a navigator but also a globe-maker of the 

intellectual world … [he] elevates the navigator ideal to prophetic heights by 

comparing his activity to that of the Creator himself. He imagines the philosopher-

navigator as a type of Maker, who imitates the sun’s celestial movement and 

purpose by filling the darkness with light by investigating areas of nature never 
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before examined but now made possible by circumnavigation … The navigator 

who in his ship “carrieth riches and commodities from place to place, and 

consociateth the most remote regions in participation of their fruits,” has left in his 

wake a path to true knowledge, and it’s the kind of knowledge that transforms 

men into kings. Whoever has this knowledge achieves the ideal of the vita activa, 

he becomes his own ruler. (234) 

This reminds us of the ‘kingless race’ from certain alchemical treaties. Of course, from 

Odysseus to the Ship of Fools, a ship’s captain was often understood to be the king of his 

own seafaring realm.  

The way Bacon approaches this figure, however, prioritizes the qualitative and 

external over the quantitative and internal. The navigator ends up representing the loss of 

aprioristic truth, direct intuitive awareness, contemplation: 

Bacon draws on the navigational arts to illustrate … truths about knowledge: first, 

that knowledge is always progressive and collaborative; second, that knowledge is 

enhanced by the mechanical inventions; and third, that it becomes effective only 

when rendered operative through precise and uniform use of language. (218) 

All the same, the presence of the king and references to the (admittedly, in some ways 

problematic) figure of Solomon in Bacon emphasizes that the modernity of the utilitarian 

navigator is inverting traditional symbols and could therefore be put the right way around, 

so to speak.  

The complexity of technical knowledge involved in transoceanic voyage, as well as 

discovering a fourth continent distinct from the three which structured the medieval mind 

(corresponding to the three sons of Noah, for example), destabilized older categories and 

epistemic canons.  

Writes Stephen Gaukroger in Francis Bacon and the Transformation of Early-

Modern Philosophy: 

In writers outside the context of humanism, we can find a rejection of the classical 

tradition and an emphasis on many of the elements that Bacon will take up: above 

all, observation and experiment. One area in which this was particularly 

pronounced is geography, where the limits of classical writings have become very 

obvious in the voyages of discovery of the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries. (107) 
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For Bacon, this seems to mean that knowledge itself is able to guide the will, which 

anticipates a merely instrumental, calculative reason whose only telos is further 

accumulation (a dangerous, economically hypertrophic compulsion that reminds us of 

Plato’s warning vis Atlantis, that it failed to bare its prosperity with moderation): 

When Bacon claimed that “the commandment of knowledge is yet higher than the 

commandment over the will,” he elevated the wisdom of the natural philosopher 

over the orators’. Where true knowledge resides, the will is not involved; no 

persuasion is necessary, no prodding of emotions, impressing of images, or 

strategic arguing. To Bacon, knowledge of an objective kind which demands little 

interpretive intervention best directs the will. Leaving behind the traditional 

apparatus of learning, and following in the example of the navigator, Bacon’s 

natural philosopher becomes the authoritative guide of the future, the guardian of 

culture, and the model of excellence for the vita activa. Indeed, the only way to 

survive this new world of Bacon’s making, this perpetual voyage of learning 

where intellectual authority is a chimera invented by mathematicians and poets, is 

to become like the navigator. (235) 

Thus, the repudiation of medieval Aristotelianism, the championing of skepticism vis our 

senses (and, we might add, lethargy vis arguments from first principles). As William Eamon 

explains in Science and the Secrets of Nature: 

The repeated references to the “secrets of nature” in seventeenth-century scientific 

literature should not be dismissed as mere rhetoric. Far from being a mere 

hackneyed metaphor … [it] indicates a fundamental shift in the direction of 

natural philosophy … the idea that the mechanisms of nature were hidden beneath 

the exterior appearances of things—was the foundation of the new philosophy’s 

skeptical outlook … The unaided, undisciplined senses do not reveal reliable 

information … All the dogmatic pronouncements of scholastic philosophy were 

but chimeras … The rejection of Aristotelian natural philosophy’s naïve 

empiricism … was one of the premises underlying the “Baconian sciences.” (395) 

Instead of “secrets” as arcana or mysteries, qualitative entities, final causes, we get a parody 

of this:  
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The thrust of the new philosophies was to explain all physical change in terms of 

the motions of insensible particles. Manifest qualities became “secondary 

qualities” … they were considered to be the effects of occult causes. 

For Baconian science, then, the microcosmic discovery of particles corresponds to 

macrocosmic discovery of continents.  

Such a project, some might argue, ended up with no direction but that of forward-

momentum (economic accumulation, political absorption, knowledge accrual) and has now 

landed us nowhere, no-where, Utopia, with More’s Raphael Hythlodaeus, “dispenser of 

nonsense.” We rely on the figment of social perfectibility while continuously producing 

tighter, more technical, instruments of control, which is consistent with what Gaukroger 

writes concerning how “Bacon’s claim that knowledge is power … should in fact be read 

as a claim about power, about something practical and useful … The model is not Plato but 

Machiavelli” (16). 

Like Odysseus, modernity’s navigator is at sea, variously shipwrecked, like a 

scattered Trojan or the Israelites, he awaits his promised land. Whether the experience of 

category-destruction represented by modern and postmodern through will yield an 

understanding of what is essential, in order to return to solid categories, coming to port, 

like a genuine Odysseus whose voyage was ultimately a homecoming, is the question now 

facing us.  
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Introduction 

 

 The Reverend William Watts, an early seventeenth-century translator and editor, 

appended a letter addressed to the students of the University of Cambridge to the 1633 

edition of The Strange and Dangerous Voyage of Captain Thomas James. In fashion with 

the times, Watts encourages the students to be less reliant on textual authority and Aristotle 

and more dependent upon skeptical inquiry. The letter itself provides an example of how 

to conduct such a new protocol: Watts’s points are supported by references to New World 

discoveries that invalidate Aristotelian natural philosophy. For Watts, it was important to 

encourage the students to question traditional sources of wisdom and to impart a sense of 

the self as searcher:    

YOV nobly-witted, and ingenuously-studied Academians: whose excellency in all 

kinds of learning, all forraigne Vniuersities doe admire, and none atteine vnto. I 

here present you a Voyage to Cholcos, though not the Golden-fleece with it: the 

Searche, I meane, but not the finding; of that so much talkt of, so often sought for, 

North-West Passage, and neerer way into the South-Sea. That, wherein so much 

Time and Treasure haue beene expended, so many braue Spirits employed, and 

yet none discouered. Perchance, there is no such Passage to be found:  . . . For 

mine owne part, I suppose that the Philosophers stone is in the North-West 

Passage. My argument for it is, For that theres so much Philosophy in the way to 

it. (“To the venerable Artists and younger Students . . Cambridge University”) 

Captain Thomas James's voyage to the Hudson Bay suffered the same fate as many of the 

early navigators who followed in Frobisher's wake to find a passage to the Indies: failure, 

shipwreck, isolation, and dissension among the crew. If Watts was hoping to advertise the 

fruits of discovery, The Strange and Dangerous Voyage is an odd selection. It is completely 

absent of new discoveries. But as Watts indicates in this opening paragraph of the letter to 

the students, James's voyage highlights navigation as a method of learning that is valuable 

in itself.  He stresses that the search alone contains more potential for encountering truth 

than reliance upon established authority. The way to knowledge, taught by Early Modern 

navigators like Captain James, is more important than the possession of knowledge; it is 
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enough that these modern-day Argonauts return from the edge of the world, with or without 

the Golden Fleece, so long as they prize the search over the finding. Such voyages as 

James's are valuable, “For there's so much Philosophy in the way to it.”  

Watts kept current with advancements in natural philosophy. In the letter, he 

mentions contemporary French philosophers Sebastien Basson and Pierre Gassendi by 

name. He probably also read the Novum Organum (1620), published seven years earlier, in 

which Francis Bacon selected the navigator’s ship as a metaphor to describe the disposition 

of the modern scholar. For Watts, navigation was the arcanum of perfectibility, regardless 

of a voyage’s failure. Despite his misgivings that the Northwest Passage exists at all—

“Perchance, there is no such passage to be found”—Watts encourages his readers to covet 

the enterprise of empirical studies as valuable as the alchemist who searches for the 

"philosopher's stone."   

 William Watts proposes what I refer to as a pedagogy of navigation, captured in the 

image of the scholar as a navigator. He calls these students to assume their places in the 

world as navigators who will crown their university learning from the bow of the figurative 

ship of knowledge and, equipped with mathematics and astronomy, engage the world with 

curiosity, courage, skepticism, and discipline. Such virtues, Michael Wintroub argues, 

belonged to the “new man” who exercised “particular patterns of behavior, attitude, 

cognitive skill and cultural disposition” demanded especially by those men who went to 

sea.1 For this class of people, “epistemic theory, cognitive style, and the hands-on practices 

of collecting, ordering, making, and doing were coterminous with acts of social and cultural 

distinction” (111). By the end of the sixteenth century, navigation had emerged as 

representative of an epistemological approach soon to be the hallmark of academic 

excellence. 

 Watts’s strategy of situating the pursuit of an academic career within a maritime 

semiotic can be understood both as a reflection of Britain’s ne-found confidence as a sea 

 

1 Michael Wintroub examines one sixteenth-century French ship captain’s interpretation of the 
Roman motif of the new man to argue for this new man’s reemergence in the Early Modern period. 
Navigators such as Jean Parmentier rose in distinction because they possessed useful knowledge 
which was rapidly becoming a socially legitimate source of worthiness and authority. See “The 
Translations of Humanist Ship Captain: Jean Parmentier’s 1529 Voyage to Sumatra,” 111-114. 
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power, as well as an extension of a rhetorical tradition linking noble and worthy pursuits 

with figurative seamanship, represented in the helmsman. For over a millennium, political 

rhetoric of philosophical, poetical and catechetical varieties used an image of the helmsman 

to explore questions of authority, types of knowledge, and qualities of leadership. 

Helmsman is the Germanic-English translation of the Latin gubernator, a term that 

compared leadership of the Republic to the virtues of piloting a ship. The Helmsman was 

literally “he who steers the ship” but for over a millennium had been used to refer to the 

orator, whose words served as tools of agency within an agitated sea of an unpredictable 

and often unruly demos or republic. Out of traditions formed in the works by Aegean and 

Roman dramatists, philosophers, and statesmen, the helmsman was a purely metaphorical 

figure who often served as a means to query the relationship of authority and knowledge to 

power.  

As a university educated Protestant preacher, Watts has this helmsman tradition at 

his fingertips; but as a reader of contemporary men of science, Watts nimbly redirects the 

cultural value of the helmsman onto an actual navigator, Captain Thomas James, as a model 

for imitation. The question Watts’s letter raises, which begins this study, is how the 

navigator comes to replace the helmsman as a figure of authority, and what new 

possibilities the navigator brought to conceptualizing cultural power.  

Watts’s letter represents a celebration of a revolution in epistemology that evolves 

out of English maritime development during the sixteenth century, a revolution that is at 

the heart of my exploration. I examine how Atlantic navigation intervened in a rich 

maritime motif affiliated with philosophical and theological literature by challenging, and 

surpassing, the authoritative claims of discursive knowledge. I look at the emergence of a 

new identity found in the navigator who becomes an exemplary model of university 

learning, the consequence of which is observed in the discovery of the scientific method 

and development of a new cultural hero. 

Navigators: A Distinct Class of Mariner 
 

The novelty of Watts’s praise for the students is best understood in respect to recent 

developments in navigation which gave the craft an air of nobility and erudition. To be 
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clear, the term itself, from the Latin word ‘navigant,’ had long been in use before the 

sixteenth century. The first navigation instructional manual from 1561 acknowledges this 

fact: “here doo I not say that Navigation is not a thyng of antiquitie. For we reade that in 

the olde tyme, the Argnonanti sayled to Colchos” (Cortés, Epistle Dedicatory, Aii.v). But, 

as Watt’s points out, Cortés notes a difference between Jason-the-navigator and the 

contemporary mariner, distinct from his forebearer by his use of the earth’s magnetism, 

celestial declination, charts, and instruments. This new navigator had to learn new 

technologies, like the sextant, the cross staff and sea card revisions that were always in flux 

to meet the new geographical data accruing during the Age of Discovery. Richard Eden, 

one of the earliest translators of navigation science, implores the user of technology to 

knowe and take the altitude of the Sunne, to knowe the Tydes or ebbying and 

flowing of the Sea, how to order theyr Cardes and Compasses for Navigations … 

the making of Dyalles, both for the day and for the nyght, so certayne, that in all 

places they shall shewe the true hours without default and have likewise declared 

the secret propertie of the Lode stone (Eden, Epistle Dedicatory, CCi.v). 

Sixteenth-century navigators were conceptually different from Cicero’s notion of “poor 

men of humble birth” who “sail across the seas to shores they have never seen before” (Ver. 

2, 252-253), and historically distinct from the holy romantic figures like St. Brendan in the 

Navigatio Sancti Brendani Abbatis. Technology and new knowledge had changed the 

experience of being at sea, and consequently changed the figurative possibilities of the 

helmsman along with it.  

The novelty of the new navigator was apparent in English documents in seafaring. 

‘Navigator’ was not a term in regular English use in the sixteenth century, and 

contemporary maritime texts used ‘pilot,’ ‘seaman,’ ‘sailor’ and ‘mariner’ interchangeably 

to describe this profession.2 ‘Mariner’ in particular was a general label that could apply to 

the full scope of the shipboard community, from deckhand to expert. Ship lists from 

Willoughby’s expedition of 1553, for instance, catalogue mariners at the very bottom 

 

2 The OED lists 1580 as the first published use of the word navigator, but as I show, variants were 
in circulation well before then. 
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(under cook, cook’s mate, and carpenter),3 whereas ‘mariner’ is how Lucas Janszoon 

Waghenaer refers to the navigator in Mariner’s Mirrour (1588).4 Titles from navigation 

instruction manuals such as Safeguard of Sailors (Norman, 1584) and Seaman’s Secrets 

(Davis, 1594) indicate the nomenclature from past ages was used to accommodate the 

navigator, even while these terms also named those seafarers without navigational 

expertise.  

‘Navigator’ comes from Hispanic port and university communities and was 

marginal in English use until mid-century when navigation and the ‘navigant,’ as the 

seafaring expert was called, entered the public sphere and began appearing in official 

English maritime documents.  

Take, for instance, the Ordinances of 1553 referring to navigation. In the thirteenth 

ordinance, Sebastian Cabot referred to crew members as navigants.5 The English had their 

own terms, lifted from the French, to distinguish offices performed at sea, such as pilot 

major, master gunner and boatswain, but apart from their duties performed on the same 

ship, these were also unified by the promise, collection, recording of and demand for new 

knowledge, the care in which it was transcribed and made legible to others.6 These 

navigants, as Cabot describes, were expected to  

daily write, describe, and put in memorie the Navigation of every day and night, 

with the points, and observation of the lands, tides, elements, altitude of the sunne, 

course of the moon and starres . . .  to conferre all the observations and notes of 

the said ships, to the intent it may appeare wherein the notes do agree and wherein 

they dissent, and upon good debatement, deliberation, and conclusion determined, 

 

3 See Waters, Appendix No. 4 The Art of Navigation in England in Elizabeth and Early Stuart 
Times, Part Three, 511. 
4 As one of the premier navigational achievements of the century, Lucas Janszoon Wagenaer’s 
Spieghel der Zeevaert (1584) is translated by Anthony Ashley not as the English cognate 
“seaman’s’ but rather as the ‘mariner’s’ mirror. 
5 See Waters, “Ordinances of 1553 referring to Navigation,” Appendix No. 4, 509. 
6 Waters reproduces the personnel details of the Bona Esperanza, Edward Bonaventure, and Bona 
Confidentia, ships belonging to Sir High Willoughby’s Arctic expedition within the occupational 
lists as written in 1553, of the “mariners and officers according to the custome and use of the Seas.” 
See The Art of Navigation, 510-511.  
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to put the same into a common leger to remain of record to the company. (Cabot, 

7th Ordinance) 

In Stephen Borough’s Petition for the Creation of the Office of the Pilott Maior from 1562, 

‘navigant’ is used to distinguish regular mariners, pilots, from the “perfect mariners.” 

Borough insists that the office of Pilot Major would “gevithe occasion to make perfect 

mariners wheras otherwise the navigantes shold have remained in their accustomed 

ignorauncye” (513).7 While it is uncommon to find the term ‘navigator’ in first-generation 

nautical publications, the term was fully adopted by the end of the sixteenth century, 

attested by William Barlow’s Navigator’s Supply (1597), an important work on the 

advantages of using iron instead of steel for compass accuracy. 

The Spanish and Portuguese experience of navigation shaped the English 

perception of maritime excellence during the last half of the sixteenth century, giving rise 

to a new, proto-science-based nobility. It is with this in mind that this study refers to the 

contemporary sixteenth-century English mariner exclusively as a navigator. The semantic 

contrast with ‘mariner’ helps foreground the singularity of the navigator’s achievements 

while allowing me to retain important historical and conceptual distinctions.  

For clarity’s sake, this study uses these two terms to differentiate the seamen of 

prior ages (mariners) from the seamen of the sixteenth century (navigators) for whom 

traditional methods of sailing could no longer provide safe passage. Mariners practiced the 

art of pilotage, or coastal sailing, a craft performed by keeping land in sight, repeated 

shipping routes, coastal features and seabed textures. As Kurt Eric Douglass summarized, 

“a pilot’s knowledge was largely, so to speak, grounded on the ground. Land was both the 

destination that they sought and, insofar as they sailed for the most part by visual reference 

to land, the means by which they achieved it” (140). Alternatively, navigators studied 

navigation “to attempt long and farre vyages to discouer unknowen lands and Ilandes” 

(Eden, Epistle Dedicatory, CCI.r). New World voyages bridged long distances and required 

the mariner to move beyond his grounded arts by learning to rely on other visible and 

invisible means for orientation for which he had to become proficient in mathematics and 

 

7 Borough. “Petition for the Creation of the Office of ‘Pilot Major’.” The Art of Navigation, 513. 
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astronomy in order to interpret. In the words of Ulrich Kinzel, the navigator developed a 

“form of orientation under the condition of complete deterritorialization” (34). The 

confluence of geographic and intellectual expansion, oceanic navigation, erudition and 

social distinction alongside developments in technology, mathematics, and cosmography 

made those who practiced Early Modern navigation unique in respect to their maritime 

forebears. 

Theoretical and Historical Considerations  

 
Much recent work in literary criticism has prepared the way for my study. As 

recorded in the collections of Richard Hakluyt and Samuel Purchase, navigators performed 

a spectrum of duties that impacted culture so much that literary scholars now regard the 

English navigator as a pivotal figure when studying literary works of national importance. 

Since the publication of Stephen Greenblatt’s Renaissance Self-Fashioning, historians and 

new historicist critics have examined the discovery narrative alongside canonical literary 

texts to query the relationship between maritime expansion and national identity expressed 

through literary forms. Nation building is seen as being done through the pen and not the 

sword, a thesis that informs Richard Helgerson’s discussion of Hakluyt in Forms of 

Nationhood, and Geoffrey Knapp’s attention to the campaign surrounding Virginia tobacco 

in An Empire Nowhere. Their research has shown that considering Spenser’s Faerie 

Queene alongside Hakluyt’s Principals of Navigation or Ralegh’s Discovery of Guinea 

helps to explain generic shifts and stylistic choices as politically charged and responsive to 

contemporary affairs. Scholars such as Mary Campbell and Mary C. Fuller in their 

respective studies, The Witness and the Other World and Voyages in Print, make discovery 

narratives central to their query into an authorial ethos. For Campbell, the discovery reports 

form the crux on which a literary genre comes into being, a new narrative voice: the 

personal “I,” distinct from traditionally sanctioned authority or power. The discovery text 

exposes the rupture in what Jonathan Sell calls, in Rhetoric and Wonder in English Travel 

Writing, the “mutual conceptual system,” caused by the introduction of new facts that 

challenged current beliefs (30). 
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Campbell's conclusion that discovery narratives brought new value to the literal (as 

opposed to the connotative) register of language is complemented by Anthony Pagden’s 

European Encounters with the New World. Burdened with the struggle to legitimize their 

reports, he argues, New World writers used the rhetorical technique of “autopsy,” which 

Pagden claims influenced plain prose style. Pagden, and later Mary Fuller, acknowledge 

the valuable role the discovery narrative played in the cultural shift toward prioritizing fact 

over fiction, experience over precedent, and prose over poetry.   

Discovery Literature verses Navigational Manuals 

 
The cumulative impact of the research performed by historians and new historicist 

literary critics has secured a place for the discovery narrative in Renaissance studies and 

has proven the political value of the Early Modern English mariner as explorer, trader, and 

colonizer. Their research helps to explain the relationship of New World discovery to the 

emergence of the mariner as a figure of authority.  As a complement to scholarly work in 

discovery literature, my study takes navigational manuals instead of discovery narratives 

as primary source material. Discovery narratives have their own stories to tell, with long 

histories of literary conceits and patterns that evolve from centuries of travelers’ reports on 

strange and wonderful lands. These reports focus on what happens after a ship makes 

landfall, after a crew disembarks. Generally speaking, discovery or travel narratives are 

concerned with the production of knowledge that results from contact with land and natives 

at the end of a voyage, whereas manuals place value on the navigational art itself. Focusing 

on the navigational manuals provides a window through which navigation is seen as a way 

of knowing, an approach to knowledge at a time when the scientific method is only just 

beginning to be worked out.  

As English merchant and court interest in American resources grew, so also did 

England’s demand for skilled sailors increase, and demand for accurate manuals for 
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oceanic navigation. Since they are an outgrowth from this period,8 such manuals provide 

valuable insight into how the craft of navigation was viewed and they speak to new cultural 

possibilities, despite their sparsity from critical literary studies from this period. 

Surveys of the history of the genre of technical writing tend to group navigational 

tracts with those of geological surveying, military science, medicine, and agriculture. 

Elizabeth Tebeaux, in demonstrating the contribution of technical manuals to seventeenth-

century plain style, categorizes them as “consistently” exhibiting “precise, impersonal, 

utilitarian style" (156). Her observations are true but reductive and lead the reader away 

from the unique and interesting contributions the navigational manuals make. These 

manuals are in fact wide-ranging in tone, topic and form. Susanna De Schepper’s doctoral 

dissertation, Foreign Books for English Readers demonstrates the challenges of drafting a 

bibliography of this type of literature, especially in terms of English contributions. On the 

one hand, they are works of wisdom, imbued with prayers, poems, and aphorisms; on the 

other, they are collections of charts, formulas, maps, almanacs, and definitions. The 

manuals make it clear that the art of navigation was a combined effort between God and 

man. Undoubtedly, for sailors at sea, during the night, in cloud cover, a verse from scripture 

could be just as valuable as any piece of technology.   

Tebeaux’s assumptions, however, are justified if we consider the presence of long, 

ornate prefaces; in that way the manuals are typical. But even there, the prefaces contribute 

to my examination of the Atlantic navigator’s unique potential as a literary trope. While it 

is unusual to find Early Modern books printed without epideictic addresses, the boasts made 

in the prefaces to navigational manuals are gratuitously self-serving. Most claim superiority 

for their craft not only to other arts but to the art of letters, to oratory. The bulk of the 

navigational manuals printed in England were published from 1555 to 1598, also the same 

 

8 Portuondo defines the navigational manual as a “uniquely Spanish cosmographical genre” that 
appeared at the beginning of the sixteenth century in 1519 with the publication of Martín Fernández 
de Enciso’s Summa de geographia que . . . trata largamente del arte de marear (49-50). Also see 
Kinzel, 31. 
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time that English as a literary language was being debated.9 Scholars from the public 

grammar schools to the Queen’s court took part in this debate, and some of that energy can 

be read in the navigational tracts as a battle between the words of rhetoric and the numbers 

of the mathematics that made Atlantic navigation possible. 

Considering that the sixteenth century witnessed a revolution in nautical equipment 

and navigational methods, and that this age also witnessed the emergence of English as a 

poetic language, was there a relationship between the two? Unlike the discovery narratives, 

which in their fusion of literary entertainment and practical function attempted to reproduce 

for the reader an experience of “New World” contact, navigation manuals offer neither 

story nor narrator. They do, however, offer method; they offer instruction on how to 

manage an unpredictable system in flux.  

Like the discovery narratives, the navigational manuals were frequently published 

and widely disseminated. Preliminary research suggests they were digested by counsellors 

and men of letters.10 Navigational manuals were numerous; they were read and updated by 

members within and outside of the mariner community and they were patronized by 

members of the court—Thomas Lodge and William Gerard, for example—some of whom 

also supported coterie poets. Robert Cecil, Charles Howard, and Cardinal Walsingham are 

among this group. If we grant Lisa Jardine’s thesis that new technology was displayed as a 

sign of prestige, money, and power, we must also conclude that the novelty of each new 

edition of a navigational tract, promising the perfection of method and the latest 

cartographic information, attracted buyers and found its way into the libraries of literary 

men (13-18). 

 

9 In his introduction to The Triumph of the English Language, R.F. Jones actually dates the years, 
1575-1580, which witnessed a turning point for the English language’s progress from barbaric to 
eloquent, years which overlap with 1553-1588, when England transitions from novice to expert in 
the art of navigation (Waters, The Art of Navigation, 48).  
10 English navigational manuals were dedicated to monarchs, members of court and powerful 
patrons of the noble classes who had economic and political interest in advancements, particularly 
since a ship’s safety was directly proportionate to accuracy of information and refinement of on-
board technology. This argument is also made by Portuondo in Secret Science when she addresses 
the eagerness with which wealthy patrons and royalty awaited the newest publications of 
navigational knowledge (55-58).  
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New historicists with an eye toward expanding Greenblatt’s original thesis of 

tracing the history of the emergence of the individual are responsible for laying the 

foundation for a project such as mine. My study grants their assumption that New World 

discovery inspired epistemological changes that influenced the aesthetic and literary 

realms. It further builds upon their methodology of looking at the influence of social and 

political circumstances. But the anthropological orientation that characterizes most of this 

field of research is not part of my focus.   

Sea as Psychic Space 
 

Over the last few decades, critical debates in Early Modern studies pertaining to 

New World literature have shifted to include the sea as a physical and psychic space 

alongside the new technology oceanic travel inspired. Max Cohen’s book Technology and 

the Early Modern Self devotes attention to sixteenth-century navigation as a technical 

discipline that conferred certain “powers, traits, virtues, and qualities” to Early Modern 

individuals (6). Cohen builds on the scholarship of Lisa Jardine and Anthony Grafton, who 

in the 1990s speculated that things, and not ideas, had transformed the world of learning. 

Cohen grounds his thesis in the relationship between technology and selfhood in the 

classical concepts of poiēsis and technē. These are terms which themselves channeled both 

inspiration and anxiety, but when linked to new devices like the reflective mirror, gun, 

printing press, and compass, they also come to signal self-fashioning.   

Cohen’s study is representative of a new interest in objects, or object theory, which 

extends to maps and the science of cartography. Current scholarly trends have determined 

that Early Modern cartography brought with it a new dimension of knowing. Spatial 

organization representing empirical, geographic data replaced symbolic representation; 

territory took the place of story, a substitution which left an imprint on the imaginative 

literature of the age. The most recent contribution to this scholarship has been made by 

Donald Kimball Smith in The Cartographic Imagination in Early Modern England, a study 

concerning “the way printed language reflects a spatial aspect, with the new means of 

imaginative organization and manipulation enabled by mapped precision and objectivity” 

(10). His book therefore provides a cross-disciplinary experience for the reader where maps 
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inform the depiction of the “worlds” in literary works from the Renaissance.  In his 

discussions of texts like Digby 's Mary Magdalene or Spenser’s Faerie Queene, he reveals 

the fruitful tensions created when two conceptual systems come into conflict. 

My exploration makes similar observations, but I take Cohen’s methods and extend 

them to include the other equipment used by mariners, both the mechanical technology and 

the instructional books written to perfect their navigation. The new demand for oceanic 

navigation inspired an empirical understanding of the sea that challenged symbolic 

representation. My project therefore also considers texts which frame the age of discovery 

over the course of a hundred years because, to different degrees and purposes, these 

competing conceptual systems find their place in Tudor and early Stuart writers.   

 

The work of Cohen and Smith furnishes a theoretical justification for my project, 

but Patricia Fumerton’s case study of a seventeenth-century mariner, Arthur Barlow, is part 

of the critical discussion to which my project will most substantively contribute. She brings 

a “sea-based focus to the recent army of scholars interested in cartography” (108). Her 

book, Unsettled: The Culture of Mobility and the Working Poor in Early Modern England, 

is a three-part treatise that examines the conditions of the “mobile poor” of seventeenth-

century London to postulate a theory of Early Modern subjectivity, best expressed through 

the growing population of itinerant workers, especially seamen. Although Fumerton’s 

study relates to material a century after the period in focus here, her successful combination 

of discourses, of the literary and hydrographic, provides a model I hope to follow. In her 

examination of one mariner’s journal, she convincingly argues that the conditions of being 

at sea can influence rhetorical strategies. My study examines the sixteenth-century 

navigational manual as an arena that opens the possibility for the navigator to emerge as a 

rhetorically powerful figure. 

Navigation’s Aesthetic Possibilities 
 

The navigational manuals may seem an unlikely source for literary analysis, but 

even without marvels or heroes they are aesthetically engaging. These were books on 

navigation, an art that already had metaphoric application to all human life. There is 
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aesthetic potential in the evolving practice of navigation and these manuals show how 

modern navigation expanded this metaphor beyond the storm-and-calm motif that 

dominates the rhetoric of the maritime semiotic. In the sixteenth century, navigators broke 

boundaries and traveled through uncharted waters where interpretation was disparate and 

contingent. They exposed the task of reading the world as personally demanding, complex 

to the point of being inscrutable, but absolutely necessary as the world looked westward. 

The Strange and Dangerous Voyage of Captain Thomas James, mentioned at the 

beginning of this introduction, largely takes place on the ocean. The tract records very little 

‘new’ knowledge recorded: there is no interaction with natives, no new languages, no 

reports of natural resources to contribute to the data brought back from other English 

explorers. For this reason, Watts downplays Captain James as an explorer, merchant, 

tradesman, and discoverer. The reader understands him as a navigator, a designation which 

is a notable departure from other terms which subsume the mariner into a colonial 

discourse.  

Navigators, as they are depicted by Richard Hakluyt, are servants of the 

commonwealth, and in some cases become gentlemen, proving themselves to be capable 

of crossing class boundaries. How does their fluid status alter what it means to be a cultural 

servant? How do they affect aesthetic norms? The navigator was, quite literally, an outsider 

to an inscrutable oceanic world, which represented unorthodox and sometimes dangerous 

forces. But, for as much as he resembled classic literary figures like the wise fool, or the 

Platonic ‘helmsman,’ the new navigator virtually had to turn his back on natural philosophy 

as an interpretive tool for his oceanic world.  

The navigator was so outside the scope of the rhetorical tradition that his usefulness 

as a figure of alterity was questionable. How could his mastery of new technology speak to 

ancient guidance systems? How could he admonish, or offer moral advice? I seek to answer 

these questions and to chart the emergence of the navigator as the new cultural helmsman 

who displaced the orator as the authoritative figure and moral guide for the modern age. 

 

*  *  * 
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We proceed in two parts:  

● Part I focuses on the literary mariner and explores the ways in which 

navigation impacted the maritime motif;  

● Part II focuses on the linguistic and epistemological crisis that navigation 

brought to the literary arts. Together, they stress the role navigation played 

in redefining how knowledge was conceptualized.  

 

Overview of Part I: Literary Seas and Ships: The Poet’s Mariner  
 

Part I begins with an overview of the three chapters that initiate my argument 

relating the historic event of English navigation to the English art of letters. Within the span 

of fifty years, England dominated the seas. It was a culturally defining turn of events that 

could not have been foreseen in 1561 when the novel concept of the ‘navigant’ entered 

English usage. English navigation led writers to consider ways navigation altered the 

imaginative possibilities of ships and seafarers conceptually present in literature that had 

for centuries defined philosophical, religious, and poetical discourses.  

The prologue to Part I provides context in terms of definitions and scope. As a way 

of understanding the human condition, the maritime motif found in various discourses is 

intuitively accessible and thereby accounts for the ubiquity of the figurative ship. 

Nevertheless, the seas, ships, and sailors that support the conceptual thalassocracy 

originated in the actual experience of Mediterranean societies that were geographically, 

culturally, and economically defined by the sea. Because literary ship imagery sprung from 

lived seafaring experience, my method traces the evolution of three ships in particular, the 

Ship of Faith, Ship of State, and Ship of Poetry, from their antique origins through their 

reinterpretation by sixteenth-century English writers, when navigation impacted the 

figurative cadence of ships, helmsmen, and seas.  

 In Chapter One, I discuss the Ship of the Church and its derivative, the Ship of 

Faith. Biblical stories, Medieval homiletics, maps, and artwork reflected the sense of 

human life as a voyage through the seas of the world to the port of heaven, usually 

emphasizing the fragility of the ship, the mercy of God, and the waywardness of the soul. 
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The allegorical power of the Ship of the Church, explicated in St. Augustine’s theology and 

Dante Alighieri’s Divine Comedy, gives way to the Ship of Faith during the Protestant 

Reformation, a noteworthy shift in the maritime motif that offered some secular play, 

evident in the late Medieval “ship of fools” productions by Sebastian Brant and Alexander 

Barclay. Both Das Narrenschiff (1494) and the Ship of Fools (1509) parody the ship of 

faith, but Barclay’s poem demonstrates how the maritime motif changes when confronted 

with material realities of a maritime nature. This chapter aims to show that Columbus’s 

discovery and the geographic realities it revealed put pressure on the religio-maritime 

allegory to reconceptualize the role of the sea, and those who populate it, in the economy 

of salvation.  

 Chapter Two is concerned with tracing development of the Ship of State from a 

philosophical ideal to a practical model of politics by examining relevant Greek and Roman 

texts. Although the political dimension of the motif originated in Homeric epic, it became 

the guiding principle for the way oratory was practiced in the assembly in first-century 

Rome. The Ship of State dominated how political philosophy was conceptualized, 

especially regarding the qualities and purpose of the gubernator whose knowledge, 

experience, and eloquence was best fitted to guide the Republic. In the sixteenth century 

however, the actual navigator emerged as a political foil to the political helmsman. By 

reviewing a history of the motif, I hope to show that the age of discovery brought the new 

world navigator into conflict with the literary helmsman who for centuries had 

monopolized the image of political leadership. After accounting for the function of the Ship 

of State, this chapter discusses texts written within the first twenty years of discovery, a 

cluster of literary and non-literary works that reveal efforts to distance the real mariner 

from the literary one: Columbus’s logs, Vespucci’s letters, and More's Utopia. Columbus 

and Vespucci both voice frustration over the pressure of meeting the expectations of literary 

men, complaints also played out in More’s Utopia regarding the role of the civil servant.  

Literary men protected Europe's cultural treasures, primarily composed of books 

which fed the philology that dominated Oxford and Cambridge curricula. However, the 

humanist impulse to uncover and reconstitute meaning by returning to origins was not an 

option for the navigator, who despite the absence of scholastic training had unseated the 

wisdom of the ancients from the bow of a ship. The discovery of the new world put 
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navigators and men of letters at odds with each other and the conceptual systems in which 

they moved. There ensued a battle over “truth” regarding which art best serves the 

commonwealth, one that can be observed in the Utopia. 

 Chapter Three investigates the Ship of Poetry as a counterpoint to the Ship of State. 

Emerging during the decline of the Roman Republic, the poetical ship was an extension of 

the political ship, as it provided an indirect and less confrontational medium for social and 

political critique than the senatorial assembly. The Augustan poets especially drew 

attention to the poet’s capacity to act as the cultural helmsman. They used their voices to 

query political authority while testing the limits of language as an art form. The Ship of 

Poetry concentrated on allaying the poet’s labors with the mariner’s way-finding, viewing 

words as seas that called forth the seafarer’s expertise as a craftsman. In this chapter, I aim 

to demonstrate that this aspect of the motif emphasized the mariner’s method of progress 

as the most essential component to the metaphor. The way-finding implicit in the Augustan 

poets becomes the pedagogical backbone for Quintilian’s Institutes of Oratory, a work 

which had enormous impact on the humanists’ educational ambitions. Through Quintilian, 

the teacher of oratory became the helmsman. As I argue, this model, combined with 

England’s navigational successes in 1580’s, provided writers from this period the 

opportunity to refigure the art of navigation as a means of legitimizing knowledge, moral 

virtue, and cultural value. In particular, I examine the narrative design of Book I in 

Spenser’s Faerie Queene and in Prefaces to Hakluyt’s Principal Navigations to show how 

the ancient motif was repurposed through navigation to reflect a paradigm shift in 

knowledge and in the identity of those who could authorize it. 

In sum, Part I focuses on the literary antecedents of the ship motif inherited by the 

English Renaissance in order to demonstrate that the historically determined event of 

navigation brought a new and different signifying power to the maritime motif. Through 

the works of Barclay, More, Spenser and Hakluyt, I intend to show how the ship motif 

reflected changing attitudes brought through navigation that foregrounded the individual’s 

capacity to authorize knowledge, while reviving and expanding the republican notion of 

vita activa to professions beyond that of warrior or scholar.  
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Overview of Part II: The Art of Navigation 
 

Part II examines the event of navigation as the catalyst that forced a lasting divide 

between the sciences and the arts. As navigation was being introduced to English 

merchants, scholars and courtiers, writers promoting the art of navigation struggled to find 

the right arguments needed to convince readers of the value of navigation. The story told 

by the writers of navigational manuals reveal an aggressive defense for their art that used 

the weapons of rhetoric to their advantage.  

Lisa Jardine, in Francis Bacon and the Art of Discourse, reminds us of what the 

humanists of the sixteenth century knew: all the arts had their “grammars” (30). This 

observation is borne out in the navigational manuals with their emphasis on definitions and 

rules for practice. But the grammar of navigation extended beyond the general applicability 

of the term. Navigation had its own language, as the lists of definitions found in the manuals 

testify. A mariner needed competency on a linguistic level to both read and interpret signs 

and to communicate his observations, and in later years John Smith, in his book Sea 

Grammar (1625), dedicates a chapter to demonstrating how sailing jargon is essential for 

survival. Navigation had its own grammar, its idiosyncratic ways to actualize, define, and 

interpret the oceanic medium. According to Antonis Balasopoulos, the condition of being 

at sea creates a “shift in perspective that radically transforms the import of visible or legible 

signs” (128), drawing attention to the difficulty of orientation or knowing one’s place, on 

the globe or on a map, due to the inadequacy of the tools of the navigator and the inconstant 

condition of the oceanic environment. These difficulties were handled through a language, 

a grammar, unique to navigation which began in the latter half of the sixteenth century as 

writers struggled to define the art of navigation according to legitimizing strategies 

sanctioned by rhetoric. Although Smith’s Grammar is well into the future of the time frame 

of this dissertation, it displays how English rhetoric as taught and theorized in the sixteenth 

century continued as the architectonic of navigational discourse well into the next century.  

Part II begins with Chapter Four, which concentrates on the paratextual material 

published in navigational manuals where defense strategies deliberately position the 

navigational arts in opposition to literary arts. Here my discussion of the debate between 

men of letters and navigators is resumed, but with attention shifted to the navigational 
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manuals where this debate was an expressed concern since both rhetors and navigators alike 

justified their arts on the basis of their cultural contribution. Kevin Dunn, in Pretexts of 

Authority: The Rhetoric of Authorship in the Renaissance Preface, explains that there is a 

relationship between the proliferation of prefatory material in books and sixteenth-century 

interest in the commonwealth. Dunn’s critique can be observed in many of the prefaces 

which invoke the superiority of the art of navigation to provide for the commonwealth, 

praise the virtues of the English mariner, and subordinate other professions. Similar 

prefatory habits are to be found in technical manuals for other arts. Even so, these criteria 

for prefatory material—the choice between principium or insinuatio, the choice of 

exemplarity—provide a field for exploration important to my project.   

An overview of the navigational manuals reveals that their authors deviated from 

the prefatory practices used in discovery narratives. The discovery narratives are legendary 

for their use of familiar exempla: legendary Greeks, Romans, kings, knights, and Biblical 

heroes assure the reader of the continuum of values bridging the old world with the new, 

while providing interpretive guidance. But in the navigation manuals, classical exemplars 

are replaced by references to contemporary events, books, and people. By invoking recent 

or contemporary mariners (and their books), the prefaces promote a habit of self-

authorization that would have been useful, ultimately, for widening the gap between 

navigators and poets, while complicating the question of what purpose rhetorical practices 

served—truth or morality? Humanism fostered habits of learning in which “man is trained 

not to discover reality but to manipulate it” (Lanham 4), however the demands of reading 

navigation manuals formed a different kind of reader, one capable of participating in 

knowledge creation. Chapter four examines how navigation presented a field of learning 

that strained against humanist models of reading and writing, which in turn altered the 

discourse surrounding the vita activa.   

In Chapter Five, my analysis looks to the contributions from three individuals, John 

Dee, Philip Sidney and Francis Bacon to consider how mathematics, poetry, and 

philosophy are reconsidered in respect to developments in the art of navigation. Each of 

these men sought to integrate changing attitudes toward learning that empowered the 

knower as a maker, a concept directly rooted in navigational discourse. Francis Bacon’s 

new philosophy in particular demonstrates an enthusiasm for navigation as both the 
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practical means by which his philosophical ends are achieved, and as the emblem of 

intellectual advancement, position him as the capstone of my project. While the maritime 

conceit is pronounced in his later works, I examine the Advancement of Learning of 1605 

to highlight specific links between navigation and changing definitions of science and how 

it is conducted. He holds up navigation as a model for new knowledge acquisition which 

in turn promises political, economic, and cultural power.  

In sixteenth-century England, the age of exploration led to an unprecedented 

dependence on mastery of the sea in order to realize the ambition of empire. New lands 

were being discovered, strange cultures were being confronted, and rivals were trying to 

outdo each other in conquering lands and peoples. During this time, those who could 

reliably guide ships, who had once been considered on the same level as laborers, 

fishermen, and peasant farmers, rapidly rose in social status to become favorites of royalty 

and to command power on their own. Along with this social transition, the mariner-as-

navigator entered the imagination of the educated classes as an icon for the fundamental 

paradigm shift in methods of learning.  

From the most ancient past, conceptualizing civic action and moral development as 

a sea voyage reinforced a tradition of learning that bound authority to the orator. My 

hypothesis, based on the historical confluence of navigation and English poetry in the 

sixteenth century, is that the navigator replaced the orator as cultural helmsman. This 

represents a significant shift since, by redefining what it means to be at sea, the navigator 

reforms what it means to be a learner, interpreter, and agent of culture. 
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PART I 

Metaphorical Seas and the Age of Navigation 

 

Until the sixteenth century, most English mariners occupied their own coasts, and 

when they went to sea, it was to the inland sea of the Mediterranean: the sea of the Bible, 

the great romances, and the lyrical poets, a sea elastic enough to suggest a spectrum of 

meanings ranging from religious and civic to emotional states. The pre-modern 

cartographical sea and Mediterranean topoi together provided the dominant sea-scape for 

actual and figurative mariners, but cosmologies also addressed the presence of the western 

Sea, or Ocean. The two seas, separated by the Straits of Gibraltar, defined different 

conceptual spaces. As an inland sea, the Mediterranean occupied a central space on a map 

as part of the oikumene. It was familiar in that regard and provided for the practical 

maintenance and administration of Greek and Roman societies. Yet as Sebastian Sobecki 

argues in his book, The Sea and Medieval English literature, classical and Biblical 

traditions infused this sea with multiple meanings through which the act of seafaring could 

appear both sanctified and damnable (27-33). As far as topology is concerned, the 

Mediterranean was both blessed by God and a portal to the abyss (34-36). 

 

Sea-Space of Idolatry and Christian Conversion 

 

The western Ocean formed a different kind of threat. Pictured as an elemental rim 

around the known world, ancient historians and geographers from Herodotus, Strabo, and 

Pliny handed the Elizabethan world theories of environmental determinism as well as 

evidence of monsters and unnatural phenomena. During the Middle Ages, ideas about the 

ocean corroborated the moral dubiousness of the Christian sea which was home to 

Leviathan, the testing ground for wayward souls like Jonah, and punishment for 

faithlessness, as in the drowning of Pharaoh’s army.  
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If, according to the Bible, the waters and the seas, together with the land, are deemed 

good in God’s original design (Genesis, 1-7), then through Exodus (15:4), water is a chaotic 

substance swallowing up the sinner, its instability being analogous to that of idolatrous 

worship. The image of commanding water by God’s permission, as when Moses parts the 

Red Sea, then, is a corresponding image for overcoming instability (leaving Egyptian 

tyranny behind). Indeed, the third century, Christian writer (possibly pseudo) Hippolytus 

of Rome writes in the Philosophumena that some Christians took the Red Sea to refer to 

blood, making the Mosaic parting into an image for dominating the body’s instincts. 

This anticipates Christ’s walking upon the waters, which is a figure for the 

transformation of idolatrous nations into solid ground through conversion (we may also 

think of the giant angel in John’s Apocalypse, with one foot on land and one on the waters). 

We may also consider Jonah’s ordeal is a type for the captivity of Israel among 

gentile nations, as well as the three days of death and descent to Hades undergone by Jesus. 

Here, the waters and sea creatures are repeatedly used to symbolize pagan idolatry (whose 

wages are death) in the Bible. Crucially, this period of captivity is propitious and conducive 

to the conversion of the pagans, for, in the case of Jonah, his surviving in the belly of the 

whale causes a group of gentiles to praise God, and he eventually gets to Nineveh, where 

he converts the people.  

Ezekiel (47) furnishes us with the prophetic image of the temple bringing life to the 

Dead Sea by pouring forth fresh water (presumably to compensate for the latter’s excessive 

salinity). The Dead Sea, we should recall, is taken to be the product of the sinful cities that 

were reduced to salt in the days of Lot (including Sodom and Gomorrah). Lifelessness and 

‘sea’ are the product of sin and judgement, whereas renewal through fresh water flows from 

the temple (which Christians took as a type for Jesus and the side-wound which flowed 

with water and blood). It is in these terms that we may understand the idea that the sea will 

be abolished in the new earth coming about in John’s Apocalypse.  

“The western sea,” Sobecki asserts, “had no end, or its limit lay out of reach, and 

only a resolute ship could breach the unknown” (30). Such images profoundly influenced 

new world exploration (Small 321-323). We find evidence of this in some of the 

navigational tracts, as in Sebastian Munster's Cosmographia (1550), and Thomas 

Blundeville's Brief Description of Universal Maps and Cards (1589), which provide 
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warnings against the possibilities of navigating an ocean—plagued by beasts and elemental 

confusion (323).  

The Early Modern period appropriated ancient and biblical notions of the sea. It 

inherited Greek conceptions of the ocean as the elemental perimeter around the ecumene, 

as well as the Biblical Sea of instability and spiritual danger, but infused these with 

Christian grit. Early moderns went forward with the idea of overcoming and even 

transforming these dangers, ‘evangelizing’ them, so to speak (indeed, evangelization was 

precisely the result of contact between Europeans and the Americas). The ways in which 

such a notion of ‘the waters’—and the spiritual transformation this implies—gives way to 

a modern, empiricist notion of mastery over nature; a running theme in what follows.  

Part of my argument depends upon distinguishing the navigator as an emerging 

professional who is historically configured by challenging the restrictions of the western 

ocean; therefore, it is necessary to qualify these two repositories of Mediterranean and 

Atlantic in order to identify the navigator as a new voice emerging in sixteenth-century 

literature. The Atlantic is the medium that brings the professional and practical art of 

navigation into contact with a body of ideas, sometimes romantic and sometimes 

threatening, about the sea and sea travel. No matter if they were real or imagined, planetary 

threats and sea monsters continued to be sources of anxiety up through and beyond the 

sixteenth century, and mariners, meanwhile, could not survive—as romantic or saintly 

figures—by floating in the Atlantic basin waiting to be fortuitously shipwrecked. They had 

practical responsibilities, foremost among them to create methods of travel that could be 

accurately repeated, for purposes of trade, national security, and sovereignty. To this end, 

all crew members were pressed to keep detailed records of their experiences as 

demonstrated in Sebastian Cabot’s ordinances mentioned above. They were responsible for 

producing navigational manuals that enabled readers to know their location and orientation 

in the physical world while at sea.  

Through their particular knowledge of the natural world and the methods they used 

to govern it, English navigators became allies to the Moderns in their attacks on the 

Ancients partly by destabilizing the allegorical coordinates that governed the two seas. At 

the end of the century, the art of navigation had set the navigator in tension with the mariner. 

After all, the prudence and routine which characterized pilotage, and the self-knowledge, 
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prayers, and moral precepts which enhanced sailing aids had little in common with the 

navigational expertise required from Frobisher, Drake, and Hawkins.  

Popular maritime topoi inherited from classical and Christian literature suggest that 

assimilation of this new figure should have been easy, substituting one seafarer for another, 

the navigator for the mariner, since the maritime metaphor from classical and Christian 

culture had always been hearty, malleable and responsive to shifts in the politics of power. 

However, the actual navigator and the navigational art he practiced presented challenges to 

the familiar maritime lexicon. The Atlantic navigator’s command of the actual seas set him 

apart from the mariner who fished the coasts, traded with France and fought the king’s 

wars, as well as from the helmsman of religious and philosophical discourse. It was by 

virtue of his role as navigator that he gained consequential recognition.  

After providing an overview of key developments in the ship motif, I demonstrate 

how English writers used the mariner conceit to query claims of authority. The subjects of 

study here are figurative seas, the ships of Church, State, and Poetry, all of which present 

maritime topoi relevant to political discourse in the sixteenth century. We will see how the 

advent of navigation affected how writers Barclay, More, Spenser and Hakluyt refigured 

the mariner conceit to imagine a new kind of hero. Part I shows that the rise of the navigator 

as a cultural icon at the end of the century was both a seamless extension of a very old and 

familiar topoi, and also a radical disruption of the notion of the cultural helmsman.  

Part I proceeds first by defining some terms relevant to the topic under discussion. 

In the years preceding the Age of Discovery, the actual mariner occupied a very different 

cultural space from the figurative mariner found in poetry, sermons, and other artifacts. 

Distinguishing between literal and figurative mariners will clarify the contributions from 

both in the configuration of a new seafaring motif.  

The Medieval Mariner and His Seas 
 

To begin, we must acknowledge that the conceits that informed English religious 

and political discourse stood in stark contrast to her actual relationship to the sea. English 

maritime identity prior to the sixteenth century was predominately aesthetic and 

metaphorical. Demographics, according to Ian Friel, confirm that very few people living in 
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England during the early Middle Ages had firsthand experience of the sea: largely an 

agrarian culture, only a minority of the British population during this period lived by the 

sea, and even fewer of them left the shores to go to sea in a ship (167). Environmentalists 

who study the history of human impact on the seas confirm the relative absence of English 

people fishing the seas by noticing that in comparison to Mediterranean communities, their 

appetite did not include much seafood.11 So reluctant were the English to venture away 

from coastal safety that they adapted foods such as beaver and sea birds to skirt the religious 

obligation to abstain from meat during Lent and holy days.12 Sebastian Sobecki argues that 

the Norman Conquest may have turned the English against the sea, since continental Anglo-

Norman aesthetics portrayed seafaring in foreboding terms (55-56).13 Despite its 

significance as an island, England appeared to have had little interest in seafaring.  

Nevertheless, English aversion to the sea did not mean the sea didn’t permeate their 

cultural identity.14 As Sobecki claims, the English were interested in the ocean as a medium of 

artistic merit, and he proceeds to analyze an historical spectrum of authors ranging from the 

eleventh century through the late fifteenth century whose writings reflect a rich, imaginative 

English seascape.15  

 

11 Noted in Bolster, The Mortal Sea, who claims that after 1000 A.C.E., “Western European’s new 
orientation to sea fish . . . marked a dramatic turning point in their relationship with the sea.” 23. 
Unlike their Mediterranean, particularly Roman, predecessors, early Medieval English 
communities ate primarily freshwater fish and eels. 24-27. Also see Bailey, et al., “Historical 
Ecology of the North Sea Basin: An Archaeological Perspective and Some Problems of 
Methodology,” 215-241, and Perdikaris, 192-199. 
12 Bolster, 27. See also C. Anne Wilson who points out in Food and Drink in Britain that English 
prelates made the exception based on Pliny’s Natural History (book 8, 47) where waterfowl and 
aquatic mammals could be loosely defined as fish. 
13 Sobecki, in addressing twelfth-century changes to artistic approaches to the sea, argues that 
England’s subjection to Norman rule precipitated an inward, landward, gaze. 55-56. 
14 Sobecki points out that as early as the fourteenth century, English monarchs were assuming titles 
directly linking them to the sea, as in “king of the sea” (151). English absence in the Atlantic does 
not imply English ignorance of all matters pertaining to ships and sailing, a topic addressed in detail 
by Cheryl A. Fury in The Social History of English Seamen. 
15 Sobecki’s analysis in The Sea and Englishness in the Middle Ages is a helpful corrective regarding 
the critical history of English medieval literature, which has under-appreciated the force of this 
age’s nautical imagery. However, the latency of England’s entry into the actual ocean remains 
unchallenged. 
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This is not to say that the English were ignorant of sailing and ships. For centuries, 

English mariners represented one of the more powerful guilds in London. The mariner was 

trained to read physical markers, such as coastlines, stars, tides, currents, or wildlife for 

orientation. He possessed special knowledge of maritime natural environments and knew 

how to judge distances between ports and memorize the location of safe harbors along the 

English Channel, the Irish and North Seas.  

Maritime historian Karel Davids presents a sketch of the medieval mariner through 

his research into the English seaman’s social and political organization. This mariner was 

literate, if only on a rudimentary level. He had to read and write rutters and because his 

business involved negotiating with tradesmen from other cultures, he understood the Laws 

of Auleron, signed and wrote contacts and was often proficient in several languages (147-

150). He had to be ingenious when his cards, compasses, and astrolabes proved unreliable. 

Furthermore, his job was secure. He was more consistently employed, had more respect, 

ready cash and social mobility than his peer-tradesmen: the plowman, carpenter, miner, 

and hired man. Other maritime historians Timothy Runyan and F. W. Brooks agree with 

Karel that mariners enjoyed such privilege due partly to their relative independence from 

the monarchy and the merchant marine.16 Wage scales and legal safeguards were put in 

place to protect mariners, as were mariner’s hospitals and retirement homes (149). During 

the fifteenth century, mariners had negotiating power since they were vital to English 

economic welfare and national security.17 Nevertheless, despite the economic and political 

advantages enjoyed by the English mariner, this mariner failed to attract literary attention. 

The mariner motif, as imaginatively understood, remained largely framed by the Classical 

and Christian literature that had determined its meaning for centuries.18 

 

16 See Davids, especially 150-158; Brooks, 234-246; and Runyan, 1-17. The merchant marine was 
mostly composed of soldiers who knew little about seafaring. 
17 See Runyan on the rising importance of common mariners due to the Hundred Years’ War fought 
in the fourteenth century, where the English had to frequently cross the channel (5). 
18 There is one exception: Chaucer’s Shipman. In the Canterbury Tales, the Shipman proves the 
point made above, that English mariners were literate, spoke another language, and had numerous 
responsibilities. 
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But with the introduction of Early Modern navigation in the 1560s, maritime topoi 

began to change. Unlike his maritime predecessors, the navigator worked with university 

scholars and nobility to advance geography, astronomy, and mechanical technology. As 

co-creators of cartographic knowledge and navigational instruments, they became the gate 

keepers of a new cosmography. Speaking of the oceanic mariner’s experience, Kinzel says, 

“navigation answers the event of landlessness” (34), an observation just as applicable to the 

cognitive world through which they travelled, absent of guiding wisdom from the past. The 

navigator found himself as curator and steward of inconvenient facts that humanists with 

their classical learning could not accommodate. The navigator was well on his way to 

becoming a true helmsman, and in the meantime blurred the distinction between actual and 

metaphorical registers by virtue of his occupation as a seafarer. 

Nevertheless, the metaphorical seamen, seas and ships provide the drama of the 

maritime conceit and understanding their use informs the brief survey below. Some limiting 

of the motif is necessary, and the survey opens the way to the ship-subjects which are 

germane to this study: the Ships of State, Church, and Poetry and their application in 

sixteenth century writings. 

 Figurative seas resist easy definition. The seas of Arthurian legend or of St. Brendan 

pose challenges quite different from those of epic tradition,19 which are different from the 

seas of Christian homiletics. All possess possibilities and obstacles that figure into the 

maritime motif as a whole, producing various metaphoric ships and helmsmen. Sometimes 

the seas overlap, as for instance in the case of St. Brendan’s voyage, which can be qualified 

as both a sea of faith and a sea of romance.  

The complexity of categorizing figurative seas is compounded by the diaphanous 

character of literary seas to represent both literal and figurative dimensions at once. On the 

 

19 The legends of St. Brendan and King Arthur share the topoi of the “enchanted boat” so vital to 
literature of romance. However, as pointed out by Sobecki, while the stories share the device of 
ships set adrift upon seas, the purpose and orientation of the drifters change the topoi considerably 
(2008, 21-25). Cultural changes to England, and subsequent changes in literary tastes, complicate 
this reduction even further. David Quint locates a central difference between romance and epic 
literature as found in the function of the enchanted boat. In epics, the boat digresses away from a 
predetermined end; in romance, destination is endlessly deferred. Epic and lyric distinctions imply 
open or closed sea conditions (179). 
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one hand, there are clearly recognizable figurative seas, like those of Roman statesmen and 

renaissance sonneteers. On the other hand, there are also voyages that are part of the 

narrative, such as those of Odysseus, Noah, or St. Paul, which nonetheless also provide an 

arena for heroic or salvific transformation. To speak of figurative seas means also to 

consider the distinctions between the Mediterranean Sea and the Western Ocean, both of 

which possessed unique genetic histories although they often assumed the same conceits: 

for example, to Horace and Ovid, any voyage, in the sea or ocean, carried the stigma of 

impiety and foolishness. In contrast though, early cosmologies reflected in Homer and 

Hesiod suggest that each watery body communicated different degrees of transgression. In 

sum, whether adapted by romance writers, prelates, statesmen or poets, seas were imbued 

with endless possibilities. To quote Sobecki, “there is no single attitude toward the sea in 

classical literature” (51). 

  Philip E. Steinberg raises the point that to speak about the seas at all is to speak of 

them metaphorically, since all sea knowledge is mediated through the limited lens of human 

vision and experience (157). All else is speculation. But Steinberg’s observation should not 

deter from the worthwhile pursuit of essentializing some of the figurative narratives in play 

during the age of Early Modern navigation, since these narratives provide the foundation 

and optional variants for a new narrative to emerge.   

 From very early in Greek culture, the sea was viewed as ungovernable, obedient 

only to the gods. According to Hesiod’s Theogony, the seas responded to the will of 

Poseidon who ruled independent of his brother Zeus, who was otherwise king of the gods.20 

In Homeric epics, the unruly behavior of the mob and the Achean army is compared to 

damaging ocean waves that could undo the work of civilizations (Bork 25). Hans 

Blumenberg’s essay “Shipwreck with Spectator,” a query into the psychic similarity of 

philosophical reflection to seafaring, synthesizes the most resonant voices from Hellenic 

 

20 I am admittedly omitting the complex array of sea gods present in the Theogony. Oceanus, Pontus, 
Nereus, Proteus, Phoreys and Thaumas each represent different aspect of the sea. Poseidon is 
mentioned because his fraternal connection to Zeus protects his authority over this element. For 
more discussion on sea gods, see Greene, 432-35.  
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and Latin cultures to confirm a consensus on the sea from the classical world: the sea 

represented the sphere of the “unreckonable and lawless” (8).  

Building on legends that positioned the sea waters as remnants—and reminders—

of primordial chaos, in the Theogony as well as the account of creation from Genesis, the 

poetical impulse extrapolated lessons from the creative act: without an intervening power 

to arrest movement, impose restraint, and give form, the world could not exist. In ancient 

literature, the power of God, or the gods, against the pandemoniac waters manifested itself 

as the exercise of human knowledge, virtue, prudence, and prayer against a variety of 

“seas:” intelligence against a sea of ignorance; love against a sea of passion; will against a 

sea of apathy; faith against a sea of evil; truth against a sea of falsehood. Against these 

chaotic seas, for instance, Greek poet philosophers Alceus, Aeschylus, Sophocles and 

Aristophanes21 reinforced their definitions of civil and moral agitation in terms of the 

seaworthiness of a metaphorical ship, a figuration that infused meaning into sea conditions, 

ship construction, helmsman, and crew.22 

 

21 Since the days of Heraclitus (first century), Alceus’ fragments 326 and 6a have been read as 
examples of allegories, representing tyranny as a stormy sea and the tyrant’s subjects as a fearful 
crew. For Alceus, recourse for safety is found by waiting out the storm, “in the middle” of the ship 
(Frag 208 1-5). Cited in Dougherty, 141. Aeschylus, Seven Against Thebes, 795-96, “Our city is in 
smooth water and even with many / assaults of the waves, has not taken on water.” Sophocles, 
Creon: Antigone, “Gentlemen: I have the honor to inform you that our Ship of State, which recent 
storms have threatened to destroy, has come safely to harbor at last, guided by the merciful wisdom 
of heaven” (Scene I, 19-20), expanded by Haemon in scene 4, 83-85, “Make your sheet fast, never 
slacken, --and over you go,” to predict the consequence of Creon’s unyielding style of governance. 
Aristophanes’ play, The Wasps, in an explicit criticism of a dysfunctional Ship of State, evident 
through the slave character of Sosias. Cited in Dougherty, 142. 
22 It is generally assumed that the Ship of State originated with Horace (see Thompson, 167), 
possibly because of Quintilian’s interpretation of this image in the Institutes. Bork, however, 
uncovers the origin in the poetic followers of Alcaeus. See Bork, 65-69. By Horace’s time, the ship 
of state, and other figurative ships, were so far advanced that critics then and now have challenged 
Quintilian’s interpretation. See Anderson for the evolution of the exegetical history of the motif in 
Horace. Athens, situated as both a maritime power and as the proverbial headwaters of Western 
literary tradition, certainly contributed to the popularity of the motif. Athenians historically owed 
much of their cultural and military power to the protection and service provided by its ships, 
especially during the early fifth century, when historical events from earlier centuries confirmed 
ships as an inextricable part of Athenian identity. See Dougherty, 130-133. Although seafaring had 
been part of Greek identity long before the fifth century, Dougherty’s discussion on ship imagery 
from this century is particularly useful for examining the interplay between material and imaginary 
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The Poetical Ship 
 

The ship motif was popular partly because the themes it generated required little 

knowledge of actual seafaring to be understood. To say ‘the lover is like a storm-tossed 

ship’ needs little imaginative work to conceptualize the condition of being in love as 

extremely treacherous. Just as a lover desires to be eternally embraced by the beloved, 

protected against the forces of passion and mortality, the seafarer approaching the harbor 

is impeded by winds and waves—which by their nature are unpredictable and 

uncontrollable, their force varying in strength and size. In a storm, the sailor’s visual aids 

are clouded or invisible, leaving him disoriented and aimless, just as the lover who gives 

up reason or becomes prey to a beloved’s deceit.  

General knowledge guarantees to the motif some stable elements that structure the 

imaginative work the image performs: helmsman, ship, and pilotage contend against 

external forces like rocks, wind, waves, and darkness.23 These elements can be combined 

in ways to depict different types of threats, alongside more specific references to the 

material realities of seafaring. Catching wind in sails or laying anchor, considering the 

conditions, could just as easily destroy a vessel as provide her with safety. A ship could 

founder as easily from poor caulking or woodworm rot as it can from colliding with unseen 

rocks or being overwhelmed by waves. Infection, mutiny, and plague could also render a 

vessel helpless.  

The complexity of running a ship allowed the motif to constrict and expand 

according to a writer’s vision. For example, in Horace’s Ode 1.14, torn sails—incapable of 

channeling wind for propulsion—indicate the helplessness of the beloved to reach her 

lover; a surfeit of bilge water threatens to sink Cicero’s republic (Cataline, 1.2); Erasmus’ 

Catholic Church needs an expert helmsman to hold the course of the faithful over the 

contemptuous seas of the world (De Contemptus Mundi, 119).  

 

realities. She references Herodotus, Thucydides, and Sophocles to illustrate how seafaring and ships 
became part of Athenian identity and hence evocative of Athenian ideals. 
23 A thorough list of vehicle-tenor relationships can be found in Bork 104, 108-109. 
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 Clearly the ship was an attractive vehicle for querying the nature of personal 

agency, stability, authority and the ability to guide oneself as well as others. This is the 

point of Vito’s examination of the helmsman within Italian Renaissance poetry through 

which he finds that “literary representations of the helmsman,” from Dante through Tasso 

“interconnects means and ends, implies skill [which] can be significantly applied to 

manifold disciplines” (Chap. 2). Multiple contingencies frequently encountered by sailors 

in terms of weather, competence, mutiny, disease, war, or piracy, brought the ship motif to 

life as a comprehensive analogy to human anxiety in general, and its various uses were not 

lost on Greek, Roman, or medieval writers who found themselves adrift in seas of cultural 

change. Ultimately though, while the dramatic energy of the motif drew from the condition 

of being on an unsteady ship in a perilous sea, success or failure of a voyage was the 

helmsman’s burden to carry. 

 Because of the ease with which the ship motif can be conceptualized, there is a 

tendency to dismiss it as a stable trope when actually the ship and its constituents varied 

considerably according to how a culture valued the condition of being at sea. English 

writers prior to the Norman conquest, as Anglo Saxons, engaged the sea with enthusiasm 

and respect, and as Sobecki has shown, the sea for them was a place governed by God and 

a place for miraculous encounters; the Anglo-Normans, in contrast, feared the sea as 

Roman and Christian culture had taught (25-39). How one perceived the sea impacted how 

the motif was used in political and religious discourse: Where is safety to be found, who is 

the right guide, and when does predictability become a liability, and instability an asset? 

Only a seasoned mariner knew whether to head to harbor during a storm or to seek safety 

out at sea. The ship image, contingent upon a helmsman, perennially queries the extent to 

which human intervention can influence, even possibly master, public and personal 

dimensions of life marked by turbulence.  

During the age of navigation in Tudor England, roughly spanning the years 1561-

1599, the maritime community had to reckon with a formidable body of literary ships and 

seas to refigure navigation in the popular imagination. Three ships, the Ship of Church, 

Ship of State, and the Ship of Poetry stand out as reflecting facets of the motif that are 

primarily concerned with how the helmsman’s agency influences the success or failure of 

a figurative journey.    
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Ship of Church, Ship of Faith, Ship of Poetry 
 

To further clarify, these three figurative ships are defined by the possibility for 

affective navigation, which cannot be said for other ships important to the Renaissance, 

like the Ship of Romance or the Ship of Love. The Ship of Romance is found on a sea of 

romance that serves as a space of drift; a sea upon which to exercise agency violates the 

nature of the venture. The conditions of drift are associated with the consequence of exile, 

penitence, or mere accident. David Quint is careful to define these seas as non-heroic in his 

seminal Epic and Empire where he declared the sea of romance as a digressive agent, 

serving in the interest of an unexpected encounter. This accounts for romance elements in 

discovery narratives in which writers who valued way-finding as discovery, turned to these 

literary resources for exemplum (Goodman 56-60). However, the sea of romance as a 

literary trope undermined the principle of the helmsman, which involved delivering 

humanity from the uncertainties of fate. Although prose romance may have provided “a 

vocabulary for describing travel and travelers in sympathetic, even heroic terms,” it 

countered the deliberate and controlled ethos of the navigational enterprise (Fuchs 82). The 

seas of Romance may have served travel and discovery writers, but they did not provide 

any insight for the writers of navigation. 

 In contrast, the Ships of Church, State, and Poetry strongly suggest that discordant 

seas are responsive to the right proportions of virtue, knowledge, faith and eloquence, and 

can be mastered by a well-built ship and a good helmsman; indeed, regarding the Ship of 

Faith, even more agency is credited to the helmsman, since shipwreck was virtually 

impossible so long as the helmsman—God, St. Peter, the Pope, or the individual soul in the 

state of grace—sets his course for Heaven.   

 Part I does not attempt to present any comprehensive list of the ship of 

state/church/poetry tropes, assuming any is possible. While there are a number of recent 

scholars who, with me, seek to better understand the ship as a dynamic motif in relation to 

historical contexts, only one, Roger Brock, has attempted an evolution, and it is limited to 

the ship of state (53-67). Sufficient to its purpose, his work does not warrant repetition here. 

My goal in Part I is to survey the rhetorical work performed by the sea and ships as they 

were conceived prior to the age of navigation, particularly in their religious and political 
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contributions, and show how navigation influenced writers to reimagine a different kind of 

helmsman.  

The navigator was a new figure in the Renaissance, and the navigational enterprise 

of the sixteenth century called for a reevaluation of the sea and humanity’s relationship to 

it. Renaissance writers who used sea imagery had to reckon with this novel figure by 

refiguring the maritime conceit. I will show this in three chapters: 

1. Ship of Church, from Cyril through Augustine and into the Reformation, refigured 

through Barclay’s Ship of Fools  

2. Ship of State in Plato and Cicero, refigured through More’s Utopia   

3. Ship of poetry, refigured through Spenser’s Faerie Queene and Hakluyt’s Principal 

Navigations 

I have chosen to discuss the topoi out of chronological order because writers in the Early 

Modern period had the heritage of the Christian ship ready at hand. Historically, it was the last 

variation to appear, but it was thoroughly absorbed into the rhetorical tradition of the Middle 

Ages and remained dominant during the Renaissance. Rediscovery of ancient Greek and 

Roman texts, which came late to England, brought a secular appreciation to the motif which in 

turn offered new ways to figure the Christian mariner.   

  



  

48 

 

 
Chapter One 

Religious Barks, Ships of Fools and the London Polis 

 

The literary seas most familiar to the age preceding Columbus were religious. This 

holds true as much for the actual seas that the Psalm’s holy mariners sailed as it does for 

the figurative seas occupied by the soul and the human community.24 Published in the Book 

of Common Prayer (1552), the prayer below provides some insight into the popularity of 

the Christian habit of imagining the soul at sea: 

 Almighty and everlasting God, Who of Thy great mercy didst save Noah and his  

family in the ark from perishing by water; and also didst safely lead the children 

of Israel, Thy people, through the Red Sea...wash them, and sanctify them with 

the Holy Ghost; that they being delivered from Thy wrath, may be received into 

the ark of Christ’s Church and… may so pass the waves of this troublesome 

world. 

In some of the earliest exegetical works from the second century onward, the seas infiltrated 

the foundations of Patristic theology, noticeable in areas where Christian analogs were 

drawn from secular Roman literature, particularly Virgil’s works. From the fourth century, 

Constantine popularized Virgil as a Christian visionary, and Augustine repeatedly drew 

parallels between his own wanderings and those of Aeneas.25 Schooled in the pagan system, 

these early theologians, who were converts like Tertullian, Clement of Alexandria, Cyril of 

Jerusalem, St. Augustine and St. Cyprian, already possessed a concept of human existence 

as being-at-sea and of civilization’s survival as dependent on mastering the seas. The long-

 

24 Sebastian Sobecki’s chapter “Almost Beyond the World” elucidates various, and oftentimes 
contradictory, notions about the religious significance of the ocean. One the one hand, the waters 
were the abyss, the “oceanus dissociablis;” on the other, they were a symbol of divine infinity. In 
either case, to attempt an oceanic crossing meant challenging creation as well as mounting “an 
assault on the axioms of faith itself.” See Sobecki, 2008, 88.  
25 See O’Connell for a general overview of Augustine’s portrayal of conversion as a sea journey 
precedented on Homer and Virgil; See O’Meara, 30-41, for a detailed explication of Augustine’s 
dependence on Aeneas’ adventures for the purpose of developing a notion of the soul as a seafarer. 



  

49 

 

 
standing Greek appreciation for the civic and dynastic protection offered by ships,26 

reinvigorated in first-century BCE by Roman writers Virgil, Horace, Ovid, and Quintilian, 

provided the early Christians an eloquent and persuasive device for imagining Christianity 

as the new organizing principle to a failing Roman empire, and for figuring the Christian 

faith as a navigational tool in the ocean of life:  

Men ought to have been astonished and amazed … at the well-ordered movement 

of  the stars… the beginning of navigation; and a man, sitting in his ship and 

sailing amid the boundless waves, guides his ship by observing the stars. . . By 

faith, seafaring men, entrusting themselves to a tiny wooden craft, exchange the 

solid element of the land for the unstable motion of the waves, surrendering 

themselves to uncertain hopes and carrying about with them a faith more sure than 

any anchor. (Catechesis V, qtd. in Miller 26) 

In comparison to the seafarer, the Christian, Cyril implored, must hold onto faith as “the 

substance of things to be hoped for, the evidence of things that are not seen,” a message 

reinforced by great Biblical sea stories like Noah’s Ark, Jonah and the whale, the crossing 

of the Red Sea, the creation and place of Leviathan in the Book of Job, and is woven 

throughout the Psalms. Within Cyril’s New Testament context, Christ and his Church are 

the stars, winds, and currents that guide the soul to salvation. The seafarer-soul’s single 

obligation is to stay faithful. Only by such faith could shipwrecks be avoided, a theme 

vibrantly presented by the earlier catechist Tertullian, who made clear associations between 

the soul’s damnation and the terrors faced by seafarers who sailed according to error:   

 Amid these reefs and inlets, amid these shallows and straits of idolatry, Faith, her  

sails filled by the spirit of God, navigates; safe if cautious secure if intently 

watchful.  But to such as are washed overboard is a deep whence is no out-

swimming; to such as are run aground is inextricable shipwreck; to such as are 

engulfed is a whirlpool, where there is no breathing—in idolatry.  All waves 

 

26 Homer’s epics keep seafaring central to the working out of the fate of kingdoms; Athenians won 
the Persian war because their ships carried the Athenians away to sea, far from the destruction 
performed on the city itself, according to Herodotus; the Athenians lost the Peloponnesian War 
because, according to Thucydides, the kingdom ignored its naval power. See Thompson, 167-170. 
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thereof whatsoever suffocate; every eddy there sucks down into Hades… Let not 

that be in the Church which was not in the Ark. (Tertullian, On Idolatry, xxiv, qt. 

in Miller 27) 

St. Augustine too used maritime language to inform his ideas about conversion, faith, and 

redemption.27 For Augustine, as the melancholic tone of the Confessions makes clear, the 

individual soul begins its life far removed from home and spends a lifetime searching for a 

way to get back. He conceived of human life “as a circular peregrination, an ‘odyssey’ that 

could just as easily be sketched as a journey overland as a risky, uncertain sea-voyage” 

(O’Connell 174). Augustine developed a narrative of spiritual life that drew from important 

literary antecedents left in the wake of Homer’s original seafaring hero, Odysseus, whose 

fame is determined by suffering brought on by searching for a way to get home. This motif 

is most succinctly put forth in Augustine’s treatise on The Happy Life, where he reminds 

Theodores that although all of humanity are seafarers,28 only a few make it back to their 

home port, and most of those only arrive by chance, as a result of being blown off course 

by tempests. He himself acknowledges that his inability to leave his academic post to 

embrace newly discovered truths was only broken by a tempest that despite the destruction 

it caused, led him back to port. For Augustine, it is the “apparently adverse tempests” that 

operate in the course of human life that protect us from the “Sirens,” pushing our “shattered 

and leaking” ships to “the desired resting place” (The Happy Life 18-19). 

 For Augustine, portage in Heaven with God was inevitable for the faithful soul for 

whom this world was the sea. The world, according to Augustine’s figuring, was the 

destructive influences of academy, court, and politics that indulged humanity’s sinful 

inclinations. Augustine uses the maritime motif to distinguish between human institutions 

and divine grace, a dichotomy that informs the City of God, where the only hope of 

 

27 So foundational is the sea to Augustine’s rhetoric that O’Connell, S.J. provocatively chose 
“Soundings” as part of the title of his own book on Augustine’s imagery, Soundings in St. 
Augustine’s Imagination. 
28 According to the Happy Life, humanity is divided into three classes of seafarers: those who travel 
only a small distance from shore, and find a peaceful place to build; those who chose to travel far 
out to sea, forgetting their port, misled by the allure of calm and peaceful waters and then made 
miserable by the wretchedness of storms; and those who would not remain at sea, but cautiously 
navigate searching for clues that indicate port. See Augustine, “On the Happy Life,” 18-19. 
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escaping damnation is through Christ’s Church. There is no other option. Just as ships could 

founder by “strange and violent means” like rocks or storms, the soul “assailed by no 

storms,” far away from “Capharian rocks,” and with “favoring gale in gliding course, with 

many crews” would shipwreck itself “if the navigation of the soul be overthrown.”29 Given 

that God never abandons the soul, the good mariner always reaches his port. It was a 

narrative that informed the maritime tradition used in later Christianity. 

 The Ship of Faith developed in these early writers, who were encouraged as much 

by Roman literary achievement as by maritime Biblical references (Miller 25). R. W. H. 

Miller would add that common experience among Christians living in Mediterranean port 

cities, thriving off maritime economic activity, contributed to the popularity and accuracy 

of nautical language in early theology.30 Whatever access, philosophical, aesthetic, or 

actual, the early Christian taste for the sea deeply affected homiletics and devotional 

literature during the Medieval and Renaissance periods.31  

By the end of the fourth century, the nautical world and the Christian faith were so 

thoroughly integrated that ship structures were built into church architecture. The church 

was commonly referred to as St. Peter’s Bark, made plainly evident to the faithful as they 

entered the nave, the central room of the church. This interdependency held true for the 

ship, the people it carried, and the oceanic environment through which they passed. The 

construction of the ship was to be “steady and firm, compact and watertight, solid and swift, 

to meet the oncoming sea,” and “narrow at two ends and wide in the center”--details that 

correspond, respectively, to the integrity against vice provided by faith, and the life of a 

Christian (or the ages of the Church), which narrowly engaged in spiritual matters in youth, 

 

29 Tertullian, De Anima 52, quoted in Miller, 26. 
30 Based on the transference of important Mediterranean port cities from Roman to Christian 
control, an inevitable consequence of a Christianized empire, Miller makes a compelling argument 
accounting for why maritime imagery dominates early Christian iconography. He claims the 
existence of a close relationship between seafaring and the clergy, which accounts for early 
Christian theologians’ interest in port affairs, ranging from economic organization to maritime 
symbols: citing Clement of Alexandria (150-215), “Let the dove, or the fish, or the vessel flying 
before the winds, or the marine anchor, be our signets...” (25).  
31 See Phillips for Erasmus’ dependence upon Cyril, and Blaine for Tertullian’s influence on John 
Donne. 
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richly engaged in the world and the faith in middle age, and narrowly engaged in worldly 

matters toward the end of life (Owst 69).  

Often, seafaring references are made in terms of simple vessels, like sailing boats, 

but the motif embraced elaborate merchant ships and military galleys as well.32 Despite 

hoisting the Flag of Death (all life leads to death), such ships were constructed with 

elements that corresponded to spiritual realities: Sails of virtue, Ropes and Anchors of 

hope, Masts of faith, Oars of prayer, Planks of Scripture, Hulls of mercy, Rudders of 

theology provided travel and buoyancy, and work together, as St. Anselm says, to “beareth 

men up from the sea” of the “wretched world,” and provide protection from storms of sin 

(Owst 69). Understanding the full merit of a sermon or catechetical point often depended 

upon detailed knowledge about the running of a ship, shared between the preacher and 

community, since spiritual instruction was a matter of executing sailing instructions like 

when to hoist or furl sails, or sail leeward or windward. Temptations and miseries 

encountered in the world required different reactions to avoid foundering, as for instance 

found in John Bromyard’s sermon where he implores striking sail to avoid further mayhem 

caused by winds of grief, or “casting anchor” in seas of despair (70-71). Ship architecture 

mattered, since on an actual ship, every space had a purpose. Forecastle, hind castle, deck, 

bow, stern, topsail required occupation by a corresponding virtue or group of people, and 

different types of timber used for ship construction had moral significance.33 Propelled by 

winds of various nature—pride or grace—ship and passengers passed through dangerous 

“straits” in the perilous world to disembark at the port of Heaven (68-70). 

 

32 The choice between a grand merchant or humble fishing vessel was actively engaged for 
homiletic purposes from Christ’s own teaching recorded in the gospels through the seventeenth 
century. John Donne’s famous sermon LXXII perfectly illustrates the extent to which even the 
simple fishing vessel, with its accoutrements, could provide an eloquent analogy for relating the 
ways of God to men. 
33 Owst traces the tradition of infusing moral significance into building components to the legends 
associated with the Tree of Life (68). For spiritual edification, at least one preacher referenced 
“Cedar, Cypress, Palm and Olive wood” which fortify the honors of incorruptibility, regeneration, 
victory, and peace. Like many of the symbolic materials within nautical discourse from the pulpit, 
these woods are not consistent with timber used for actual boat construction, then or now. Although 
cedar and cypress are buoyant and resistant to worm rot, the palm and olive woods would sink a 
ship.   
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 As mentioned above, spiritual orientation was regularly delivered according to 

seafaring language.  A vessel was navigated according to relative nautical directionals, like 

port (left), starboard (right), aft (backwards), and forward, along a grid that corresponded 

to the spiritual geography recorded in the T and O map, and later ages’ Mappa Mundi, 

creating an oddly accurate experience of a purely imaginary voyage. Christ, important 

Biblical leaders like Abraham, St. Peter or the Pope served as helmsmen, assisted by the 

“Holy Doctors” who controlled the rudder (68), generally navigating the ship east, 

according to the theological cartography evident in scripture, which located the beginning 

of history in the expulsion of Adam and Eve from the Garden of Eden. From Eden, located 

at the top of the map, the world expanded downward (westward), establishing fixed points 

of reference, cities and events of theological importance, along the way. With Paradise at 

the top of the map and England at the bottom, traveling east or west carried moral value.34 

Making portage in heaven ultimately required seafarers to move beyond the limits of the 

map and overleap the cartographic frame to rest in the sphere occupied by God and eternal 

being. Mariners who foundered fell off the bottom of the map into the realm of Leviathan 

and the primordial chaos signified by the western Ocean. 

 After the eleventh century,35 the ship emblem was expanded to function as an active 

and necessary community of the faithful with places for everyone, on every social level, 

from servant to Pope. Presumably influenced by the Great Schism of 1054 which forced a 

division between the Eastern Orthodox and Roman Catholics, later catechetical works gave 

the ship allegory more attention in order to validate the institutions of the ecclesiastical 

community and respective authority. Thus, the Ship of Faith and Ship of the Church 

together formed the Good Ship. Furthermore, the rule of Christendom, or the fusion of 

 

34 This is a complicated issue, although it is deftly handled by Sobecki’s account of what these 
directionals meant according to notions of the cosmos handed down through scripture and natural 
philosophy. The east is always the point of Genesis, and the Paradisal garden, but there was much 
speculation that Paradise could be accessed by going west, as recorded in the legend of St. Brendan, 
Dante’s Inferno, and Mandeville’s Travels (2008, 82-91). As taught by early and Medieval 
Christianity, Paradise could not be accessed until Judgement Day, therefore to travel west 
corresponded to moving toward the end of time (85).  
35 Owst’s evidence implies that by the eleventh century Church and national interests were 
represented in the Ship of the Church (72-77).   
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church and state that dominated Europe until the sixteenth century, meant that clergy 

worked with kings for the smooth performance of the human vessel it deigned to protect.  

Shifting Ships and Reformation Politics 
 
 But the religious ship motif underwent significant stress during the Reformation, 

which in turn reduced its rhetorical potential as a symbol of power. The purpose of the ship 

as a vehicle to protect and ferry souls to God was as vigorously employed in the sixteenth 

century as it had been for centuries before,36 but the Reformation politicized the motif. 

Once an emblem of sacred and temporal authority, the bark of Saint Peter foundered, as 

depicted through maritime art (Leibfried 5). 

Leibfried and Winter have shown that confessional debates were often managed 

through visual rhetoric (5-12).37 Religious symbolism of seas and ships, ubiquitous across 

Europe, became vulnerable to the factional dimension of political and religious dissent 

during the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries. The Ship of the Church devolved into a virtual 

navy of interpretive possibilities (20-40).38 A vernacular attitude toward ship imagery 

appeared, evident in fifteenth-century English sermons responding to events of civic unrest, 

in which writers and preachers commandeered maritime religious rhetoric to serve national 

concerns.39 Quoting an anonymous preacher active during the reign of Henry V, Owst 

illustrates how national reputation converged with the religious value of the ship:  

 

36 The century is framed by the smashing success of Sebastian Brant’s Das Narrenschiff at the 
opening of the age and by John Donne’s poetic and religious use of maritime typology in the early 
seventeenth century. 
37 In the sixteenth century, the image of the ship changed to adapt to protestant challenges to 
institutions of the church. Leibfried and Winter’s study of ship imagery argues that beginning in 
the 1520’s, allegorical ships became denominational in character, emblemized in woodcuts that 
used the seascape and elements of the ship to signify confessional loyalties. It is their claim that the 
duel for royal allegiance between Protestant and Catholic churches, the central challenge from the 
reign of Henry VIII through the late seventeenth century, resulted in the secularized Ship of State 
evident before the end of the century. See Leibfried and Winter, 5-12. 
38 Leibfried and Winter provide details for the denominational signage for ship woodcuts that 
distinguish the Christian ship from the Ship of the Papal Church, Ship of State, and Ship of Faith.   
39 In fact, across Europe, a dawning nationalism blended into Christian iconography. Thus, for 
Dante, whose Divine Comedy encompassed a universal history and peoples, was nevertheless an 
expression of national angst. He describes Italy in the Purgatorio as a “ship without a pilot in a 
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A great ship which sailed for many a day in the sea of Prosperity in that plentious 

realm, he realm of England. . . . . The forecastel of this ship is the Clergy—

prelates, Religious and priests; the hindcastle is the Barony (baronia)--the king 

with his nobles; the body of the ship is the Commons—merchants, craftsmen and 

laborers.  These three are essential parts of the ship: none can afford to be without 

the other. . . The topcastle of this ship is the Saints at rest in this kingdom, by 

whose alms, merits and praters she is time and again rescued from perils . . . . The 

swift galeis of Spain, if they had sighted it upon the sea, would have wanted to 

have taken flight and to have declined to abay…. The whole of Christendom once 

feared and honored the English for their bravery, their good realm and the good 

life which they led while our ship was stirid by the helm of Virtue…. (69)40 

As the passage shows, all the pieces are in place to imagine an ecclesiastical ship: clergy 

working together with king, nobles, and commons, in union with the saints for “salvation 

of the ship,” except that the ship is clearly English. The ship is not a universal church, but 

a national one. Soon after the preacher praises the ship, he reminds his audience of the 

storms and straits it had to weather that nearly caused this particular ship’s destruction: the 

Peasant Revolt (1381), the Battle of Shrewsbury (1403) and the Lollard Rebellion (1414), 

all specifically mentioned, indicate lawlessness and sinfulness aboard the English ship. Not 

until the “master mariner,” Henry V, “set hand on the rudder and stirred our ship at the 

right moment” did the ship correct its course and regain its former glory, completed at the 

victory in Agincourt (1415). In the meantime, the English vessel must compete against the 

“fisheres bote of Walis,” “gallies” of Spain, “carracks” of Greece, and “cogs” of France. 

 As Leibfried and Winter have observed, religious dissension and political rivalry 

directly contributed to a splintering effect on how seas and ships were configured, a 

diffusion that resulted in the production of a fifteenth-century ship of state: a confessionally 

neutral and necessary development in the discourse of civil matters (2). They argue that the 

 

great storm (6.76).” Owst’s discussion on medieval sermons seems to indicate similar changes 
occurring in English homiletic practices (68-78). 
40 The sermon is also used to support Keen’s argument that the English possessed a clear sense of 
national identity and the importance of acting within national interests well before the rise of the 
Tudor monarchy (274-275). 
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divisive role monarchs played in embracing one confession to the exclusion of the other 

may have led to the development of nonpartisan ships, evidence of the weakening character 

of the church and state to operate as “mediators for religious and secular salvation” (7).41 

But even with the division of ships, whether along denominational, national, or secular 

lines, the ship never loses its moral power as an agent of formation. This is true of the Ship 

of Fools, a derivative of the Ship of the Church, as both ships are places of correction, 

reform, and regeneration. 

Fools at Sea: Brant and Barclay’s Ship of Fools 
 

  While religious wars were being worked out in seascapes on canvas, John Barclay’s 

Ship of Fools was enjoying enormous success.42 Ship of Fools was a widely read work in 

the Renaissance and the earliest Early Modern English work to feature a maritime trope as 

a thematic device. The Ship of Fools is an English translation of Sebastian Brant’s Das 

Narrenshiff from 1494, a moral satire designed to expose and rebuke the fool. Its purpose 

is straightforward and consistent with medieval ideas of how rhetoric should function, and 

it is derivative of the way the ship image operated in medieval Christian art and homiletics. 

Designed to deliver a private rhetoric,43 the poem operates as the anchora spei from 

Biblical tradition, serving Christian-platonic interests by persuading the listener to look 

inward to discover the depth and nature of his particular folly.   

But where the seas crossed by the Ship of the Church represent all the dangers to 

salvation, “the lust of the flesh, the lust of the eyes and the pride of life,” (1 John 2:16) the 

 

41 Thus, a ship image could be referenced as such an ageless theme as Christ’s Church threatened 
by infidels with the infidels as members of the Catholic church or members of the Protestant 
community, depending on the artist. See 1545, Mathias Gerung (1500–1570), Schiffbruch der 
katholischen Kirche  (The Shipwreck of the Catholic Church; woodcut, Veste Coburg) and 1548, 
Das Schiff Christi bedroht durch Schiffe der Ungläubigen und der katholischen Kirche (Christ’s 
Ship Threatened by the Ships of the Infidels and the Catholic Church; woodcut, HAUM), images 
of woodcuts recorded in Leibfried and Winter, 29. 
42 With the exception of the Prologue by James Locher, all references to Barclay’s Ship of Fools 
will be taken from Barclay, Alexander. The Ship of Fools by Sebastian Brant, edited by Edwin H. 
Zeydel, Dover Publications Inc., 1944.  
43 The ship is designed to expose secret sins. 
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seas in Barclay’s poem are the institutions of London. Barclay’s poem is a uniquely 

parochial44 development in the tradition of the penitential role of the Ship of the Church.45 

Barclay’s ship rebukes and counsels the fool, and it is designed to reveal “in a Mirror the 

form of his countenance and visage” disfigured by error, sin, and ignorance (Prologue of 

James Locher). Devoid of any confessional character, institutional relics, Church or court 

affiliation, Barclay’s ship uses the maritime element to depict a space apart from the land 

where reformation can begin. 

Barclay’s work makes a valuable contribution to this discussion because of the way 

it refigures tensions between land and sea that animate the religious motif. Although the 

Ship of the Church is headed for a Heaven-Haven, a realm after death beyond this world, 

Barclay’s ship will return to land with passengers able to engage in civic action and live a 

morally reasonable life. By redefining the tension between land and sea spaces, Ship of 

Fools brought a more secular meaning to bear on the ship conceit while also modifying the 

character of the helmsman.  

The Ship of Fools, a product of the late Middle Ages, employs the device of the 

wise fool, the fool who is also the agent of truth. In this tradition, the wise fool is not the 

actual fool, who experiences the world as “a tempestuous sea in which we daily wander 

and are cast in diverse tribulations, pains and adversities, some by willfulness and some by 

ignorance wherefore such doers are worthy to be called fools” (Locher 18). The wise fool, 

in contrast, used his wit to restore truth.  He finds meaning where priest or philosopher fail 

to do so, often because he has practical wisdom. Like the fool of Erasmus’s Praise of Folly, 

whose wisdom lies in his ability to revise, invert, and capsize assumptions, the wise fool 

 

44 In his satire, Barclay adopts much of Brant’s original poem, but he makes some changes that 
qualify this ship as English. Barclay for instance changes the ship’s trajectory. Brant’s ship is 
headed to the island of fools where the passengers will disembark and remain; Barclay’s however 
is traveling toward London to pick up more fools, to be restored to land once regenerated. Barclay’s 
ship is figured to provide a purgatorial space along the Thames. 
45 The penitential role of the ship is referred to as the Navicula Penitentie, which was also the title 
of a popularly read Book of Sermons (1511) by Johan Geiler von Kaysersberg which captured the 
interdependency of ship and salvation that had been active for centuries. For the discussion of the 
fool motif and ship imagery of the fifteenth century, see Delumeau, 12-24, and Foucault, 8-28. 
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arrives at knowledge through a perspective made possible through distance from the 

institutions he critiques.  

The ‘ship’ provided this distance, but Brant seemed less aware of the opportunity 

than Barclay, who made changes in his poem that not only strengthened the image but 

brought it to London’s harbors. Edwin Zeydel observed a disparity in the use of the ship 

image between Brant’s original and future translations like Barclay’s; Zeydel notes that 

although “the notion of a ship, then, predominated [the narrative] by the time the work was 

completed,” this was not the case “in its earlier stages of composition” (9). For Brant, the 

ship was not the exclusive vehicle used for transporting fools. In Brant’s Prologue, for 

instance, the literary significance of the ship is undermined by the poet’s reference to other 

possible vehicles that might be used to transport fools, like a “sled, cart, barrow, carryall” 

(57).  

Barclay altered the generic character of the original poem’s ship in a way that was 

concrete and nationalized.46 Barclay for instance further expanded the ship motif with 

reference to English vessels, landscapes, ports, and purposes whereas in Brant’s poem the 

only departure and destination ports mentioned are Narbonne and Narragonia, ‘fool’-lands. 

Significantly, Brant’s ship floats among fictional islands, a mapping that presents ports 

(albeit on a different moral register) as equally abstract as the religious ports of the 

traditional motif. Barclay’s ship, though, has a trajectory, and by accommodating the actual 

city of London, Barclay limits the ship’s metaphorical possibilities.47 Foregrounding the 

ship image and locating it in waters of national interest was a subtle but significant use of 

the maritime motif to set land and sea-based polities in tension.   

A second refiguration occurs with the poet’s role. Brant and Barclay both wrote 

themselves into their satires as wise fools, but in Brant’s Das Narrenschiff the poet is a 

 

46 Jacob Locher’s Latin translation from 1497, which Brant oversaw, made more thorough use of 
the ship (Zeydel 26). Locher’s translation influenced Barclay’s, and Barclay further expanded the 
ship motif with reference to English vessels, landscapes, ports, and purpose. 
47 Another point of difference between the two ships of fools is the national emphasis absent from 
Brant’s satire abounds in Barclay’s preliminary material. Barclay’s poet-mariner uses a plain 
language, “barren of superfluous speech,” in the service of expediency; he uses predominantly 
English words of Saxon origin, in contrast to Latin, and composes in Chaucerian stanzas of rime 
royal to execute his program for the restoration of spiritual health.  
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passenger and in Ship of Fools the poet is the captain. Barclay tells us that he earned his 

captaincy by virtue of his many follies, which are a “great marvel since he has been a 

scholar for a long time” (Prefatory Letter to Fools 3). Brant’s ship in fact is not captained 

by anyone; it is not expected make landfall or disembark passengers because it is ultimately 

headed for shipwreck. In contrast, Barclay’s ship has a purpose and destination. His 

strategy to assume the mantle of ship’s captain makes explicit what eludes Brant’s, that is, 

of naming the poet as helmsman of civilization. In naming himself captain, the poet 

becomes inseparable from the figure of the helmsman who by virtue of his alterity to 

Church and State institutions possesses the curative for the commonwealth. 

These alterations to Brant’s original satire extend onto the function of the ship. In 

Brant’s satire, all the world belongs on his fool’s ship because without exception, it is rife 

with stupidity, incivility and failures of all sorts, doomed on a hopeless and directionless 

voyage. Brant says as much in the Introduction.48 Such severe moral condemnation is 

minimized in Barclay’s handling of the ship. Where Brant’s ship embarks upon an 

interminable voyage, Barclay’s voyage is temporary with the purpose of restoring the fools 

to land once regenerated.  

Barclay’s ship, in contrast to Brant’s, is a purgatorial space of hope where if the 

reader pursues “Vertue and grace, Wythin my Shyp ye get no rowme ne place” 

(Exhortation). The dynamic is one of collection, redemption, and restoration instead of the 

private self-knowledge that, while available on Brant’s ship, will never be transformative. 

Barclay’s ship instead provides knowledge that can be translated into civil action once 

passengers return to land. 

The redemptive role of Barclay’s ship, when put in combination with the other 

adaptations made to the ship and poet, refigures the Augustinian dichotomy which imagines 

the world as sea and Heaven/Hell as port of disembarkation. Instead of building on a 

vertical opposition between earthly institutions and divine grace, Barclay imagines an 

opposition between the London and fool’s polis on a horizontal plane. He uses the ship 

 

48 This is the Introduction to Locher’s translation, which Brant carefully oversaw and to which he 
contributed. Brant says in the Introduction that the ship is destined for destruction, drowning all the 
fools on board. 
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motif to move the traditional earth/heaven opposition to land/sea, where sinners flee the 

land/London in favor of the sea/Thames. 

Barclay’s changes to Brant’s original poem are slight but they reveal a defining 

moment in the Early Modern English reception of an ancient motif. Perhaps one way of 

accounting for his intervention is found in the way navigators were already effecting 

cultural change. Read against the backdrop of the growing promise of English mariners at 

the turn of the century, Barclay’s choice of a poet-helmsman is both an extension of the 

religious ship captain as well as an acknowledgement of the actual mariner’s 

responsibilities.  

The mariner, at the end of the fifteenth century, held a privileged position among 

the working class. His prudence, literacy, and familiarity with the rhythms of the natural 

world was gained through ships, ships that were suited to represent the kind of practical 

knowledge desperately sought after for civic reformation. Although the English mariner 

was not yet on the scene in the Atlantic, reports had already been translated, read, and 

circulated about new worlds and knowledge that acted as a corrective to the error and 

foolishness in natural philosophy.49 At the cusp of the sixteenth century, a ship quite 

literally became a distinct space of authority and purpose apart from the political world of 

the court. A ship no longer needed to be depicted as sailing toward ports of transcendence 

to be an emblem of power. The ship was becoming a valuable image in its own right as a 

productive locus of knowledge helpful to healing the errors of the commonwealth.  

By altering the ship motif’s symbolic coordinates, Barclay brings the good ship, 

figuratively speaking, down to earth: the ship is a book; the passengers are readers; its 

 

49 Both Foucault and Delumeau have identified the Ship of Fools as an extension of the 
carnivalesque dimension of the contemptus mundi tradition featured in late fifteenth century works. 
Having to oscillate between two worlds, spiritual and secular, and faced with the spectacle of death 
concomitant with the plague and war, both theorists argue, the fifteenth century’s view of death 
changed from one of faith to madness, resulting in “the scornful contemplation of existence” 
(Foucault 16; Delumeau 115). See Foucault’s discussion on the “stultifera navis,” the actual 
practice of ferrying away a community’s criminals and madmen via barges (8-10). While 
historically interesting, these observations of Barclay’s ship are restrictive. Barclay’s ship of fools 
isn’t a place of suffering, or a vehicle to cleanse civilization from its hazardous human waste.  
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purpose, the remediation of human failure; its trajectory is not heaven but London, 

somewhere downstream. By doing so, Barclay limits the motif’s interpretive scope. The 

choice readers face is not between Catholic and Protestant or even secular and spiritual, but 

rather between land and sea brought into parochial focus. 

The mariners and the ships they inhabit belong to the seas and as such they readily 

symbolize an alternative space that Barclay exploits in his satire to create a land to sea 

transition, contrasting his ship with the terrestrial institutions of the English Church and 

state. Barclay’s fools acquire their vices on land, among urban communities. One gets the 

sense that London is suffering a plague of foolishness since there is not enough room in the 

captain’s “whole Navy” to hold all those wishing to come on board. They are running to 

the docks, even swimming to the ship when there are no rowers to transport them. They 

can’t escape land fast enough, as if the hope of reformation forces them to abandon their 

books, families, and posts.  

Although the Ship of Fools exposes the vices of humanity in general, the satire 

implicitly condemns the civilization that nurtured its vices in the first place. Here one 

metaphor comes to the aid of another, with the ship of fools running a salvage mission for 

those jumping the Ship of State, with the ship captain Barclay performing the king’s duty.50   

In the first decade of the sixteenth century, mariners were not yet turned into 

gentlemen. Another seventy-five years would pass before mariners would serve the English 

court as knights. Nevertheless, their skill, mobility, and knowledge had already been seeded 

in the figurative mariner’s role, as guardian over the transformative spaces marked by seas 

and ships. Barclay’s ship retains the essential characteristics of the Ship of Church/Faith, 

but with certain alterations: Through a morally compromised helmsman, guiding a non-

denominational ship intended to disembark reformed passengers, Barclay shifts the 

dramatic tension from world vs. God to London vs. sea.51 Barclay’s foray in the spiritual 

 

50 Interestingly, Locher’s epistle to the Ship of Fools (1509), blames the overabundance of fools on 
the absence of poets. Their absence, Locher says, has perpetuated “innumerable negligent and 
foolish people of our days.” 
51 Barclay clearly defines his agenda in contrast to that of the court and its interests, evident in the 
fact that the court is offended by the ship’s presence and refuses to let the ship dock. Ultimately, 
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tradition of the ship inscribes the wise fool as on a ship in the water: an undefined space 

neither empowered nor controlled by Church or court, a place of refuge for those who 

would be reasonable. 

 

the ship is a means of empowerment since it is assumed that at some point the passengers will 
disembark.  
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Chapter Two 

Plato, Cicero, and More: New Helmsmen for a New Age 

 

The Ark of Salvation, the Bark of St. Peter, St. Ursula’s Ship: these and many other 

designations illustrate ways the early Christian community developed an identity for the 

Church as a refuge for sinners. Yet the maritime concept was not unique to Christianity but 

was rather a refiguration of the maritime motif that had for centuries defined the dynamics 

of political power in the Roman Empire and the Greek Republic (Sobecki 34). Ships of 

Church/Faith are historically and culturally closest to pre-Renaissance sensibilities, but 

they evolved as the Church became a stronger and more effective governing alternative to 

the imperial model. Rediscovery of Greek and Latin texts in the fifteenth century brought 

this older political ship, the Ship of State, back into consideration.  

Figurative ships and seas had deep roots in Greek and Roman political philosophy 

and were woven into its poetry and rhetoric on statesmanship for over a millennium.52 The 

ancient writers held the gubernator, a term that fuses the operation of the helmsman with 

statecraft, in such esteem that he earned a place in heaven as his reward—an insight from 

pagan philosophers that appealed to Christian writers. The motif differed from the Christian 

adaptation though with its emphasis on moral reformation through the vita activa. The Ship 

of State prizes an earthly port, and the means of getting there are secular.  

This distinction is pronounced in the Dream of Scipio, the capstone dialogue to 

Cicero’s Republic.53 During the dream sequence, Scipio expresses his desire to leave the 

 

52 Bork discusses the evolution of the ship of state from out of wind and wave similes in his 
dissertation, “Wind, Wave, and Generative Metaphor in Greek” (2011). He argues that prioritizing 
helmsman and ship elements in linguistic mapping over the original sea and storm elements 
occurred within the symposium where political activities were often discussed.  In reference 
particularly to Theognis, Heraclitus, and Alcaeus, he demonstrates how focus shifts away from the 
threat of sea conditions to the performance of seamanship and operation of a crew. See section 
5.1.3, 82-91. 
53 All references to Cicero’s On the Republic are taken from Cicero, Marcus Tullius. De re Publica 
(On the Republic). Translated by C. W. Keyes, edited by Jeffrey Henderson, 1928. The Loeb 
Classical Library, 2000.  
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world behind and ascend to the realm of his dead forefathers. The complaint found a future 

echo in Augustine’s critique of political life as necessary but soul destroying; that engaging 

with the city of man can be self-destructive; that the port of heaven is more readily reached 

when freed from worldly interests. Here though, in Cicero’s text, the spirit of Africanus 

directs Scipio to resume and not resign his place in political life: 

 The noblest [activities of the soul] are cares and exertions for our country’s  

welfare.  And the soul which has been enlivened and trained by these will speed 

more fleetly to this its resting-place and home. (Republic 21) 

The Ship of State is a metaphor for the polis, offering protection from an inhospitable 

environment, floating or sinking according to how the ship is managed during times of trial. 

Above all, it celebrates active engagement in public affairs.  

 From the fourth century onwards, the Christian appropriation of the motif and its 

fusion of religious with political purpose, assisted by the actual collapse of the empire and 

rise of the feudal system that dominated the Middle Ages, dislodged the Ship of State so 

successfully that the motif’s function as an emblem of statecraft lay dormant in this period 

and into much of the fifteenth century. But the recovery of pertinent Greek authors like 

Herodotus, Thucydides, Plutarch, who provided the histories of great naval leaders, and of 

Plato and Cicero whose philosophies imagined the orator as the helmsman, brought 

renewed appreciation in the sixteenth century for imagining public affairs as the 

responsibility of the helmsman. 

 The prominent maritime character of Greek culture emphasized the seafarer as 

heroic, since much of the cultural work was performed by actual helmsmen who relied on 

seafaring for the smooth functioning of civic affairs. The Mediterranean, by fifth century 

BCE, had already been labeled as a thalassocracy by Herodotus and Thucydides (Sobecki 

31). The coastal and island Greek city-states, evident in the first epic of Western Europe, 

were suggestive of the ways the ruler and the body politic would assume a nautical 

character (Horden and Purcell 724). However, the seafarer within heroic literature was also 

a gifted speaker, and the hero’s facility with words was as important as his facility with a 

ship. It is, for instance, difficult to separate Odysseus the seafarer from Odysseus the king 
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or Odysseus the orator, as evident in some of the early classical commentaries.54 All three 

roles contribute to the identity of a hero whose primary purpose is to restore order and 

purpose to a culture on the edge of annihilation, associations that were adapted and 

developed by Ovid and Virgil (Feeney 210-213).55 

 Greek tradition fused seafaring with oratory, both of which remained prized 

qualities in the hero for centuries of epic poetry, as witnessed by how they were adapted 

and developed by Ovid and Virgil.  In his research on similes in epic literature, Denis 

Feeney reminds us that “the powers of social concord are ideally embodied in the muse, 

poet, and ideal orator,” which explains why archaic poetry praised heroic virtue as partly 

reflected in oratorical power (214).56 For the Greeks, who by Homer’s time had ports 

throughout the Mediterranean, the most noble virtue a king could possess was persuasive 

power, often represented as control over sea weather. Just like Hesiod’s king who soothes 

injurious quarrels with rhetoric in the Theogony (81-93), so also does Homer’s 

Agamemnon move the Argives as “long rollers in the Icarian sea” (Il. II. 144), just as 

Virgil’s Poseidon, through words, exercises his divine power to calm the seas (Aen. 1.141-

142). The fusion of the orator, king, and seafarer was inevitable within the Aegean 

 

54 See, for instance, Aristotle’s Politics 1292a 13-15, and Plutarch’s Vita Homer, 176. Feeney notes 
that Homer is the first political theorist, 217. 
55 Greek and Roman epic literature frequently depict conflict in maritime terms. Mobs or armies are 
compared to threatening seas, and kings, such as Agamemnon, Odysseus, and Aeneas, as forces 
that bring order to chaos or stand firm against the waves. For examples of waves as mob or army 
see Iliad 2.144-146, Aeneid 1.148-156. Turnis’ fall in Book 7 is compared to the action of violent 
waves against a firm cliff (585-94). Otis Brooks calls attention to Ovid’s indebtedness to Homeric 
and Virgilian wind and wave similes in Ovid as an Epic Poet. North includes a story from the 
Psuedo-Plutarch who notes that Demosthenes would practice his oratorical skills in front of a 
roaring seashore to accommodate the roar of the mobs he would face (420). 
56 Pindar, apart from Homer’s influence, was fascinated with Jason as a heroic subject. In Pythian 
IV, an ode praising King Arcelsilus, Pindar uses the legend of Jason to demonstrate conquest 
through persuasion without diminishing the heroism required for facing an inhospitable sea. But 
winning the heart of Medea and restoring peace to Pelias’ court are achieved through skillful, verbal 
arbitration. As an eloquent and a seasoned seafarer, Jason combines the mechanical and rhetorical 
arts that were essential to holding the Aegean civilization together and therefore worthy of imitation 
by the current king of Cyrene. Commander of ships and commander of language, Pindar’s Jason is 
a hero who is capable, through action and words, of containing the disasters attendant on natural 
and moral disorder. Eloquence, like seafaring, is a matter of order and balance, and when deployed 
in a world of hostility, excess or violence, eloquence becomes emblematic of heroism. 
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communities, since all three roles were viewed as vital civilizing forces in their maritime 

world.57   

 The convergence of cultural development with environmental conditions made 

seafaring a robust vehicle for Greek poets to portray civic virtue.58 There were epistemic 

similarities too. The nature and exercise of political power is situational, and in that way 

the orator and seafarer share similar methodologies where excellence in both arts arise 

when confronting the needs of new and unexpected situations. 

The Ship of State is a development that, as Brock observes, only comes gradually 

into view (53). Homeric maritime associations were its first iteration, but it continued to 

develop in the writings of future poets who distinguished the ideal from the corrupt 

helmsman. The sympotic poets, Alcaeus and Theognis of Megara, used the motif to 

dramatize the destructive force of bad kings through wind and wave imagery (Bork 82-90). 

Greek tragedy brings this imagery to its fullest expression, especially through Aeschylus, 

Sophocles, and Euripides, who all characterized the problems of kingship in nautical terms. 

Sophocles, for example, demonstrates how the Ship of State is lost due to the lack of piety 

in its rulers,59 first in Oedipus and then in Creon. When the Chorus in Antigone says, 

“Reverence is a Virtue, But strength / lives in established law” (701-702), they call attention 

to the complexities of having to negotiate between fixed laws and piety. In Greek tragedy, 

a ruler encounters trouble when trying to balance tensions between law enforcement, a 

component of the king’s responsibility to provide peace and protection to his people, and 

obligations to modify and create laws in respect to changing circumstances and divine 

injunction. The presence of characters like Tiresias and Antigone, both characters who 

 

57 Beaulieu’s book The Sea in the Greek Imagination confirms that since “the sea pervaded all 
aspects of ancient life” it was inevitable that it provided the substance for imaginary models of 
cultural formation (1-4). Also see Samuel Eugene Mark for a discussion on how sailing was part of 
a nobleman’s life, 144-146, and Stanford, 71, for how training in oratory was part of a nobleman’s 
preparation.  
58 Nautical imagery, particularly the drama of the orator as sea-god, depicted the king as capable of 
restoring tranquility.  
59 In Greek poetry and drama, character weakness proved to be the most dangerous threat to the 
Ship of State. For Aeschylus and Sophocles the helmsman-king is identified with the ship of state 
to such an extreme that the polis rises and falls according to a kings’ victories and failures. See 
Campbell, “Ship Imagery in Oedipus Rex,” 115-120. 
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possess greater wisdom than their respective helmsmen Oedipus and Creon, indicate that 

the most competent individuals to run the ship of state may not be the ones holding the 

rudder. Tragedy occurs because although Antigone and Tiresias know the right course of 

action to take, they lack the power and authority to execute necessary change.  So, while in 

Homeric tradition the helmsman is the warrior who is also a philosopher and orator, later 

Greek poetry reveals the helmsman in conflict with the city. 

 The tension between the real and ideal ruler lies at the heart of the Ship of State 

motif,60 and in spite of its lengthy and cross-cultural literary history, there are two 

philosophers, Plato and Cicero, who use the Odyssean model to legitimate their ideas of 

the civic helmsman. It is valuable to explicate their notions of the helmsman since they 

were among the most familiar and referenced authors used by Renaissance writers. The 

Platonic and Ciceronian helmsman, for instance, must meet two important criteria: he must 

be a stranger who possesses knowledge gained from outside civic institutions, and he must 

lack the institutional backing needed to authenticate this knowledge. Such characterizations 

of the helmsman attracted writers in the early Renaissance who also were struggling to 

voice the need for institutional changes that would incorporate New World knowledge.    

Plato’s Philosophy of Seamanship 

 
 The Platonic Ship of State made the strongest impact on later literature because of 

how Plato altered the identity of the helmsman. His ideas assured the nautical character of 

the polis already popular in fourth-century Athens where democracy flourished, where the 

ship image projected the communal dimension of public affairs and embraced the 

conviction that social justice comes from self-government.  

Fear that the demos might overwhelm the Ship of State was a chronic concern for 

Plato, who frequently perceived the need for a helmsman.61 His criticism fell particularly 

 

60 From the fourth century on, focus on the ship is subordinate to the helmsman in ship of state 
imagery. See Brock 56-58. 
61 From the fourth century onward, focus on the ship is subordinate to the helmsman in ship of state 
imagery. See Brock, 56-58. 



  

68 

 

 
on the sophists, whose focus on formal features and systematic training, unregulated by 

philosophy, proved to be a danger to the community; the sophists received the bulk of the 

blame for the condemnation of Socrates by the Athenian court. Plato, as a member of a 

demos beholden to deceitful rhetors, creates an ideal society where the role of helmsman is 

transferred from the ruler to the philosopher.62 In the Republic, that is the way he retains 

the self-governing character of the demos while also assigning it a guardian.  

It is a strategy that pits the philosopher’s disposition grounded in knowledge and 

justice against the carnival of political posturing, bribery, rhetorical bullying, and 

partisanship to which statecraft could degenerate. In the familiar allegory developed in 

Book VI, the futility of the philosopher’s role in government is imagined as that of the 

disenfranchised helmsman reduced to an outlier aboard a Ship of State manned by a 

mutinous crew. “With such goings-on aboard ship do you not think that the real pilot would 

in very deed be called a star-gazer, an idle babbler, a useless fellow, by the sailors in ships 

managed after this fashion?” (488d-489a).63 In the parable, a shipmaster sits at the helm 

who can neither see nor hear clearly—navigational deficits in their own right—who 

regardless of these handicaps has no knowledge of navigation anyway. He is in control 

because he is strongest. His occupation, by virtue of strength and not skill, is vulnerable to 

attack by other crew members who use violent, deviant, and murderous means to take 

command. Among this crew is the general belief that the art of navigation is impossible to 

learn or practice. Plato’s meaning is made plain, that the unscrupulous pilots represent the 

current rulers of Athens: “Make no mistake in likening our present political rulers to the 

sort of sailors we are just describing, and those whom these call useless and star-gazing 

ideologists to the true pilots” (489c). 

 

62 Much attention is given to Plato’s allegory on the helmsman, and the point that Plato was one of 
the first, if not the first, philosopher to create the helmsman-philosopher is often overlooked. Vito 
makes the claim that “It is Plato who introduces the [helmsman] metaphor in the philosophical 
realm” (Chap. 2). In doing so, Plato’s helmsman is divested of the nobility and vitality that belonged 
to the Greek helmsman. 
63 All references to Plato’s Republic will be taken from Plato in Twelve Volumes, Vols. 5 & 6. 
Translated by Paul Shorey, Harvard University Press, 1969. 
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 In the Greek tradition of the figure, the fate of the ship is tied to the helmsman, 

however Plato refigures the Ship of State motif by widening the division between the ship 

and helmsman. Evidently, the ship as the body politic could exist under different helmsmen 

and function through different policy and laws,64 but the true statesman, or the helmsman-

philosopher, stands outside of the political unit as a reminder that the purpose of a republic 

is to implement justice despite the personal and factional interests of ruling parties and to 

act on behalf of the good of the community.65 Plato’s naming the philosopher as the 

helmsman, and casting current rulers as ignorant seamen, had refigured the helmsman as a 

wise outlier, a stranger misunderstood by men: not piloting, yet in possession of the 

knowledge needed to guide a ship of state.66 It is to this disenfranchised philosopher, the 

true statesmen stripped of rank, the king in disguise, a kind of Odysseus, that Plato grants 

the honor of helmsman.67  

 The adaptation effectively conferred political advantage to the helmsman as 

stranger.68 In Plato’s later works, Laws and The Statesman, Plato’s central interlocutors are 

stranger-philosophers, personas through whom Plato’s discursive experiments with 

government find voice. Carol Dougherty speculates that Plato emphasizes the stranger-

 

64 The debates in the Laws and the Statesman evaluate different sorts of governments as well as 
different types of leadership roles in government. During the discussion in the Statesman, the 
Stranger surveys a spectrum of political ideas, some better than others. 
65 The philosopher’s position is strained to the statesman’s, not only as a result of uncooperative 
men who need to be ruled, but also because of the philosopher’s apathy toward that role. See 
Schofield 178 and 182. 
66 Zdravko Planinc reminds us that Plato indeed recasts Socrates the philosopher as Socrates the 
Ithacan Odysseus in his Republic: “Socrates is a new Odysseus… and the episodes of Socrates’ life 
[…] take on the aspect of dramatic events in Odysseus wanderings and homecoming” (17). 
67 The importance of Homer to Plato’s dialogues cannot be overstated and has been recognized by 
Plato’s earliest readers. However, Planinc’s recent work on Plato’s reconfiguration of Homeric 
tropes from the Odyssey demonstrates that Plato was primarily interested in the character of 
Odysseus and how his kingship, wisdom, and circumstances enabled him to meet the criteria of the 
ideal philosopher. This trope of the king in disguise is provocative for Plato who sought to distance 
the qualities of kingship from the right of kingship.   
68 It appears that Sophocles too uses the stranger-as-savior trope. Oedipus is referred to by the 
Chorus as a man of experience who brings with him special knowledge to free the cursed Thebes. 
See, for instance, the Chorus’ reaction in lines 46-47, 54-56.  Ironically, though, Oedipus is a native 
from Thebes, and his self-deception, “I will speak now as a stranger to the story, / A stranger to the 
crime” (248-249), is on full display, a dramatic rejection of the notion of a stranger who stands 
aloof from the rest of the city, disassociated, a bearer of some type of superior knowledge. 
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component of the statesman because of the wisdom that comes from the destabilizing effect 

of travel (1-5). Plato’s references to the stories of Odysseus and Solon feature their 

encounters with other cultures as providential, giving them an interpretive advantage 

denied to homebodies whose “responses to innovation and transformation” are limited to 

particular circumstances (3).69 Dougherty’s insights confirm Plato’s suggestion that the 

individual most fit for command resides outside the system. In Plato’s Laws, the Athenian 

stranger’s travels have formed his ideas of the best kind of society,70 and provided means 

of discernment for judging good from bad practices.71 The value of travel to wisdom as 

observed in the Odyssean figure, “the prototype of the traveler-observer figure” (4) and 

recognized by Herodotus as an attribute of Solon’s genius,72 has a powerful associative link 

to the experiences of the mariner who by virtue of his profession confronts alternative 

political structures with the eye of a vigilant observer, and whose position as outside the 

city provides a vantage point of disinterested judgment.   

 This stranger-philosopher, according to Plato, also has the capacity to act outside 

of the law; in fact, his place in the operation of public affairs demands it. The fluidity of 

individual experience and the short-sightedness of legal precedents to offer comprehensive 

or permanent guidance compel strangers in both the Laws and Statesman to argue rule-of-

law as an inferior type of government (Kochin 64). The Statesman elaborates these 

observations. Here, the Eleatic Stranger feels obligated to distinguish law-making from the 

nature of the ruler. Considering that “the differences of men and of actions and the fact that 

 

69 Taking Plato’s indebtedness to Odysseus’ wanderings and Herodotus’ history of Solon into 
consideration, Dougherty explores the central importance of travel to wisdom as it was considered 
in ancient Greece. The spatial and temporal distance created by travel, she claims, was already 
recognized as respectable and trustworthy means for obtaining foreign knowledge as well as for 
judging the impact of innovations in a culture (1-5). 
70 The Athenian stranger is Plato’s mouthpiece querying the best state, for here in the Laws, Plato 
constructs the Utopian state of Magnesia based on the best legal, social, educational, recreational, 
and financial practices (books IV-IX). 
71 His wanderings, for instance, equip him for assessing the value of social institutions. In an 
example pertaining to banqueting, the Athenian stranger makes his point about the value of travel 
and the exposure to alternative ideas it brings to sound judgment. As he explains, contrary to the 
Cretan and Spartan for whom banqueting “is neither customary nor legal,” the Athenian stranger is 
able to assess the true from false exercise of that institution (Laws 639d-640a). 
72 Herodotus 1.30, quoted in Schofield, 75. Also see Dougherty, 4. 
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nothing, I may say in human life is ever at rest, forbid any science whatsoever to promulgate 

any simple rule for everything and for all time” (294b), the Stranger often downgrades laws 

and customs as inferior to the true statesman’s techne.73 Compared to the ideal statesman, 

the law resembles the fools on Plato’s ship, “ignorant and stubborn” and allowing “no one 

to do anything contrary to his command, or even to ask a question, not even if something 

new occurs to someone which is better than the rule he has himself ordained” (294c). Rather 

than rule by law, the wise and good man must govern, “Just as the captain of a ship keeps 

watch for what is at any moment for the good of the vessel and the sailors, not by writing 

rules, but by making his science his law” (296e-297a). As Marquez rightly observes, “to 

bind the ship captain to inflexible rules and procedures is to limit his ability to react quickly 

and properly in case of danger, and thus to thwart the point of having a ship captain at all” 

(266). Rules are not useless, and Plato observes in the Statesman that rules, laws, and 

customs are stabilizing forces during times of instability. Plato’s point is that societies 

flourish only when they have built within their governing system a way to manage 

contingency. The philosopher statesman is that manager, intervening only when needed 

where the advantage of his vast, and unmatched, knowledge can provide the appropriate 

response to the crisis at hand.  

 The Ship of State motif changed with Plato’s handling of it.  He built a philosophy 

out of seamanship74 in his investigation into the nature of government which, like a ship, 

required someone who could command those who needed to be commanded; exercise good 

judgment to suit changing conditions and direction; evaluate the merit of new ideas 

acquired through travel; remain on course when familiar markers could not be found. Given 

the claim in Plato’s cave parable, that things are not what they seem, and given the rarity 

 

73 See Sørensen, “Democracy as Imitator.” Here, Sørensen investigates the implications of Plato’s 
claim that less-than-ideal political institutions are imitations of ideal rule, and the relationship 
between laws and political expertise. In Plato’s Statesman, unless one is the expert, all others are 
law-abiding imitators in a “second-best” society. Dangers lie in “making expertise a matter of 
democratically established law” (75). 
74 Similar things have been said of other “specialist” metaphors that dominate his dialogues, like 
that of medical practice, weaving, and herding, although none of these motifs are comprehensive 
or definitive for how to conduct human affairs. Marquez on “Herdsman,” 104-109; on “Medicine”, 
246-248, 270-274, and “Sailing” 270-272. See also Sørensen, 76-78. 
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of the quintessential ruler, the skilled navigator whose orientation depends upon keeping a 

course otherwise invisible to everyone else comes closest to realizing the advantages gained 

by, and deprivations inflicted upon, the true statesman.  

However, like the navigator of Plato’s ship allegory, vision and knowledge are not 

enough for the political helmsman to take command of a ship, and unfortunately even in 

Plato’s story, he also needed brute strength. The city toward which Plato’s helmsman is 

meant to guide the way is imaginary.75 Confined to the realm of ideas, Plato’s helmsman 

will never be given the opportunity to steer the Ship of State, a position that requires the 

mediation of ethical knowledge in a much more visceral, practical way.76   

Cicero: Separate Seas for Orators and Philosophers 
 

For the practical helmsman, we turn to Cicero. Consumed with the notion of the 

philosopher-king, Cicero so thoroughly identified with the Platonic statesman that he 

referred to himself as the helmsman of Rome, as he says in his letter to Atticum, written 

during his exile at the end of his consulship:  

 I was long ago getting tired of being at the helm, even when it was in my power. .  

. . I am forced to quit the ship, and have not cast aside the tiller, but have had it 

wrenched out of my hands… (Cicero, Epistulae ad Atticum 2.7.93) 

The helmsman motif clearly captures the drama of Cicero’s position, and his biography 

suggests he earned the title. For a time, the Platonic statesman appeared to have taken his 

position as helmsman in the person of Cicero. Having served as lawyer, judge, senator, and 

 

75 Lucian in the second century discredited Plato by virtue of his focus on contemplation and justice 
as the means to a good society. In Verae Historiae (“a True Story”), Lucian excluded Plato from 
Elysian Fields because he is somewhere else, in his “imaginary city.” See Zeitlin, 242-243. 
76 Plato’s vision applied as much to self-government as it did to government of the Republic. 
Therefore, the ideal helmsman is entrusted with the duty of keeping the ship steady in order for its 
occupants to grow in virtue, obtain self-mastery, and foster the perfect republic. Although Plato 
defers to a government organized according to the rule of law, the “second-best” arrangement of a 
government, he nevertheless envisions a human society no longer subject to unpredictable 
conditions caused by human failure. Plato’s best republic is a “regime of perfect communism and 
equal treatment of men and women, a regime not ruled by law, but by the mind or intelligence 
embodied in human beings.” See Kochin, 68, referring to Laws 739c-e, 875a-d. For Plato, the Ship 
of State’s mission is complete when it is no longer at sea, and no longer in need of a helmsman.  
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counselor in the Roman republic, Cicero seemed to embody Plato’s ideal of a wise, just, 

moral statesman who executed his duties with the consent of the governed, which he often 

acquired through his gifted oratorical abilities. Judging from Cicero’s popularity during his 

appointment in 63 BCE, the Platonic myth of the philosopher-helmsman appeared to be 

true.  

But as much as his position was anticipated by Plato, so was his demise. Cicero’s 

exile from Rome only five years later and then his eventual assassination in 43 BCE seems 

to have been scripted by Plato who recognized the threat that incompetent and immoral 

politicians posed to the true statesman. 

 Cicero’s sense of himself as a helmsman and his emphasis of the role eloquence 

plays in civic virtue adds a dimension to the helmsman of lasting impact. As James M. May 

and Jacob Wisse foreground in their introduction of De Oratore, Cicero alone took up the 

challenge to recast the ideal ruler modeled after Plato, except with an eye toward 

reconciling the rivalry between rhetoric and philosophy which had for centuries split 

wisdom according to a number of binaries: otium vs. duty; knowledge vs. style; science vs. 

techne are some among many. In his quest to latinize Greek philosophy,77 Cicero refigured 

the helmsman as the orator through whom fractured wisdom is healed.  

 Cicero does this in a number of ways. First, he appropriates the moniker for himself. 

He speaks of himself as helmsman, giving flesh and personality to the motif. By this self-

identification, especially after his exile, Cicero reinforces the concept that ships do not 

make the helmsman, rather vice versa. The quality of the man is important. For Cicero, the 

orator is the natural helmsman of the Republic because he combines the broad knowledge 

of the philosopher with the active principles of the statesman.  

 Second, Cicero identifies the orator’s particular contribution to public affairs as 

crowd-control exercised through rhetorical choices. In Book IV of the Tusculan 

disputations, when he speculates on what type of discourse to engage in, Cicero wonders if 

 

77 Writing on Cicero’s political philosophy, Rex Stem identifies the heart of the problem as a 
practical one: Greek political philosophy “neither emphasizes the practical task of governing nor 
attempts to establish a working model for how the philosopher is to practice politics.” See Stem, 
“Cicero as Orator and Philosopher,” 209.  
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he should use the “oar of dialectics” or set “the sails of eloquence” (Tusc., IV:5, 15). Such 

decisions help mollify the tempestuous crowds, often depicted as wind and waves, needing 

the presence of the orator to restore harmony. The Greek education that informed Cicero’s 

philosophy portrayed the undiscerning mob, the noise of the sea, as responsive to the 

orator’s art. The Roman people, says Cicero, following the Greek tradition, are like the sea. 

The sea is calm by nature, but stirred and troubled by the force of the winds; even so, the 

Roman people are naturally peaceable but can be stirred to violence by dissenters or 

revolutions in power: “what strait or what Euripus… has such large tides, so many and 

chancy shifts of waves and currents, as the business of elections” (Cicero, For Lucius 

Murena, sec. 35). 

In contrast to Plato who saw the crowd’s susceptibility to emotion as a liability, 

Cicero finds that the fickleness of the human will as the fundamental argument for favoring 

the orator as helmsman. Cicero understood decisions were mostly emotional. 

Nothing in oratory is more important than to win for the orator the favor of his  

hearer, and to have the latter so affected as to be swayed by something resembling 

a mental impulse or emotion… rather than by judgement or deliberation.  For men 

decide far more problems by hate, or love, or lust, or rage, or sorrow, or joy, or 

hope, or fear, or illusion, or by some other inward emotion.  (Cicero, de Orat. 2.178) 

As one commentator puts it, “Cicero’s most fundamental political goal was consensus” 

(Stem 209), for rule by law alone was rule by force, and the consensual operation of 

statecraft found in the ship motif provided the most suitable emblem. Jonathan Zarecki 

amplifies the relationship between the conceit of the helmsman and Ciceronian states: 

The conception of the gubernator most accurately defines the rector rei  

publica.  The rector, for Cicero, is very much like a helmsman. As a gubernator 

controls the rudder of the ship, the rector guides the ship of state with an even 

hand. He chooses the course, but does not power the ship. He must rely on the 

rowers, i.e. the common people, to keep the ship moving forward. To this end, the 

rector must use public opinion to his advantage. Since he does not rule by force, 

this is the only avenue available for him to enforce his chosen path. His auctoritas 

will be his most important means of leading the people…. The rector, like the 
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gubernator, learns his art not from books but from practical experience. (Zarecki 

39) 

Cicero perceived oratory as requiring skill in eloquence and expansive knowledge which 

when practiced together constituted action in the world. By gaining consensus of the 

governed, orators achieved what Cicero called the “highest, truest glory,” which meant 

securing “the affection, the confidence, and the mingled admiration and esteem of the 

people” needed for political concord (De Officiis, 2.9). 

 The philosopher and the orator may have had similar goals, but for Cicero each 

discourse had a distinct character, which he illustrates through a sea analogy. During a 

debate between oratory and philosophy, Crassus wistfully yearns for the age when 

philosophy and oratory were united as a single science, comparing the past glory to the 

present faction in reference to a geographical feature. Along the entirety of the Italian 

Peninsula, running north to south, the Apennine Ridge forms a watershed to both the east 

and the west where 

The philosophers flowed into the Ionian Sea on the East, as it were, which is 

Greek and well-provided with harbors, while the orators came down into our 

barbarian Tyrrhenian Sea on the West, which is full of reefs and dangers. (De 

Oratore 3, 60-61)    

As the reference indicates, orator and philosopher are defined by the seas to which each 

waterway flows. The orator confronts perilous conditions typical to uncharted, western, 

waters; philosophers meanwhile occupy the peaceful seas of the East, familiar, established 

and bounded by harbors. According to the analogy, philosophers guide their vessels 

through smooth seas, where orientation is determined by learning from previous 

generations.  

This east-west division had the effect of consigning Greek philosophy to an earlier 

age and Roman oratory to its future. Cicero was committed to the superiority of duty over 

contemplation evident in the early Greek heroes hailed by Plato, and in De Re Public he 

loses few opportunities to contrast the orator’s vita activa with philosopher’s otium because 

of the philosopher’s inadequacy to serve any practical purpose in the political sphere. There 

are right and wrong ways to go about looking for truth, and the orator who “prefer[s] instead 
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to be tossed about in these billows and storms into extreme old age” is better than he who 

lives out his life in peace and contemplation.78 

 At the end of the Roman Republic, control over the helm of the Ship of State was 

clearly the provenance of the orators: “[Cicero] delivered the helm of civil government into 

the hands of his orator” (May and Wisse 24). In this Roman golden age, eloquence was 

prized as the fountainhead of civilized life,79 and putting the orator at the helm conferred 

to him the honors of public servant. But such honor was not to last. With the death of 

Cicero, that ship had sailed, not to reemerge as a viable motif until the rediscovery of 

Plato’s works in the fifteenth century, when men of letters sought answers to questions of 

moral and political leadership. 

More’s Mariner: New World Spin on an Old World Trope 
 

The Ship of State comes back into focus with Thomas More’s refiguration of the 

helmsman in his satire, Utopia (1516).80 In this work, neither philosopher nor orator has 

what it takes to impact the contemporary state, an observation that reflects More’s own 

experience. More’s life-long service as a public servant brought him into daily contact with 

a myriad of ways the English monarchy had failed to properly govern, its consistent 

violations against Christian social justice, and More’s own failure as an agent of reform. 

His satire regards the failure of discursive knowledge to affect change, and More assumes 

familiarity with both Platonic and Ciceronian traditions to create a version of the helmsman 

that demonstrates a way to knowledge quite distinct from the literary kind. 

The work’s debt to Plato is obvious from the title Utopia, a Greek term coined by 

More, and as the work unfolds the author’s bias toward Greek culture becomes 

pronounced.81 But More’s helmsman is also a unique development of the age since the 

 

78 See the eulogy for Cato the Censor in the Preface to De Republic. 
79 See Cicero, De Inventione 1.2.2-3. 
80 All references to the Utopia will be taken from More, Thomas. Utopia. Translated by Paul Turner. 
Penguin Classics, 2003. 
81 Despite Gilles’ observation of Raphael’s style as that of a “correct and muscular” Latinist (Letter 
to Busleiden), Raphael himself showed a strong preference for Greek philosophy. The reemergence 
of the Ship of State may be one consequence of debates over the value of Greek studies, involving 
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Utopian helmsman is also a New World mariner, a figure in his own right.82 By fusing the 

traditional trope with a contemporary mariner, More brings a network of meanings to bear 

on the helmsman motif that deserve attention.  

The Utopia formally resembles two genres, one ancient and one new. It is, on the 

one hand, a classical dialogue with three interlocutors who discuss various political theories 

and invoke prominent philosophers. The central speaker resembles the familiar trope, a 

stranger with an ascetic aspect, “sunburnt face, a long beard, and a cloak slung carelessly 

over one shoulder,” widely traveled, and philosophically gifted: “he’s not a sailor of the 

Palinurus type. He’s really more like Ulysses, or even Plato” (16).  

On the other hand, it evokes elements of the discovery narrative. The cultural work 

of More’s Utopia transcends its philosophical legacy by also generating, through a separate 

literary heritage, a third notion of the public servant, one defined by New World mariners. 

At a glance, the Utopia presents all the formal features of this new genre: a sampling of the 

Utopian alphabet, a dedicatory poem and prefatory letters mimic the components of 

published reports that, while relatively few at the time, were popular reading material. The 

main speaker is Raphael Hythloday, a New World explorer who is historically configured 

as nationally Portuguese and a member of Vespucci’s crew. Raphael is a fusion of these 

two types of helmsmen, the classical and contemporary, and it is through his figuration 

within a New World context that makes Utopia pivotal to a novel maritime iconography. 

 

Erasmus and his circle who praised Greek philosophy as superior to Roman. Roman “call to arms” 
(vita activa) was statecraft exercised through oratory which was attacked by Humanists as too 
highly regulated, divorced from philosophy and incapable of affecting change in the current 
political climate. More was to defend the superiority of Greek culture based on “those arts they call 
liberal, along with philosophy, in which subjects the Romans wrote next to nothing.” Letter to John 
Batmanson (1519), qtd in Nelson, 2006, 1035. For the “conspicuous Hellenism” of More’s Utopia, 
see Nelson, 2007, 329-330. 
82 In 1516, the same year the Utopia was published, John Rastell, More’s brother in law, presented 
a proposal to Henry VIII to organize a voyage to North America. Although Rastell’s interest in the 
New World wasn’t unusual to the age, his desire to actively lead an English program of colonization 
was. At the time, More and Rastell both lived in close proximity in London, and it is very likely 
that ideas in the Utopia were partly generated out of their mutual New World interest. See Towns, 
209-213. 
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The discovery narrative helped to refigure the Ship of State motif in two significant 

ways.83 It exposed the inadequacy of a tradition that defined vita activa in oratorical terms 

and instead heroicized men whose actions were defined not by literary craft but by 

seafaring, conquest, and by the knowledge they brought back from their voyages. Second, 

it privileged a new type of persuasive practice that undermined the canons of rhetoric. 

Writers used plain, eye-witness reporting as evidence of the degree of transparency of their 

reports absent of rhetorical flourish, as if they were transcriptions of lived experience 

(Fuller 8). As Gleckman rightly points out, these were new truth conventions invented by 

early explorers to secure the confidence of patrons in the credibility of their reports (5). 

They based “authorial value not only on the privileged nature of the information they 

possess, but also on a rhetoric that promises this information will be transmitted accurately” 

(7).  

The discovery narrative put professional rhetoric in conflict with credibility, a 

tension that spills over into questions of moral and social responsibility that were 

fundamental to rhetoric’s unchallenged role in cultural affairs. More taps into this tension 

to test the value of discursive knowledge to civic action by framing his work as a discovery 

narrative. 

More’s mariner is perfectly positioned to challenge institutional norms by virtue of 

his alterity to sanctioned knowledge and custom, which he does in Book II through his 

exposition on Utopian life. In this way, he resembles the helmsman of the Platonic Stranger 

tradition while also resembling the very real experiences recorded in navigator’s reports, 

such as those recorded in Columbus’ letters, Vespucci’s texts, and Peter Martyr’s 

 

83 A recent discussion of the Utopia as a discovery narrative can be found in Gleckman, Thomas 
More’s Utopia and the Early Modern Travel Narrative. His argument is quite different from mine. 
Gleckman understands More’s use of the genre as a means to show the “superficial basis of truth 
claims in sixteenth-century travel narrative” [2]. He understands the genre to add to the work’s 
parodic element, drawing attention to the way the new rhetoric of travel had “dangerous 
implications for both humanist rhetoric and humanist values at the time” [2]. His insights remain 
uncontested here, since they pertain to the ‘credibility’ of Raphael’s report on the Utopian 
civilization. My discussion, though, emphasizes Raphael’s figuration as a real-world mariner, 
colleague of Vespucci, who is upbraided by More and Peter Gilles for his refusal to serve the court 
and for his rejection of rhetorical practices.  
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Decades.84 However, it is Raphael’s view on rhetoric, discussed in Book I, that is most 

provocative. One of the most glaring errors of the age, as Raphael conceives, is too much 

emphasis on rhetorical style. He sees civic disasters and human indignities as the 

consequence of the vicious self-interest of political leaders who are perpetually encouraged 

by counselors held hostage by protocols of decorum associated with the rhetorical crafts 

they practiced.  

In Book I the dialogue among the three men, Raphael Hythloday, Peter Giles, and 

Thomas More, engage questions about the production and legitimization of knowledge and 

its relationship to rhetorical practice. This is an important development in the ship motif 

because at issue is how the helmsman is defined in contrast to traditional ways that 

knowledge is authorized and managed. Raphael mocks Ciceronian canons of invention, 

style, and memory as particularly obnoxious impediments to truth,85 and as witnessed 

through Raphael’s experience of court life, wisdom is not determined by words at all: 

“everything I said was treated with contempt, until it appeared that the Cardinal was not 

against it—and then they were immediately all for it,” and “this, from the Cardinal, was 

enough to make everyone wildly in favor of an idea which nobody had taken seriously 

when I produced it” (32). In court life, not language but money and power have become 

the most persuasive means of sanctioning knowledge. Knowledge so precariously 

determined puts the helmsman out of a job. When legitimacy is measured according to 

style, the helmsman cannot function as the state’s advisor with credibility.  

A crisis in knowledge is a crisis in rhetoric, which More dramatizes through the 

characters of More and Raphael. They voice tensions in epistemology that emerge due to 

New World exploration, tensions that force a rift between men of letters and men of action. 

Where the lawyer embodies the manners, learning, and habits of a humanist tradition, the 

 

84 These discovery texts were available in 1515. 
85 Raphael attacks rhetorical protocols of arrangement and discovery when he questions the habit 
of invention through looking to the past for validation, “This was good enough for our ancestors, 
and who are we to question their wisdom…. It would be a major disaster for anyone to be caught 
being wiser than his ancestors” (21), when he mocks the lawyer’s reply, “I’ll begin by going through 
the points you’ve made.  Then I’ll show…And finally I’ll refute…” (28), and when he undermines 
the reliance upon memory, “as though having a good memory were all that mattered” (27). 
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mariner exercises freedom from the constraints of intellectual and social decorum such a 

tradition entails. “At present,” Raphael tells More, “I live exactly as I please, which is more, 

I suspect, than the vast majority of court officials can say” (20). Living as he ‘pleases,’ 

Raphael nonetheless does the work of the civilizing agent, traveling to remote areas of the 

world, establishing posts, teaching languages, and constructing printing presses. In More’ 

Utopia, action belongs more to the mariner than to the humanist. 

Free from political duty, Raphael is also freed from the rhetorical habits it fostered, 

one of which required presenting new knowledge in terms of the old, an injunction that 

widened the gap between rhetoricians and everyone else.86 As Anthony Pagden explains, 

“all that could be known had to be made compatible with all that had once been said by a 

recognized canon of authors” (Encounters 12).87 To this, end the humanist compared 

himself to Isis, a trope that reflected his ambition to collect the disparate parts of knowledge 

into a seamless, unified whole. But the New World mariner by his very presence disrupted 

this tradition. The old world could not accommodate the explorers Columbus and Vespucci, 

and they experienced first-hand the intellectual resistance their reports generated.  

Vespucci had in fact the humanist training necessary to describe New World events 

in terms of the ancients, and in his letters he rallied philosophers and historians from 

antiquity to defend his discoveries where he could.88 Despite the great care he took in 

presentation, when Vespucci reports information that contradicts the authorities on the 

 

86 From very early in English schools, students using grammar books like Apthonious’s 
Progymnasmata were taught the civic art of rhetoric through imitation and accommodation and 
learned to synthesize knowledge in encyclopedic terms. 
87 Imitatio is a rich and ancient concept in the rhetorical arts, and I defer to Madelaine Doran’s study 
Endeavors of Art to explain the complex role decorum, or a doctrine of fitness, played in validating 
invention in English works. The struggle travel writers experienced because of this tradition has 
been expansively covered, and Jonathan Sell’s book The Rhetoric of Wonder in English Travel 
Writing: 1560-1613 effectively accounts for the strategies that writers used to develop “consensual 
knowledge” (28-32).  
88 There is much written on the hypersources for Vespucci’s Letters Mundus Novus (1504) and 
Quatuor Navigationes (1505), and scholarship has made the evidence of his humanist 
embellishments common knowledge. However, a brief but thorough introduction on the 
intersection of humanism with early modern discovery narratives is found in King, Renaissance 
Humanism: An Anthology of Sources. The last chapter relates the humanist tradition to Vespucci, 
especially pages 296-301. 
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climates, skin pigmentation, sailing methods, and human nature—discoveries that were 

dismissed as lies—Vespucci defends himself saying, 

If some envious or malicious person does not believe this, let him come to me,  

that I may affirm this with calculations, authorities and eye-witnesses and let that 

suffice… I do not wish to become so tangled in this matter, which strikes me to be 

the doubt of a literary man . . . let that suffice. (Mundos Novus 39)   

In a culture where authority and veracity are more contingent upon style than content, 

literary men become the enemy to truth. Columbus also made a similar complaint in his 

letter to the Governess of Don Juan of Castile (1500). Concerned over the negative reports 

regarding his governorship, he distinguishes between men of action and literary men: 

 I should be judged as a captain sent from Spain to the Indies to conquer a large  

and warlike people, with customs and beliefs very different from outs.  . . . I 

should be judged as a captain who has borne arms for a long time and bears them 

still, not laying them aside for a single hour, and I should be judged by knights of 

conquest and experience, not by men of letters. (Letter to the Governess of Don 

Juan, 274) 

For Columbus, the opinions of ‘literary men’ create impediments to the primary actors in 

the civilizing process, the conquistadors, who civilize worlds where discourse was 

impossible. In this way the “large and warlike people, with customs and beliefs very 

different from ours” is not so different from More’s court, where discourse also fails. 

In Utopia, Raphael expresses a similar frustration. Toward the end of Book I, More 

points out how rare and valuable Raphael’s contributions would be to a king and advises 

that Raphael serve the court. Raphael disagrees, and his objections lead to a defining 

moment in the narrative. Just as Raphael declares his unwillingness to provide instruction 

to ignorant kings, More points out how rhetoric is designed to overcome the resistant 

auditor:  

There is a more civilized form of philosophy which knows the dramatic context,  

so to speak, tries to fit in with it, and plays an appropriate part in the current 

performance. . . . it’s no use attempting to put across entirely new ideas, which 

will obviously carry no weight with people who are prejudiced against them. You 

must go to work indirectly. (42)  
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But for Raphael, such rhetorical protocols are deceitful. To More’s brand of court 

etiquette he says:     

If I’m to speak the truth, I’ll have to say the sort of things that you object to.   

I don’t know whether it’s right for a philosopher to tell lies, but it’s certainly  

not my way. (42) 

Serving the court as a counselor would be, for Raphael, the equivalent of “aiding and 

abetting insanity” (43), and More agrees to a certain extent. To More, philosophizing 

belongs to “friendly conversation” of “the academic variety,” not to a cabinet meeting (41). 

More’s choice to use a mariner as a purveyor of truth, in contrast to court counselors, 

captures the kind of epistemological challenge that navigation was to inadvertently pose to 

statecraft and the principals of rhetoric from where it drew so much of its authority.   

 There is no doubt that for More, reports from the New World opened an imaginative 

space to reexamine assumptions about knowledge previously encapsulated in the 

traditional Ship of State motif. In literary tradition, the philosopher/statesman was a 

helmsman by virtue of his wisdom and eloquence, qualities that functioned to heal broken 

societies. In More’s Utopia, the helmsman is a philosopher in spite of his regression from 

public life and by virtue of his distance from rhetorical customs. He doesn’t even publish 

his own report (if he had, More’s would have remained unpublished according to More’s 

letter to Gilles).  

Raphael is in fact as inactive, in a rhetorical sense, as his Utopia is discursive. It is 

significant to this discussion to note that Raphael’s report on Utopia enacts a political 

philosophy that while reasonable, is not reasoned-to. Instead, it is encountered: 

If you’d been with me in Utopia, and seen it all for yourself as I did—I lived there  

for more than five years, you know, and the only reason why I ever left was that I 

wanted to tell people about the New World—you’d be the first to admit that you’d 

never seen a country so well organized. (46) 

While treatises on ideal governments conceptualized by Plato, Cicero and St. Augustine 

propose ideal political organizations, their ideas are bound to the conventions of speculative 

discourse. They evolved from ideas in the past, and project ideas that may or may not take 

form in the future.  
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Literalizing the Ship Motif 
 

The dramatic effect of More’s Utopia is achieved primarily because More literalizes 

the Ship of State motif. The discovery of the New World removes Raphael’s discourse from 

the purely speculative realm; in fact, there is no metaphorical ship in Utopia at all. Although 

it remains unstated, the Ship of State that needs Raphael is Britain, and although the 

parallels with Plato and Cicero cry out for some Ship of State imagery, More leaves it 

conspicuously and deliberately absent. The reader must connect the dots and get the point 

that England needs a gubernator like Raphael.  

The work attests that although Utopia may not exist on this side of the Atlantic, it 

exists nonetheless in an imaginary present,89 and could even be mapped, “Raphael did 

mention it . . . and we were both fated to miss it” (12). Even while Gilles insists that Raphael 

has more in common with the philosopher’s disposition than the mariner’s, it is precisely 

Raphael’s identity as an actual mariner, a Palinurus, through which the New World of 

Utopia acquires credibility. The mariners of the eye-witness reports from other-worldly 

encounters, modes of writing practiced by seamen, are strategies of knowledge-creation 

that distance Raphael from literary men.  

In reference to analog English mariners, with their rapidly multiplying reports of 

unknown cultures and land masses, More revolutionized a way to imagine matters of public 

policy that directly conflict with the modus operandi practiced by counsellors beholden to 

a court. The way, of course, is to break out of discursive boundaries. It is the lesson of the 

epigrammatic poem in the prefatory matter: 

 Alone I of-lands all without philosophy 

 State philosophical, I-have-form for-mortals. 

 Willingly I-impart my-things, not not-willingly I-accept better-ones. 

Speech acts, especially of the philosophical or oratorical kind, are a poor substitute for 

physical action in the world, an ideological point reinforced by the fact that the island nation 

of Utopia is the man-made excavation project led by Utopos. The way of the seafarer, of 

 

89 “Imaginary present” is a phrase borrowed from Carvounas, who uses it to distinguish pre-modern 
Utopias from eighteenth-century ones (70).  
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leaving established norms, opens up the possibility for finding a new way to foster human 

dignity through practical experience and works of material consequence.  

The way of the mariner, here exploited by More to explore civic improvement, 

foreshadows the direction the rest of the century will take regarding how knowledge is 

constructed and transferred. For More, his Utopia is a New World in the sense that it is a 

thought experiment permitting the reader to imagine, alongside the sixteenth-century 

chancellor, the existence of a better way to solving problems than from within the limited 

arena of advisers and counselors.  

Until the first trans-oceanic navigator, the mariner’s way was legible. The actual 

medieval mariner’s dependence on coastal sailing, of orienting himself according to geo-

markers from sea-beds to church steeples meant his location could be graphed using 

physical, terrestrial markers. Oceanic navigation at the end of the fifteenth century 

weakened the stronghold of land-based narratives by contesting truth claims of the 

philosophical sciences. As testified through mariner’s reports, there remained large gaps in 

knowledge, just as there were still places on the map that were inscrutable, waiting to be 

written. More was not concerned with navigation as such, but he observed that from the 

vantage point of the sea came a wisdom that extended to assumptions about the world, how 

to govern it, and who was best fit to govern. In his Utopia, the classical helmsman became 

a little more independent of the rhetorical traditions that informed it, precisely in the way 

the New World mariner exposed how discursive disciplines had failed in their civic 

responsibilities.  
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Chapter Three 

The Poetical Shipmen of Quintilian, Spenser, and Hakluyt 

 

 To pause here to consider the ‘poet as helmsman’ may appear superfluous. After 

all, the long shelf-life of the ship motif and its ubiquity within various discourses is due to 

its adaptability and origin in a heroic tradition where the best way to be a master of others 

is to be master of words. Oratory is part of the ship motif’s genetics. The classical ships in 

Part I of this discussion are all poetical in the sense that they are particularly dramatic 

metaphors of political and moral interest, which implicates the writer as a source of cultural 

authority; the poet, or orator, who designs states, reforms souls, and persuades others to 

virtuous action can easily be assumed to possess the special kind of knowledge unique to 

the helmsman.  

Nevertheless, the Ship of Poetry has its own unique history and specific relevance 

to the network of conceptual helmsmen from which the Early Modern navigator sought to 

distinguish himself. This chapter provides an overview of the Ship of Poetry’s poetic 

origins and its development as a symbol of innovation and self-reliance. One of the most 

influential works during the Renaissance, Quintilian’s Institutes of Oratory, is the heart of 

this discussion because he uses the helmsman conceit to conceptualize literary training as 

a way for individuals to exercise authority, while providing a course of action for the 

generation of new poets. My argument explains how Quintilian’s vision influenced a 

democratic turn in the helmsman motif, one that complemented perceptions of the 

navigator as a new man worthy of honor and recognition.  
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The Ship of Poetry, a Roman Conceit 
 

The Ship of Poetry as a distinct figuration does not develop until the first century 

in Rome,90 sometime between the death of Cicero and the age of Quintilian. During this 

span of about one hundred and fifty years, the ship motif had been invoked by the poets 

Virgil, Ovid, Horace, and Statius as way to link their poetic efforts with their Greek 

predecessors. Imagining literary composition as a voyage allied the Latins to the Greeks, 

whose ethos evolved out of maritime activities91 and whose heroic past linked political 

leadership to seafaring. The central associations of Homeric epic with the sea brought that 

past to bear on the Roman poetic effort. Roman writers projected themselves as Aeneases 

or Odysseuses, reluctant to sail, hard pressed by challenges, but hoping to achieve a 

personal and communal victory in the undertaking. The ship motif also bound the poets 

linguistically to the orators who frequently compared persuasive speech in the Assembly 

to the calm that pacifies turbulent seas.92 The ship motif combined the authoritative voice 

of Greek poetics with the majesty of Roman senatorial achievement.  

Why it developed during this time is partly explained as a matter of political 

expediency. Since Rome’s transition from a Republic to an imperial power stymied the 

usual channels for conducting public affairs, the Ship of Poetry developed as an alternative 

 

90 There is one prominent Greek poet, Pindar, who used the motif to describe the challenge of 
poetical composition. But his use was rarely imitated; furthermore, he used the motif in a similar 
way to the Romans: as a means of distancing his work from Homers’, also evident in Pindar’s 
interest in the mythology of Jason over the mythology of Troy. 
91 Hesiod’s Greek creation history looks to the sea as generative of the gods that govern “gracious 
words” (Hes. II, 75) and his myth of creation found in the Theogony lists Peitho, the goddess of 
persuasion, as first among the offspring of Ocean and Tethys. In the creation of Peitho, as Helen 
North reminds us, eloquence is quite literally born out of the ocean, and Aphrodite, the goddess of 
desire, a longtime affiliate of eloquence, is generated out of the ocean’s foam (406-408). Cicero’s 
argument for the primacy of rhetoric over philosophy in fact depends upon looking back to Homer 
and Greek heroes who expressed political engagement through poetry. 
92 This was a popular motif for Quintilian also who describes the three types of rhetorical styles in 
Book XII of the Institutes as torrential water. The torrent is the analogy best suited to communicate 
both the forceful quality of the orator’s performance and the vulnerability of the listener. If we are 
to imagine eloquence as Quintilian does, it is a force worthy of respect as well as one that incites 
visceral fear: “he whose eloquence is like to some great torrent that rolls down rocks and ‘disdains 
a bridge’ and carves out its own banks for itself, will sweep the judge from his feet, struggle as he 
may, and force him to go whither he bears him” (12.10.61). 
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to the Ship of State. The civil wars that characterized this generation brought an end to the 

Republic, and the repression of political authority that followed constrained freedom of 

speech. The rise of Roman autocracy made a statesman’s job difficult to perform. Ernst 

Curtius speculates that the Ship of Poetry emerged from the pressure put upon orators to 

step back from public affairs,93 a proposition that subsequent scholarship bears out. In this 

environment, written works replace speech acts, authors replace orators. Gregory Smay 

speaks to this movement as a “new kind of literature within the Roman tradition,” when 

orators no longer able to “steer the ship of state by conventional means, [sought] a new way 

of exerting an influence on the course of events” (1). That way was through the written 

word, where books operate as tools of empire.  

During the reign of Augustus, however, Republican values revived and with them 

fresh attention was given to poetic experimentation, to Latin experimentation with Greek 

forms, and to Rome’s distinctive heroic past—and the ship metaphor provided the cognitive 

framework to express both the spirit of adventure, and the anxieties, that come from 

creating a national poetry. Superficially, the Ship of Poetry is a straightforward analogy, 

configuring ships as books, helmsman as authors, passengers as readers. Sails that are set 

at the beginning of a work are furled at the end when the ship pulls into port.  

However, the Ship is also a means of bridging the past with the present, of 

diminishing cultural and historical distances. At issue in the Ship of Poetry motif is the 

question of the seaworthiness of the vessel and the expertise of the helmsman to reach his 

destination, which for the Roman poets was to master Greek eloquence, but in Latin terms. 

The metaphorical sea voyage was difficult to sail primarily because it was Greek-occupied 

and fortified by the Homeric epic.94 Propertius’s complaint to his patron Maecenas, “why 

set me adrift in so vast a literary sea?” (Elegies, Bk III, 9, 1) echoes the anxiety also found 

in Horace (Carm. IV, 15,1), who expressed in nautical terms the inferiority of his minor 

 

93 Ernst Curtius says the Ship of Poetry is unique to this age and culture. Curtius confidently points 
out that “nautical metaphors originally belong to poetry,” but cannot locate any examples of the 
Ship of Poetry other than those used by first century Roman writers and those of later ages. See 
Curtius, 128-130. 
94 Imagining Homer as the ocean from where all streams of eloquence are fed was a common topos 
by the first century. 
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verse to epic poetry, doubting his ship and skill as sufficient for voyaging epic seas. Statius 

and Ovid provide multiple nautical references in their respective works, Silvae and Ars 

Amatoria, where poetic stops and starts are compared to a sea journey interrupted by island-

hopping:95 “Part of my undertaking remains, part of the task is finished. Let the cast anchor 

hold my craft here” (Ars Amatoria 1.771-2).96 For the poets of minor verse, the voyage 

captured the narrator’s self-conscious deviation from epic models.  

Virgil used the motif to communicate anxiety over narrative control. Charged with 

the mission of writing a national epic on the legendary Aeneas required Virgil to improvise, 

to create narrative where none had previously existed. Opportunities for invention 

presented themselves in content, theme, and tone. For as an epic of exile, the Aeneid 

progresses without the joyful anticipation of reunion and homecoming that sustains 

Homeric epic. Aeneas’ experiences are not Odysseus’s, and although Aeneas is a hero who 

must find his way through unfamiliar seas and lands, his adventures are muted by the 

pressures of founding an empire which must be fought for. The hero’s development that 

occurs during the voyage from Troy to Italy easily transfers as a metaphor for the narrator’s 

development as an epic poet, who must move beyond the harbor of Homeric models and 

into the open seas of epic invention. 

The Ship of Poetry motif captures the anxiety and thrill of competing against the 

Greek legacy, and it anticipates political tension, especially in the lyric tradition. Ovid’s 

use of the motif is peculiar insofar as it compounds self-doubt with the pressure of 

censorship. As a subject in exile, Ovid saw himself as a kind of Aeneas and he repeatedly 

expressed his poetic efforts in terms of a sea adventure, as in Fasti I, 3; III, 789; IV, 18 or 

Ars armatoria I, 772 and III, 748 to name a few.97 He favored the image of a ship at sea 

and used it to communicate both his personal and poetic vulnerabilities. The image of a 

boat in Tristia II, on the one hand, conceptualizes the difference between his art (in this 

case, love poetry) and epic poetry, while on the other hand it manifests the liability of poetic 

performance within the empire:  

 

95 Silvae IV, 89 and V.3, 237 
96 Qtd. in Ingleheart, 85. 
97 See Ingleheart, especially 81-85. 
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A little boat shouldn’t trust itself to the waves  

because it dares to fool about in a tiny pond. 

Perhaps—and I should even question this—I’m fit 

for lighter verse, adequate for humble music: 

but if you order me to sing of the Giants, beaten  

by Jove’s lightning, the weight will cripple me if I try. (II, 329-334) 

The proverb on the little boat reflects on the author, who suggests that if he thought he 

could do justice to matters of epic importance, like “the Giants, beaten by Jove’s lightning,” 

he would have to forsake his muse. Whatever successes the little boat, his previous poetry, 

had experienced in the tranquil “tiny pond” of the Roman polity, this same boat is ill-

equipped to handle the rough seas of open water—here a metaphor for unfavorable political 

conditions determined by the will of the emperor. Political seas are not the right 

environment for Ovid’s boat, as he was to discover, where eloquence, “seaworthiness,” 

cannot withstand the storms of the emperor’s intemperance.  

 The Ship of Poetry which first emerged as a complement to the Ship of State was 

nevertheless distinct from it, critiqued it, and in time took over where it failed the civic 

enterprise. By 50 C.E., with dynastic rulers as tyrants and with the orators silenced, all hope 

of salvaging Republican ideals had been dashed.98 According to the philosopher Seneca, 

the Ship of State had long ago been sunk along with its helmsman:  

Marcus Cicero, tossed about amid Carilines, Clodiuses, Pompeys and Crassuses,  

some out-and-out enemies, others vacillating friends, while he is pitched about 

along with the Republic, he holds it tight as it sinks to the bottom.  (Shortness of 

Life, 49 C.E., 5.1) 

For Seneca, there is no ship left to helm and therefore, “in Seneca’s essay Cicero’s Ship of 

State becomes both a metaphor for death—and a dead metaphor” (Dugan 192). The vacuum 

left by the ruined Republic, once filled by political and moral philosophers, gives way to 

 

98 For a brief overview of the impact of the Julio-Claudian and Flavian dynasties on the degeneration 
of oratory, see Caplan, et.al.17-19. 
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the literary men who despite the absence of public assemblies, carry out the responsibilities 

of the helmsman in the form of written polemics and poetry.  

Quintilian’s Helmsman: Restorer of Morality 
 
 Within the same decade of Seneca’s assessment, Quintilian was receiving rhetorical 

training in Rome. For the next fifty years, he built an enormously successful teaching 

career, educating emperors’ sons and counselors. At the end of his life, in 95-96 C.E., he 

published a work on education of encyclopedic breadth, a product of a lifetime spent 

collecting wisdom from the ancients and collating it that of his contemporaries, to produce 

a rhetorical handbook that was also a cultural theory. This work, the Institutes of Oratory, 

is deeply indebted to epic poetry and it mines the works of Homer and Virgil in particular 

as models of stylistic excellence.99 Such familiarity with the epic legacy perhaps accounts 

for Quintilian’s application of the motif to his own cultural project, a motif that had 

ramifications for the way rhetorical training and poetry were to be valued as the instruments 

of cultural production. 

Imitating the epic models that populate the Institutes, Quintilian’s masterpiece 

opens with a nautical reference: “let us spread our canvas to the gale and offer up a fervent 

prayer to heaven as we put out to sea” (Inst, Pref. pr. 3).100 Quintilian’s use of the motif 

shifts away from its former application by poets to describe the challenges of literary 

composition as a voyage. In the prefatory letter, Quintilian describes the teaching of 

rhetoric as an epic journey. The adaptation of the voyage nomenclature from the act of 

poetic composition to the training of future writers is significant because in that one move 

Quintilian has refitted the cultural authority of the poet onto the rhetor, and has also 

refigured literary training as a heroic activity, an accolade upheld by the high standards set 

for the disciples of rhetoric.  

 

99 “Homer and Virgil are ‘invaluable for any literate person and should be read and re-read’” (Inst 
1.8.5). qt. in Adams, 45. 
100 All references to Quintilian’s Institutes will be taken from Quintilian, Marcus Fabius. The 
Institutes of Oratory. Translation by Harold Edgewrth Butler. Harvard Press, 1920. 
data.perseus.org/citations/urn:cts:latinLit:phil002.phi0013.perseus-eng. Accessed 5 Aug 2020. 
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Two important points deserve some attention here: Quintilian’s redefining the 

rhetor as a moral philosopher, and his figuring the rhetor as a master of eloquence whose 

duties are to engender eloquence in others. In these ways, Quintilian establishes the literary 

man as a helmsman of epic status and offers a model for emulation on how to meet the 

challenges of original composition and seek new expressions of eloquence.    

 The seriousness with which Quintilian considered rhetorical training vital to moral 

virtue cannot be overstated. Quintilian followed Cicero’s opinion that the rhetor be a vir 

bonus dicendi peritus, the good man speaking well,101 and, like Cicero, saw moral 

philosophy as essential to the orator who must understand virtue to do his job, namely 

honor and shame for delivering encomium, justice for pleading cases, and courage for 

addressing the mob or facing “threats of public disorder, often at the risk of offending the 

powerful” (2.20.8).102 Quintilian also embraced Cicero’s opinion that moral philosophy and 

eloquence belonged together,103 were tragically separated, and now needed to be 

reintegrated under the rhetor’s provenance: “May the time come when some perfect orator, 

such as we pray for, claims for himself this art [moral philosophy]. . .  and restores our 

stolen goods, as it were, to be once again incorporated in rhetoric!” (12.2.9).  

For Quintilian, the “task of forming character and establishing rules for life” is the 

job of rhetors and not of philosophers, men who appropriated the task because they 

disdained the “toil of learning to speak well” (1. pr. 14).104 Quintilian suggests that moral 

philosophy is a separate science in name only. When he says in Book I that “it is the orator 

 

101 In defining rhetoric, Quintilian observes “some think that bad men may be called orators, while 
others, of whom I am one, restrict the name of orator and the art itself to those who are good” 
(II.15.1). 
102 The complete quote: “unless he understands honour and shame? How can he urge a policy unless 
he has a grasp of expediency? How can he plead in the law courts if he knows nothing about justice? 
Again, does not oratory call also for courage, since we often have to speak in the face of threats of 
public disorder, often at the risk of offending the powerful?”  
103 “These two disciplines, as Cicero very clearly argues, were once so closely joined by nature and 
united in function that philosophers and orators were taken to be the same. The subject then split 
into two, and it came about, through failure of art, that there were thought to be more arts than one” 
(Quintilian, Ins. 1. pr. 3). 
104 Familiar though it was, Quintilian followed his predecessor only up to a certain point. For Cicero, 
the matter of restoring rhetoric to its pre-Socratic glory meant educating the orator in moral 
philosophy as well as in rhetoric. 
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who will both know these things best and best express them in words” he envisions rhetoric 

as a besieged city that having had philosophy unjustly stolen, now is demanding its return 

“as ours by right” and “not appropriate their discoveries but show them that they have 

appropriated what was not theirs” (1. pr. 17).  

Critics have observed that Quintilian’s refiguring of the rhetor as the moral 

philosopher is unique to him. One critic in particular, Arthur Walzer, has remarked that 

“there is really nothing like this in Cicero” and “while Cicero seeks a rapprochement with 

philosophy (De Oratore, 3.142), Quintilian would usurp it. He envisions a day when 

rhetoric can replace philosophy, though he acknowledges that at this time rhetoric must 

borrow some material and themes from philosophy” (268). The real evidence, however, for 

Quintilian’s commitment to the moral superiority of the rhetor is found in the premium he 

puts on personal integrity as the endgame. As Walzer summarized, Quintilian,  

as distinguished from Cicero and other theorists, is less concerned with ‘facility 

with words and Figures, an understanding of Invention, practice in Disposition, a 

good Memory and charm of Delivery’ and more concerned with the forming of a 

character that ‘fear cannot break, disapproval cannot dismay, and the authority of 

the audience has no power to inhibit,’ without which ‘no art . . . will be of any use 

(12.5.1-2).’ (269) 

The Institutes presents a hierarchy of values in which integrity of character guides the use 

of language. The power to put forth an effective argument is a matter of judging what is 

most appropriate from that which is too meager or excessive in a given situation.105 

Quintilian uses the death of Socrates to prove the point.106 As he explains, having the choice 

to defend himself, Socrates refused. In contrast to Cicero, who saw Socrates’ death as a 

rhetorical failure, Quintilian viewed it as a success because Socrates’ refusal demonstrated 

 

105 Training in discernment of appropriate from inappropriate language is the focus of Irene Peirano 
Garrison’s analysis of Quintilian’s Institutes, Books 8, 9 and 10. Her study argues that by assigning 
moral values to the poetry of the Greeks (bad) and the oratory of the Romans (good), Quintilian 
subtly advances his ambition to Latinize rhetoric.   
106 A full discussion of Quintilian’s unusual use of Socrates’ death scene can be found in Arthur 
Walzer’s essay, “Moral Philosophy and Rhetoric in the Institutes: Quintilian on Honor and 
Expediency,” 274-275. 
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how the good man is morally constrained by language: “the end the orator must keep in 

view is not to persuade, but to speak well” (11.1.11).107 Speaking well, in this case, meant 

forgoing language entirely. Socrates’ silence was his most honorable speech, proving 

Quintilian’s point that only through rhetorical training could such perspicacious 

discernment be nurtured. 

 The Institutes teaches rhetoric as superior to philosophy because of the array of 

decision-making demands it put on her disciples to discern the best tools to use for 

composition (invention), how to express an argument (style) in respect to persona, 

audience, and circumstances. Rhetoric is training in rules,108 but the consummate rhetor 

must manipulate the rules depending on circumstances. “If the whole of rhetoric could be 

thus embodied in one compact code, it would be an easy task of little compass: but most 

rules are liable to be altered by the nature of the case, circumstances of time and place, and 

by hard necessity itself” (2.13.2). Literary training allowed the rhetor to engage the world 

“in terms of the complex mix of claims made by the different constituents of any rhetorical 

situation” in contrast to the “static systems, first principles, and critical perspective of 

philosophy” (Walzer 278).  

In Quintilian’s instructions of teaching style in the Institutes, Books 8 and 9, the 

careful selection of exemplum bridges the gap between the outer world of compositional 

choices and the internal formation of character. Quintilian’s deferral to Virgilian epic 

especially, and the image of the Roman warrior in particular, provide potent tools here, 

uniting lessons in style with noble models of imitation.109 The continuation of the passage 

from Book II quoted above, for instance, uses heroic language to describe composition, 

imagining the rhetor as a Roman general who makes plans for battle, but must remain 

flexible if the terrain changes or “if, for instance, he is confronted by a mountain, if a river 

 

107 If Socrates had offered a refutation, Quintilian says, he may have conciliated his judges, but 
“that would have been unbecoming for him,” and although Lysias had written a defense for Socrates 
to use, it “was not suitable to him” (11.1.10). 
108 Quintilian says, “No one, however, would expect from me the sort of rules that most writers of 
textbooks have handed down…” He distances himself from the more didactic approach found in 
textbooks then circulating, like Ad Herrenium and De Inventione. See Ward, 109-110.  
109 Assfahl notes that “Quintilian uses more metaphors than Cicero or any other prose writer in the 
Latin and Greek language,” quoted in Garrison, ft. 61, 102. 
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bars his advance, or his movements are hampered by hills, woods or broken country. Or 

again it may be modified by the character of the enemy or the nature of the crisis by which 

he is faced. On one occasion he will fight in line, on another in column, on one he will use 

his auxiliary troops, on another his legionaries; while occasionally a feint of flight may win 

the day” (II.13.3-4). Knowledge, experience, and strategy are critical to orators and 

generals alike, but how to proceed when things don’t go according to plan determines 

matters of epic importance and national consequence, entrusted to those who know when 

to set the rules aside and choose the most expedient course to take.  

The rhetor’s moral integrity and literary fitness are features of Quintilian’s 

helmsman, but the true test of competency comes when, freed from the poetical models of 

the past, he can become the authority over his own craft, his techne. This lofty ambition is 

the purpose for the Institutes: to generate masters of eloquence. In the proem to Book 12, 

the final Book in the treatise, Quintilian describes the “ideal orator” as one who has been 

“dismissed by his masters and is either proceeding on his way borne onward by his own 

impetus, or seeking still mightier assistance from the innermost shrine of wisdom” 

(12.pr.3). Subsequently, it is the achievement of the teacher himself who finds himself 

“setting forth a theory of eloquence which had been but newly discovered and rarely 

essayed.” Quintilian describes his task as a sea journey which begins in familiar waters but 

ends in the open ocean, void of reliable guides. Referring to the eleven former Books upon 

which this final Book depends, he says,   

Thus far I seemed to myself to be still in sight of the short and I had the  

company of many who had ventured to entrust themselves to the self-same winds. But 

presently when I entered on the task of setting forth a theory of eloquence which had 

been newly discovered and rarely essayed, I found but few that had ventured so far 

from harbor.  And finally now that the ideal orator, whom it was my design to mould, 

has been dismissed by his masters . . . I begin to feel how far I have been swept into 

the great deep. Now there is ‘Nothing before and nothing behind but the sky and the 

Ocean,’ [Aen. Iii.193] One only can I discern in all the boundless waste of waters, 

Marcus Tullius Cicero, and even he, though the ship in which he entered these seas is 

of such size and so well found, begins to lessen sail and to row a slower stroke, and is 

content to speak merely of the kind of speech to be employed by the perfect orator. 
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But my temerity is such that I shall essay to form my orator’s character and to teach 

him his duties. Thus I have no predecessor to guide my steps and must press far, far 

on, as my theme may demand. (12. pr. 3-4) 

Like Cicero, Quintilian assumed the identity of the helmsman but significantly diverged 

from the Ciceronian model. The ship he helmed was his own book, a book intended to train 

future poets, writers, and orators in eloquence that finds fulfillment in new works and new 

poets.110 Empowered by knowledge and rhetorical gifts, Quintilian helms his book-ship 

instead of the Ship of State of an earlier age. His ship, better equipped for handling new 

seas, passes Cicero’s, who charted a path for “the kind of speech to be employed by the 

perfect orator,” but failed to “form the orator’s character and teach him his duties” (12. pr. 

4)   

 There is a puzzling use of Horacian verse in Book 8, where Quintilian defines 

allegory which reveals the deftness with which Quintilian dislodged the Ship of State. 

Demonstrating the usefulness of the allegorical device to “present one thing in words and 

another in sense,” he quotes these famous lines,  “ . . . O ship, shall new waves bear thee 

back into the sea? / O what art thou doing? Make resolutely for the harbor,” and then 

interprets them as such:  

. . .  that ode of Horace, in which he puts the ship for the commonwealth, the 

tempests of the waves for civil wars, and the harbor for peace and concord. (44) 

Quintilian’s frames the Horacian verse as a res publica allegory, which it is not.111  Debates 

from the last century alone have argued against popular opinion112 confirming Horace’s 

 

110 Holcomb’s work on Quintilian’s teaching on improvisation and extemporaneous speech is 
valuable to my point insofar as oratorical training as a means to individual, moral, and social 
fulfillment. See his essay, “‘The Crown of All Our Study’: Improvisation in Quintilian’s Institutio 
Oratoria,” 53-72. 
111 Woodman recognizes that most scholars assume that “in Horace’s time these lines were indeed 
understood to allegorize the state” (64), but he corrects this assumption by showing that Quintilian 
had actually created a political allegory out of a sexual one (63). Only after Quintilian, as Hans 
Blumenburg argues, was the Horacian reference predominantly political: “Quintilian’s decoding 
was authoritative for the way this metaphor was handed down” (11). 
112 As Woodman explains, Mendell’s argument that the navis referred to the ship of life was 
countered by an equally famous argument offered by Anderson (1966), whose claim that the navis 
referred to the ship of love was confirmed and expanded by Ortwin Knorr who, in Horace’s Ship 
Ode in Context, offered a synthesis of the arguments in the twentieth century (63-64). As Hans 
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allegorical navis as any other ship except a Ship of State, which Quintilian would have 

known. Perhaps Quintilian intervened here to communicate a break with the past because 

his interpretation effectively institutionalizes the Ship of State as a static motif, an emblem 

of political authority no longer valid, in order to create a contrast with his own ship, guided 

by a helmsman whose character and duties are defined by poetic ideals and practice.    

 Virgil, Horace, Ovid and Statius were influential poets throughout the Middle Ages 

and into the Renaissance. Future poets used the ship motif as the classical poets had, to 

express the challenges involved in continuing a literary tradition while innovating on that 

tradition. Just as a ship in the open ocean arrives at a certain point based on the pilot’s art, 

so also do poets voyage beyond known points of reference by using the skills and 

knowledge of previous centuries, creating new paths as they enter into unknown waters. 

The ship motif was ideal for this. Not only did it impute epic daring and political wisdom 

onto the poet (its helmsman), it also provided a salient bridge between the present and the 

past. For the Romans of the first century, the ship of poetry became a reference to literary 

transmission and invention, a way to express the journey into literary forms whose impact 

and success could only be known in compositional production and by its after-effects. For 

the sea of such a ship was both the blank whiteness of unmarked parchment and the critical 

judgements of the past, present, and future.  

Openness and instability—natural but formidable characteristics of the sea—were 

assets to new generations of poetical helmsmen, and the language the Augustans used to 

describe the destabilizing of an already classical tradition provided future writers on the 

edge of the Renaissance the nautical lexicon that simultaneously signaled cultural 

continuity and rupture. For the writers within this tradition, the ship was a way to represent 

the dynamism in negotiating the distance between cultural achievements of the past and the 

needs of the present; between imitation and originality; between didactic and aesthetic 

values.113 These writers had prepared the future canvas for Petrarch, Dante, and Boccaccio, 

 

Bork also observes, linking Horace’s O Navis ode to a lineage of Ship of State motifs “in general 
does not illustrate good critical practice,” even when it is done by Quintilian (2). 
113 This bridging is especially pronounced in Boccaccio’s Genealogy, where the bark, or navicula, 
is repeatedly encountered in the proem material and ultimately comes to signify his awareness of 
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all of whom expressed their foray into poetic experiment in terms where they, like 

Quintilian, become poetic helmsmen in uncharted seas.   

Identifying an English sixteenth-century analogue for the ship of poetry is difficult 

partly because it is so diffuse, especially in the dramatic works of the period. There are 

plays whose plots depend on crossing oceans, i.e., the Tempest, Othello, Pericles, Twelfth 

Night; almost all of Marlowe’s tragedies refer to seafaring, and within these and other plays 

characters too numerous to count express their ambitions, hopes, and disillusionment in 

terms of sailing ships and shipwrecks. In Pericles, the Chorus directly asks the audience to 

envision the stage as a ship (3 Chorus 53-60), even though such instruction is unnecessary 

because the rhetoric of seafaring, so abundant in the drama, puts implicit pressure on the 

reader to imagine the literary work as a ship anyway. In non-dramatic Elizabethan poetry, 

representations of the ship of poetry are much sparser. There are the English imitations of 

Petrarch’s famous Sonnet 189 by Wyatt and Sidney, and there is the Faerie Queene, to 

which this study now turns. 

Spenser’s fairy land is riddled with aqueous events, characters and terrains, but the 

watery environment alone is not what makes the Faerie Queene relevant here. Spenser’s 

work is unique among other examples because it features a mariner as a central narrative 

voice, and therefore speaks directly to the conceit of the Quintilian helmsman in the Ship 

of Poetry.  

 

Spenser’s Mariner in the Faerie Queene 
 

While there are actual seas and actual helmsmen in the Faerie Queene, Phaedra and 

the Boatswain for example, there are surprisingly few references to the mariner. The actual 

designation occurs only nine times, although references to nautical conditions, equipment, 

or activities appear more frequently. Even so, the mariner-narrator dominates the first half 

of the romance. In Book I specifically, the poet helmsman speaks of his poem as a ship, 

 

the novelty of his project. See Lummus, “Boccaccio’s Hellenism and the Foundations of 
Modernity,” especially 101-106 and 140-143. 
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adjusting its sails and speeding to safely pull into harbor: “Behold I see the haven nigh at 

hand, / To which I meane my wearie course to bend; / Vere the maine shete, and beare up 

with the land” (I.12.1-3).114 

The degree to which the motif dominates the work is best summed up by Paul 

Alpers. Alpers noted that Spenser’s narrator identifies with only four images throughout 

the work: the mariner, plowman, explorer, and traveler, and points out that, with the 

exception of the plowman, the other images either include water or are not exclusive of it 

(Alpers 31).115 Edits made in the second edition suggest that Spenser came to prefer the 

maritime over a rustic narrative device, at least for Books I-III. In the edition of the Faerie 

Queene from 1596, Spenser edited out the plowman image from end of the Book III, Canto 

47, and moved it to Book VI. Considering the national and spiritual associations evoked by 

the plowman who, since Chaucer’s time, had been a most meaningful English cultural 

symbol,116 this annexation concentrated narrative control in the hands of the mariner.  

I propose that Spenser’s preference for a maritime over a rustic narrative frame 

relates to Spenser’s purpose in writing, his hermeneutic of reading, and the exegetical 

practices encouraged within the allegory. Spenser absorbed Quintilian’s conviction that 

moral excellence was a product of a literary education, and more importantly, that the best 

 

114 There are two very important studies which justify this discussion: Edwards’ book, Sea-Mark: 
The Metaphorical Voyage, Spenser to Milton (1997), and Dees’ essay, “The Ship Conceit in The 
Faerie Queene: ‘Conspicuous Allusion’ and Poetic Structure” (1975). Both studies present the 
maritime motif as a critical component to the allegory’s movement and purpose, and both support 
such claims through a much more comprehensive examination of the maritime motif than mine. 
My study is indebted to theirs in singling out specific passages for analysis, but my discussion on 
the role perspective plays in navigation and allegory, and the suggestive parallels with the 
hermeneutic anxiety recorded in maritime instructional literature is original. All references to 
Spenser’s Faerie Queene are taken from Spenser, Edmund. The Faerie Queene, edited by A.C. 
Hamilton, Longman, 1977. 
115 The explorer image is found in Book II’s Proem, but the exploration to places such as Peru, the 
Amazon and Virginia imply sea travel, and the traveler of Book VI’s Proem is a traveler through 
Faerie Land, which according to Book II includes lakes and oceans.   
116 According to David Clark’s study, the image of the plowman in the Renaissance was pervasive 
and meaningful, mostly because after Chaucer’s “The Plowman’s Tale,” the image became a 
symbol of national identity. Not only did it represent simplicity and humility, but it became a 
metaphor for evangelism, “sowing the word of God, doing good work, preaching and expounding 
the scriptures” (140). In fact, Spenser’s Red Cross Knight was raised as the son of a plowman, a 
detail signaling Spenser’s tribute to the national and spiritual power of that image. 
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teachers taught by example and not rule. As this discussion shows, Spenser’s mariner-

narrator is a reflection of Quintilian’s helmsman insofar that it presents the act of reading 

allegory as way-finding, much in the same way Quintilian perceived rhetorical training. 

However, Spenser’s narrator also undercuts the helmsman’s authority; the seemingly 

aimless wanderings of the Faerie Queene’s narrative and the inaccessibility of moral 

instruction hidden within “dark conceits” chip away at the notion of the helmsman as an 

epic hero. Spenser refigures the literary helmsman as one struggling to find meaning, much 

like the characters and readers who find themselves facing open seas, void of familiar or 

firm interpretive frames of reference.  

Many have tried to explain the Spenserian helmsman in terms of classical models 

of imitation: the ship of poetry suits Virgilian ambition as well as Ovidian resignation, as 

it mediates between epic and romance conventions.117 I would add to this reading the 

possibility that Spenser’s mariner is meant to reflect the Early Modern navigator who is 

caught in the crosshairs of competing epistemologies and cultural values and whose 

expertise at sea is practiced, and read, in ways that require the intellectual work similar to 

the demands of allegory.  

Was Spenser Influenced by New World Navigation? 
 

Links between the nascent Atlantic navigator and Spenser’s mariner are 

speculative. Unlike his contemporary Philip Sidney, it’s difficult to prove Spenser’s interest 

in oceanic ventures or the navigational arts. However, as studies have shown, Spenser kept 

abreast of the business of the Muscovy company’s mercantile and colonial projects118 and 

 

117 Quint observed that an epic progresses linearly along a “coherent, end-directed story told by 
their own power” and that romance is signified by “random or circular wandering” wherein 
characters “experience a contingency that they are powerless to shape to their own ends” (9).  
118 Greenblatt is the obvious source for justifying a New Historical approach such as this one. In his 
famous chapter on “Fashioning a Gentleman” in Renaissance Self-Fashioning, Greenblatt produces 
a fruitful reading of the destruction of the Bower of Bliss by analyzing it in reference to 
contemporary discovery literature. See also Murrin’s Spenser and the Search for Asian Silk, where 
he shows the relationship between the Faerie Queene and reports of the Muscovy Company’s 
agents reports and how they are reflected in Books I and II. 
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through his professional and personal ties to Walter Raleigh, himself a seaman, Spenser 

would have been aware of the maritime community Raleigh patronized. Influential friends 

also could have brought English navigation to Spenser’s attention: His tutor at the Merchant 

Taylor’s School, Richard Mulcaster, believed the navigation arts were critical to political 

and intellectual formation,119 and his friend Gabriel Harvey’s esteem for Hakluyt and 

Bourne certainly would not have gone unnoticed by the poet.   

What can be known with certainty is that the mariner’s relationship to the seas had 

changed with the advent of navigation, and that the mariner’s socio-political value 

increased dramatically in the last decades of the sixteenth century. The court’s very public 

embrace of her navigators brought the art of navigation to bear on epic questions of English 

national identity and moral purpose. Second, mariners of this time were responsible for 

instructing other mariners in the art of navigation, resulting in the proliferation of 

navigational manuals intended to be read by the educated elite. Many works, such as 

Copland’s The Rutter of the Sea (1528-1588) and Waghenaer’s Mariner’s Mirrour (1588) 

make it clear that these writers confronted challenges of a literary nature, requiring them to 

reckon with the limits of language for negotiating the relationship between theory and 

practice. Whatever degree Spenser may or may not have been connected to the maritime 

world, he recognized the significance of the navigator to his allegorical project.  

 The argument below is intended to show how Spenser situates readers of the Faerie 

Queene as navigators, especially as the art was practiced in the sixteenth century, when 

former models of pilotage proved to be unreliable and insufficient. As the world expanded, 

navigation demanded a new level of vigilance and flexibility in light of conflicting reports 

in need of constant amendation, and technological advancements that put empirical and 

abstract knowledge into tension. This new type of seaman, who was a member of the 

gentry, responsible for shareholders and passengers, who made choices dependent on 

knowledge, skill, and circumstances, the outcomes of which were proportionate to 

individual ability and contingencies, is the prototype for the ideal reader of allegory.  

 

119 Mulcaster had written of the importance of opening a college to train shipmasters and mariners 
in the art of navigation in his Positions Concerning the Training up of Children (1581). See Watson, 
“Hakluyt and Mulcaster.” 
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To proceed, I first show the navigator’s rising status as a relatively new member of 

the gentry and then consider the kinds of reading practices encouraged within the 

navigational arts. My intention is to draw a link between how navigators interpreted the 

world and the Spenserian reader. Before engaging directly with the text of the Faerie 

Queene, I discuss how the hermeneutic of anxiety120 within Spenserian allegory requires 

the reader to negotiate meaning in a text designed to exercise the intellect under similar 

conditions faced by the mariner.  Spenser’s expansion of the ship motif to include various 

participants within his artistic agenda, I argue, pushes the typical use of the trope to 

reconsider what it means to be ship-bound poetically by considering the Elizabethan 

mariner’s experience. This discussion is intended only to reckon with Spenser’s 

refiguration of the classical helmsman in light of that period’s maritime affiliation and is 

therefore a limited and general consideration of relevant episodes from Book I where 

references to the Ship of Poetry are most concentrated. 

The Elizabethan Mariner and Fashioning a Gentleman 
 

Three years before the first installment of the Faerie Queene was published, 

England achieved a spectacular victory over Spain in the retreat of the Armada.121 Before 

then, Queen Elizabeth had populated her court with navigators in order to participate in the 

contest for overseas colonies and trading ports. Privateers like Raleigh, Hawkins, Grenville, 

and Drake experimented in pillaging Spanish ports and sea vessels to fill Elizabeth’s coffers 

and unsettle Spanish imperial claims. But nothing could have prepared her for the fortune 

 

120 Gordon Tesky identifies hermeneutic anxiety as both a habit and product of reading allegory: in 
sum, the condition created when readers search for significance and meaning regardless whether it 
is there to be found, who “strive to interpret vigorously, to discover secret meanings, to labor over 
the text, continually uncovering what is only vaguely suggested or not there at all.” See Spenserian 
Moments, 73.  
121 According to Strong in Gloriana: Portraits of Queen Elizabeth I, Queen Elizabeth closely 
monitored representations of her in the arts. Thus, the production of the Armada portrait, featuring 
the Armada in the top right corner, the Tudor crown to the left, and Elizabeth’s right hand resting 
on a globe indicates the relationship between the event of 1588 and a new sense of dominance in 
the form of imperial claim.  
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that fell when a storm arose and shipwrecked the Spanish fleet.122 Here was an opportunity 

to reconfigure her identity and take full possession of her title, “Cynthia, the wide ocean’s 

empress.”123 

 Elizabeth’s ascension as queen of land and seas is both romantic and political. As 

Helgerson points out in Forms of Nationhood, England’s developing mercantilism 

conducted on the seas provided new challenges to the ideology of the court (171-190). 

Gentlemen, merchants, and vagrants inevitably rubbed elbows aboard ship primarily for 

the purpose of commercial exchange. Therefore, the image of Elizabeth as “the wide 

ocean’s empress,” best exemplified in Gower’s Armada portrait, provides a salient but 

problematic reflection of power: the portrait is superficially romantic, but upon closer 

inspection betrays mercantile interests, connecting commercial power with a new emerging 

national identity. Although images of ships remain in the background of the portrait, those 

ships and their mariners foreground the means of Elizabeth’s power: her merchant marine.  

By identifying herself with her mariners, Elizabeth had inadvertently acknowledged 

an egalitarian quality to her court. For seamen were neither landed gentry nor unskilled 

labor, yet they possessed social and political distinctions granted to them through their 

professional affiliation. Seamen were shareholders of the ships they served and since they 

were financially invested, they had different kinds of freedoms and responsibilities. They 

could partake, for instance, of private trade and were allotted stowage space to conduct 

private trade transactions (Brooks 235). Fifteenth-century maritime codes regulated rights, 

duties, meals, wages, hiring conditions, and disaster compensation for which the mariner 

could earn extra compensation. In sum, the English mariner held a privileged position by 

the sixteenth century. He belonged to a guild on the cutting edge of distinction in a new 

 

122 Some ships wreck on Scottish coasts, others on the northern and western coasts of Ireland, as 
pointed out by Thomas Herron in “The Spanish Armada, Ireland, And Spenser’s Faerie Queene,” 
82. 
123 The Queen’s influence over a maritime empire was to become the predominant cult of the next 
decade, as cited by Strong, 127. In the Faerie Queene, Spenser, like Walter Raleigh before him, 
refers to the queen as Cynthia, a term also popular also in court revels. The queen was often 
personified as the moon through Diana, Phoebe, or Belphoebe because of the moon’s power over 
the sea. Her nomination as “Cynthia” is featured in The Masque of Proteus presented at Gray’s Inn 
in 1595, enacting Queen Elizabeth’s virtuous governance and authority. See Butler, 91-94. 
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Atlantic community, and distinction is what he earned. Mariners who served under 

Elizabeth I could be knighted if the right circumstances presented themselves, as the careers 

of Martin Frobisher, Richard Grenville, Humphrey Gilbert, John Hawkins, and Francis 

Drake testify. The mariners during Spenser’s time could have worked alongside such noble 

seamen and would have had opportunities to distinguish themselves, if not politically, then 

certainly socially and financially.124 The legal and financial freedoms the mariner enjoyed 

opened routes of social mobility125 that increased the possibility of multiple helmsmen to 

emerge, which in their multiplicity undermined the image of the helmsman as an authorial 

voice.  

Recognizing the mariner as an ordinary person capable of rising to noble stature 

complements Spenser’s intention to “fashion a gentleman or noble person in virtuous and 

gentle discipline” (714). To be clear, a gentleman was not a nobleman, although Spenser 

elides the distinction through syntax, subordinating the noble’s hierarchical value.126 A 

gentleman belonged to the middle class and, according to contemporary attitudes derivative 

of Castiglione’s Book of the Courtier, a gentleman was  

an individual capable of serving others by governing them, and made capable by  

attaining, through his own efforts, a knowledge and moral strength on which he 

could depend without reservation. It was an idea for which the individual would 

 

124 Steckley acknowledges that many mariners never took their complaints to court, and that while 
on the one hand mariners could come from wealthy families, they could just as easily be vagrants. 
Edward Barlow is one such London vagrant turned mariner. Steckley refers to Barlow in “Litigious 
Mariners,” 110; Fumerton treats Edward Barlow’s diary at length in Unsettled: The Culture of 
Mobility and the Working Poor in Early Modern England. 
125 It is a popular conception, led by Rediker’s Devil and the Deep Blue Sea, to think that these early 
mariners were the unfortunate underclass of an encroaching capitalist system. But writing in 
response to Rediker, Steckley in “Litigious Mariners: Wage Cases in the Seventeenth-Century 
Admiralty Court” compiles several case studies that challenge the perception of mariners as victims 
of either “law or sea.”  He creates a convincing argument based on the amount of money granted 
to mariners who sued, the number of cases tried, and of mariners winning cases. His verdict is that 
the mariner could appeal to law in the seventeenth century for remedies against arbitrary treatment. 
He bolsters his argument with charts of records and customs that prove that courts, even admiral 
courts, ruled in favor of mariners’ suits over seventy percent of time. Even more evidence comes 
from the courts’ attitude toward mutineers and deserters: both were considered high crimes, and yet 
those who committed these offenses were still given two-thirds of their wages. 
126 For an overview of the evolution of the gentleman, his character, and his responsibilities during 
the sixteenth century, see Ashley, “Spenser and the Ideal of the Gentleman,” 109-112. 
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strive from a sense of duty to his country and himself and a desire for that lasting 

distinction owed to true merit. (Shanley 13) 

The gentleman described above, summarized in Shanley’s seminal study on Spenser’s 

Gentleman (1940), calls attention to his self-made qualities and his moral virtue, neither of 

which are taken for granted and more likely than not depend upon receiving a good 

education in virtuous behavior. Spenser himself says so in his Letter to Raleigh, noting that 

Arthur was trained before he knew his destiny as England’s premier knight and king: “I 

labour to pourtract in Arthure, before he was king, the image of a brave knight, perfected 

in the twelve private morall vertues, as Aristotle hath devised, the which is the purpose of 

these twelve bookes [sic]” (719). Clearly, Spenser had some confidence that gentlemanly 

virtue could be taught, and that such virtue enabled one to govern others—to become the 

gubernator. As David Clark acknowledges, “the first book of the Faerie Queene becomes 

not the tale of an aristocrat gaining power over the masses through his spiritual superiority, 

but the tale of an everyman who came to holiness despite (or even because of) his humble 

upbringing” (54). Spenser’s ideal readers are similar to Elizabethan mariners who stood at 

the threshold of a new class of civic leaders, virtuous in potentia, who found their 

fulfillment as gentlemen or noblemen by learning to navigate. 

There are several ways the mariner’s perspective complements Spenser’s 

allegorical goals. For Joseph Dallet, Spenser uses images to convey a function, and the 

mariner’s purpose is defined by his perspective, his visual field which is naturally limited 

to surficial data. The mariner trope, he suggests, invites the reader to temporarily lose sight 

of the narrative (92-94). In The Choice of Achilles, Susanne Wofford brings the image of 

the mariner to bear on her discussion of allegorical hierarchy. According to Wofford, 

inasmuch as a mariner would rely on the Pole Star to navigate, so too does the reader look 

to a narrator for guidance within a narrative. And, as the analogy allows, sometimes clouds 

block the light from the star; sometimes metaphors do not work as they should; sometimes 

the narrator is unreliable, leaving the reader abandoned in the text much in the same was as 

a mariner at sea without a visible point of reference (234-262). Perspective provides 

context, and context often determines meaning. 

I want to focus on perspective because it is critical to Spenser’s project of self-

fashioning. By definition, a virtuous disposition is only possessed when it is practiced. 
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“This Methode” says Spenser, “will seeme displeasaunt, which had rather have good 

discipline delivered plainly in way of precepts, or sermoned at large . . . then thus clowdily 

enwrapped in Allegorical devises” (Letter to Raleigh, 716)  In terms of the poet’s challenge, 

he must write in a way that requires the reader to make interpretive choices through which 

readerly agency is exercised. As Gordon Tesky defines, “the reader is to be morally 

changed not just by seeing examples of admirable conduct but by becoming engaged, 

through the play of interpretation, in the theory of virtue” (“Allegory” 16). Perspective 

becomes important here as a limiting feature of knowledge, and the reader, who progresses 

through the text according to cognitive perception, frequently encounters events or scenes 

that cannot be read correctly.  

The reader’s interpretive failures would not be possible without the cooperation of 

the narrator. Paul Alpers, in the “Narration of the Faerie Queene,” has noted that the 

narrator is intentionally designed to keep meaning provisional, a narrative ploy for teaching 

the virtue of holiness (27). The reader cannot merely model his life after the protagonist’s 

but must come to understand, through the reading process itself, the central virtue of Book 

I, which is fidelity (31). Since faith can only be possessed through glimpses of truth, and 

not the exposition of it, the reader must wade through the “seemingness” of things in order 

to remain faithful. Consequently, doublings, such as those manifested in Archimago, 

Duessa, red dresses, rosary beads, unnamed characters, and misidentifications all work to 

keep the reader from slipping into idle passivity. The shakiness of the narrative trajectory 

requires active participation of the reader to construct meaning.  

To a certain extent, Alpers’ reading anticipates Wofford’s discussion on the 

difficulty of identifying an allegorical hierarchy. She begins by identifying the narrator as 

a courtly figure, the mouthpiece for Elizabethan politics, who is separate from and 

sometimes works against the meaning of the narrative. She says, 

While the poem textualizes its meanings by directing attention to the openness, 

instability, and generativity of signs as signs, and to the tropological exchanges 

within and among signs, the allegory works in an opposed way, putting into action 

what we might call the narrator’s hegemonic desire to enforce assent to dominant 

traditional discourses and to the political and social power they affirm. (222) 
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For Wofford, this division between narrator and text requires the reader to assume a 

“double position,” much like the characters (234). Thus the “narrative celebration of 

power” (228), which Wofford’s analysis argues against, becomes suspect through narrative 

instability. Spenser’s Faerie Queene resists definitive interpretation because it lacks a 

center, a phenomenon particularly relevant to the imaginative system realized through the 

sixteenth-century English mariner.127 

Spenser capitalizes on the allegorical lure of the mariner. Typically, the mariner 

(the helmsman to the ship of poetry), acts as a guardian over the text, an interpretive guide. 

However, in Spenser’s allegory, reading the helmsman according to traditional 

hermeneutics becomes a liability, since the narrator is unreliable.  

The last canto of Book I, the adventure of Red Cross Knight, begins and ends with 

the ship of poetry motif. However, the last reference draws attention to the degree of moral 

danger inherent in Spenser’s poetic method. Here, after the adventure has concluded, the 

narrator comes forward to address the reader, self-identifying as a mariner: 

Now strike your sailes yee iolly Mariners, 

For we be come unto a quiet rode, 

Where we must land some of our passengers, 

And light this weary vessel of her lode. 

Here she a while may make her safe abode, 

Till she repaired have her tackles spent, 

And wants supplied. And then againe abroad 

On the long voyage whereto she is bent: 

Well may she speede and fairely finish her intent. (I.xii.42) 

The narrator directs his attention to the jolly mariners to strike the sails because the 

voyage—the episode—is temporarily over. The meaning seems straightforward, but 

Spenser’s use of the mariner image gives reason to pause. Within the context of the stanza, 

 

127 In the area of Atlantic Studies, the Atlantic world has been described in similar terms to 
Wofford’s. Boelhower, for instance, affirms that the circum-Atlantic world created an order that 
“remained centerless and ultimately unstructured,” relying on the ship as a “semiotic operator” for 
representing this space: “This brings us to one of the central defining features of the new Atlantic 
order portrayed on modern world maps: unlike the medieval world, it has no inside” (38).  
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“mariners” are the reader, the characters, the narrator, and the narrative itself. On a literal 

level, the passengers that must disembark refer to the characters that the narrative leaves 

behind. The second-person address, coupled with the first-person plural in the following 

lines, refers to the reader and narrator respectively. The “yee”’s and “we”’s are then 

followed by the third person singular: “well may she speede and fairely finish her intent,” 

“she” referring to the narrative as if it too had interpretive agency. As mariners are multiple, 

so are narrators. Apparently, there are four positions from which the journey can be 

perceived, interpreted, and constructed. If narrators are mariners, and in this case mariners 

are reader, narrator, characters, and the tale itself, then we are—idiomatically speaking—

all in the same boat, bound by the temporal limitations that naturally belong to traveling 

along a surficial plain. The act of sailing is like the act of reading allegory in which, 

according to Quilligan, “meaning accretes serially, interconnecting and criss-crossing the 

verbal surface long before one can accurately speak of moving to another level ‘beyond’ 

the literal” (28). Mariners and readers alike must gather meaning as we go along and gain 

perspective in retrospect: a radical marker of interpretive ambiguity. Within the stanza, it 

is as if none of us have a privileged position to confer meaning.  

Fragmentation of narrative control keeps perspective off balance and reinforces the 

reader’s interpretive role. This is, of course, the crux of Spenser’s allegory, the 

“hermeneutical game” as Anthony Zurcher calls it, which is designed to exploit the 

“dissonance arising between appetite for signification and appetite for significance” 

necessary to perpetuate the reader’s engagement (40). The narrator’s inability to offer any 

satisfying interpretation of the narrative is a reflection of his place on a ship that he may 

rightfully be said to helm, but who nevertheless is dependent on his fellow mariners to keep 

the ship moving.  

Spenser’s characters, also members of the ship’s crew, suffer from the same 

hinderances that hamper the reader’s abilities to read correctly. However, as part of the 

narrative, they also provide examples of how virtue is formed by learning to negotiate 

interpretive hurdles and learning to accept them. As Dees observes, characters, like readers, 

are formed through experience: “the characters in the poem, engaged in a quest, see 

themselves and are seen by the narrator through an image which stresses that their 

experience are processes” (222).  
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Often, Spenser uses the physical challenges of sea travel to represent the moral 

growth of his characters. A mariner had to be able to read the stars, weather, and the 

physical oceanic environment. He had to know coast lines, and currents; he had to tell the 

difference between islands and continents; above all he had to understand how to handle a 

ship. Various passages in the Faerie Queene relate Spenser’s sympathy with the mariner’s 

position and uses it to dramatize the reader’s position. In Book II, for instance, there is a 

moment when Sir Guyon attempts to quell a fight between Sir Huddibras and Sansloy. He 

steps forward “their strife to understand . . . and with goodly meanes to pacifie” (II.ii.21.7, 

9). But they turn to attack him, and he:  

 As a tall ship tossed in troublous seas, 

 Whom raging windes threatening to make the pray 

Of the rough rockes, doe diversly disease, 

Meetes two contrarie billowes by the way, 

That her on either side doe sore assay, 

And boast to swallow her in greedy grave; 

Shee scorning both their spights, does make wide way, 

And with her brest breaking the fomy wave, 

Does ride on both their backs, and faire her self doth save. (II.ii.24) 

The passage is meant to communicate the precariousness of Guyon’s position in terms of 

the terrors of a voyage. The “impulse to understand” (what drives Guyon to approach the 

two men), is not so much confounded as it is deflected. Guyon does not achieve his intended 

purpose, to pacify, but by attempting to understand he learns how to read the situation. By 

making “wide way” and riding “both their backs,” Guyon learns the valuable lesson the 

reader must also learn: that sometimes understanding depends on out-maneuvering various 

narratives/ors vying for control. Such is the course of those participating in Spenser’s 

allegory.   

A mariner had to be resilient and indefatigable; countless men lost their lives to 

poor health conditions on board or from diseases contracted on foreign shores. Simple 

wind, sun, and ocean spray was enough to crush the mariner, a hardship Spenser captures 

in this simile from Book I, comparing Una to the mariner: 

 Like . . . the beaten marinere, 
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 That long hath wandred in the Ocean wide, 

 Ofte soust in swelling Tethys saltish teare, 

 And long time having tand his tawney hide, 

 With blustering breath of Heaven, that none can bide. (I.iii.31, 1-5) 

The description conveys the severity of Una’s suffering who, now abandoned by Red Cross 

Knight, is exposed (wind and salt-burned) to the elements and her own salt-tears. But she 

is suddenly drawn out of her sore condition with the sight of her knight, likened to the 

reaction of the lost mariner upon seeing land:  

 Soone as the port from far he has espied, 

His chearfull whistle merily doth sound, 

And Nereus crownes with cups; his mates him pledg around. (I.iii.31, 7-9) 

Una-mariner instantly recovers, becoming a whistling, toasting seafarer, pouring libations 

to the sea god Nereus. The following stanza however exposes her reaction as misplaced 

when the reader discovers Una is wrong. The knight she sees is not Red Cross but 

Archimago in disguise who views Una as a “glad merchant” when he “does vew from 

ground / His ship far come from watrie wildernesse” (32, 1-4). It is a deception that Una 

remains unaware of as the two continue their travels together, talking about their 

adventures. 

 According to the dynamics of the scene, Spenser uses the ship imagery to represent 

several oppositional forces that reflect the mariner-merchant tension (ship-land, Una-

Archimago, naivety-duplicity, innocence-experience), to speak to the relationship between 

reading and knowledge. Clearly, only one of these characters reads the situation correctly, 

the one whose vantage point is rooted in the ground. What Una knows is limited to her 

ship, a surficial perception of what she sees, a one-dimensional reading which leads her to 

misjudge so severely that she imperils her safety even further. Una’s condition is inevitable; 

it reflects the human condition and the experience of the reader whose understanding is 

limited by the confines of the fiction as it is encountered. But what should be a contingent 

relationship, as reading usually is to knowledge, becomes adversarial in an allegorical 

world in which signifiers are unhinged from their signification. Here, Una’s experience in 

the “watery wildernesse” remains unrewarded and her epic voyage takes a turn for the 

worse.  
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As the story unfolds, Una discovers Archimago’s deception when he is nearly slain 

by another knight. Only by looking back can the truth of her vulnerability be understood. 

Unlike Homeric and Virgilian models where heroic imitation takes the form of staying true 

to a purpose, the moral tests for Spenser’s characters and his readers pertain to legibility, 

which depends as much on a reader as it does on the object being read. Una is bound to 

learn through experience and retrospective vision, the same way the reader must also 

discern true from false meanings. 

Una’s inexperience can be contrasted with Red Cross Knight’s growing wisdom. 

Midway through Book I, Red Cross Knight escapes captivity from the House of Pride and 

his reaction is coded as a narrowly avoided shipwreck witnessed from the deck of a ship:  

As when a ship, that flyes fayre under sayle, 

An hidden rocke escaped hath unwares, 

That lay in waite her wrack for to bewaile, 

The Marriner yet halfe amazed stares  

At peril past, and yet in doubt ne dares 

To joy at his foolhappie oversight. (I.vi.1, 1-6) 

Unlike Una, Red Cross Knight is seasoned enough to not succumb to the sense of security 

that safe passage should bring. In fact, he is joyless. Until this point, Red Cross Knight has 

struggled to learn how and when to act like a knight, in application to the active life 

(fighting dragons, etc.), and the moral life, acknowledging limitation and achieving 

holiness. Experience has taught him that perception is sometimes one-dimensional when 

true vision requires looking from a multiplicity of angles. In this scene, the image of the 

ship lucky enough to catch a swell over hidden rocks conveys the lesson that even with 

heightened vigilance, the possibility for disaster is ever present. Shipwreck cannot always 

be avoided, no matter how seasoned the mariner may be because he can only avoid the 

terrors he can detect. 

Disaster lay in things seen and unseen, a sobering reality which informed the 

mariner’s daily experience which was disclosed in maritime instructional manuals. This 

body of literature was written to translate method into experience and on a linguistic level 

it enacts Spenser’s heuristic approach, alerting readers of their roles as co-creators of 
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meaning and of the limitless contingencies when subjective knowledge meets objective 

truth.  

The examples that follow are drawn from manuals actively used by navigators 

during the sixteenth century, many of which were read by an educated audience interested 

in the budding art of navigation. Rutters, or route books, were primarily concerned with 

coastal sailing, navigational manuals for Atlantic voyaging. But since navigation included 

coastal as well as oceanic routes, many of the comprehensive navigational manuals, like 

William Bourne’s Regiment of the Sea, included entries about coasts collected and 

translated from French and Portuguese sailors, which had been used by English seamen 

throughout the century. Whether for coastal or Atlantic navigation, sailors entrusted their 

lives to the information these books contained, information the educated landlubber would 

have also read in order to understand the navigational enterprise that had become the focus 

of the English court.  

The expansion of English maritime trade routes in the early part of the century made 

the Robert Copland’s Rutter of the Sea (1528), a popular book that was published and used 

by mariners through the 1580’s. It was the first rutter in English, a translation of a French 

rutter compiled by Pierre Garcie, and provided the kind of information needed for sailors 

to coast safely, which was tricky. The book would have presented English readers with a 

magnitude of dangers encountered by sailors who traveled along Spanish and Portuguese 

coasts, where to approach certain ports was sheer recklessness. Many areas were littered 

with rocky shoals and banks, some as far as four miles out, that lurked beneath the ocean 

surface. Reports like those were recorded in Copland’s Rutter of the Sea in terms that bring 

vitality to Spenser’s imagery:   

Know that when the sea breaks more than two rollers on the Plateau de St Jean de 

Luz you must not attempt to enter Le Boucant; take heed indeed, because it’s not 

worth it.  But if the seas are not breaking you can go in safely. . . But remember 

that every vessel which gets embayed is cast away on the coast and is totally lost 
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and her crew drowned; the bodies of the men are always washed up on this shore 

and never elsewhere, there is no escape except by God’s Grace.128 

According to the experiences of the mariner, the joy of safe passage is stumped by the 

knowledge that vigilance, as with vision, while absolutely necessary, is also limited.  

Uncertainty: Motion and Map 
 

Knowledge is only good up to the point when it is useless. In Canto VI, Red Cross 

Knight is only “halfe amazed.” The other half comes to acknowledge that rocks, like 

Duessa, sometimes “lay in waite to wrack” a man’s life: a verity that once accepted 

becomes part of the characters’ moral fiber.  

Like the allegory of the Faerie Queene, the world of the mariner continuously calls 

into question the location of an ideological center or possibility of a comprehensive 

interpretation. For the reader-mariner, there is no star, method, or map, no single truth 

which guarantees a safe passage and the reader is often burdened by having to continuously 

adjust interpretive methods according to experience, perspective, calculations, 

comparisons, or custom. Just as we have seen in the instance of Red Cross Knight’s escape 

from the House of Pride, much of the Faerie Queene revolves around episodes that question 

a person’s participation in their own “fashioning:” how much is due to one’s own 

discernment and choosing, and how much is due to God or circumstance, is questionable. 

A similar ambivalence is expressed in the opening poem to Coplande’s Rutter of the See.  

It belies the enigmatic position of the mariner’s skill to the supernatural forces that are in 

charge of his voyage:   

Gentle Maryners on a noune vyage 

 Hoyse up the sayle and let god stere 

 In the Bonaventure making your passage 

 It is full see the wether fayre and clere 

 The nepetydes shal you nothing dere 

 

128 Copland’s translation of Pierre Garcie, Le Grant Routtier, from the Taylor-Yale copies (1520), 
17. Noted in Waters, 21.  
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 A see borde mates S. George to borrow 

 Mary and John ye shal not need to fere 

 But with this boke to go sauf thorow. (Aiv.r)129 

The tiding is given to the mariner who is about to set sail on a known voyage, in full seas, 

with weather “fayre and clere,” during neap tide when the rise and fall of the water is least 

severe. With a reference to St. George, here used as both a reference to England’s patron 

and as an idiom of farewell,130 the speaker invokes Mary and St. John to guard the mariner 

from fear, and then appeals to the contents as if they held the key for safe passage. The 

religious theme of the poem, beginning in line two with the speaker’s insistence to “let god 

stere,” is at odds with the last line of the poem, which seems to imply that the information 

contained in “this boke” will conduct the mariner to safety. The poem does not reconcile 

these apparently oppositional inclinations, but rather holds them in tension as if to allow 

the reader the choice of where to position himself along such poles.  The mariner is told to 

navigate the area between commanding his own ship and giving up control of the helm, a 

position that has much in common with the characters, narrator, and reader of the Faerie 

Queene. In his epic poem, as in Coplande’s brief epigraph, Spenser problematizes questions 

of narrative power and consequently interpretive power, questions that are important to the 

idea of fashioning a gentleman.  

Given the limited scope of a mariner’s knowledge of his domain, and despite the 

harsh conditions he endured, the mariner was encumbered by unreliable tools of navigation 

when sailing the Atlantic. The rutter books were designed to help mariners pilot their ships 

along the coastal regions of Western Europe, not to cross oceans. Tools such as the 

magnetic compass and the astrolabe—two of the most necessary and commonly used tools 

aboard ship—could be trusted only with caution. The compass was used more or less 

 

129 Erler argues that the poem was probably in all copies, since it was printed without changes in 
subsequent copies until 1573. In the 1573 edition, references to John, Mary, and St. George drop 
out and emphasis is given to dependence on Christ, a revision that speaks to the changes in the ship 
of the church from chapter one. The speaker inveighs against swearing and cursing before ending 
with a reference to “profit” – all of which reflect the increasing Anglicizing of published material 
(131-132).  
130 See Copland, Poems: Robert Copland, nt. 6.  
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successfully in the Mediterranean, but because it did not take into consideration the earth’s 

curvature, it was inadequate for calculating Atlantic travel accurately. The astrolabe, used 

to determine latitude, was a reliable tool, but motion on a ship at sea altered either the 

mariner’s perception of the dial or the dial itself. A mistaken reading by one degree meant 

a sixty-mile detour, and mistakes were often made. Using a rutter for anything other than 

coastal sailing was hazardous because they could not provide English mariners reliable 

navigational methods for overseas travel.131 Being blown off course has different 

consequences in the Atlantic than it did in the Mediterranean, and tidal behavior alone made 

the English Channel, the Irish Sea, and the North Seas different from continental harbors.132 

Often, mariners had to use auxiliary charts, make ad hoc emendations, or fall back on 

commonly used but unproven tactics like speeding up the ship in order to compensate for 

inaccurate longitudinal lines (Randles 117). The very unreliability of the mariner’s guiding 

systems required him to quite literally look to the stars for guidance133 and put his faith in 

the unseen. As such, the mariner found himself much in the same position as the reader of 

Spenser’s allegory, who, according to tradition, is at the mercy of a text “designed to hide, 

rather than reveal meaning” (Quilligan 27). 

Representation wherever it is found places demands on the reader to decide between 

courses of action: should passage be made through intuitive or experiential adjustments or 

according to custom? The manuals of sixteenth-century mariners reported this kind of 

dilemma since they frequently confronted charts, maps, and route books that 

misrepresented the world. It was not uncommon for two coasts to be “shown on the charts 

farther apart than God set them on the globe or in the world” (Randles 117). 

 

131 Randles explores the differences between Portulan and Planer charts.  Planer charts evolved out 
of portulani, except that they took into consideration the possibility of longitude and surface 
curvature (116). 
132 Waters’ The Rutters of the Sea: the Sailing Directions of Pierre Garcie. A Study of the First 
English and French Sailing Directions with Facsmilie Refro-directions, analyzes four examples of 
printed rutters to show the evolution of chorography from Mediterranean to Atlantic travel, and 
acknowledge that practical as well as theoretical knowledge was important to the sixteenth-century 
mariner.   
133 A practice that began in Portugal in the 1480s and did not reach England until the sixteenth 
century.   
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Early Modern writers, regardless of style or genre, had absorbed the conceptual 

imagery of life as a voyage from homiletic art and literature, and it is easily demonstrated 

how moral and navigational instruction overlapped by reading written attempts to orient 

the seafarer. Celestial navigation required the mariner to negotiate various epistemologies 

present in charts, instrument readings of the stars (often invisible to him), God, experience, 

and his own instincts. Too much reliance on any single field of information could result in 

shipwreck. Randles’ study of sixteenth-century cartography cites several explorers’ 

manuscripts where practical instruction easily translates into moral wisdom. Some of them 

capture the tenuous semantic relationship between the language of the mariner and the 

language of the preacher. For instance, when the Portuguese navigator Diogo Gomes 

realizes his location is more accurately represented in reference to the Pole Star, he issues 

this mild warning,  

I had a quadrant when I went to these places [i.e. Guinea] and I wrote on the table 

of the quadrant the height of the arctic pole and I found it better than the chart. It 

is certain thatone sees one’s course on the chart, but once one has committed an 

error, one can never get back on one’s bearing. (115-116)134  

Gomes’s language, meant to encourage habits of attention and vigilance, could also apply 

to the homilist who sought to mold habits of scrupulosity for souls as they passed through 

this world of moral ambiguity.  

 English rutters also would have included observations like those made by another 

Portuguese pilot Joao de Lisboa, who advises mariners trying to make sense of the often 

contradictory claims of two mapping strategies, celestial and portulan. About whether to 

apply new methods (celestial orientation) to an old system (portulan charts), he says:  

we should navigate according to truth though when near the coast, as long as the 

chart has not been corrected, you should navigate according to past custom, for 

with the false, you should navigate falsely, and with the true, truly. (115)   

 

134 In this section, all original quotations from sixteenth-century European mariners are taken from 
Randles’ study. Diogo Gomes is credited for having discovered how to use the Pole Star as a 
navigational tool in tandem with planer maps.  
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His is a hermeneutic that makes sense under the practical circumstances, but it also has 

moral currency. Lisboa’s advice draws attention to the relative nature of truth itself. Truth 

is relative to the way a subject possesses it, dependent upon how it is perceived.   

 Joao de Lisboa expresses a wisdom that reaches beyond the mariner’s office to the 

reader-mariner’s relationship to true and false representation. Another mariner, the 

Spaniard Martín Fernández de Enciso, acknowledges that the ability to perceive completely 

and accurately was a matter of individual capability. He sees the difficulty of overlaying a 

celestial guide upon a planer chart as one that would require the mariner to also play the 

astronomer. Frustrated by limited means of representing the curved surface of the earth, he 

says that “charts should be made in the form of quadrants so as to conform to the spherical 

body, which is round,” because “sailors are not astronomers . . . sailors understand better 

with something that their minds can grasp in the way of theory, according to the capacities 

of each” (116). Signification, then, is revealed according to the participation and 

capabilities of the individual.135 

 Regarding the fashioning that is supposed to happen to readers of the Faerie 

Queene, the guiding principle of this fashioning is elusive since the terms of subordination 

and privilege are undetermined. Whether fashioning a world or fashioning a gentleman, 

part of the secret of maintaining such designs rests in breaking out of the frame, regardless 

of whether that frame is cartographic or narrative. This is part of the lesson of the Faerie 

Queene. As these early records of English sea travel suggest, recent attention to the art of 

 

135 It is hardly surprising that there is such an overlap among these discourses. As Helgerson argues 
in Forms of Nationhood, distinctions among literary forms are fluid in the Elizabethan era, an 
aesthetic feature that has political ramifications. By drawing upon another set of mariner writings, 
the Voyages by Hakluyt, Helgerson creates a compelling case for the fragmentation of interpretive 
design as an intentional maneuver by the author to displace power. Helgerson reads Hakluyt as 
providing texts that witness to “the emergence of an anti-imperialist and even anti-aristocratic logic 
of mercantile nationalism (187),” and interprets Hakluyt’s ambition as “bringing merchants into the 
nation, and gentry into trade” (179). This occurs not through instruction or example but through a 
heuristic model of narrative design: 
 The extraordinary variety of documents [in Voyages] . . . suggests an equal variety in the 

nation that produced them.  For the most part, the interaction of these various discourses 
and of the difference sorts of people responsible for them is left to happen in the reader’s 
mind by the force of juxtaposition. Hakluyt’s Voyages has its effect by paratactic 
accumulation rather than by some more obviously willed hypotaxis. (179) 
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navigation may have brought Spenser more than just a metaphor for his allegorical design. 

They may have provided a model.  

This cursory exposition of the contemporary mariner with Book I of the Faerie 

Queene is meant to suggest that Spenser’s refiguring of the Ship of Poetry may have had 

as much to do with Quintilian’s influence, who described teaching the rhetorical arts as 

heroic activity, as with the humanist’s reevaluation of natural philosophy as a critical mode 

of knowing. Petrarch and Boccaccio had both referred to their writings as ships because 

they too envisioned their works as vessels that salvaged reservoirs of past knowledge, 

making knowledge more accurate and consequently enhancing the reader’s interpretive 

strengths. To them, knowledge of mariner’s charts improved the legibility of literary texts. 

Lester Toby explains that for these Italian writers, knowledge of the natural world provides 

a valuable critical tool: “Without a firm understanding of the geography of the ancient 

world, how could one fully appreciate and draw inspiration from epic poems like Virgil's 

Aeneid and Homer's Odyssey and Iliad, which involved allegorical stories of travel in 

specific geographical settings?” (Lester 67).  

Keeping in mind the increasing maritime character of the English court it is possible 

to speculate how this culture impacted Spenser’s poetics. Shaped by Quintilian, Spenser 

used his poetry to move away from the notion of a monologic helmsman authority figure 

to replace it with a new literary aristocracy where highly trained literary men like himself 

created the ships that they were entitled to helm. The mariner, like the poet, was “a new 

kind of hero formed within a world conceived of on literary terms, where meaning must be 

researched and qualified by context,” heroic because it is formed in the “disjunction 

between significance and signification where reading is both a science, and an ars” 

(Zurcher 41). 

In Part I, my discussion of the figurative seas of Renaissance England examined the 

way navigational arts brought new possibilities for the maritime motif, while also 

disturbing the metaphorical systems that supported religious, civic, and poetical discourses. 

However much still needs to be said, there is one author without whom this discussion 

remains incomplete: Richard Hakluyt. Although only a small percentage of his writings 

record navigational methods and instructions, his documentation of English overseas 

activity conferred an unprecedented dignity upon the maritime community that refigures 
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the seafaring trope. From 1589 to 1601, Hakluyt published the “English Valiant Attempts 

in Searching Almost all the Corners of the Vaste and New World of America”136 in several 

editions of the Principal Navigations, adding new material and editing the old. While the 

literary contents alone are thematically relevant to this study, it is Hakluyt’s editorial 

practice that gives voice to a new direction for the literary helmsman. Hakluyt’s opinions 

about his subject matter, and how he describes his own experience in managing his texts, 

provides the reader with an interpretive context through which the actual and metaphorical 

helmsman are synched.  

Richard Hakluyt: A Nation of Seamen 
 

Even before considering what Hakluyt has to say, it is readily apparent that Hakluyt 

means to turn general Englishmen into navigators who, by virtue of their habits of record-

keeping, also are authors. The Principal Navigations are lengthy works, ranging from 800 

to 2000 pages and they were published in two editions, the first in one complete volume in 

1589, the second in three volumes in 1598, 1599, and 1600. Each edition contains a table 

of contents from which a few deductions can be made. The first regards the very general 

use Hakluyt makes of what accounts as a navigator. He is, primarily, nationally English: “I 

meddle in this worke with the Navigations onely of our owne nation” (To the Favourable 

Reader, 1589, *3.v). 

This navigator is also English-ed through his experiences with the sea. While there 

are Spanish, Portuguese, Dutch, French, and Italian navigators, their voyages to South-

western seas put them in a different category from the English seafarers who explored into 

the norther hemisphere, a difference whose significance to British identity is discussed 

below. A second observation notes that the people listed in the table of contents are for the 

most part true seafarers, either as support crew on voyages or as navigators. However, they 

are also mathematicians, merchants, patrons, printers, and courtiers who never went to sea 

 

136 From the title of Hakluyt’s 1589 edition: The Principall Navigations, Voiages and Discovereis 
of the English Nation: . . .  Searching Almost all the Corners of the Vaste and New World of America 
. . .  
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but whose participation in overseas missions, recorded through official documents, letters, 

or orders, provided useful knowledge. Sometimes the ‘navigators’ were emissaries, or even 

prisoners, who had very little agency over their travels.137 They are high and low-born men, 

ordained priests, and laymen, from England’s past and present who collectively served to 

further England’s overseas interests by virtue of their connection, no matter how tangential, 

to navigation. The King Arthurs, Francis Drakes and Gerard Mercators were read alongside 

the Rondwells and Richard Grays,138 relatively unknowns in English history then and now. 

Richard Helgerson notes that the Principal Navigations alone is “among the major 

European travel collections in making the nation the universal voyager,” an observation 

that’s validated in the substance of the collected works where high adventure voyage 

narratives mixed with stowage lists, bad poetry, and merchants’ receipts (153). No 

contribution or contributor remained untouched by the dignity of the mission and regardless 

if they had an actual place on board a ship, the participants of Hakluyt’s compendium are 

all included under the heading of Navigations.  

Second, Hakluyt provided authorial attribution and deliberately left unedited the 

documents he was given. His method of setting down “word for word” was innovative in 

respect to the conventions used in other voyage compendia.139 It not only brought the author 

well-deserved recognition, but also reinforced the possibility that eye-witness reporting and 

experiential knowledge could be their own sources of authority.140 Hakluyt explains his 

methodology in the epistle to the reader:  

 

137 MacCrossan notes the incongruity of Hakluyt’s using “voyage” to describe the captivity and 
passage of King Edward’s sons from England to Sweden (139-152). 
138 The master on board the John Baptist, part of Robert Baker’s second voyage to Guinea, named 
in Principal Navigations, noted in Alsop, 115. 
139 Financial support for exploration on the continent and in England may account for Hakluyt’s 
diversion from rhetorical norms. Continental explorers received court sponsorship, whereas the 
English colonial project was run by merchants, gentlemen, and whoever was interested, making the 
navigational enterprise truly a matter of the people—who wanted and needed true reports and facts. 
Hakluyt’s divergence from humanist conventions, among them the author’s interpretation of events, 
is also discussed in Voyages in Print, 142-164. For a discussion of formal similarities and 
differences between Haluyt’s Principle Navigations and other like works, see Nandini Das, 
“Richard Hakluyt and Early English Travel.”  
140 See Helgerson 151, and Pagden 94 for their discussions on Hakluyt’s contribution to the 
empirical sciences. 
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I have recorded the same word for word, with his particular name and page of 

booke where it is extant. . . And to the ende that those men which were the 

paynefull and personal travelers might reape that good opinion, and just 

commendation which they have deserved, and further that every man might 

answer for himself, justifie his reports, and stand accountable for his owne doings, 

I have referred every voyage to his Author which both in person hath performed, 

and in writing hath left the same. (To the Favourable Reader, 1589 *3.v)  

By keeping each document intact and by retaining authorship, Hakluyt distances his 

method from the encyclopedic practices of continental cosmographers,141 because to be a 

seaman naturally meant to “answer for himself” and “stand accountable for his owne 

doings” (*3.v). Authorship and accountability were built into the nature of the navigator’s 

record-keeping practices.  

For Hakluyt, to be a seaman was also quite literally to be authorial, a privilege that 

outshined the cosmographers. Hakluyt’s seamen executed their voyages, then recorded 

them in writing, which put them at an advantage to historians and cosmographers, 

information compilers of the worst kind, misleading readers with “wearie volumes bearing 

the titles of universall Cosmographie which some men that I could name have published as 

their owne, being in deed most untruly and unprofitablie ramassed and hurled together” 

(*3.v). With “no striving after beauty of form, and no care for dramatic effect,” Hakluyt’s 

works allow the authors to speak for themselves and in so doing retains a sense of 

knowledge as constantly accruing, piece by piece, even if needing to be collected and 

assembled. It is in fact through his own activities as voyage-collector where Hakluyt most 

resembles, and becomes, the navigator. His confidence in the seafaring community to 

authorize knowledge of the material world, independent of classical precedent and based 

instead on the experiences of hundreds of men, sets up an epistemological model, not only 

for other seamen, but for the entire English nation to follow.  Out of Hakluyt’s method 

 

141 Noted in Portuondo’s discussion of the encyclopedia ambition of Spanish cosmographers, 19-
59. 
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alone emerges a concept of the seafarer as an English Everyman whose individual 

contributions to knowledge are worthy and necessary.  

This study so far has examined several different helmsmen defined by the elemental 

drama of avoiding shipwreck and directing a ship to port: for the poet, eloquence; for the 

politician, justice; for the priest, salvation. To survive his unique seas, each helmsman had 

to have special knowledge that allowed for safe passage. Hakluyt took the logic of the 

maritime motif and extended it to the empirical world of the actual mariner. In doing so, he 

creates a new motif, the ship of knowledge, whose helmsman is as holy as he is ancient; he 

is indefatigable and a knowing participant on voyages whose port is always out of reach.  

The discussion below draws primarily from two key texts, Hakluyt’s Letter to 

Walsingham in the first edition (1589), and his Prefatory Letter to the Reader from the 

second edition (1598). As paratexts, Hakluyt’s letters construct how and why navigators 

are the helmsmen for the times. Here, Hakluyt uses Biblical and mythological rhetoric to 

figure seamen as the unparalleled heroes of a world that has always been defined by 

overcoming the limitations of the sea.  

Hakluyt’s Epistle Dedicatorie to Sir Francis Walsingham (1589) is an important 

letter because it provides the argument of the book: England’s reputation is at stake and she 

is mocked overseas for her “sluggish security, and continuall neglect” of “notable 

enterprises by sea” (*2.r). As Hakluyt attests, his book, Principal Navigations, is his 

response to these attacks. The opening vignette however indicates the new, sanctified and 

nationalist character Hakluyt gives to the seafarer.   

Hakluyt describes his own initiation into English maritime activity as a quasi-

mystical event, a conversion story inspired by his serendipitous introduction to the art of 

navigation. We are told that at some point in his youth, during a visit to his uncle, Hakluyt 

came across images of maps left open in his cousin’s library. The elder Hakluyt, seeing his 

young cousin’s curiosity, instructs him how to read maps and then directs him toward 

Psalm 107, an experience that, with the “words of the Prophet together with my cousin’s 

discourse . . . tooke in me so deepe an impression, that I constantly resolued . . . I would by 

God’s assistance prosecute that knowledge and kinde of literature” (*2.r). I copy Haklut’s  

recollection of the memory in full because the rhetoric captures how tensions between past 
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and present, ignorance and enlightenment, student and magi, and cartography and scripture 

are resolved in navigation:  

Right Honorable, I do remember that being a youth, and one of her Maiesties  

scholars at Westminster that fruitfull nurserie, it was my happe to visit the 

chamber of M. Richard Hakluyt, my cosin, a Gentleman of the Middle Temple, 

well knowen vnto you, at a time when I found lying open vpon his boord certeine 

bookes of Cosmographie, with an vniuersall Mappe: he seeing me somewhat 

curious in the view therof, began to instruct my ignorance, by shewing me the 

diuision of the earth into three parts after the olde account, and then according to 

the latter, & better distribution, into more: he pointed with his wand to all the 

knowen Seas, Gulfs, Bayes, Straights, Capes, Riuers, Empires, Kingdomes, 

Dukedomes, and Territories of ech part, with declaration also of their speciall 

commodities, & particular wants, which by the benefit of traffike, & entercourse 

of merchants, are plentifully supplied. From the Mappe he brought me to the 

Bible, and turning to the 107. Psalme, directed mee to the 23 & 24 verses, where I 

read, that they which go downe to the sea in ships, and occupy by the great waters, 

they see the works of the Lord, and his woonders in the deepe, &c. Which words 

of the Prophet together with my cousins discourse (things of high and rare delight 

to my yong nature) tooke in me so deepe an impression, that I constantly resolued, 

if euer I were preferred to the Vniuersity, where better time, and more conuenient 

place might be ministred for these studies, I would by Gods assistance prosecute 

that knowledge and kinde of literature, the doores whereof (after a sort) were so 

happily opened before me. (*2.r) 

What is remarkable about this passage is that Hakluyt constructs the episode to visually 

engage the reader along the same path that inspired him: We readers watch as the elder 

Hakluyt wields his wand, dispersing the clouds of ignorance as he directs the boy’s eyes 

from the antiquated T-O map to the modern one, full of aqueous and terrestrial regions, 

political domains, and mercantile dynamism in terms simulating movement and profusion, 

“commodities,” “wants,” “traffiques,” and “entercourse.” The scene is alive and captures 

the event of enlightenment by recreating it for the reader, while also defining the navigator 

as an agent of truth whose experiences replace previous, false representations of knowledge 
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assembled by philosophers. Hakluyt’s bildungsroman by way of maps, proceeding from 

the T-O to the modern Ptolemaic, parallels the actual seaman’s experience of setting out 

from an old world to discover a new one.  

The movement from the cartographic to the sacred text of Psalm 107 essentially 

sanctifies the navigator’s work, especially in his role as merchant to which the lines 23-24 

refer: “[merchants] go down to the sea in ships, and occupy by the great waters, they see 

the works of the Lord, and his woonders in the deepe.” A popular psalm for mariners and 

evocative of the ship of faith motif, Psalm 107 identifies the maritime community, namely 

sea merchants, as witnesses to God’s power (“He spoke and raised up a stormy wind, Which 

lifted up the waves . . . to the heavens”) and his mercy (“They cried to the Lord in their 

trouble. . . He causes the storm to be still”). According to the psalm, the “wonders of the 

deep” are aspects of the Divine Creator revealed to mariners at sea—specifically, the 

salvific attributes of God, wonders which are also performed for the edification of the other 

souls mentioned, like the wanderers, the prisoners, and the fools. The psalm echoes a 

thematic truth that resonates through hundreds of years of homiletics: namely, humanity’s 

dependence upon divine rescue from the seas of sin. 

 While the religious and layman alike would have understood the context of the 

passage as a reflection on God’s mercy, Hakluyt cites only a small fraction of the psalm 

because the prefatory letter is not intended to linger over themes of conventional godliness. 

For Hakluyt and his contemporaries, the word “wonder” evoked a sense of impenetrable 

mystery and incited an awareness of human limitation, an essential component to 

repentance.142 But here, the sense of “wonder” as an inducement for self-reflection retreats, 

replaced by a sense of pride. The “wonders of the deep” retracts the reader’s gaze from 

God’s works to man’s works, from contemplating the nature of God to observing actual 

seafaring accomplishments in cartography, anthropology, and trade routes—knowledge of 

which had been quickly expanded over the past century by the work of the navigator. The 

image of ships “mounted up to the heavens” and descending “to the depths” suggest God’s 

 

142 In Marvelous Possessions, Greenblatt remarks, “The experience of wonder continually reminds 
us that our grasp of the world is incomplete” (24). 



  

124 

 

 
intervention in opening celestial and sub-terrestrial domains of knowledge. Hakluyt invites 

the comparison between God’s works and the navigator’s works as both redemptive. Taken 

within the context of Hakluyt’s rhetoric, the “works” and “wonders” to which the English 

navigators bear witness to serve in a similar capacity to God’s saving grace. The new lands 

and seas, maritime trade, sea routes, and the charting of “Gulfs, Bayes, Straights, Capes, 

Rivers” quite literally provide safe passage to seafarers, and their exploratory ventures 

bring enlightenment to the ignorant. By reminding his readers of the Biblical seas, Hakluyt 

shapes the English navigator as a penitential Christian, a faithful Everyman whose practical 

and professional pursuits are blessed by God and beneficial to the human race. 

 The scene that opens the Epistle Dedicatorie to Sir Francis Walsingham is a striking 

use of Christian symbolism to tie national interests to the English seaman. The remainder 

of this letter, and the letter to the reader which follows, is elegant but rhetorically 

unremarkable. Only at the end of the letter does Hakluyt embellish his meaning, when he 

describes labor of putting the Navigations together: “I call the worke a burden, in 

consideration that these voyages lay so dispersed, scattered, and hidden in seuerall 

hucksters hands” (*2.v). It is this image of the divine collector, however, that becomes the 

focal point of the prefatory material in the second edition and the mode of the seamen’s 

redemptive power. 

In the Preface to the Reader of 1598, the navigator becomes an agent of civilization 

through a comparison with the Egyptian Isis. The seminal myth had some appeal in the 

sixteenth century. Plutarch had used it to explicate Plato’s Timeaus, and it became a 

touchstone motif for describing the tenuous relationship between truth and humankind.143 

According to Plutarch’s version of the legend, King Osiris civilized Egypt by giving them 

knowledge of the earth and the gods, and brought them out of barbarity by ending their 

practice of cannibalism. But Osiris and the cultivation he represents is destroyed by Typhon 

 

143 The myth was well-known and available through Herodotus, Vergil, and Plutarch, although 
Plutarch’s version in the Moralia would have been the most likely source for sixteenth-century 
writers like Hakluyt, Spenser, and Sidney, who use the myth in their writings. See Richter, “Plutarch 
on Isis and Osiris: Text, Cult, and Cultural Appropriation,” 193-196. For direct comparisons 
between Plutarch’s language and Hakluyt’s, see Sacks, “Rebuilding Solomon’s Temple: Richard 
Hakluyt’s Great Instauration,” 33-34. 
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who kills Osiris, scattering pieces of his body throughout the world and leaving his wife 

Isis the difficult task of searching for the severed parts before reassembling him and 

restoring his life. As an allegory, it performs similarly to the economy of salvation in the 

Bible in the Genesis story of Creation, the fall, and the redemptive suffering of Jesus Christ 

who restores fallen nature through the resurrection. The myth resonated with philosophical 

and Biblical truths, and some secular ones too, insofar as the restoration of the Egyptian 

god required great labor and extensive travel before life is restored.   

The myth allegorizes the search for lost wisdom, and in the Preface Hakluyt 

foregrounds the theme of reconstituted knowledge in relation to the labors, intellectual and 

physical, represented in the book at hand. Immediately, the reader encounters graphic 

language through which the experience of Isis is relived through Hakluyt’s labors as 

editor/translator. Deadly images of smothering, burial, devouring, and dismemberment are 

countered by the heroic activity of Hakluyt who endures, travails, searches, peruses, 

redeems and sculpts to restore cultural coherence for England: 

Having for the benefit and honour of my Countrey zealousy bestowed so many  

yeres, so much travaile and cost, to bring Antiquities smothered and buried in 

darke silence, to light, and to preserve certaine memorable exploits of late yeres 

by our English nation archieved, from the greedy and devouring jawes of 

oblivion: to gether likewise, and as it were to incorporate into one body the torne 

and scattered limes of our ancient and late Navigations by Sea . . . and having (so 

much as in me lieth) restored each particular member, being before displaced, to 

their true ioynts and ligaments. . . . For the bringing of which into this homely and 

rough-hewen shape, which here thou seest; what restlesse nights, what painefull 

days, what heat, what cold I have indured; how many long & changeable iorney’s 

I have travailed; how many famous libraries I have searched into; what varietie of 

ancient and modern writers I have perused; what a number of old records, patents, 

privileges, letters, &c. I have redeemed from obscuritie and perishing. (*4.r) 

Hakluyt’s sense of his role as a modern-day Isis, searching and digging for dismembered 

parts, is meant to also evoke the work of the navigator who suffers “restlesse nights, 

painefull days,” travailing through climatic extremes. Quickly after the introduction, 

Hakluyt jumps to the work of the actual navigator in similarly graphic terms: 
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 Into what dangers and difficulties they plunged themselves. . . I tremble to  

recount. For first they were to expose themselves unto the rigour of the sterne and 

uncouth Northren seas, and to make trial of the swelling waves and boisterous 

winds which there commonly do surge and blow: then were they to saile by the 

ragged and perilous coast of Norway to frequent the unhaunted shoares of 

Finmark, to double the dreadfull and misty North cape . . . as it were to open and 

unlocke the second-fold mouth of Duina . . .unto what drifts of snow and 

mountains of yce even in June, July and August, unto what hideous overfals, 

uncertaine currents, darke mistes and fogs. (*4.v) 

Using the sea route used by the Muscovy Company, which set out to sail from England to 

China, Hakluyt stages an epic battle between human and elemental forces evocative of the 

Osiris myth where barbarous forces, “uncouth,” “unhaunted,” “boisterous,” “misty,” and 

“darke” lie in wait to consume the human spirit that enters there. The writer himself 

“tremble[s] to recount.” But, like so many epic heroes, Hakluyt’s navigators “open and 

unlocke” the icy hell-mouth to free its victims, to reveal its secrets, and bring light to the 

world: “our English nation led them the dance, brake the yce before them, and gave them 

good leave to light their candle at our torch.”  

 The navigator that dominates the paratextual material is one defined by trafficking 

in knowledge, which is the only type of exchange that, through the deft hands of a 

rhetorician like Hakluyt, could be played to England’s advantage. Unlike the successes of 

continental voyages, England’s were marked by incompletion, failure, wrong assumptions, 

and really bad weather that made the English efforts more futile and less rewarding: “The 

Spaniards and Portugales have made so many pleasant prosperous and golden voyages . . . 

which made all perils and misadventures seeme tolerable unto them . . . at all seasons of 

the yeere open and Navigable . . . with no forren prince to intercept of molest them” (*4.v). 

Without gold or colonies, devoid of the “clear light” of “the best of philosophers, 

historiographers, and geographers” like Pliny, Plato, and Aristotle, the way Hakluyt 

distinguishes the English navigator is by emphasizing his inexhaustible persistence to find 

the northwest passage through the Arctic zone. He wishes the reader to acknowledge their 

temerity as more valuable than the conventional inventory of success: fame, gold, 

reputation, and wealth of discovery: “I wish you rather to learne out of the voyages of sir 
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Hugh Willoughbie, Stephen Burrough, Arthur Pet and the rest, than to expect in this place 

an endless catalogue” (*4.v). These Arctic explorers, like all of the others, either froze to 

death, were attacked by hostile native peoples, shipwrecked, or forced to retreat from ship-

crushing ice floes, but through the Osiris myth their historic failures are transformed into 

ontological lessons on the fragmentary nature of truth and the hardships associated with 

seeking it out. In the English navigator’s search for a northern passage, Hakluyt refigures 

the mariner as a suffering servant whose labors are defined by the search for knowledge 

and a dutiful commitment to this mission despite the absence of allure or profit.  

 The rest of the letter demonstrates navigation as an event as much as a method, one 

that extends beyond the text to the reader. Much as the navigator charts his own course, the 

reader is given similar agency in the ‘sea’ of the book. Unbound from a narrative thread or 

a theoretical argument, Hakluyt’s format and method already invite the reader to enact the 

role of Isis, reading according to interest and thereby authorizing a narrative of her choosing 

by selecting which documents to read and in what order. Hakluyt explicitly makes the 

reader part of the Navigations when transitioning from England’s voyages through the 

North Sea to the rest of the volume’s contents: “But nowe it is high time for us to weigh 

our ancre, to hoise up our sailes, to get cleare of these boisterous, frosty, and misty seas” 

(*4.v). United in purpose and method, the reader and Hakluyt together helm the volume, 

correcting the record of England’s isolationism, a subject of shame and mockery, by 

recalling her vibrant maritime history: In the time of Nero, the city of London was a hoping 

trading post, “famous for multitude of merchants and concourse of people;” from the time 

of Bede, it was “multorum emporium populorum, a Mart towne for many nations” (*5.v). 

Hakluyt would have his readers know that according to first millennium historians, English 

seamen were “wont for traffiques sake . . . to cross the Wide Seas and how their industry 

in so doing was recompensed” (*5.v). The common friar becomes the navigator when his 

humble but accurately recorded journals correct centuries-old wrong assumptions about the 

world held by the ancients and become the cornerstone for true knowledge. Hakluyt 

accounts such journal keeping as  

so rare, that Mercator and Ortelius (as their letters unto me do testifie) were many  

yeeres very inquisitive . . . and sithens they have bene of so great accompt with 

those two famous Cosmographers, that according to some fragments of them they 
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have descried in their Mappes a great part of those Northeastern Regions, sith also 

that these two relations containe in some respect more exact history of those 

unknowen parts, then all the ancient and newe writers that ever I could set mine 

eyes on. (**.r) 144 

According to the logic of Hakluyt’s Preface, these medieval Friars, Johannes De Plano 

Carpini (1246), William de Rubricis (1253) and Nicholas de Lynn (1386) completed 

journeys that “farre surpasse[d] that of Alexander the great” (**.r). They exposed as 

fictions the stories told by cosmographers and historians of “continuall flaming” mountains, 

“strange qualities of fountaines,” and the location of Purgatory.  

For the reader, they emblematized the notion that heroism of a legendary sort could 

be found among the English people (reader included), a strategy rhetorically performed 

throughout the prefatory letter wherever English versions of continental adventurers 

appear: Richard Chancellor is likened to Vasco da Gama; Arthur Pet and Charles Jackman 

to Christopher Columbus, and so on. As Hakluyt’s Preface testifies, the piece-meal, 

collaborative, and laborious ways through which cartographic knowledge was corrected 

widened the demographics of authority in general, while also creating an epistemological 

model that valued collected knowledge legitimized by experience over the testimony of the 

ancients.145  

The significance of the Principal Navigations as a promotional text for further 

exploration of the world and educational training for navigators is well-known. Hakluyt’s 

primary purpose in publishing his works was to increase and improve commerce, and that 

meant publishing logs, navigational aids, theoretical treatises, ship’s logs—any evidence 

 

144 There are three Franciscan friars in the Preface, two of them Italian and one English, whose 
travels to China and Greenland respectively are the object of Hakluyt’s attention. They are praised 
for their careful record-keeping strategies, especially their habit of weighing their observations 
against the knowledge in ancient works by Herodotus, Strabo, Plutarch, Pliny and Solon.  
145 Julie Solomon describes this epistemological shift in terms of productive vs. discovered 
knowledge, and in reference to Thomas Harriot, John White, and Francis Bacon in her article, “To 
Know, To Fly, To Conquer.” The difference is one between the idiosyncratic “making” of 
knowledge, as interpreted through an individual in contrast to the detached, and deferential, 
treatment of objects, with little interference in how they are read. Hakluyt self-consciously places 
himself in this category when he insists that the works/writers speak for themselves. See Solomon, 
525-528. 
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that could improve the safety and success of English voyages to various ports around the 

world. The miscellaneous character of the material, the different forms and style of writing, 

the wide historical and geographical scope was inevitable.  

More emphasis should be given to how Hakluyt achieves such success. He makes 

this information coherent by channeling all of the figurative power of the ancient metaphor 

into play in his unrestrained praise for navigators as new cultural heroes. In his prefatory 

material, the English navigator becomes several types: the Biblical merchant from the Book 

of Wisdom; the gubernator with the most persuasive argument; the author who sanctions 

the legitimacy of knowledge; the force through which fallen culture is restored. Hakluyt’s 

strategy of calling forth the various figurative ships of faith, state, and poetry provides 

conceptual coherence to the unfamiliar, incomplete, and fragmentary event of English 

navigation. 

 Hakluyt’s Navigations have been called “the prose epic of the modern English 

nation,” and with good reason.146 The Victorian historian John Anthony Froude qualified 

them as such because of how they expanded the field of heroes from nobles, members of 

the court, kings and queens to mathematicians, cosmographers, merchants, navigators, 

cooks, ship builders, and simple mariners. In Froude’s own words, by focusing on simple 

men and allowing them to speak for themselves, unimpeded by narrative design or 

theoretical speculation, created a Homer out of Hakluyt:  

 They contain the heroic tales of the exploits of the great men in whom the new era  

was inaugurated; not mythic, like the Iliads and the Eddas, but plain broad 

narratives of substantial facts, which rival them in interest and grandeur. What the 

old epics were to the royally or nobly born, this modern epic is to the common 

people. . . . so, in the days of our own Elizabeth, the seamen from the banks of the 

Thames and the Avon, the Plym and the Dart, self-taught and self-directed, with 

no impulse but what was beating in their own royal hearts, went out across the 

unknown seas. (Froude)  

 

146 This is Froude’s description for Hakluyt’s Navigations in his essay, “England’s Forgotten 
Worthies.” 
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Froude’s romanticizing aside, his point is that Principal Navigations was both nation-

forming and formed by the nation. In its pages, the reader encountered the same merchant-

adventurers, privateers, and fishermen who manned the Armada fleet and, by publishing 

their records as they were written with author attribution, Hakluyt gave dignity to the most 

menial tasks and to the simplest men. Consequently, Hakluyt’s project relocated the source 

of England’s heroic future from the court and the educated elite to the common people who, 

scattered throughout the pages of Principal Navigations, presented a model of Englishness 

determined by the art of navigation and the crafts of seafaring associated with it. 

Hakluyt’s project of chronicling English sea voyages bears the stamp of a new motif 

for a new epistemology: the navigator, whose sea-borne path depends upon “psychic and 

situation mobility”147 and whose foundation for knowledge depends upon experience. The 

heterodox vision of history that emerges from Hakluyt’s works might be called a pedagogy 

of navigation, a methodology—typical to that knowledge obtained on the decks of ships—

of finding one’s place, determined by experimentation, flux, technical skill, 

resourcefulness, observation, and exercised within a conception of the world whose 

coherence increasingly relied upon a new kind of hero. Hakluyt makes England’s 

Navigations thematically central to understanding England’s future as a new race of men 

who, imitating the magus Isis, discover their own nobility through the search for 

knowledge. Through strategic rhetorical choices that blurred the line between the literal 

navigator and the metaphorical seafarer, he links the accomplishments of the modern 

navigator to a tradition that had for over a millennium imagined the good leader and good 

man in nautical terms.  

 

 

 

* * * 

 

147 Bernhardt Klein uses this phrase in reference to Camoes’ Lusiads, 159. 
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A New Helmsman for a New Age 
 
 For thousands of years, politicians, prelates, and poets used figurative ships and 

seas to express some of their most deeply rooted convictions about human nature, 

theological realities, and civic survival. Columbus’s oceanic crossing, however, enabled 

the motif to be reimagined as both empowering—and complicating—the course of human 

experience.  

  The sampling of sixteenth-century literary works featuring the ship motif in the 

discussion above demonstrates that navigation brought new potential to the helmsman 

motif, with the Ship of Fools and Utopia on one end of the century and the Faerie Queene 

and Principal Navigations on the other. Works in the early part of the century had already 

begun to query traditional signifying possibilities of land and sea, and the moral value of 

oceanic seafaring in general. Assisted by two millennia of figurative helmsmen and ships, 

writers Barclay and More used the imaginative structures and nautical language already in 

place to imagine a means of achieving political advantage apart from discursive, 

institutionalized tradition.  

By the end of the century, as English navigation rose in prominence, Spenser and 

Hakluyt demonstrated the new signifying power that navigation brought to the classical 

helmsman. Spenser turned to the navigator as a pedagogic model for his poetics in the 

Faerie Queene, where the goals of individual and national reformation are intricately tied 

to challenges of reading correctly. Conscious of how navigation complicated interpretive 

possibilities in respect to cartographic realities, Spenser creates a literary world where 

signification cannot be taken for granted and where self-determination, like poetical 

authorship, is sometimes executed by allowing meaning to remain unsettled. Hakluyt, 

resolved to write a new role for England, channeled the force of the political and religious 

ship motifs to reform the English people as a nation of navigators, a term imbued with all 

the novelty and energy that recent historical events provided. By absorbing the populace 

into his definition of “navigations,” Hakluyt pointed to the value of this community to 

national formation. 

Yet, however much Hakluyt and Spenser may have articulated new possibilities for 

the seafaring motif, the full potential of the navigator as a figure remained undefined. What 
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navigation identified, which traditional seafaring could not, was the need for a new kind of 

helmsman, one schooled in new modes of learning designed to better interpret a world as 

still unknown: a helmsman, as Part II argues, epistemologically and culturally constructed 

through navigation.  
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PART II 

The Art of Navigation 

 

In Part I, I discussed the way rhetoric was used to conceptualize the welfare of the 

polis as a ship at sea. Little else remains to be said on that account except to summarize for 

this section the relevance of the ship imagery to the debate at hand in this chapter, between 

navigation and the art of letters. We must bear in mind that having originated in the 

seafaring culture of the Greeks, whose statecraft was ideally cooperative and conducted 

through oral argument, the ship image emphasized the egalitarian and provisional 

dimension of authority that other images could not accommodate. Roger Brock brings 

critical attention to this observation in his critique on the emergence of the ship metaphor 

in ancient Greece when he argues that, over time, the ship became the preferred motif over 

others that were used by orators to represent the Greek polis, like the body, architecture, 

sport, paternity, and doctor, all of which in some way marginalized the cooperative idea 

behind a democracy (6). When it comes down to the business of governing people who are 

learned and actively support those who govern, seafaring is the only class of images that 

reflects the unity of the political entity.148 Onboard a ship altogether, the helmsman, 

shipmen, and passengers all face the same dangers, except that they look to the helmsman 

to direct how they respond, to whose command they can agree or disagree, cooperate or 

mutiny. It is essentially an image that invites dialogic and participatory engagement by all 

those on board. 

The maritime motif also prioritized experiential knowledge as a criterion of 

authority over the unitive, educational, active, and dynastic ethos of the other political 

metaphors used by Greek orators. In all species of the ship motif, the helmsman is the one 

who has the right knowledge for the task at hand, to solicit cooperation, and not to 

tyrannically force compliance through fear or violence. But qualifying this knowledge is a 

 

148 Brock’s interest in political imagery in ancient Greece is driven by an observation that metaphors 
often precede specific formulation of political thought. The increasing use of the ship image 
foretells the emergence of a later political identity based on knowledge and experience. See Brock’s 
Introduction and 156-165. 
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complicated affair because in all cases knowledge alone does not guarantee success. There 

is always something more, something intangible like faith, perception, nuance, timing, 

luck, that calls for a disposition of flexibility and prudence that comes under the auspices 

of ‘experience.’ As Plato’s allegory proves, and what plenty of poets understood, was that 

no amount of knowledge or training could provide the je ne sais quoi that kept the true 

helmsman at his post. Without this piece, a ship shipwrecks. A republic is lost. Without the 

right tools to govern, so the argument goes, the ruler resorts to tyranny and civilization 

returns to savagery. The experiential component, managed through words and not weapons, 

made up for the elusive character of leadership that during the height of the Athenian 

metropolis was identified as the orator. Therefore, we need to keep in mind that the ship 

image represented a democratic ideal that was exercised through persuasion, a skill 

required to maintain codes of civility.149  

On the surface, the ship image has little apparent connection to sixteenth-century 

debates on rhetoric until we observe that the ideal orator was constructed through seafaring 

(and to references to seafaring), in cultural discourse. The image illuminated assumptions 

about civilized life not yet politically viable, namely that the best society was achieved by 

recognizing a shared human dignity that was preserved through communication and 

cooperation among free people. Within the image, the rhetor met these noble, human needs. 

The maritime legacy is clearly evident, for example, in the way sixteenth-century writers 

perceived the work of rhetors as heroic, as the life blood of civic goals and social order,150 

and the humanist’s confidence that a literate society was a civil society.  

Specific attention will be given to this theme in chapter four, in the apologetical 

literature for both English rhetoric and English navigational arts. The literary focus here is 

on the navigational manual, a new genre that records how the orator’s role as helmsman 

was co-opted by the navigator. Because he occupied a very different philosophical and 

 

149 The theme, adopted from Isocrates and well developed in On Oratory (1.30-35) runs throughout 
Cicero’s thought from his earliest to latest works, 84-44 BCE, On Invention (I.4) through On Duties 
(I.16). 
150 The ship image draws its vitality from land/sea and Mediterranean Sea/Western Ocean 
dichotomies, both of which provoke several conceptual tensions: order vs. chaos; stability vs. 
motion; east vs. west, to name a few.  
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epistemological domain from his literary predecessor, the navigator represented an 

alternative authority, one that challenged the primacy of language to knowledge and the 

role of knowledge to the success of the commonwealth.  

Chapter five builds on chapter four with respect to three prominent scholars who 

were deeply invested in English navigation: John Dee, Philip Sidney, and Francis Bacon. 

The aim of this final chapter is to show how these individuals conceived of new roles for 

their respective disciplines of mathematics, poetry, and philosophy in regard to a 

developing concept of productive knowledge found within the navigational arts. In 

observing these syncretic voices, I hope to show that navigation permanently altered 

assumptions about knowledge that undermined the orator’s authority as the cultural 

helmsman. The navigator’s way, his method of practicing his art, set the tone for how 

learning was to be conducted for future generations.  
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Chapter Four 

The Seaman’s Grammar: A New and Certain Art 

 

“Who can devine thy words, is more grammarian than Camden, Clenard, Ramus, Lilly; 

here’s language would have non-plused Scaliger.” 

- Edward Jorden, Prologue, John Smith’s A Seaman’s Grammar (1625) 

 

The publication of John Smith’s A Seaman’s Grammar in the early seventeenth 

century marks a telling moment in the history of English rhetoric and navigation. A small 

unassuming book sold as a foolscap octavo, pocket-sized for the seamen’s use, A Seaman’s 

Grammar was a collection of the terms used by mariners, and its popularity signaled a 

heightened cultural interest in maritime activities. 151 A Seaman’s Grammar is entirely 

descriptive, devoid of analysis.  Boasting a publication history of over seventy years, from 

1627-1699, Smith’s book is distinctive in three ways. Unlike other dictionary projects 

underway during this period,152 Smith did not appropriate the conventional scheme of 

alphabetical organization.  Instead, he organized his terms according to practical functions: 

“How to Build a Ship,” “The Names of all the Masts, Tops, and Yards Belonging to a 

Ship,” and “Proper Sea Terms for all the Winds, Ebbes, Flouds, and Eddies” are three of 

the fifteen headings that guide the reader to the sections with the appropriate vocabulary. 

Second, Smith includes copious marginal notes. These notes, usually limited to one or two 

words, provide the reader a visible index.  For instance, a reader interested in chapter five, 

“How all the Tackling and Rigging of a Ship is made fast to One to another” can easily 

access the meaning of such terms as “crowes’ feet,” “dead-men’s eyes,” “Cocke,” “Cat 

 

151 Possibly inspired by Henry Manwayring’s “An Abstract and Exposition of Things pertaining to 
the Practice of Navigation, or a Seaman’s Dictionary,” which began circulating in manuscript in 
1623, Smith’s book also provided definitions necessary for the artful handling of a ship at sea. 
Barbour’s essay “Captain John Smith’s Sea Grammar and its Debt to Sir Henry Mainwaring’s 
‘Seamen’s Dictionary’” argues for this connection. 
152 Robert Cawdrey’s Table Alphabeticall (1604), John Bullokar’s English Expositor (1616) and 
Henry Cockeram’s English Dictionarie (1623) influenced the production of dictionaries in specific 
disciplines. See Nagy, 439. 
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Harpings,” and “Horse,” terms printed in the margin next to the sentence that gives each 

term its context. Last, A Seaman’s Grammar provides the reader with examples of the 

syntactical arrangement of nautical terms. Almost the entirety of chapter thirteen, for 

instance, is a dialogue between a Master and his crew, where Smith dramatizes an exchange 

that might instruct the reader how to interpret, and speak, the language of the mariner. The 

passage below addresses the event of a sea battle, where the captain instructs his men how 

to board the enemy ship—a plan which is thwarted by the ship’s catching fire—and the 

cooperation between the enemy crews that occurs as a result: 

What cheere mates, is all well? All well, all well, all well; Then make ready to 

beare vp with him againe, and with all your great and small shot charge him, and 

in the smoke boord him thwart the hawse, on the bow, mid ships, or rather then 

faile, on his quarter, or make fast your graplings if you can to his close fights and 

sheare off. Captaine we are fowle on each other, and the ship is on fire. Cut any 

thing to get cleare, and smother the fire with wet cloathes. . . .  

To board the ship or cut loose? The moment decides itself. Resembling as much a conduct 

book as a swashbuckler, Smith’s work completes the education of the navigator who, 

thoroughly grounded in the rules and laws of seamanship, must nevertheless by virtue of 

his profession be ready and able to improvise at a moment’s notice, much at the mercy of 

a vocabulary and syntax foreign to landlubbers. Smith’s book communicated this lifesaving 

literacy through a living, and quite current, grammar.   

John Smith Among the Grammarians 
 
 Curiously, Edward Jorden’s dedicatory remarks, from the 1627 edition of A 

Seaman’s Grammar, copied in the epigram above, reveal a humorous yet insightful 

revelation about the relationship between the nautical culture of Smith’s day and the 

rhetorical tradition of the preceding century. Playing on the poetic register of the title, 

Jorden contrasts Smith with academic heavyweights of the sixteenth century, authors read 

by students educated during the Tudor age: William Camden (1551-1623) made his name 

as the successful headmaster of the prestigious Westminster School, 1593-97; Nicholas 

Clenard (1495-1542), spent his professional life studying and organizing tables for a better 
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understanding of Greek, Hebrew and Arabic grammar; the French humanist Peter Ramus 

(1515-1572), single-handedly reprioritized the divisions within rhetoric to effectually 

divide rhetoric from logic; William Lily’s Accidence, later published as Rudiments of 

Grammar (1534), was the most popular grammar textbook in England; and Julius Caesar 

Scaliger, 1484-1558, developed critical theories that assisted reviving interest in classicism. 

His treatises, “On the Subject of the Latin Language” (1540), and “Poetics” (1561) were 

especially influential for mid-sixteenth-century educators. As a dedicatory device, this 

passage from Jorden’s short poem is meant to render praise to the author. Indeed, “Who 

can devine thy words, is more grammarian than Camden, Clenard, Ramus, Lilly,” suggests 

that the reader who can absorb the language of the mariner stands not beneath, apart, or 

beside the great rhetoricians, but above them. The scholastic teachings of the past had been 

replaced by a new literacy determined by maritime culture. 

Although his humor may override his sincerity, Jorden’s praise calls attention to 

navigational instructional literature as an under-appreciated but significant site where 

rhetoricians quarreled over the political and personal merits of poetry. From the earliest 

navigation manual published in English in 1561, evidence shows that English authors 

attempted to establish the worthiness of navigation as a noble art by putting navigation in 

competition with the rhetorical arts, a strategy used in the deliberative semantic slippage in 

Smith’s title, where navigation is granted the honor of ‘grammar.’ To appreciate the breadth 

of subjects included under grammar instruction, I refer to Walter Ong who explains that to 

learn grammar is also to learn how to compose poetry and speeches, and also what to expect 

from reading literary works: 

Grammar involved the study of language and literature, all but exclusively Latin  

of course, with gestures toward Greek, and took the form of parsing and 

translating and Latin prose composition, including Latin letter writing; it also 

included poetria. . . . A glance at the texts in use, whether classical or medieval or 

contemporary Tudor, for all coexisted, reveals an extraordinarily strict discipline 

in composition. It reveals also the degree to which the oration as such tyrannized 

over ideas of what expression as such—literary or other—was. (53) 

Grammar instruction provided the rules governing mechanics and syntax, but it was also 

where students learned, through the rules that governed the Latin language, how to write in 
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the poetic register. In the discussion that follows, it is important to remember that these 

terms: rhetor, orator, poet, were often interchangeable.153 They also included writers of 

moral and natural philosophy, history, law, composed in prose or poetry, since both poetry 

and prose alike made use of the figures—commonly called colors or flowers154—to 

demonstrate a cohesive bridge with the past.155 The art of rhetoric, a discipline that enjoyed 

exclusive prestige as the “measure of all things,”156 was often perceived as advanced 

instruction in grammar: such was the extent of the compliment extended via the “grammar” 

in Smith’s title. 

A generation separates Smith’s audience from the audience under examination in 

this study. Nevertheless, I begin with Smith’s Grammar because it foretells an important 

shift well underway in the Elizabethan Age in perceptions of both the art of navigation and 

the art of letters that essentially changes assumptions about both of these arts in the years 

to come. This chapter builds on the premise that English navigation and literary arts grew 

up together: during the same years that navigation had piqued the interest of the English 

court, namely the last half of the century, treatises and manuals on English rhetoric 

flourished as writers felt compelled to testify to the possibility of a vernacular eloquence. 

For various reasons discussed below, writers of both navigational and literary arts had to 

develop proofs that their arts served individual and national interests, and both deployed 

rhetorical strategies to win their audience’s approval.  

 

153 These terms could also have specific meanings, but to what the degree they were loosely or 
specifically defined was determined by the context established by the writer and could not be 
generally assumed. In the English poetic treatises, sometimes the poet was the orator; sometimes 
the orator was the poet. Sidney makes a distinction between the grammarian and the poet for 
instance, but then conflates the role of orator and poet. William Webbe refers to poetry as rhetoric. 
Also see Heninger (1974), who argues for the interchangeability of these terms (17, 234). 
154 Henry Peacham uses botanical themes of rhetoric to structure his Garden of Eloquence.  
155 Through tropes, especially through exemplum, metaphor, and theme, writers invigorated their 
arguments by building bridges to the past, often using models from antiquity (Kristeller 3-23). Late-
Medieval and Renaissance students would have received training in the figures through the 
Rhetorica ad Herennium. See Fahnestock, Introduction to Rhetorical Figures in Science.  
156 Moss uses this phrase as a title for his article “Rhetoric, the Measure of All Things”—a twist on 
a saying attributed to Protagoras “Man, the measure of all things”—to illustrate the extent to which 
rhetoric permeated all aspects of humanist learning.  



  

140 

 

 
The critical issue at stake in this chapter is how writers who promoted navigation 

not only adapted rhetorical strategies to create effective defenses, but repurposed them to 

argue against the literary arts in order to possess for navigation the high cultural esteem 

enjoyed by rhetoric. My argument is not that writers supporting navigation were trying to 

create poetry (although they did); neither is it suggesting that using rhetoric to argue against 

rhetoric can only be found within the navigational arts. My concern is to show that 

navigation replaced rhetoric as a pedagogy. To this end, writers supporting the navigational 

arts tapped into some of the key anxieties recorded in sixteenth-century statements on 

English poetry in order to lead readers to conceptualize the Early Modern mariner, now 

navigator, as the cultural helmsman. In the discussion that follows, I use two forms of 

documentary evidence: navigation manuals and English treatises on rhetoric, to trace 

contextual similarities that shaped defense strategies, before examining how navigational 

manuals defined their art as an alternative, and better, art that could out-perform rhetoric. 

In Part I of this discussion, the point has already been made that there was a 

remarkable contrast between the actual mariner, who had no business in court or spiritual 

affairs, and the metaphorical dignity afforded to the mariner in ancient tropes. In contrast, 

Part II, beginning with this chapter, examines how navigation transformed the seaman’s 

cultural liabilities into assets and provided opportunities where ethical and political goals 

could be redefined, a process that ultimately refigured navigational arts as competitive with 

the rhetorical arts. 

Mathematics’ Darkside: A Moral Threat to the Commonwealth 
 
   By profession, the sixteenth-century English seaman had no seat at any political 

table. In the Social History of English Seamen, 1485-1649, David Loades remarks that 

Chaucer’s portrait of the shipman describes the majority of Elizabethan sailors whose 

seafaring experience was limited to coastal trading routes from Spain to the Netherlands 

(10). He was common and notoriously self-serving; often his interest in commercial gain 
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spilled over into smuggling or even fraud.157 By virtue of his occupation, he was low-class. 

While there were possible avenues of upward mobility available in the late-sixteenth 

century, the mariner was the same as he who had occupied English coasts for centuries, 

and his dependency on a trade for his livelihood made him culturally expendable.158 He 

could read and write, but lacked the kind of literacy provided by a university education. 

Even as navigation was catching on in the 1570’s, the fact that the English navigational 

enterprise was run by merchants, even wealthy, land-owning ones, and not sponsored by 

the monarch tainted the navigational enterprise as a poor fit for the truly noble spirit.  

Furthermore, the mathematics that supported navigation were inconsequential to 

civic pursuits. Much throughout the first half of the century, mathematics was marginal to 

court life and especially to university culture for whom practical mathematics was 

presumed an artisanal, and therefore inferior, pursuit, and not without good reason. This 

branch of mathematics was mostly used in cartography or for book-keeping, used by 

merchants and therefore tainted by commercial interests. The theoretical mathematics 

taught in the quadrivium, relevant to theological and philosophical sciences, were 

legitimized through the classical corpus, in Plato’s Timaeus, St. Augustine’s City of God, 

and Boethius’s Consolation of Philosophy, but the practical mathematics needed for 

navigation did not have a home in natural philosophy.159 Throughout the sixteenth century, 

even through the second decade of the seventeenth century, mathematics in England was 

the object of study mostly for layman, supported by laymen.160 The fact that the Tudor 

 

157 Good discussions of the social status of the Medieval seaman can be found in Sayers, 145-158, 
and Fulton, 311-328.  
158 In his argument about the distinct history of the English middle class, Rhodes summarizes the 
way writers who sought to survey the nation, like Thomas Smith and Raphael Holinshed, addressed 
English demographics according to class distinctions, with nobility at the top and day laborers, like 
merchants and carpenters, on the bottom (16-19). 
159 Practical mathematics was never pursued as an object of study at the university and the teaching 
of it was given to regent masters who used the lecturer position as a stepping-stone to teaching more 
serious branches of natural philosophy (Johnston 101).  
160 Shirley notes that a generation after the establishment of Gresham College had to pass before 
universities followed suit by implementing mathematical lectureships (82). Although historians 
Waters, Taylor, and Crombie agree that distinctions between natural philosophy and practical 
mathematics was distinct pursuits with practitioners also divided along class line, a rich discussion 
on the diaphanous character of the two disciplines of natural philosophy and practical mathematics 
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court only provided material support through its Privy Council, and never created any 

permanent positions for mathematical practitioners, even for John Dee, indicates a 

perception of mathematics as tangential to court interests (Johnston 98). In John Dee. The 

World Of The Elizabethan Magus, Peter French writes that at the time, 

Two quite different types of mathematics existed side by side ... a mystical 

Pythagorean type (mathesis) and a utilitarian type. Magic provided a common 

bond between the two types of mathematics, both of which are found in Dee’s 

[Mathematicall Preface]. Dee makes clear his belief that both the mechanician, or 

utilitarian mathematician, and ‘also the Pythagoricall, and Platonicall perfect 

scholer … may (like the Bee,) gather, hereby, both wax and hony.’ In other words, 

practical mathematics (the useful wax) and mystical mathematics (the delightful 

honey) are equally significant components of the Mathematicall Preface. 

Whatever corruption we may detect in Dee’s system, then, he was closer to the Platonic 

ideal than the state he served, which would not treat a mathematics-cum-philosophical 

paideia as part of its ambit.  

Not least significant to the case against mathematics was its perception as an occult 

art, as a science that, while observable in the sensible world, remained hidden and 

independent of it. Popularized by Plato, whose legendary inscription above the door to his 

academy declared the centrality of mathematics to his philosophy of forms, mathematical 

knowledge was considered, on the one hand, vital to the development of the philosopher 

and, on the other, a secret pathway to divination. Newly translated works by Plato and 

Pythagoras that referred to the numeric mysticism of ancient Greece reinforced the Biblical 

numeric exegesis already being practiced, using mathematics as a tool for explaining the 

secrets of nature. Alchemists depended upon mathematics in their quest to find the means 

of restoring the fallen world; it was esoteric enough that the persona of the mathematician 

was often lumped together with that of the astrologer and the alchemist, both of whom were 

 

can be found in Bennet, who asserts the two were interdependent in the sixteenth century, 
referencing the development of magnetic theory by Robert Norman and William Gilbert as a case 
study (1-28).  
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frequently dubbed liars.161 Although mathematics had always been practiced in practical 

ways by the artisans who used them, the sixteenth century had inherited a sense of the 

theoretical mathematician as a magus or a dabbler in the black arts. Roger Ascham, math 

tutor to Elizabeth I, did his own career no favors when he disparaged his art as undermining 

civic virtue: “Mark all math heads, which be only and wholly bent to those sciences, how 

solitary they be themselves, how unfit to live with others, and how unapt to serve in the 

world” (qtd. in Johnston 106). So, in contrast to John Smith’s charismatic presentation, the 

apologists for the new art of navigation, which was thoroughly dependent upon practical, 

applied mathematics, had to defend against charges that depicted it as a social and moral 

threat.  

The defensive position these artisanal practitioners found themselves in was not 

unique to them. In fact, similar suspicions were levied against the poets. Much moral and 

social posturing flourished in rhetorical treatises published in the last half of the sixteenth 

century in an effort to counteract stigmas, not dissimilar to those toward the seaman’s art, 

attached to poets and eloquence. On the one hand, poetry was of little or no consequence. 

It was commonplace to deride poetry as a waste of time and talent; Spenser and Sidney 

used the term “toy” to dismiss their works.162 On the other hand, poetry was to be avoided 

because of its formidable power over moral and spiritual realities. As late as 1579, Stephen 

Gossen launched his attack poetry as a force that threatened civil peace, mental rest, and 

moral focus, reiterating the same anxieties that had hounded poets through the centuries 

following Plato’s attack on poets in Book X of the Republic.163 Deemed liars from the start, 

 

161 This is evident in the lengthy and ornate self-defense John Dee offers in the Preface to Euclid’s 
Geometry, where he attempts to clear his name against the charge. The association between 
mathematics and alchemical pursuits was so pervasive that Thomas Nashe was able to successfully 
exploit Gabriel Harvey’s interest in mathematics to ruin his reputation. See Linden, 86. Also see 
Cormack, who writes about Harvey’s interest in the current mathematical environment in 
“Mathematics for Sale: Mathematical Practitioners, Instrument Makers, and Communities of 
Scholars in Sixteenth-Century London” (81). The theme of lying astrologers pervades Richard 
Eden’s prefatory letter to the Arte of Navigation. 
162 Sidney speaks of poetry as a toy in the Defense of Poesy (1582); Spenser, also refers to poetry 
as a toy in several of his works. See Helgerson, 1978, 893-911. 
163 Led by Agrippa von Nettesheim’s publication of On the Uncertainty and Vanity of the Arts and 
Sciences: An Invective Declamation (1530), English authors also denounced eloquent language as 
deceitful, and imaginative fables as immoral. John Jewel, a preacher and apologist for the Reformed 
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poets too were charged as conjurers, as magi who used words to control or corrupt others. 

The theory behind renaissance elocution, according to Henrique Plett, looked to Mercury 

as the emblem of their art because of the fearsome power of words to overwhelm, 

transform, or enslave (Plett 36). Whether as trifle or black magic, poetry required defense, 

the best of which presented poetry as the sustenance of good governance. The irony is that 

just as practical mathematics empowered numbers, rhetorical training empowered words 

in ways that made their attendant arts, navigation and poetry, suspicious.  

Such attacks help explain the proliferation of defense literature during this time, but 

the literary field had a far greater advantage over any other polemical field because it was 

already proven to be indispensable to the Commonwealth. It fed both moral and political 

appetites, and advertisements reinforcing these assumptions were also commonplace 

among English writers throughout the century. Advancing the cause of poetry in the Art of 

Rhetoric as early as 1553, Thomas Wilson argued that eloquence participates in redemptive 

history by virtue of its civilizing effects. In the Preface, Wilson acknowledges that while 

man was created perfect, the fall condemned him to life as a beast, a condition that is best 

treated by the language arts:  

[Fallen natures] being somewhat drawn, and delighted with the pleasantness of 

reason, and the sweetness of utterance, after a certain space they became . . . of 

wild, sober; of cruel, gentle; of fools, wise; and of beasts, men; such force hath the 

tongue, and such is the power of Eloquence and reason, that most men are forced, 

even to yield in that which most standeth against their will. 

As humanists rediscovered and translated ancient works, the cultural value of the poet was 

brought back to life through the intercession of humanists, who reminded readers that 

Herodotus, famous and respected historian, was also an orator; through Thucydides, they 

learned about Xenophon of Athens and Pericles, remarkable men for their achievements in 

 

Church of England, singled out Cicero and Demosthenes as poor models to follow in Oratio Contra 
Rhetoricam (1548); Thomas Becon, also a Reformer supporter, identified a host of ancient poets as 
dangerous to the faith and manner of the country’s youth in A New Catechism (1550); Peter Martyr, 
Professor of Divinity, denounced literary fables as providing immoral examples in Commentaries 
upon Judges (1560). Agrippa is specifically mentioned as an antagonist in defenses of rhetoric by 
Wilson, Puttenham, Peacham, Sidney, Lodge, and Nashe.  
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war and in speech; Plutarch provided insights into the moral character of Alexander the 

Great and Solon, both of whom executed their commands through action and words; 

Demosthenes and Cicero were presented as paramount statesmen who, by virtue of their 

powers of eloquence, changed history. The sixteenth-century Englishmen had numerous 

examples by which to observe eloquence as the most influential element to civilization and 

the preservation of human dignity. To dismiss it, as Puttenham was to say in The Art of 

Poesy, was to risk returning to a state of ignorance and barbarism. 

 For the sixteenth-century Englishmen, the social good was also the moral good, 

very clearly defined according to Christian and courtly ideals. These were incorporated into 

readerly and writerly habits of the period, which understood the writer as a moral guardian. 

Eloquence was morally defined by the writer’s ability to teach an audience to recognize 

what was good and then persuade him to grasp it. Readers participated in this concept too, 

as they generally approached a work of history, philosophy, or statecraft with the intention 

of acquiring morally beneficial knowledge. Julie Robin Solomon has demonstrated that 

readers expected what they read to show them how they ought to be, and thereby affect 

social change. Her article “To Know, To Fly, To Conjure” explains this habit as “readerly 

desire” (516), a force that orients the individual to read for “inspiration, knowledge and 

change” (518). The myth of the virtuous poet/orator/rhetorician was propagated by English 

humanists who reiterated Ciceronian assumptions that the poet was master of truth because 

he presumably had all knowledge at his fingertips: “speaking well, which means speaking 

knowledgeably, skillfully, and with distinction, is not confined by the boundaries of any 

fixed area. Anyone who claims to have this power must be able to speak well about 

everything that can possibly fall within the scope of human discussion” (On the Ideal 

Orator, 2.5.127). Statements on poetry that circulated during the age by Scaliger, Fraunce, 

Puttenham, Peacham, Sidney, Spenser, Harrington, Sherry, and Webbe are iterations of the 

Greco-Roman confidence in the power of the poet to civilize and redeem human 

institutions.  

Not bound to any academic discipline, theory or theology, the ideal helmsman was 

master of all knowledge in all subjects. Natural philosophy was no exception, and poets 

were read to gain moral insight as much as to learn about geographic and cosmological 
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realities.164 Wey Gómez, in The Tropics of Empire, attests to the complex and precise ways 

late fifteenth-century, pre-Columbian cosmographers debated matters of natural 

philosophy based upon the teachings of scholars like Homer, Plato, Seneca, and St. 

Augustine, men as commonly referred to as philosophers as they were poets (115-132). So 

integrated was the study of eloquence with natural philosophy that Plutarch, himself a 

natural philosopher, and whose Moralia was widely circulating in England during the 

sixteenth century, specifically named the poet as the best guide of “wholesome and 

profitable knowledge.”165 Through eloquence, the poet enacted the benign power of a deity, 

the imago dei,166 imitating God the master poet who invited the human race to read the 

book of his creation from its oceans to its stars.167 

Therefore, to speak of the poet was to reference the litany of writers, orators, 

statesmen, historians, natural and moral philosophers who had informed the educational 

traditions of Western civilization for upwards of two thousand years. As the navigational 

arts were starting to become interesting to Elizabethan readers, the label of poet was 

conferred to those who had contributed the most to public life through their sense of style, 

goodwill, and erudition. 

Retrofitting Navigation into the Art of Letters  
 

The significance of the above discussion highlights the pressure put upon apologists 

for the navigational arts to retrofit navigation as meriting the honors belonging to the 

rhetorical arts. Since such defenses were written, their challenge became as much a problem 

 

164 This claim is, in large part, the argument being made in Kristellar’s essay, “Humanism.” 
165 Plutarch, De audiendis poetis, How to Study Poetry, 32E–F, qtd. in Heninger (1974), 176.  
166 “Oratio is next to ratio, as every schoolboy learned, and speech has been given to man (by God, 
in the Hebraic-Christian tradition) so that he might express his reason, his most nearly godlike 
faculty. Because language is efficacious in doing so, literature is not only man’s distinctive activity, 
but his noblest occupation. The dependability of language, it seems to me, was the very basis of the 
humanists’ creed” (115). Several book-length studies, detailing the multiple and complex ideas 
behind the sixteenth-century poet provide notable research into the concept of poetic “making”:  S. 
K. Heninger (1989), J. O. Ward (2018), James J. Murphy (1983), Brian Vickers (1988), and Michael 
Mack (2005). For renaissance attitudes toward eloquence, see Plett, 123-130. 
167 Heninger (1974), finds the concept of the master poet in the Timeaus, where Plato refers to God 
as “the poet and father of this universe” (292).  
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of rhetoric as a problem with rhetoric. All species of the arts of letters, whether as 

versification/poetry, grammar, rhetoric, dialectic or oratory, also belonged to a vigorous 

Tudor theory of language and the moral ends it served. The invocation of ‘grammar’ as a 

trope applies not only to the fundamentals of an art, such as the words, laws, technologies, 

and equipment, but also its ethical value. To know one’s grammar was not just to know the 

rules of a language, but to know how to use them effectively to inspire ethical and 

purposeful change in the public arena.  

When John Smith cavalierly appropriates the hallowed term ‘grammar’ as a title for 

his book on seafaring, he is perpetuating a strategic habit found within maritime literature 

of sabotaging rhetoric’s cultural claims. In calling his manual a Seaman’s Grammar, Smith 

does not merely allude to a likeness between the practical arts of seafaring and letters, 

insofar as both arts require technical skill and knowledge, but to the arguments that 

supported literature’s claim to power. 

Such exaggerated claims made by the poets about the poets caught up to them in 

the sixteenth century, when the material realities of the natural world proved the poets false. 

The role of discovery narratives, as already reviewed in the Preface to this work, was 

especially pronounced in this area, since explorers cast doubt upon the poet by exposing 

contrary reports about the natural world. In the navigational manuals, we see something 

similar happening, with some exceptions.  

While discovery narratives could easily demonstrate the value of empirical 

knowledge in truth construction, navigational manuals had the greater burden of 

overturning beliefs about the nature and acquisition of knowledge as predominantly 

literary. Referred to as ‘literary reasoning,’ this epistemology presumes the possibility for 

multidimensional layers of meaning, yielding interpretations according to internal and 

external contexts through which readers must pass to obtain knowledge, usually motivated 

by ethical pursuits (Lee 165-167). The authors Lee, Goldman, Levine and Magliano, who 

address the subject of epistemic cognition in a joint essay, “Epistemic Cognition in Literary 

Reasoning,” define literary epistemology as requiring great personal creativity and 

persistence because the complexity of the works resist any uniformity in interpretive 

strategies: “literary works especially in their greatest complexity, pose problems for which 

there are no simple, straightforward pathways for solution. Nor is there agreement that there 
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are single solutions with regard to meanings” (166). As the following discussion will show, 

writers of the navigation manuals present their craft—to their advantage—as ‘literary,’ that 

is, as an episteme requiring creative and informed agency by the reader to construct 

knowledge, but with the goal of discovering consistent and secure revelations about the 

natural order that were more genuine, and therefore more morally coherent and ‘useful’ to 

the commonwealth. Navigational writers had to demonstrate the superiority of an empirical 

epistemology to a literary one, but on the same terms used by rhetoricians to defend the 

literary arts. 

Navigational Manuals 
 

This examination of dueling epistemologies requires some basic understanding of 

the navigational manual, since it was an important site where the competition took place. 

Navigation manuals were a new genre that emerged during the sixteenth century.168 The 

manual was not a discovery report, but neither was it a cosmography or a rutter. Although 

related to its earlier relatives, the navigation manual stressed new technology and 

conceptions of orientation that were dependent on mathematics and abstract thinking. 

Trying to describe the manual on any other terms proves to be a challenge. In her doctoral 

dissertation ‘Foreign’ Books for English Readers: Published Translations of Navigation 

Manuals and their Audience in the English Renaissance, 1500-1640 (2012), De Schepper 

cautions against trying to qualify the manual. After a detailed analysis of the various ways 

previous scholars have handled the genre, and developing her own taxonomies, she defers 

to the term “navigation manual” despite alternative categories into which they might fall 

(almanacs, dictionaries, laws, lists, etc.) because labeling it according to function or topic 

is insufficient (12-14).  

 

168 In the first chapter to Secret Science, Portuondo discusses cosmography as the contemporary 
continuation of the cosmographic impulse rediscovered in texts such as Ptolemy’s Geographia, 
Pomponius Mela’s De Situ Orbis, Pliny’s Historia Naturalis, and Sacrobosco’s Sphere. She points 
out that the navigation manual was a new genre in purpose and substance (82-84). 
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Part of the reason manuals are so hard to define is because the genre was unstable, 

mostly because writers were constantly updating and adjusting to reduce misinformation. 

New data and methods continuously challenged former ideas, resulting in writers 

competing against each other for accuracy. Intellectual piracy often provoked fiery epistles, 

evident in Dee’s (1577) and Davis’ (1595) complaints against plagiarists, or writers 

blended other practitioners’ insights into their own publications, as in the case of William 

Bourne’s Regiment of the Sea (1583), to give them additional credibility.  

The manuals also varied significantly in style and content. They could be written as 

platonic dialogues, as in William Cuningham’s Cosmographical Glasse (1559), assume the 

grandiose style of John Davis in The World’s Hydrography (1595), or instruct through the 

dry and featureless prose of Bourne’s Regiments, where the reader encountered pages of 

declination lists. Some manuals were meant to convey sailing directions, like Martin 

Cortés’s Arte of Navigation (1561), Robert Norman’s translation of Safegard of Sailors 

(1584) and Anthony Ashley’s translation of the Mariner’s Mirrour (1588), others 

conjectural ideas like Joannes Taisner’s proposition for a perpetual motion ship in A Very 

Necessarie and Profitable Booke concerning Navigation (1579). Many manuals featured 

detailed illustrations of coastlines, landmarks, instruments, and eclipses, and one, 

Guavera’s The Invention of the Art of Navigation (1578), was a collection of maxims about 

the nature of the sea. Several manuals contained the title phrase “art of navigation,” but, 

depending on the book’s contents, the reader encountered different ideas about how this art 

was conceived and how it was practiced.  

If one can speak to a common feature shared among the manuals, it would be its 

intended purpose to instruct skilled pilots, an effort that required up-to-date empirical and 

mathematical knowledge. The manual was designed to improve the safety of the navigator, 

whether that meant providing a better understanding of the behavior of magnetism (Norman 

and Gilbert), how to calculate latitude and even longitude, as Forman attempted in 1591, 

or how to use newly invented instruments (Hood 1596, 1598). The navigational manual is 

the term, therefore, for those maritime texts designed to teach the necessary information 

for finding one’s place on the sea, the expanse of which was still unknown in the sixteenth 

century, through a practice that was becoming increasingly dependent upon instrumental 

technologies and mathematical knowledge that needed to be learned because it was new.  
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Identifying the reading audience for this genre is equally elusive. It should be 

stressed that the navigation manual, resisted the encyclopedic character of earlier Iberian 

cosmographies. Writers showed little compulsion to ‘write the cosmos,’ and instead 

concentrated on streamlining the seaman’s skills at sea, overlooking the opulent character 

of the expensively produced cosmographies of a former generation. As neither rutter 

(written primarily for seaman), nor cosmography (written for the educated elite), the 

navigational manual attracted a newly emergent audience located primarily in London, 

comprised of merchants, gentlemen, mariners, mathematicians, and craftsmen.169 Manuals 

that circulated from 1561 onward were dedicated to a wide number of patrons, from 

merchants and fellow mariners, to royalty, and several letters included addresses to the 

“gentle reader” in prefatory epistles,170 acknowledging a general readership who may have 

followed the navigational theory exclusive of any financial or professional reward. In fact, 

many who became leaders in the field of navigation were not trained as navigators or 

mathematicians. William Barlow, Richard Eden, John Dee, and Richard Hakluyt, for 

instance, were all trained for vocations in religion or civil service, but nevertheless spent 

much of their careers testifying to the importance of navigation. Their participation reveals 

that navigational arts were becoming interesting to the court, that the practical knowledge 

contained in the manuals was valuable in its own right. In 1595, John Davis argued that 

navigation and “such practices either speculative or mecanicall shall receiue fauourable 

place in the honourable opinion of nobilitie” (Epistle Dedicatory, Seamen’s Secrets). 

Some poetry and letters seem to confirm that readers ranged in experience and 

exposure to the navigational subject matter. In William Bourne’s Navigator’s Supply 

 

169 De Schepper contributes to a category of scholarship dedicated to analyzing a relatively small 
genre, the navigational manual, in terms of elucidating translation relationships and practices at the 
turn of the century. Consequently, she has unveiled new social networks that involve an eclectic 
mix, including “merchant companies, the Royal Navy and members of the aristocracy” (2). Her 
work in chapter five on social networks provides textual and graphic evidence of the individuals 
involved in the publication process of navigation manuals published in England during the period 
under discussion (223-275). 
170 Notably, William Barlow, 1597, John Dee, 1577, Edward Wright 1599, and Robert Norman, 
1581 (“Friendly readers, sailors, and mariners”). William Bourne appeals to “the Reader” initiating 
the correspondence to “Gentleman sailors” as a distinct reader from “whoever else you are who 
travel by sea.” 
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(1597), one prefatory poem insists that the reader needs nothing else but the book to 

successfully navigate a ship, hoping to attract the unskilled pilot. Edward Wright’s manual, 

Certain Errors in Navigation (1599), was designed for “the benefit of the younger and 

unskilfuller sort of Seamen.” A few manuals looked for support among English poets like 

Sir Philip Sidney and George Gascoigne,171 the latter of whose poetry appeared in Sir 

Humphrey Gilbert’s Discouery of a New Passage to Cathay (1576). De Schepper confirms 

that, in some cases, the prefatory material suggests an audience wider than those involved 

in seafaring: “where the English paratexts are concerned, we hear two different voices: . . . 

the first is an educated man in an important position within an influential merchant 

company. . .  . The second is an enthusiastic amateur, in awe of the author and translator 

and keen to add his own small contribution” (220).   

J. A. Bennet and Stephen Johnston both speak of a growing body of Londoners who 

gravitated toward mathematical and mechanical philosophy during the latter part of the 

sixteenth century, and Margaret Gaida points out that in the mid-sixteenth century, at least 

in the cosmographic tradition, writers assumed their works would be read by an amateur 

reader (279).172 Certain textual features essential to the manual, especially the tables, 

diagrams, and volvelles, which carried over from the cosmographical tradition, were 

particularly designed for the beginner in mind. Tables allowed him to overstep complex 

calculation; diagrams, especially of coastlines, could assist him from the deck of a ship; 

volvelles, or “astronomical computers,”173 provided the reader with an actual instrument 

designed for use. Drawing on new educational strategies rendered in graphic, linear, and 

dynamic representations, the manual brought the knowledge of navigation “from the 

 

171 Gascoigne’s dedicatory poem to Sir Humphrey Gilbert’s Voyage to Newfoundland identifies 
five Neptunes (Christopher Columbus, Magellan, Amerigo Vespucci, Francis Drake, and 
Humphrey Gilbert). Also, in a dedicatory letter to Walter Ralegh, Richard Haklyut refers to Charles 
Howard as “a second Neptune of the Ocean,” noted in Taylor, 73.  
172 Noting the translation of the French word “amateur” as “one who loves,” Gaida says, “The 
preface explicitly addresses the reader as an amateur of the very noble art of cosmography,” 
identifying readers as “lovers of,” or enthusiasts for, the subject of cosmography” 279.  
173 Kanas takes the phrase as part of the title for his essay on volvelles, “Volvelles! Early Paper 
Astronomical Computers.” 
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recesses of the scholar’s closet to the shelves of the gentry and the desks of the merchants” 

(Waters 99). 

  With such a wide reading community in mind, navigational writers used various 

rhetorical strategies to draw an audience. Some used descriptive titles like Mariner’s 

Mirrour (1558), Seamen’s Secrets (1595), Traveler’s Joy and Felicity (1587), Traveler’s 

Jewel (1585), and New Attractive (1581). Robert Recorde, for example, titled his three 

consecutive publications in practical mathematics in the manner of an enchanted journey, 

with arithmetic represented as “ground,” geometry as “pathway,” and the sphere as 

“castle.”174 Most of the rhetorical work was performed through prefatory material used by 

writers to argue for the value of their art, reflected in the careful selection of a dedicatee 

and through epistolary content.  

 

Questions regarding the classification and readership of the manuals become 

relevant queries when considering the particular focus of this study on the interplay 

between rhetoric and navigation. To proceed, this study assumes two conditions:  

 

• first, that the manual was a heterogenous, incomplete, and fluid genre, as 

already discussed, and  

• second, that any interested party, noble or common, could access the 

knowledge contained therein.  

 

The indeterminate nature of the manuals’ formal features meant that readers, 

unbound by prescriptive formats, had to interact with the data in new and active ways, 

sometimes becoming co-producers of knowledge. The epistemic adjustment was not 

intuitive, nor was it expected to be, and manual writers were careful to use paratexts to help 

direct readers away from prescriptive rhetorical assumptions that had been in place for 

centuries about readers, rhetoric, and their relationship to knowledge. Part of the effort to 

 

174 The titles of Record’s major works illustrate the point, where arithmetic is called the Grounde 
of the Artes (1542), geometry the Pathway of Knowledge (1551) and the sphere the Castle of 
Knowledge (1556). 
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make the new world of navigational theory accessible was to divest rhetoric of some of its 

power.  

Navigational manuals define themselves as an oppositional, or even an optional, 

rhetoric.  Dedicatory epistles, letters to the reader, and poetry become platforms for 

advocating the art of navigation most valuable to the commonwealth, a feat only achieved 

by reckoning with and undermining the art of letters. Manual writers invoked poetics, 

especially oratory, as a competing discipline to navigation, setting-up the two arts as 

adversaries fighting for the honor of most serviceable to civic virtue.   

The following discussion draws mostly from original English contributions to 

navigational theory and English prefaces appended to translated works. The English writers 

intended their works for an audience different in skill and class from the European writers 

who mainly appealed to the crown or nobility, and, until late-sixteenth century, were 

published for an elite group of readers (Portuondo 8). English navigation writers, aware of 

the value of the navigational arts to both seafaring and to a host of other disciplines, and 

also having the added pressure to retain patrons, fought for cultural value by displacing 

rhetoric.  

Martín Cortés: a Spanish Manual Model 
 

This practice, which became an English manual trademark, appears to have been 

inspired by the first manual brought over from Spain, Martín Cortés’ Breve Compendio de 

la Sphera y de la Arte de Navegar (1551). Published in London as Richard Eden’s Arte of 

Navigation in 1561, the manual was esteemed and widely used into the next century, 

earning the high praise of Colonel David W. Waters as “one of the most decisive books 

ever printed in the English language” (Waters 104). The Arte of Navigation opens with a 

dedicatory epistle to King Charles, a letter that remains in the English edition. A brief 

glance to Cortés’ dedication is valuable because the letter casts the art of letters in an 

adversarial role. Cortés’ encomium foreshadows the way navigational writers used rhetoric 

to define navigation as the central, most civilizing art for the good of the commonwealth.  

In the dedicatory epistle, Cortés shows respect for the Spanish monarch Charles I 

(Charles V of the Holy Roman Emperor) by deifying his patron, that is by comparing him 
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to various gods.175 According to Cortés, Ceres taught the Sicilians; Isis brought the 

Egyptians literacy and paper; Saturn gave the Latins knowledge of tillage and military 

expertise. These were once men, says Cortés, who were transformed into gods for their 

contributions to the city of man (citing Augustine), and formative in creating “The Golden 

World” of legend. However, he continues, his ‘Majesty’ surpasses these others with his 

accomplishment of giving the Spaniards the art of navigation. Indeed, King Charles is more 

worthy of honor than that given to a deity: “Greater duetie therefore owe your Subjectes 

unto you, then ever dyd the Egyptians to Isis.” The argument is further supported by 

acknowledging navigation as the means through which civilization advances: 

She gave them letters to reade, but your Maiestie hath geuen rules and orders to 

sayle on the seas. . . .  The profite of Isis was onely for one Prouince.  But the 

commoditie that ensueth of your doings, is vniuersall for all Prouinces and 

Nations, and for all seas, as well to go to places disouered, as also to discouer 

Lands and Regions yet vnknowen.  

(Epistle Dedicatorie, Aiii.r) 

The phrasing within this passage is designed to reflect pejoratively upon the art of letters, 

the gift of Isis. The iambic tempo of the simple sentence of attribution (of literacy) pales 

next to the dual gifts from his “Majesty”: “rules and orders” for the sonorous goal to “sayle 

on the seas.” The writer’s point, that the gift of navigation is superior by virtue of its 

universality, is linguistically embodied in the sentences that follow. The argument that 

sailing is a gift of universal importance and is experienced through the copious globe-

building, is contained within the sentence: all provinces and nations can benefit, in regard 

to “all Seas,” “lands and regions,” discovered and “yet unknown;” whereas the repeated 

utterance of the “p” and closed-o from the sentence before audibly reinforces the provincial 

limitations of languages which are exclusive to individual cultures, locations, and ages.   

 

175 In 1551, the same year Cortés’ manual was originally published in Spain, Robert Recorde had 
published Pathway to Knowledge. The second prefatory poem includes a passage discussing how 
the founders of distinct arts were honored by being recognized as gods: “No recompence might 
satisfy the finder, / But to make him a god, and honoure him forever.” All quotations by Cortés are 
taken from “The Epistle Dedicatorie of Martín Cortés . . . To Charles the Emporer,” Ai – Aiv.  
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Cortés ennobles his king by deflecting attention away from the mercenary interests 

of Spanish navigation. When, for instance, he weighs the advantages of letters against 

sailing, one is described as “profitable,” the other “commodious.” Although sixteenth-

century usage confirms that both words, “profit” and “commoditie” suggest pecuniary gain, 

“commodity” is a far more neutral term, associated with ideas of suitability, measure, 

fitness, and material things, whereas “profit,” in this context of sailing, smacks of 

mercenary interests. Associating “profit” with Isis and “commodity” to Charles V, the 

preface deflects one of the criticisms levied against the navigators (that they are 

mercenaries), while clearly drawing attention to the self-serving, rhetorical practice of 

literary men.   

As the epistle continues, Cortés acknowledges the relationship of wealth to 

navigation through references to King Solomon, the Phoenicians, and Ophir—all 

mentioned in the dedication and inferential to the wealth brought back to Spain from 

Peruvian mines—but Cortés whitewashes the aggressor by discussing metallurgical gains 

in a dialogue about military matters, armor, war, and the training of horses. For Cortés, the 

wealth is valuable because it advances the interests of the king and nation. A reader of the 

English edition, which retained the Spanish preface, would have felt the sting of reproach 

as much for the lost riches as for the loss of cultural advantage. Eden’s own preface 

reinforces this reaction. In an address to his patrons, Sir William Gerard and Thomas 

Lodge, Eden emphasizes the “virtue” of English navigators’ attempting a passage to 

Cathay: “It may hereby appeare that you have attempted the same [passage], rather for 

knowledge and virtues sake, then for covetousnesse or gayness [gains]” (The Preface, To 

Sir William Gerard Knight, iij.v)  

 In some ways, Cortés’ tactics are typical of epideictic rhetoric. He strove to dignify 

the new methods of navigation within humanist codes of decorum. But his rhetorical 

choices also reveal a deliberate intention to oppose letters to navigation, evident in the 

conspicuous way he repurposes the Isis legend. It was commonly assumed that the 

Egyptians had invented the first alphabet and, by virtue of this feat, had given the world 

the gift of letters. But to stress this as an aspect of Isis, Cortés had to ignore the far more 

familiar Isiac legends associating her with the sea (Roman) and cultural restoration 

(Egyptian), and fuse Isis with Osiris—the Egyptian divinity of poetry and letters, according 
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to Plutarch.176 By relegating Isis, the primary creative power in the cult of Isis, to this 

specific honor, Cortés rhetorically freed a space for Charles V to emerge as lord of the sea. 

Opposing ‘letters’ to navigation, as performed by Cortés in his dedication, when 

appropriated by the English navigational writers, developed into a battle between the 

maritime community and the poets, and was sustained in manual literature for the rest of 

the century.  

English Imitation 
 

The cultural power of the poet was definitely a concern for Thomas Blundeville, 

who wrote His Exercises (1594) for the purpose of teaching students the mathematical 

intricacies behind navigation. This work is nearly seven hundred pages long, since it 

provides up-to-date information in several pertinent fields: arithmetic, cosmography, 

navigation, the terrestrial and celestial globes, astrolabes, and maps. Under the second 

section on cosmography, Blundeville defines the concept of a star’s declination, but pauses 

to consider the question “Doe the Astronomers and Poets differ touching this matter?”  

Poets, he admits, have been using the stars for centuries to mark time, create calendars, and 

interpret cataclysmic events. Nevertheless, he feels compelled to distinguish the 

astronomer from the poet: 

 

176 In the Moralia, in a section explicating Plato’s Timeaus, Plutarch has a discussion on Isis and 
Osiris, where Osiris is affiliated with rhetorical arts:  

Osiris, when he was king of Egypt, drew them off from a beggarly and bestial way of 
living, by showing them the use of grain, and by making them laws, and teaching them to 
honor the Gods; and that afterwards he . . . drew the most to him, alluring them by 
persuasion and oratory, intermixed with all sorts of poetry and music. 

See Plutarch, “Of Isis and Osiris, or Of the Ancient Religion and Philosophy of Egypt.” Garnier, 
in his book-length study on the human origins of the pagan gods, notes that, according to the rites 
of Osiris, as they were practiced in the cult of Isis in third through first centuries BCE, Mercury is 
attributed as the law giver; however, Mercury received the gift of speech and letters from Osiris, 
for whom he acted as a scribe (48). 
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Yea they differ greatly, as well in name as in matter: for whereas of the Poets it is 

called ortus & occasus Signorum, that is to say, the rising and falling of the 

Signes, so of the Astronomers it is called Ascentio & Descentio Signorum, that is 

to say, the ascention and descention of the Signes, against they differ in matter, or 

rather in manner, for that the Astronomers do consider the rising and falling of the 

stares more exactly then the Poets, for the Astronomers do consider the degrees 

and minutes of the same, and also do ground their ascention and descention upon 

more certain demonstrations then the Poets. (Chap. 30, 162) 

Blundeville clearly favors the astronomer’s style over the poet’s, namely the astronomer’s 

penchant for exactitude, demonstrative knowledge, and correct terminology for the cosmic 

phenomenon. In concluding this section on the stars, he states that “all such things are to 

be knowne more exactly by the Astronomicall ascention and descention, then by the 

Poeticall rising or setting of the stares” (Chap. 35, 167). The poet lacks method and 

accuracy. By distinguishing between the two, “Yea they differ greatly,” Blundeville 

establishes criteria for judging the poet as misguided based upon methodology.   

 Second, Blundeville appears to be referencing, and coolly undermining, the ship of 

state analogy from Book VI of the Republic. To recall, for Plato, the ruffian politicians that 

occupy the assembly and helm its podium are repulsed by the true statesman, and Plato 

invokes the bad behavior of incompetent mariners to convey the degree of terror immanent 

within civil society when the statesman is regarded as a “prater, a star-gazer, a good-for-

nothing.” Adeimantus, Plato’s pupil, is meant to feel the sting of what happens to civic 

order when statesmanship, managed through eloquence, is marginalized and replaced by 

non-negotiable, brute force. To the contrary, Blundeville, who writes to justify his book on 

the mathematics used by navigators, creates an argument also based on the same division 

of the false-verses-true helmsman, but prioritizes the “gentlemanly” art of arithmetic 

without which “no good is to be done in any science” (To the Reader, B2r).  Blundeville’s 

point is that the inviolable precision of mathematics required in astronomy had been 

obscured by traditional, literary notions of cosmic activities, like the rising and falling of 

stars. The statesman’s ship, once long ago made seaworthy by following the poets’ lead, 

here is insufficient and must give way to a crew who know the true verses the false art of 

reading the stars. 
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 Blundeville is not attacking typical poets, as in the writers of versed language, but 

rather the natural philosophers who, for lack of a better term, could be lumped in with the 

poets. But it should be noted that there was a better term, and the fact that Blundeville, who 

was author of his own English manual on logic, a translator of Plutarch, and a gentleman 

at court, identifies his challenger as “the poets,” and not as natural philosophers, is 

significant. In the last decade of the sixteenth century, long after Aristotelian natural 

philosophy had been disproven, why does he bother to make this distinction between 

astronomers and poets as one even deserving of attention?177  

Evidently, Blundeville uses the term ‘poet’—here indicative of the natural 

philosophy recorded in Hesiod, Ovid, Virgil, and Pliny the Younger178--to create an 

argumentative contrast. ‘Poet’ signaled cultural supremacy in word and deed, fulfilled in 

historical figures like Alexander the Great, Xerxes, and Pericles, as already mentioned 

above. But for the maritime scholars who encountered forgotten authors such as Euclid, 

Ptolemy, Gelan, Crates of Mallos, Strabo, and Pomponius Malo, men who practiced the 

empirical method, advocated for mathematics, and/or traveled extensively, the title of poet 

lost its legitimacy.  

Dispelling the Lies of the Poets 
 
 The cosmographic learning begotten in ‘poets’ like Aristotle, Plato, Virgil, 

Augustine, and Boethius mixed fact with fiction, a disappointment that led William 

Cuningham in the Cosmographical Glass (1559) to coarsely declare “poets lie.”179 For 

Cuningham, referring to the ancient learning as poetic deception reveals a tactical 

 

177 Blundeville’s Exercises are exceedingly prosaic. Not only does he omit much of the paratexual 
apparatus conventionally used by manual writers, he also avoids figurative language and 
interjections such as the one above. Consequently, the comparison between the astronomer and the 
poet is unusual and calls attention to itself because of its rarity. 
178 See Blundeville His Exercises, Chapter 35, 168.  For a comprehensive discussion of the influence 
of newly discovered Greek natural philosophers, mathematicians, astronomers, and geographers, 
see Portuondo, Introduction to Secret Science, 1-12, and Wey Gómez, 112-158. 
179 Cuningham, William. The Cosmographical Glass conteiyng the pleasant principles of 
cosmographie, geographie, hydrographie, or navigation. 1559.  See the Second Book, 66 and 82.  
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maneuver designed to remind readers of the much larger discourse surrounding the old 

Platonic theme of poets as a source of corruption, a reproof that made a comeback in the 

sixteenth century. So, instead of poetic language, these navigational writers advocated for 

plain speech as the rhetorical ideal,180 an argumentative platform they shared with the 

writers of English manuals. Thomas Wilson, for instance, in the Art of Rhetoric (1553), 

strongly advocates for the plain style, offering several examples on how to recognize 

disingenuous, affected rhetoric.181 The age seems to be in general consensus against 

poetasters, or false poets. However, the debate within the academic community regarding 

the value of eloquence created an opportunity for navigation writers to commandeer a 

literary register of their own as a viable alternative to eloquence, traditionally understood 

as a product of speech.   

 To demonstrate, William Bourne’s epistle to the Regiment of the Sea (1574) 

provides a compelling example of how writers worked within rhetorical conventions in 

order to create a new space for the subject of navigation. In the opening of the dedicatory 

letter to Edward Clinton, the Lord High Admiral, Bourne assumes the dignity of the orator. 

Here, a speaker emerges as one who responds to the obligation to instruct others for their 

benefit and the benefit of the commonwealth:  

When I had often repeated and called to my remembrance the opinion and saying 

of the sage and ancient Writers, that one man should be an instructor to another, 

by seeking and pains taking to do them good. . . to profit my friends and my 

country. (Aii.) 

 

180 Manual writers continued to make their stylistic choice a point of polemical interest throughout 
the century. Anthony Ashley, in the dedicatory epistle to Sir Christopher Hatton in his translation 
of Waghenears’ Mariner’s Mirrour (1588), admits that “in this translation I have indeuored by all 
meanes (which in this and all other arts ought to be vsed) to imitate the plainest stile and common 
manner of speech, as easiest to be vnderstood of all sorts of men.”   
181 The strongest argument for plain language is set out at the beginning of Book III. Here, he 
advertises the abuses by quoting a nearly incomprehensible letter directed toward a member of the 
court while also listing the abusers as those who “wil talke nothing but Chaucer. The misticall 
wiseman and Poeticall Clerkes, will speake nothing but quaint Prouerbes, and blinde Allegories, 
delighting much in their owne darkenesse, especially, when none can tell what they doe say. The 
vnlearned or foolish phantasticall, that smelles but of learning (such fellowes as haue seen learned 
men in their daies) wil so Latin their tongues, that the simple cannot but wonder at their talke…” 
See Wilson, Book 3.  
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His book, he says, assists the tasks of the philosopher and theologian, to “dispel error and 

illuminate truth,” leaning on an aphorism, “Ignorance is the father of all errors and the 

mother of contention,” to support his argument. Borrowing the stylistic codes of the orator, 

he projects an air of honesty, leisure (composing “therefore at sundry times, as I have had 

leisure”), and humility, as one fearful of giving offense to the “gentle reader.” Bourne 

writes himself as the orator. 

 The contents of the Regiment are indeed important enough for such signaling. 

Bourne wrote the Regiment as an addendum and corrective to Cortés’ Arte of Navigation, 

with an eye toward condensing and simplifying Cortés’ manual (Cotter 240). It is a brief 

and practical book. But the commonwealth- and life-saving instructions contained therein 

are hardly typical of those argued by orators who meant to salvage political waywardness.  

Bourne prepares his reader for a non-literary experience by intentionally defining 

his topic as barbarous. A reader skimming the Dedication is immediately made aware by 

the author’s own admission that the book before him is simple, since “simple” and words 

associated with it like rude, barbarous, and base, occur sixteen times over the course of the 

first six pages. The passage below illustrates Bourne’s strategic redundancy: 

I haue compyled and vvritten this base and simple vvorke . . .  I beeing of all other 

most simple, yet not|vvithstanding this enterprise haue I taken in hande, to 

publishe this simple booke vnto all men. And for that, all my labours be due vnto 

your Honorable Lordship, according to my bounden dutie I preferre it vnto your 

Honor, hoping that your Lordship vvill voutchsafe to take it in good parte, and to 

receyue this barbarous vvorke, more to take it as my good vvill (vvhiches is to 

offer things of much more excellencie) than the fine|nesse of the vvorke, for that it 

is but simple. AÂnd so shall I not onely be satisfied, but also further encoura|ged 

heereafeer to trauell, according to the simple gifte and talent that God hath giuen 

vnto me: for that it is not altogether gathered out of other bokes, but that the 

greatest part is deuised and practised by me [italics mine] . . . . (Epistle Dedicatory 

to Edwarde Earl of Lincolne, Aii.r-Aii.v). 

No doubt, Bourne wants to defuse any fears that the navigational instructions that follow 

are mysterious or difficult. But the pejorative terms Bourne uses were also closely 

associated with rhetoric used to denounce vernacular eloquence. Richard Foster Jones 
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points out that the specific terms used by Bourne were used ubiquitously throughout the 

first half of the sixteenth century to refer to the English language: “the adjectives most 

frequently used to describe it [were] rude, gross, barbarous, base, vile” (7). These terms 

described English as “foreign” (barbarous); “rural” (rude); and “bodily” (gross) all of which 

define a rhetoric in contrast to eloquence, described as native, urban, and lofty (7-8). While 

it is possible that Bourne did not have this association between his manual and arguments 

for eloquence in mind, it is not probable, considering his Preface betrays his literary 

training:  

. . . Nauigation is the chiefe force and strength of our countrie, which whether it 

be true I referre to the iudgement of all men, and al|though I be but simple (gentle 

Reader) & a great number of excellent learned men in the Mathe|maticall Science 

haue written diuerse bookes of Cosmographie and Nauigation, yet 

notwithsta~|ding I haue written this Regiment for the Sea with a fewe rules of 

Nauigation, as it were a nosegay whose floures are of mine owne gathe|ring . . . 

(Preface to the Reader, Aiv) 

In the passage quoted above, Bourne refers to the new material in the Regiment as his 

“nosegay,” picked from “floures” he himself has chosen: an image any educated reader 

would identify as a reference to rhetorical tropes and figures. George Gascoigne’s 

Hundreth Sundry Flowers had been published the year before with enormous success, 

advertised as representing the finest selection of poetry from “out of our own Orchards in 

England,” designed to yield “Moral Discourse, both pleasant and profitable to the well 

smelling noses of the learned Reader.” In Bourne’s case, he makes clear that his “flowers” 

too are of local origin, since they are “not altogether gathered out of other bokes, but that 

the greatest part is deuised and practised by me.” It appears that Bourne’s flowers, his rules 

and mathematical equations, when considered within the context of the dedicatory material, 

intend to portray navigational knowledge as a new “plain” eloquence, of the kind advocated 

by Thomas Wilson.   

 William Bourne, self-educated and never having attended university, nevertheless 

must have been aware of the then-recent trend among poets to refashion the value of their 

native language by preserving the elements that made it so distinct: its vulgar peculiarities. 

In statements made to defend English as a poetical language, writers such as Gascoigne, 
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Sherry, and Peacham used their treatises to extol the virtues of common, unadulterated 

English. Edmund Spenser, like his predecessors, complained about writers who “patched” 

the English language with “pieces and rags of other languages…so now they have made 

our English tongue a gallimaufray or hodgepodge of all other speeches” (Dedicatory Epistle 

to Gabriel Harvey, Shepherds Calendar, 1577). As a budding poet, Spenser infused his 

early work with common tropes typical to the pastoral genre, using English diction from 

earlier ages to create a sense of dignity in local simplicity, using the language of the rustic 

commoner. The theme of returning to basics, if only conceptually an ideal and not actually 

practiced, was a strategy used to distance English from its classical past. It had the effect 

of making the vulgar register a source of pride, a phenomenon Bourne exploited.  

 The big difference that needs attention is that, for navigators, the ‘speech’ they used 

to practice their art actually was simple, direct, and straightforward. Once the ‘grammar’ 

of rudimentary theorems, visual charts, and equations were grasped, a reader possessed a 

reliable interpretive apparatus to apply to seafaring. Writers in this genre took the literary 

ideals of rhetoricians and made them real. The charts, calculations, and instructions 

contained in a book like the Regiments were ‘eloquent’ in that they enacted real change in 

the world. 

 Whether or not William Bourne read Wilson or other literary theorists does not 

require an answer. Indeed, his repetitive insistence regarding the simplicity of both himself 

and his work was also intended to appeal to the common seaman, his primary audience. 

But clearly, he knew the rhetorical reward that donning a “rude” façade, and engaging the 

gardening motif, would bear for his educated audience. His Regiment, for at least some of 

his readers, presented an invitation to embrace his art as fitting into the larger, humanist 

discourse of what constitutes civic excellence: one that was home-grown, accessible, and 

simple. 

Navigation: A Noble Art 
 
 The inferences that can be drawn from Bourne’s prefatory letters are explicitly 

made by John Dee, in prefatory material for both Euclid’s Elements of Geometry (1570) 

and Rare and General Memorials Pertayning to the Perfect Arte of Navigation (1577). 
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Both works were landmarks in their own day because of the merit they brought to the 

maritime community, since the Elements was written primarily for the use of the seamen 

of the Muscovy Company, and the Memorials for the purpose of advancing the cause of a 

British Navy.182 Unlike Bourne, John Dee was educated within the university, was a 

premier mathematician, cartographer, and philosopher for the Elizabethan court and he also 

taught some of the finest seamen of the age: Martin Frobisher, Thomas Hall, William 

Gilbert, John Davis, Thomas Digges, and Thomas Harriot.183 Steeped in a classical 

education, inspired by the humanist desire to recover lost knowledge, but also himself a 

successful practical mathematician,184 Dee deployed his full oratorical arsenal in defense 

of navigation. 

 For Dee, navigation earned its place as a noble art because of the material wealth it 

generated by keeping ships and cargo safe through the mathematical principles that 

supported it. Dee saw, particularly in geometry, a system of representation that accurately 

reflected the created universe and was consequently superior to human language deemed 

inferior by its diversity. He understood geometry, in contrast, as a pure language that was 

present in the act of divine creation, and was abstract, eternal, incorruptible, an idea 

expressed in the preface to The Elements of Geometry, (1570) when he explains that one 

can come to know God best through numbers: 

… by Numbers propertie . . . we may both winde and draw ourselves into  

the inward and deepe search and vew, of all creatures distinct vertues, natures, 

properties, and Former: And also, farder, arise, clime, ascend, and mount up (with 

Speculative winges) in spirit to behold in the Glas of Creation, the Forme of 

Formed, the exemplar Number of all thinges Numerable. . . (Preface *.j.r-v) 

 

182 Waters called Eden’s publication “One of the most decisive books ever printed in the English 
language” in The Art of Navigation (75). Also see Shirley for the importance of Cortés manual to 
English nationalism (77-78). 
183 Dee himself acknowledges his mentorship of these men and others in Rare and General 
Memorials. Dee’s library contained a collection of ancient and contemporary books and manuals 
on navigation, which put Dee in the center of the maritime English community, as demonstrated by 
Sherman in The Politics of Reading and Writing in the Renaissance, “Dee’s Marginalia.”  
184 One of John Dee’s accomplishments included the invention of the paradoxical compass, 
designed to assist mariners exploring the Arctic zone. 
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Dee follows the orator’s protocol and aligns himself with authority figures. Dee himself 

reminds the reader that his observations are an extension of similar remarks made by Pico 

Della Mirandola, who described geometry as a path of illumination: “By numbers, a way 

is had, to the searchyng out, and understandyng of every thing hable to be knowen,” and 

by Plato who praised geometry as “That Science, verily, which hath taught mankynde 

numer, shall be able to bring it [wisedome] to passe” (a.ij.). Indeed, in 1570, Dee designated 

numbers as the most accurate reflection of the true form and expression of knowledge. 

 For Dee, the divine design was encoded in numbers; it was the language used by 

God in the act of creation and its continued conservation.185 But what is most impressive 

about Dee’s exhortation, and most relevant to this study, is that Dee understood navigation 

to be the “chief use and ende of this Arte” (Preface, a.iiij.v). Dee saw navigation as an art 

capable of executing his geometrical fantasy of obtaining hidden knowledge through 

mathematical application, in nautical instruments like the quadrant, astronomer’s ring, 

astronomer’s staff, hydrographic globe, charts, compasses, and globes which allowed the 

mariner “to be hable to Calculate …places for all tymes” (A.j.). In the Rare and General 

Memorials, a work published seven years later that focused exclusively on English 

maritime development, Dee refers to his book as an alphabet, the “perfect A. B. C. [. . . ] 

for the Commons” which will, in effect, reconstitute British history itself, since “every 

Subject . . . may be hable, in effect, to read before their eyes, the most ioyfull and pleasant 

Brytish Histories, by that Alphabet onely, decyphred, and so brought to their understanding 

and knowledge” (Epistle Dedicatorie, To M. Christopher Hatton, 8-9).  

 

185 Dee’s preference for numbers over language as providing a superior “grammar” is discussed in 
greater depth in earlier works. In Dee’s Monas Hieroglyphica (1564), for instance, he developed a 
mathematical hermeneutic which directly confronts the limitations of language to accurately 
represent universal knowledge. Thus, Dee’s reflections here in the Preface to Euclid are a 
continuation of an already well-formed confidence in the effective power of numbers over language 
in a world of contingencies. See De Leon-Jones, “John Dee and the Kabbalah” in Clucas, 145-152. 
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Robert Tanner and the Failure of Poetical Language  
 

A not so-explicit, but perhaps more aesthetically striking, argument for the 

superiority of the navigational arts to the art of letters is found in Robert Tanner’s 

dedicatory epistle for his treatise on the uses of the astrolabe and quadrant: A Mirror for 

Mathematics; A Golden Gem for Geometricians; A Sure Safety for Saylors (1587). 

Although he does not suggest that the mathematics, charts, and location tables contained in 

his treatise compete as an alternative language, he does argue that the experience of 

knowing one’s place according to rhetorical topoi is a different, and ultimately inferior, 

experience than what is offered with the aid of location-finding instruments.  

Knowing one’s place literally, that is, being able to accurately locate one’s 

whereabouts on a cartographic map, is the point of the astrolabe, here referred to as the 

“Traveler’s Joy and Felicity.” As a treatise on nautical instruments, Tanner integrates 

woodcuts to illustrate the instrument in use. On the right and left sides of folio 26, section 

30, for instance, men are shown taking the height of objects (the top of a tower and a 

doorway) from different locations with quadrants in hand. ‘Place’ is defined here as a 

phenomenon of visualization, calculation, and deduction that can be arrived at with the 

right instruments and instructions contained in the book.  

But there is another kind of place, one defined by the orator who relies upon 

commonplaces to orient an argument. Tanner uses the dedicatory letter to construct the 

figurative ‘place’ of the orator and then parodies the orator with respect to both his patron 

and the instrumental technology presented in the book. Tanner argues the merits of the 

mechanical system by drawing upon literary analogies that emphasize 1.) the inferiority of 

the writer to the task at hand (a reflection of not knowing his place); and 2.) the inferiority 

of poetics to mathematics. 

Some summary of Tanner’s dedication is useful for understanding the orator’s 

dilemma. The Cranes of Cilicia provide the first of several memorable images Tanner uses 

to project the writer’s struggle to justify his place in the book. Borrowing from Pliny, 
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Tanner recalls that Cranes carry stones in their mouths as a self-protective measure,186 

implying that he might learn from their example and stop writing before he insults his 

patron by advertising his ignorance. But he reconsiders, and, encouraged by other examples 

from his rhetorical tool kit, hopes that his oratorical skill may render some latent service to 

the mission at hand. But it is a false start and from here the writer stagnates. Each effort he 

makes to exalt his patron, or adorn the nautical technology before him, falters under the 

frustrating reality that “wits…are too weak, are not able to penetrate the subtlety of 

Mathematical sciences” (Aii.r). While this summary helps capture the sense of the epistle’s 

introduction, a full appreciation of how Tanner uses language to simulate a competing, and 

ineffectual, system of orientation is best gleaned through Tanner’s own words: 

The Cranes when they fly out of Cilicia, over the Mountains Taurus, carrie in their 

mouthes a peeble stone, least by their chattering they should be ceased upon by 

the Eagles. Which birds (right honorable) might teach me silence, least mine 

ignorance begin perceived by your honour, betray my chattering to your noble and 

learned mind.  The consideration of which, drave me as first into doubtfulness, 

whether it were best to write, and so to show my good will, or to suspend my pen, 

and so to hide the same: But then I considered, that the stone Pyrites, burneth not 

the fingers except it be broken; nor that the love and hearty affection of the mind 

is known except by words it be opened. Jupiter hath not made a mans body like a 

Lattice, that the heart might be seen through the holes, but shut up the same close, 

that the tongue and pen should be the organs and instruments of the thought. 

(Aii.r) 

The “place” of the orator is not easily discernible, even to himself, and Tanner appears to 

be wading through various classical topoi looking for courage to continue. He worries about 

getting lost in words, an anxiety that reaches an apex toward the end of the letter when 

Tanner, invoking the legendary Greek maze itself, struggles to “remove pen from paper” 

 

186 Cranes carry pebbles in their beaks to keep them quiet so that they can fly without attracting the 
attention of the eagles, who will attack them. 
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because he seems to have “entered a Labyrinth without a thread, and being in cannot find 

the way out.” His distress leads him to invoke images from natural philosophy: the crane’s 

behavior, the qualities of pyrite, the integrity of human anatomy are all images that are 

thematically linked in the degree to which they exhibit transparency. Each evokes the 

consequences of exposure, prematurely opening that which should be kept closed, such as 

the mouth, the stone, and the body. Throughout the dedicatory epistle, the futility of 

language to serve as an exegetical tool is a constant source of agitation.  

 Part of the problem, as Tanner observes, is poetry’s ability to attract disciples 

despite its impracticality, and he attacks the popular preference for poetical over the 

mathematical arts. There are many who “had rather read the poems of Poets, which are but 

fables, then read the Mathematiques because they are curious” (Aiii.r). Tanner’s response 

is to rally a slew of commonplaces and axioms to chastise this inclination, but the 

copiousness of the images has the adverse effect and imparts a sense of dissipation in the 

writer: 

. . . But the Scarab flee and loathes the sweet flower yet loves the corrupt flesh. 

The Vulture  forsakes the odiferous ointment, to savor the dead carcass, and the 

ignorant rather delight in fond fancies that are foolish, then in grave sciences 

which are serious. . . . Like to the wooers of Penelope, who because they could not 

be favoured of the mistress, sought to be entertained of the maid. But as God and 

nature, hath plentifully endued your honor with the ornaments of the body, so 

have they more richly stored you with virtues of the mind, and therefore leaving 

these bats that by reason of their feeble sight cannot abide the light of the day, to 

flitter in the dark ignorance of the night. (Aiii.r) 

Fleas, vultures, maids, bats: Tanner’s examples of the grave consequence of following a 

depraved appetite for poetry are disjointed and distracting, a point that he humbly 

acknowledges at the end of this windy paragraph with: “I hope your wisdom will cover the 

errors of my hasty head, together with the defects of my running hand” (Aiii.r)  

Tanner plays the role of the orator—he even signs off as “Robert Tanner, your daily 

Orator”—only to forfeit his interpretive privilege, as one whose gifts have outgrown their 

usefulness (Aiv). The orator has become either humorously tangential to the project at 

hand, or an actual impediment burdened by copia and clichéd aphorisms. 



  

168 

 

 
Navigation as Productive Eloquence 
 

Throughout the last half of the sixteenth century, navigation writers treated rhetoric 

as an inferior, false, or misguided art in order to emphasize the art of navigation as 

necessary and productive of valid, certain knowledge. “What can there be more necessarie 

to be taught in our commonwealth than Navigation?” said Bourne, in his Preface to the 

Reader (Biii). Suggesting that the “arts” of navigation (mathematics and the instrumental 

use of charts, manuals, and tools), also functioned as a grammar, as Smith did, was an 

ingenious twist to an otherwise common practice by rhetors to emphasize the civilizing 

benefits of the subject at hand. All of the navigational manuals, to varying degrees and 

styles, call attention to how their art serves the commonwealth or builds individual virtue, 

situating navigation as a necessary art worthy of “any true hart” as attested by John Davis 

(44). It is a point of pride for John Dee when he states in The Rare and General Memorials 

“that all my zealous speech, herein bestowed, tendeth to the Advancement of virtue, and to 

the great Benefit and Commodity Publik” (An Advertisement to the Reader, .*iij).  

Navigation was packaged as absolutely necessary, and writers clearly saw 

themselves as part of a continuum of political innovators who kept the good of the 

commonwealth always before them. To this end, writers summoned many of the greatest 

thinkers from antiquity in their prefatory material. Robert Record, writing in 1551, grounds 

his claims for the importance of geometry in Plato, Aristotle, and Cicero, philosophers who 

are also invoked by Barlow, Bourne, Dee, Diggs, Forman, and Davis, who in turn added to 

that list others like Pythagoras, Ptolemy, Euclid, Pericles, Bede, Thomas Aquinas, 

Sacrobosco, Roger Bacon, Strabo, and Statius. Then, to these ancients are added 

contemporary mariners, globe makers, ship builders, mathematicians, instructors, and 

inventors, so that to read, say, John Davis’ The World’s Hydrography (1595), is to 

encounter a list of who’s who within the maritime community. Aligning ancient 

philosophers with contemporary navigational craftsmen provided its own intuitive 

argument that navigation was a noble pursuit, legitimized by oratorical etiquette. 

We find in many of the navigational manuals an innovative use of familiar typology 

to advance a case for navigation to university readers, and writers took advantage of the 

figurative vitality of the maritime motif in order to make their art appear necessary. By 
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identifying with the rich literary history of seafaring, writers poeticized contemporary 

navigators and their technologies to argue for their relevance in fashioning a new British 

Empire.187 Part of their project involved reminding readers of a past that imagined political 

and moral power as a consequence of maritime success, and restoring the navigator to the 

helm of the ship of state.  

Some of this work was done by literalizing the figurative elements of the maritime 

motif or by stressing the material aspects of biblical and historical figures. Noah, for 

example, had been thoroughly absorbed as a metaphor of faith and God’s mercy during the 

Medieval period. But in the manuals, writers often alluded to Noah in conjunction with 

Babel to moralize about the difference between navigation and letters. Furthermore, Noah 

is celebrated as a renowned ship builder whose singleness of purpose created a shipboard 

community, in contrast to the community at Babel who suffered confusion and dispersion. 

Robert Recorde, in the Pathway to Knowledge (1551), emphasized Atlas as an historical 

figure who had consummate knowledge of astronomy, not as the fable who was consigned 

to carrying the heavens as a punishment. In Dee’s Memorials (1577), King Edgar, a tenth-

century English king who built a strong navy, becomes the exemplar ruler, the “Saxonical 

Alexander,” because he sought to attain national security through his ships (1577). Bourne 

and Willes take a different but related approach, casting themselves as poets and orators: 

by virtue of his recommendations for guiding the ship of state, Bourne becomes an English 

“Tully” and “Demosthenes” (dedicatory poem, A. R. To the Author, Bi-Bii); Richard Willes 

is the English “Virgil” who writes his maritime epic on Frobisher’s voyage at the behest of 

the Lady Brigit, Countess of Bedford, who Willes names as his very own “Mecénas” 

(Epistle, To the ryght noble and excellent Lady, (*),iii).  

Some writers secularized the ship of faith motif, creating poetry that described the 

new and life-altering merit in modern navigational theory. Robert Norman’s poem, for 

example, in the “Commendation of Painful Seamen,” added to his translation of Cornelis 

Antoniszoon’s Safeguard of Sailors (1584), depicts a sailor struggling at sea against 

elemental threats: shifting sun and moon, “trying” tides, swelling seas, blustering blasts, 

 

187 The phrase “British Empire” was first used by John Dee in his Rare and General Memorials. 
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and raging storms.  But as much as these hazards have “set him from his way,” the sailor 

overcomes his disorientation with the assistance of his tools: 

His Astrolabie[sic] then he setteth for the Sunne, 

Or Crosse-staffe for the starre called the Ballastile: 

And thus with help of them and declination, 

How land doth beare of him, he knows within a while. 

Then by his Compasse straight he duly sets his course, 

And thus he brings the ship in safetie to her Porte: 

Where of his hazards past he makes a great discourse, 

And each man (by desert) doth give him good reporte (Bv). 

According to the poem, the astrolabe, cross staff, declination tables, and compass are the 

tools through which safety is secured and peace restored. Norman argues that navigational 

knowledge enhances faith, an emphasis that is also found in prefatory material in William 

Barlow’s Navigator’s Supply (1597).  

For Barlow, navigation is a holy activity because seafaring enhances 

communication among disparate lands and peoples who have fallen under the curse of 

Babel, when “Speech was confounded with variety / Since then divided tongues divided 

hearts / by sea and land into a thousand parts.” The poem that comes between the dedicatory 

epistle and the letter to the reader is written as a prayer, observing how God guides the soul 

as the magnetic north attracts the compass needle: “as the Needle doth the North respect, / 

So all in Christ may only thee affect.” In the epistle to the Lord Robert of Essex, Barlow 

summoned his homiletic powers to promote his manual as essential to earthly and divine 

fulfillment: 

I perceived that God nowe towardes the ende of the worlde, had ordeyned the 

saylin Compass to be the notable meanes and Instrument of this entercourse; even 

thereby to joyne dispersed Nations, not onely into the Civill or rather 

Cosmopoliticall union of humane societie; but also (as Christian hope bindeth us 

to thinke) through the knowledge and faith of the Gospel, into the spirituall and 

mysticall fellowship of that Heavenly Jerusalem. (b.2) 

By tapping into the rich figurative traditions that informed how seafarers and their craft 

were understood, manual writers asserted the necessity of navigation to the project of 



  

171 

 

 
civilization by reimagining classical narratives to fit a contemporary navigational context. 

To this end, key historical persons and legends were refigured, their stories revised for the 

purpose of creating a bridge from the figurative to the literal navigator. 

As I have tried to show, such methods of applying available maritime exempla, 

much of it inspired by classical Greek and Biblical texts, to the modern navigational project 

is not in itself remarkable. Finding new ways to apply classical wisdom was part of the 

orator’s skill. However, the manual writers found a most valuable vehicle in the figure of 

the helmsman. To make a case against oratory, “the most important of all human 

disciplines,”188 and elevate seafaring as a cultural necessity, writers took opportunities to 

denounce the oratorical helmsman.   

John Dee: Dismantling the Platonic Helmsman 
 

Dismantling the Platonic helmsman is part of this practice. John Dee, by aspiring 

to establish an authoritative continuum with the Athenian state,189 reckoned with the 

helmsman as both the Platonic gubernator and as the actual pilot. For Dee, especially in his 

Rare and General Memorials, the figurative mariner was only as effective as an actual one, 

and his use of Thucydides190 and Plato to elevate the maritime dimension of successful 

government distances the figurative from the actual helmsman in order to restore dignity 

to England’s maritime project. 

 

188 Vickers is one of the more vocal scholars regarding the high esteem rhetoric enjoyed within 
humanist circles.  See Vickers (1989), 23 and 41-48. 
189 Dee’s imagining of England as a British Athens is most succinctly captured in the repeated use 
of the phrase “Res Publika Brytania,” which is meant to remind readers of both the virtues of a 
republican government and that type of government’s dependence on naval power for securing of 
those virtues. 
190 Dee probably preferred using Thucydides over Plutarch due to the emphasis Thucydides placed 
on the importance of naval power to the Athenian’s rise and fall. Thompson points out that, of the 
historians available to sixteenth century scholars, Thucydides held the Athenians responsible for 
their loss because of their choice to ignore naval power (168). Also see Iglesias-Zoido, 43-47. He 
addresses the differences between Thucydides and Herodotus, and then explains the reasons for 
Thucydides’ rise in popularity during the Renaissance as a consequence of his attention to sea-
power.  
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 By the 1570’s, England had virtually no naval security detail, and had little control 

over who occupied her waterways: this included rivers, ports, and all the coastal areas 

surrounding England, Ireland, and Scotland. Reading the Memorials, it become clear that 

the vulnerability of the English is one of both military and economic concern. The English 

economy had suffered from the advantages taken by French, Dutch, and Spanish fishers 

who navigated the Thames, sometimes as far up as the Deptford Dockyard in South 

London, for the purposes of stealing whatever they could get their hands on, from grain 

caches like corn stored on river banks to the fish that populated those waters.191 The absence 

of an adequate navy in the event of an invasion, and the depletion of natural resources 

stolen by “privy sounders” are conditions that prompted John Dee to write his proposal for 

a Pety-Navy-Royal, what he calls the “Master Key” (18), wherein he details who it would 

serve, how it would solve England’s financial, social, and military problems, where it 

would exercise its powers, and what type of training would be required. Its comprehensive 

scope as a cure-all was not rhetorical posturing, and Dee is thorough to include all members 

of the seafaring community, from navigators to fishnet-trinkers. Replete with exact 

numbers of ships and the amount of men needed to man those ships (18-19), the types of 

men to run the navy (31-34), tax percentages to sustain them (17), recommendations for 

feeding them (40-45), the nature and location of fisheries (48-50), and the percentage of 

indigent men in the general population, Dee meant his plan to be implemented as a means 

toward recovering England’s sea rights and solving the dominant social and fiscal problems 

of the commonwealth (53).   

 According to Thucydides’ account of the Persian war, naval supremacy was 

primarily responsible for securing Athenian control over the Aegean states, forming the 

Greek Empire characterized the rule of Pericles. Only recently rediscovered and translated, 

Thucydides’ History emphasized the importance of mariners to Athenian national security, 

a historical circumstance that for centuries previous to Dee’s generation had gone 

understated, partly shaded by the Greek ideal of discursive government. Here, though, in 

the Memorials, with Greeks at hand and an England standing on the brink of maritime 

 

191 These are actual charges Dee brings to light in the Memorials. 
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dominance, Dee calls for a British Pericles. Without such a man, he warns, British subjects 

are doomed to remain “passengers in the ship of the Commonwealth” alongside Pletho, 

who famously argued against the use of maritime activity to secure national interests, as 

Dee himself acknowledged (42). With a true navy and control over all facets of maritime 

contributions, Dee hopes to see England formed as a “New Society,” a revitalized Albion 

(34) as he defines it: a combined force of Navy and Monarch who “together they two will 

bring forth COMMONWEALTH, INVINCIBLE STRENGTH, AND IMMORTALL 

TRIUMPHANT FAME [emphasis his]” (30).  

 In Dee’s treatise, Queen Elizabeth is the helmsman of tradition, “sitting at the Helm 

of the Imperiall Ship” (56), an accolade befitting the nature of the Memorials, and the age. 

Nevertheless, Memorials is dotted with quips against the works and authors that inform the 

motif. In his discussion of the importance of training soldiers for battle at sea, for instance, 

he dismisses the landed military, who he calls “Fresh-water-Soldyers,” as ill prepared to 

perform their duties aboard ship: “who knoweth not, what daunger it is, in time of great 

nede, either to vse all fresh-water-Soldyers: Or, to be a fortnight in prouiding a little 

Company of Omnigatharums: taken vp, on the sudden, to serue at Sea?” As much as Dee 

means to draw attention to the insufficient training of “Land-musters” for sea performance, 

Dee alludes to Plato’s Republic to draw attention to the discord between discursive 

government, symbolized by Plato’s Helmsman, and Dee’s vision of active naval service: 

“our ordinary Land-musters, are ge|nerally intended, or, now may be spared, to be 

employed otherwise, if nede be. I think, I haue so heard, out of some book, written De 

Re|publica” (5). The uncharacteristically sloppy reference, “some” book, the knowledge of 

which he has apparently gleaned through hearsay, undergirds Dee’s disregard for the 

maritime trope’s exaltation of the philosopher-king.  

This flippancy toward the Platonic ruler is not new, certainly not to Dee. The Rare 

and General Memorials was a continuation of Dee’s focus, iterated seven years earlier in 

his Preface to Elements, on the benefits of active, personal, experiential knowledge over 

speculative thought. Dee’s appropriation of Plato as a straw man had immediate impact, 

and Thomas Diggs, writing two years later in the Stratioticos (1579), also distances his 

method from “Divine Plato’s” as a means of validation: “I have wholey bent myself to 

reduce those Imaginative contemplations to sensible Practical Conclusions” A3.r-v). For 
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Dee, Britain earns the title of “Res Publica Brytannia” (56) only if and when it implements 

the vital naval presence that catapulted ancient Athens into glory. 

 It is well known that the debates between active and contemplative knowledge, so 

evident later in the seventeenth-century scientific revolution, find their voice in the 

sixteenth century, during which the impact of the New World was first reckoned. But what 

I would add to this discussion is that the dividing line between competing epistemologies 

is initially cast as a battle between the art of navigation and the art of rhetoric, through 

which the terms of antipathy could be dramatized. The literary arts, as conceived by these 

writers, were exposed as conduits of false knowledge and, despite the lofty praise, not even 

capable of affecting the types of ‘necessary’ changes they promised. Navigational writers 

showed the reader’s confidence in eloquence as mislaid, reducing its function as from a 

civilizing and moral corrective to a mere platitude. Navigational arts, in contrast, 

represented the fullest realization of the commonwealth, both as a historical model of 

empire-building through travel, colonization, trade, and revenue, and as a body of 

knowledge designed to solve problems, specifically, the problems of location and 

orientation which had defied the best minds up through and including Columbus.  

The navigational arts were necessary because they literally made the world legible 

and useful for personal and common enrichment. They promised to restore a golden world 

to contemporary culture, in the form of virtue and abundance, in the tone set by Cortés: 

“abundantly enriched in treasure. . .  farre surmounting the riches of Salomon brought frõ 

Ophir. Yea & to say the trueth, cõsidering the Nauies of gold & siluer which haue ben 

ordinarily brought frõ thence to your maiestie, this time may rather bee called the goldẽ 

age, then that of Saturne” (A2). As Dee attested, with several other scholars invested in 

building an English maritime presence, ‘use’ for them meant translating theoretical 

knowledge into visible representations (maps and charts) that could then be 

instrumentalized for procuring political power and revenue, while improving the 

Commonwealth. Thus, concludes Dee in the Preface to the Elements: “how many a 

Common artificer, is there, in these Realmes of England and Ireland, that dealeth with 

Numbers, Rule and Cumpasse: Who, with their owne Skill and experience, already had, 

will finde out, and devise, new works, straunge Engines and Instruments for sundry 

purposes in the Common Wealth? … For no man (I am sure) will open his mouth against 
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this Enterprise. . . . for the bettering of the Common state of this Realme” (d.iij.v). The 

navigational arts provided the necessary tools that served the kingdom, in terms of 

prosperity and power. 

 Writers made navigation necessary to the institutions of civilization by 

demonstrating that navigation had brought about real, material improvements and by 

arguing for a method based on reliable principles like mathematics. As already shown, they 

contrasted their art with the poet’s, who abused truth in style and substance: Blundeville’s 

complaint when he observed that the “manner” of the poet’s misnaming celestial 

phenomenon impacts how the “matter” (the cosmographical realities they signified), was 

comprehended. Figures of speech, copia, and neologisms, artificial arrangement, nuanced 

diction, alongside the doublings and triplings of synonymous terms all obscured and 

distracted from truth rather than illuminating or clarifying it. The navigation advocates 

knew, as Tanner’s preface made clear, that language used poetically was a hindrance to 

knowledge on stylistic evidence alone.  

Deceit verses Certainty 
 

Navigation then was advertised as a ‘certain’ art. Robert Norman’s primary advice 

in the New Attractive (1581) to “all seamen and travelers” was to “seek knowledge in 

Arithmetike and Geometrie, which are the groundes of all . . .  certaine artes” (The Preface, 

*.iij.v). Considering the age’s proclivity toward skepticism192 and the debates upon the 

deceitful nature of poetry, such confidence as Norman’s drove a deeper wedge between the 

arts. The skills of the seaman, argues Barlow, are “not performed either by rashnesse of 

chaunce, or strangeness of miracle, but according to certaine universall precepts, or 

documents, derived from the fountaines Mathematicall” (a.4.v) 

 

192 Historians have long acknowledged the sixteenth century as an age of skepticism. Richard 
Popkin, for instance, identifies the rise of skepticism in the sixteenth century as an epistemological 
problem largely caused by the Reformation in conjunction with the “historical accident” of the 
rediscovery of the theories of Greek skeptics (16). What is important to note about Popkin’s 
observation is that the doubt of knowing anything with certainty was a direct attack on language’s 
ability to conduct knowledge 
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In the navigation manuals, writers had their readers imagine an alternative system, 

mathematical and mechanical, that could outperform rhetoric as the benefactor to civil life. 

It was an extension of a very old argument, a pre-Socratic one in fact, that acquired new 

inspiration in sixteenth-century England. A crisis in certainty, experienced in political, 

religious, and philosophical discourses, contributed toward an increasingly skeptical view 

toward language as a reliable medium of truth.193 The canonical works of the past, 

dependent on argument and constructed through language, cast doubt on the ability to know 

anything with certainty. Confidence in eloquence as a route to knowledge suffered from 

Reformation influence as well; Luther’s famous attack on Erasmus is known as an 

outspoken but nonetheless increasingly popular rejection of tropes and styles that were 

traditionally associated with eloquence,194 and Agrippa faulted poets as contributing to 

popular folly since they deceived “men’s minds with the delectation of fables and with 

fardels of lies.”195 For the reformers, as with the navigators, poetical language got in the 

way of meaning and accuracy.  

However, for the navigators this crisis presented a unique opportunity for 

exploitation. They overstepped the terms of the debate—true and false, foolish or wise, old 

or new—by positioning their art as “certain.”196 Although no more empirically sensible 

than words, the mathematical system behind navigational technology, the measurable 

degrees communicating location, the imaginary lines, poles, and rhumb lines that made 

 

193 See Popkin, The History of Skepticism: From Erasmus to Spinoza, chapter one, “The Intellectual 
Crisis of the Reformation.” Popkin is clear to point out that the Reformation was one of the “main 
avenues through which skeptical views of antiquity entered the late Renaissance” and which rose 
to a crisis in the wake of the challenges new world discovery brought to natural philosophy (1).   
194 Luther berates Erasmus for relying on eloquence to tell lies: “You seem to have felt this yourself, 
from the reluctance with which you undertook this piece of writing.  No doubt your conscience 
warned you that, no matter what power of eloquence you brought to the task, you would be unable 
so to gloss it over as to prevent me from stripping away the seductive charm of your words and 
discovering the dregs beneath, since although I am unskilled in speech, I am not unskilled in 
knowledge, by the grace of God” (Luther, “On the Bondage of the Will,” 102).  
195 Declamation Attacking the Uncertainty and Vanity of the Sciences and the Arts, 1526. 
196 María Portuondo, in Secret Science, acknowledged the practice of calling mathematical sciences 
“certain” evolved during the age in order to distinguish those arts from ones whose foundations 
were based in metaphysics or empirical evidence (58).  
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orientation legible belonged to an abstract realm beyond the reach of argument.197 The 

principles of navigation had little use for what was said about the subject; it simply was, or 

it was not.198 The navigational arts were unique because of the unalterable nature of the 

precepts upon which they rested. 

 For as much as the navigational writers wrote of their art in opposition to the 

rhetorical arts, they were themselves bound to the book form, dependent upon the very 

English grammar they sought to displace. This chapter began with a brief overview of the 

navigational manual as a novel genre that put different demands on the reader. Here, I 

conclude this part of my discussion by showing how the manual became a site that develops 

a pedagogy of navigation. 

A Pedagogy of Navigation 

 
Paratexts helped the inexperienced reader prepared to encounter a new vision of the 

world and the innovative algorithms that made it sensible.199 It is common to find, in 

epistles and prefaces, writers asking readers to imagine themselves training to be 

navigators, to refine common assumptions, to familiarize themselves with the specialized 

vocabulary that in practice determined a ship’s course and secured its safety. The 

instrumental use of terminology especially was observed mostly by translators who, like 

the novitiate reader, encountered the problem of having to become acquainted with 

 

197 Natural philosophy proved to be a faulty science when confronted with the factual evidence 
perceived through sensory and personal encounters that opposed centuries of authority. John Dee, 
for instance, searched for an alternative system of knowledge to scientific, discursive knowing. The 
“restoration of primordial wisdom” was “not compatible with the method of fallen science,” notes 
Gyorgi Szonyi in the conclusion to the essay “Paracelsus, Scying and the Lingua Adamica,” in 
Clucas, 222. 
198 This attitude is best captured in the words of John Dee who, in his efforts to mathematize the 
Jewish Kabbalah, distinguished his numerical system as “what is” verses “what is said,” and thereby 
drawing attention to the indisputable qualities of numerical revelation (De Leon-Jones 143-44). 
199 Only during the last year of the sixteenth century, 1599, was a manual available that encouraged 
the reader to disregard the complicated mathematics that yielded location. Edward Wright’s 
Certaine Errors in Navigation (1599) provided accurate results to complex calculations which, 
according to Gaida, significantly removed troublesome calculations from the readers’ attention and 
responsibility.  
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seamen’s language. For instance, some authors like Robert Copland and Anthony Ashley 

addressed the matter as somewhat discouraging. Ashley’s complaint however, reveals the 

technical value of this new vocabulary when, admitting to underestimating the task at hand, 

confesses that he “no sooner under-took this work then mistook it, not considering what 

perfect knowledge, proper termes and peculiar phrases are necessarily and inseperablie 

incident to the true interpretation of any Mechanical science, much more to this notable art 

of Hydrography or Navigation” (Dedicatory Epistle, Mariner’s Mirrour). To this end, Early 

Modern manuals provided lengthy vocabulary lists describing, in words, the methods and 

concepts necessary for the novitiate to begin his training. Eden’s translation of Peter 

Martyr’s Decades of the New World initiates the reader with seemingly simple terms like 

“continent,” “caravel,” and “colony,” which are necessary terms for the reader to grasp the 

substance of his relation, but Bourne’s Regiment of the Sea, written as a corrected and more 

efficient edition of Cortés’ Arte of Navigation (24), presents terms like horizon, meridian, 

tropics, and zodiac—conceptual essentials for envisioning a geometric world200—before 

engaging in his discussion of navigation. Imagining the world encircled by precise lines 

that made geographic space measurable was the first step in training, begun by learning 

correct terminology. 

 But mastering the lexis was only the start of a process that put pressure on a reader 

to engage with the text as if he were responsible for producing the knowledge he sought to 

possess.  Elizabeth Spiller’s work on Early Modern readers argues that late sixteenth-

century science writing encouraged the reader to exercise agency in producing knowledge; 

to engage in “an act of doing or becoming that is achieved through the experience in some 

way provided by the text” (4). This process is familiarly known as poesis, or the act of 

making, intended to happen through fictional works via the complex business of readerly 

imitation. In the manuals, these experiences came through various means of data collection 

that required readers to adopt habits of the mariner, notably those of keeping records of 

observable phenomenon, using instruments to measure distances, all the while maintaining 

a healthy skepticism toward the results recorded by others. But it differed from the reading 

 

200 Bourne reminds his reader: “the Earth and Sea is not flat, but circular” (49). 
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habits of the humanists because the knowledge manual readers created went far beyond 

personal psychologies or marginal annotations. It had national, public, and collective 

importance. 

Become a Navigator—‘Navigate’ a Text 
 
 Navigation manuals abound with factual information. Maps, charts, graphs and 

graphics explaining the use of an instrument, descriptions of current and wind behavior, 

tidal habits and juridical mandates are among the subjects a reader encounters. But, as the 

prefaces impute, mastery of navigation is obtained only through experience. Although not 

every reader had the opportunity, or even the desire, to engage in actual seafaring, many 

matters pertaining to pilotage and the handling of a ship were bound to remain in the one-

dimensional stasis of conceptual knowledge. But the practice of finding one’s location at 

sea, a skill independent of terrestrial data, was something the reader could have access to 

by virtue of using the manual. 

Readers used, not merely read, navigational manuals. Many of the diagrams in 

English manuals are drawn to scale for assisting the reader’s ability to recognize them, and 

many times the diagrams could be actually used. It was not uncommon, for instance, for 

manuals to be book-instrument hybrids, a practice that can be seen in the very early 

cosmography of Peter Apian and persisting through late sixteenth-century where diagrams 

can be used as instruments. As Margaret Gaida comments, regarding Apian’s instrumental 

diagram, “This instrument […] transforms the book into a book-instrument hybrid by 

having the reader actually hold the book at the correct angle for measuring the altitude of 

the sun” (295). Nowhere is the hybrid nature of the manual more evident than in the 

manufacturing of volvelles. Volvelles were the most advanced technology in print that 

provided simple, easy, and quick access to complicated calculations by behaving as a 

primitive computer. With very little input from the user, and by rotating disks layered upon 

a common point, a reader could acquire the knowledge of the navigator. Martín Cortés’ 

manual, for example, which was still being published at the end of the sixteenth century, 

provided six volvelles that when cut out and assembled could be used to measure distances 
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and calculate location. Thus, the reader was urged to use and build the technology of 

navigation. 

 Those manuals that did not provide volvelles included volvelle diagrams intended 

for use. In the Mariner’s Mirrour (1588), the author encourages the reader to use the 

diagram on the opposing page as an actual tool: “Yet we would haue the reader admonished 

. . .  the booke may be turned and tossed at pleasure, so that heeded be taken, that you misse 

not in the point of the compasse” (B3). Diagrams could also be cut out, and with a little 

more effort, reproduced and assembled to be functional.201 The point of the technologies in 

the manuals were to enable the reader to grasp the value of a new method of orientation 

based on mathematical inventions, and to this end writers included precise instructions on 

how to build and use the crucial location-finding tools.202 William Bourne for instance has 

a section describing the use of the cross staff with instructions to adjust the length of the 

beam depending how the staff rests against one’s eye socket:  

 The staffe, for some mens uses more, and some mens uses lesse, for that it is  

according as you may set the staffe unto your eye, for some men neede pare away 

little or nothing, and some men must pare away. (A.14) 

Made of wood, metal, or paper, the point of navigational instruments was to gain certain 

knowledge through experience, and authors collaborated with publishers to bring this 

knowledge directly to the reader.203 

 The manuals offered the reader a way into navigational knowledge through the 

instrumental use of the contents of its pages. But the reader’s participation did not stop 

 

201 See for instance the diagrams in Bourne’s Regiment of the Sea and Norman’s Safeguard of 
Sailors.   
202 When for instance Bourne proposed replacing the astrolabe with the cross staff, he took care in 
describing how to use it (29).  He also provides instructions on how to create Plats, or Sea cards. It 
is clear from Bourne’s tone that sea cards are primarily useful for the seaman who creates them. 
Observable data and compass readings recorded on a card, he says in section 19, are invaluable 
since “there is nothing more needefull and necessary for a Seaman, than this: to knowe the lande 
when he séeth it, and there is no way better to make him remember it, than to haue notes howe the 
lande dothe rise vpon euery side.”  
203 Giada discusses the collaborative process for the various editions of Peter Apian’s 
Cosmographia in detail, however many of the manuals include such information in their prefaces. 
See also Anthony Ashley’s Epistle Dedicatorie to Sir Christopher Hatton where he claims to have 
overseen the production of Mariner’s Mirrour to prevent errors. 
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there. Readers were also confronted with the challenge of contributing new knowledge to 

the navigational project, encouraged by the writers’ admonition to cooperate in building 

knowledge as coastlines, havens, landmarks, and other empirically dependent data were 

encountered. For although the budding science behind navigation rested on certain 

principles, the representation of that science was far from complete, or more importantly, 

accurate. Even in 1599, Edward Wright was to denounce the present condition of 

navigation as shamefully deficient at the end of the century, notoriously wrong in the 

allocation of places on a map: league estimates along certain routes, like from the Bay of 

Mexico to the Azores, were wrong by up to 200 leagues, and from Cape Mendosino to 

Cape California, up to 600 leagues.204 One remedy was for individual mariners to make 

their own notes. Manual writers urged readers to graphically record personal insights within 

the text itself—a practice encouraged in English manuals from the late 1570’s onward.205 

To this end, for instance, the translator Anthony Ashley left blank the space representing 

the sea. He says in his Address to the Reader, “in most of the Plots, the sea is purposely left 

in blanc, because the Traueiler, finding perchance some poynt of the Compasse, risings of 

Lands, Depths, Soundings, or ought else mistaken; or some Rock, Sand, or other danger 

left out, or not rightly expressed (for nothing so perfect but hath his fault) may as he 

traueileth set downe and correct the same with his owne hand” (Epistle to Sir Christopher 

Hatton).  

 

204 With a league equal to roughly 5.5 kilometers, these errors in distances were, as Wright puts it, 
“most intolerable and monstrous” (“Preface to the Reader,” Errors in Navigation, JJ.3).   
205 Rutters, or portolans, were the first kind of nautical manuals that were meant to provide a 
discursive exchange between the published information and the experience of the mariner. It is not 
surprising that the practice carries over into the navigation manual. What makes the navigational 
application different is the instrumental requirement and the assumption that navigators will indeed 
encounter new lands and phenomenon that will contribute to a much larger and open-ended query 
into the nature of the world. William Bourne, in 1574, discouraged sailors from using sea cards to 
navigate, since accurate representation was impossible: “it is vnpossible to drawe the face of the 
earth and the Sea true vpon a platforme […] you cnnot drawe the Land & sea true vpon a flat thing.”  
He also forbade the makers of “plats and cards or the Sea” from filling in vacant spaces with 
designs, but “to vse ye vacant places with other necessary matters” (Chap. 19, 49). Bourne warns 
against assuming the fixity of place, because land, and human perception, alters. “This also is very 
necessarie to be done to furnishe vp all the vacant places of the plat or carde, to drawe the shape or 
fa|shion of euery headland or high lande alongst euery coast that is needefull to be knowne, and at 
what poynte of the com|passe the lande is of that fashion” (50). 
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Ashely, reiterating Wagheaner’s reminder of the shiftiness of land features and the 

impossibility of accurate representation--coastlines “can by no meanes possible be 

perfectly described”—makes the reader responsible for generating text itself, a text that 

although begins with the written words on the page is not complete without experience: 

“For that which any man either young or olde exerciseth, searcheth out and observeth 

himselfe, sticketh faster in memory, then that which he learneth of others.” In the art of 

navigation mediated through the navigation manual, the reader becomes the “site where 

knowledge is finally made,” an insight that concludes Tamsin Badcoe’s investigation into 

the experiential poetic at work in Waghenaer’s prefatory material (45). What Wagenaer, 

and Hakluyt, and so many other navigational writers understood was what they wanted 

readers to also believe: that knowledge was more a matter of construction than discovery.  

At the close of the century, questions that pertained directly to the navigators’ art 

garnered attention and with them the demand for a greater body of learned practitioners. 

Charting coastlines of unknown lands and routes through dangerous straits were one area 

of interest, resolved with the arts typical to pilotage; other theoretical problems persisted 

that required expert practitioners. Variation of the compass, longitude, magnetism, and the 

heliocentric supposition were among the puzzles that required advancements in learning of 

the navigator’s kind. Many of these questions were solved through the contributions of 

English navigators. De Schepper’s doctoral dissertation succinctly lays out the English 

attribution for theories of heliocentricity (Leonard Diggs, 1576); methods for determining 

latitude while at sea (Thomas Hood, 1590); and magnetism (Robert Norman, 1581) (16-

17, 35-41). By the turn of the century, the English maritime community had resolved all 

but the problem of longitude, a mystery that would remain until the eighteenth century. 

Considering the substantial gains that were made through the English maritime community 

in the final decades of the sixteenth century, the navigational arts had proven themselves 

to be a valuable cultural commodity.  

More consequential for this study is the way to those arts, or methods advocated in 

the manuals, facilitated a disposition of selfhood that was realized in experience, use, and 

action. Robert Norman made navigational methods like observation, record keeping, and 

applied mathematics central to his New Attractive (1581), a groundbreaking work on the 

loadstone and magnetic inclination. The prefatory letter “To the Travelers, Sea-men and 
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Mariners of England,” addresses both the “vulgar and learned” sort of men, advising them 

to “seek knowledge in Arthimetike and Geometrie, . . . whereby he may NOT ONLY judge 

of Instruments, Rules and Precepts given by others, but also be able to correct them, and to 

devise new of himself [emphasis his]” (.v). The letter continues to elaborate on the 

advantages of such a method, through which a mariner “may be able to make descriptions 

in Plat . . . particularly and effectually according to the truth (which is the cheifest part 

required in a perfect Mariner) And not be always tied to the reports of others” (.v). These 

others, Norman admits, might not even have been mariners themselves “but do all things 

therein by information and upon the credit of others” (.v).  

In The New Attractive, Norman explicates a method that while found in navigational 

practice, inevitably and easily transfers over to other arts, as Norman himself 

acknowledges.206 The maritime culture that emerged in England in the last half of the 

sixteenth century demanded a new type of reader who understood the value of experiential 

knowledge and had the capacity to imagine, alongside mathematicians like Thomas Digges, 

how to reduce “Imaginative contemplations to sensible Practical Conclusions.” They were 

men who, like Barlow, put their faith into mathematics and confidence into the ability of 

innovative instruments to render a new kind of legibility to the world. They were also men 

like John Davis and Edward Wright who wrote authoritative manuals that changed 

navigational knowledge by virtue of their personal experience on board a ship.  

It is possible perhaps to speak of a poetic of navigation in terms of the new maritime 

disposition that evolved within the pages of navigation manuals, features of which can be 

best described as bifurcated. No longer the Chaucerian shipman relying on a barrage of 

pilotage skills, knowing “every cryke in Britaigne and in Spayne,” the modern navigator 

instead belonged to an open ocean devoid of visible markers, dependent upon certain arts 

of astronomy and mathematics to navigate. For Bourne, the navigator’s needs were 

primarily for orientation: “The first & most principall thing for any seafaring man or 

traueller, is to know toward what part of the Earth he meaneth to go, & then being vpon the 

 

206 Norman lists architecture, painting, and ship making among the arts that can benefit from his 
method of prioritizing mathematics and retaining a skeptical attitude toward former judgements on 
these subjects. 
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sea, ther he seeth no path nor mark to tauell by, but only the vse of the Needle or compasse” 

(Regiment, 8). Astronomical knowledge, buoyed by mathematics and technology, removed 

a great deal of the uncertainties of seafaring while projecting onto the general reading 

population a numerical lingua franca that surpassed rhetoric as a resource for certain 

knowledge.  

Navigation: The New Lingua Franca 
 

The precision that characterizes the navigational arts in the manuals generates an 

optimism that resembles and feeds the platonic hope for restoring lost knowledge. 

Navigation in this context suggests the possibility of not only finding the language of God, 

but of altering humanity’s relationship to the material world, making life easier, safer, and 

more reliable in unimagined ways.  

We can see this mode of thinking at play in Taisner’s manual, A Very Necessary 

and Profitable Book Concerning Navigation (1575), where he puts forth a theory for a 

perpetual motion ship, extrapolated from his work on magnetism, gravity, and weight. He 

reminds his reader that things once thought impossible have now come to pass, warning 

the reader against condemnation until “they knowe what maye be done by experience” 

(A.viii), and then comforts the reader with the promise of discovering hidden arts through 

the use of mathematics: 

For whereas Art inuenteth, and bryngeth to perfection many thynges whiche are  

impossible to nature, it is necessary that he who desyreth to doo great effectes in 

these thinges, and the lyke, be very expert in woorkyng with the hande: neyther is 

it sufficient for him to be a perfect Naturalist, Mathematitian, or Astronomer, for 

as muche as furthermore is requyred great dexteritie of handie woorke: And for 

defaulte hereof, it commeth to passe, that in this our age these natural artes lie hid 

& vnknowen. (“To What Use such kinde of Shyppes,” A Very Necessary, A.vi) 

For Taisner, the world is full of phenomenon, the investigation of which had been arrested 

for centuries due to the habit of mistaking natural events as miraculous: “For the common 

people counteth that for a miracle, which the expert Mathematitians know to be natural and 

easy” (Agayne, of the . . . Lodestone,” A Very Necessary). This enthusiasm for navigation 
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is also found among the travel literature. Richard Willes’s dedicatory epistle to the 1577 

edition of Peter Martyr’s The History of Travayle in the West and East Indies cites a line 

from a Senecan tragedy to suggest navigation’s prophetic role: “In late yeeres newe worldes 

shalbe founde, / And newe landes shal then appeare on the grounde” (Bii). 

  The sacred role ascribed to navigation was reinforced in the manuals by 

impressing on the navigator the need to possess faith in practical mathematics (as distinct 

from theoretical mathematics) and be confident in the value of personal experience. It 

invited a view of the mathematical arts of measurement, proportion, and scale as a mode of 

transcendence, a means to everlasting knowledge, which, in the words of John Dee, would 

help humanity “arise, clime, and ascend and mount up (with Speculative wings) in spirit to 

behold in the Glass of Creation, the Forme of Formes” (Elements, 6). It spoke to a way of 

being that appreciated the ancients while also supplanting them, as Eden claims: “this our 

age may seem not only to contend with the Ancients, but also in many goodly inventions 

of Art and wit, farr to exceed them” (Epistle Dedicatory, To Sir William Winter, A Very 

Necessary).  

However, while one end of the maritime project manifested itself as confidence in 

a method of knowing that seemed to hold the key for unlocking the limits of prior 

knowledge, navigation, as an uncertain confrontation with the elemental force of the sea, 

never changed. Richard Unger admits as much in his analysis of the theoretical origins of 

methods of navigation, acknowledging that despite the technological leaps made by the 

Elizabethan seamen, that knowledge and experience were still weak competitors against 

the power of the sea: 

Sailing ships were, in the end, always at the mercy of the weather and to forget 

that overwhelming fact is to obscure the most important consideration for any 

captain when dealing with getting to his goal. Adverse weather conditions could 

and often did make theoretical knowledge totally useless. At times, conditions 

even made practical knowledge and years of experience useless. (23) 

Therefore, a navigational poetic uses the sea to illustrate an inescapable anxiety presented 

in the nature of the sea voyage, of the limitations of knowledge to secure a place of safety. 

The magnetic compass could provide location, but it could not staunch a hole in a hull, peer 

under the water’s surface to reveal hidden rocks, or calm a mutinous crew. Sadly, the 
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elemental challenges faced by ancient Greek seamen that had made the maritime motif so 

powerful and pervasive had to still be reckoned with by English navigators. 

 The one exception, and one which makes the navigational poetic peculiar, was that 

the motif’s signification for control and the testing of limits becomes the search for 

knowledge not yet discovered. Motivated by the certainty that true knowledge exists 

beyond the confusion and distraction of appearances, or of ancient wisdom, the navigator 

represented a new relationship with the world. He is one who searches for knowledge that 

doesn’t yet exist, one who engages knowledge of the natural world with skepticism, 

demanding re-examination of the most basic assumptions about its operations. The art of 

navigation had shifted attention to how knowledge was constructed. 

Rise of the Scientific Method 
 
 The navigational aesthetic would become the force that drove a wedge in between 

true and false knowledge, casting the dice in favor of what will later be recognized as the 

scientific method, qualified by measurement, observation, experiment, and testing. As the 

English navigators proved, one could no longer claim to know the world apart from its 

quantifiable realities which, in the late sixteenth century, had demonstrated their value in 

exploratory voyaging, national enhancement, and individual advancement. For the 

victories that came to England through the privateering expeditions of Raleigh, Hawkins, 

Grenville, and Drake (all of whom were knighted), the 1587 raid on Cadiz, and the defeat 

of the Spanish Armada a year later resulted in a new awareness of the navigator’s 

contributions to the Commonwealth. But making a cultural space for the navigator required 

reexamining the value of the rhetorical arts, which in neither method nor substance 

possessed any real power to illuminate unknown truths or recover lost knowledge. We find 

this new critical awareness of the conflict between the navigation and rhetorical arts in The 

History of Travayle where Richard Willes muses on the age-appropriateness of academic 

disciplines, concluding the time of the grammarian has passed: 

 There was a tyme when the arte of grammer was so muche esteemed, that  

Gramarians proceeded masters thereof as woorshypfully, as other porfessours now 

doe in any other facultie. Than was honourable to be a Poet: honourable I say, for 
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that the Poet Laureate eniyoed the honour of a Palatine. That tyme is paste.  . . . So 

long as Poetry was esteemed, the arte of grammer accompted of . . . excellent 

Astronomers no where wanted. (A.iii) 

Wille’s insight in 1577, even if exaggerated, expresses the sentiment of John Smith fifty 

years later. The navigational arts had arrived as a promising new field, an art not so much 

a replacement as an alternative and preferable means for achieving the goals of civilization 

enmeshed in rhetoric. 

Navigators traveled beyond the limits of prior knowledge, literally. But the 

transition that had to be made by mariners—as they left behind familiar trading routes and 

for the open ocean; as they supplemented local craftsman’s knowledge with astronomy; as 

they channeled a spirit of self-reliance into the collaborative maritime effort to write the 

world—these changes carried with them an ethos that caught the attention of literary men 

who saw in the navigational arts something to be imitated.   
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Chapter Five: 

 A Navigational Way 

 

The art of navigation altered English seafaring radically and irrevocably. New 

technologies and cartographic advancements allowed sailors to voyage into the Atlantic 

with confidence that they could find their way to ports separated by thousands of miles of 

open water. Not so obvious though are the ways in which the art of navigation also 

permanently impacted the art of letters and challenged the stature of the iconic orator.  

On the one hand, it is readily recognized that navigation inspired more maritime 

references in literary works.207 Traditional maritime imagery readily absorbed the 

avantgarde technologies, oceanic vistas, and newly discovered worlds into the voyaging 

spirit of the age-old motif. Much scholarly attention has been given to the prominence of 

sea imagery in Renaissance literature, and works such as Philip Edwards’ book, Sea-Mark: 

The Metaphorical Voyage, Spenser to Milton and Steve Mentz’s At the Bottom of 

Shakespeare’s Ocean demonstrate how England’s involvement in navigational activities 

provided the conventional seafaring motif with modern currency: Edwards examines how 

the ethical complexities of sea travel are handled during the Renaissance and Mentz 

develops a poetical history of the sea in respect to metaphorical and actual, historical, 

shipwrecks. For both Edwards and Mentz, Early Modern seafaring brought a new vitality 

to nautical language and imagery and provided Renaissance poets the opportunity to query 

the ennobling and civilizing virtues acclaimed by those writing on behalf of the 

navigational enterprise. Navigation provided the content, and context, for poets to develop 

a vital maritime conception of British identity.   

On the other hand, navigation as it was written, printed, and practiced introduced a 

topos that challenged the ideal of the poet-orator by exposing the limitations of tradition as 

a conduit of knowledge. Authorities of the rhetorical arts, particularly Plato and Aristotle, 

 

207 The turn of this past century marked the emergence of attention to sea-land aesthetics via the 
new thassalogy, best elaborated through the work of P. Horton and Nicholas Purcell. They 
contribute to a large community of scholars who look to the social, economic, and political networks 
of the Atlantic and Mediterranean as interpretive matrices.  
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had been wrong in important points of cosmological significance that directly affected 

mariners. Along with these ancients, later poet-philosophers, using the art of letters to 

conduct metaphorical voyages, had become increasingly irrelevant as purveyors of truth by 

the turn of the century. As Katharine Eggert explains, new discoveries pushed the 

possibility of the humanists’ ideal for encyclopedic knowledge out of reach because much 

of the new knowledge could not be accommodated within the classical scheme. Eggert 

observes that “even while they wrestled with the desirability and practicality of a humanist 

ideal in which, in theory at least, there was nothing that could not be safely known, Early 

Modern intellectual circles struggled to absorb challenging bodies of knowledge that came 

from ‘out there’ whether they were entirely new (such as new scientific theories) or simply 

unorthodox (such as non-Christian theologies)” (8). The culture of the sixteenth century 

found an answer partly in mathematics.208   

The central narrative of Ash’s investigation on navigation in Power, Knowledge, 

and Expertise in Elizabethan England charts the demotion of empirical seafaring to 

mathematical navigation. Funkenstein argues that by the turn of the century, 

mathematicians had so successfully co-opted the navigational arts that “no English pilot 

could be considered an expert navigator without a working knowledge of arithmetic, 

geometry, and trigonometry, whereas mathematicians who had never been to sea could 

portray themselves as the only source for true navigational expertise” (298).209 For the 

 

208 This study asserts that sixteenth-century English navigation transformed mathematics from a 
static science into a dynamic art. The kind of mathematics used in university and the mathematics 
practiced by craftsmen were so divergent that Johnston developed the term mathematicus to 
distinguish the elite academic mathematician from the mathematical practitioner, otherwise known 
as the London seamen, cartographers, geographers who populated the London scene in “The 
Identity of the Mathematical Practitioner in 16th-century England.” In the 1580’s, students were 
taught to understand mathematics as a “spiritual discipline” or a “guide to meditation on the divine” 
but they eventually were challenged by men, largely self-educated, who sought creative ways to 
implement its utilitarian function. From the time when Stephen Bourough brought to England the 
first navigational manual, the coexistence of mathematics with the art of letters became jeopardized. 
Navigation provided the ideal platform where mathematics could prove itself the science par 
excellence in terms of reliable knowledge. Also, see in particular Alexander’s “The Imperialist 
Space of Elizabethan Mathematics” (559-562) and the introduction to Alexander’s Geometrical 
Landscapes: The Voyages of Discovery and the transformation of Mathematical Practice. 
209 Also see Ash, 140. Ash recounts the particular history of Martin Frobisher whose third voyage 
in 1578 nearly ended in disaster due to his ignorance of how to calculate for latitude (126-129). See 
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maritime culture, mathematics had provided a language that could represent motions, 

figures, and forces that otherwise remained undefined or latent in Nature. It reimagined a 

world in ways suitable to making, rendering invisible realities evident and malleable. Those 

who systematized the art of navigation created a science that was portable, furnishing 

methods that provided perspective and accuracy, even when challenged with a new 

cartographic environment.  

The incursion of mathematical skill through a dominant cultural event like 

navigation—which crossed class and educational barriers, mixed academicians with 

craftsmen, and was dispersed across a wide social and political spectrum—increased 

speculation regarding its use as a language itself, as a reliable and efficient means of 

interpretation and communication. The art of letters could neither contain nor disseminate 

the art of navigation to readers, and a glance at the manuals published from William Bourne 

(1574) through Edward Wright (1599) indicate that writers increasingly turned to charts, 

lists, and graphs to convey useful instruction, with decreasing emphasis on prose 

explanations and rationales for the methods used (Ash 137-185). In The Seamen’s Secrets 

(1595), John Davis, himself a seasoned mariner and aware of the demand for clear and 

accessible information, omits “to declare the causes of terms and artificial words, as matters 

superfluous to my purpose,” and resists “cunning conclusions” because language obscures, 

rather than communicates, the instruction under question (.3-.4). For the general population 

and in the universities, navigation stimulated interest in mathematics as well as tangential 

questions regarding the use and kind of knowledge most fit for learning. It demonstrated a 

new approach to knowledge that demanded practitioners to participate in its construction. 

The way of ‘doing’ navigation, through technology, celestial knowledge, practical 

mathematics, in collaboration with others, accessible via charts and graphs, created an 

alternative way of relating to the natural world that had no recognizable ideologic forbearer, 

 

also Alexander (2002) for a clear exposition of the interdependency between mathematical 
developments in the English universities and London seafaring, 81-97. “For Blundeville, seafaring 
and navigation were the primary purpose of mathematical studies. In London, mathematics and the 
voyages went hand in hand” (90).   
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and essentially changed the relationship between language and knowledge, and the 

consequently the identity of the knower.210     

Navigation, according to those who study the history of science, exposed the art of 

letters as no longer inscriptive of knowledge. Funkenstein observed that the “growing 

employment of mathematics as a language,” which began in the sixteenth century, is 

responsible for a “new ergetic ideal of knowing that stood squarely against the old, 

contemplative ideal… whereby knowledge or truths are found, not constructed” (298). 

Ergetic knowledge, or knowledge by doing, sustains the maker’s knowledge principle 

which distinguishes between passive and active ideas of knowing that experienced a revival 

in the sixteenth century. As Perez-Ramos explains, although the philosophical division 

between phronesis (prudence, which is actively constructed) and episteme (science, which 

is passively received) served to legitimize the knower as a maker and doer, the success of 

technology, constructed through the application of mathematics and physics, redefined 

truth as productive knowledge.211 The maker’s knowledge principle reshaped the kind of 

knowledge to be sought after, and consequently affected the poets’ purpose and scope. 

 

210 The transformation of natural philosophy into what is now recognized as science occurs in the 
sixteenth century, although Francis Bacon has been acknowledged as the writer who gave that 
transformation definition. Works that study the relationship between Bacon’s philosophy and a 
budding scientific method contribute to how the navigational enterprise influenced Bacon’s 
thought. In Francis Bacon and the Transformation of Philosophy, Stephen Gaukroger’s central 
tenant is that Bacon reoriented the methods of natural philosophy but also the character of the 
philosopher by recasting concepts that fall under categories like belief, inquiry, morality, 
knowledge, and virtue that had already been under stress due to Atlantic voyaging. Pérez-Ramos, 
“Bacon’s Forms and the Maker’s Knowledge Tradition” (313-320), and Wormald, in Francis 
Bacon, insist that despite having antecedents at his disposal like Archimedes, etc., Bacon’s 
approach to natural philosophy was unique, essentially changing the nature of the philosopher from 
believer or skeptic to inquirer which falls in the disposition of the navigational arts. Bacon is unique 
insofar as he presented the new science as a new philosophy, and not so much that he was the first 
to identify an alternative to the discursive method of knowing.  
211 See Perez-Ramos, especially pages 105-111 and 116-117.  Perez-Ramos focuses on the 
development of Bacon’s scientific method as evolving from the maker’s knowledge principle. 
Bacon alters it to accommodate a vision of nature as the composite of formal features that are 
observable and definable according to an inductive method. By defining a form as the composition 
of its parts, as a word is made up of letters, to reference Bacon’s example, Bacon defines the 
knower’s power in inventiveness to rearrange and construct something new. Stephen Gaukroger 
also plainly states in the beginning of Francis Bacon and the Transformation of Early Modern 
Philosophy that Bacon “denies the title ‘truth’ to anything unless it is ‘productive of new works’ 
(16).  See also Marcondes, 111-124. 



  

192 

 

 
The transference of this new method into an aesthetic, a ‘scientia operativa’ as it 

came to be known after Bacon coined the phrase, is the focus of this chapter.212 Navigation 

articulated an alternative epistemology to the rhetorical method and offered effective, 

conclusive solutions and certainty where philosophy and discursive logic could not. 

Epistemic differences between literary and navigational arts were enhanced by the 

presumption that anyone could learn the art of navigation; the manuals laid out principles 

and formulas for mastering the art of navigation, and consequently became sites of 

empowerment generated by and for the lay public, and not the elite audiences of the court 

or university. Putting aside the question of whether learning the art of navigation was as 

easy as the writers said it was, the promotion of the art as an easy, general, and public affair 

democratized that knowledge. Within the maritime scene of the late 1500’s, navigators 

begot other navigators, regardless of education, class, or profession. The honors bestowed 

upon actual English seamen, sometimes including knighthood, gave mariners cultural 

dignity that was distinct from the orators’. Navigators were England’s first scientists in 

matters of experimentation, observation, collaboration and theoretical development, and 

their art brought a new set of assumptions to the maritime motif.  

  What I call a poetics of navigation is historically framed within the last decades of 

the sixteenth and the very early seventeenth century and emerges as a formative principle 

in both poetics and natural philosophy. I explicate this phenomenon in reference to three 

writers: John Dee, Philip Sidney, and Francis Bacon. As natural philosopher and 

 

212 Bacon’s philosophy benefitted from his culture’s predisposition toward maritime matters. 
Esteemed as the father of science, Bacon has been lauded for his role in the transformation of natural 
philosophy into the modern conception of science. But ‘science’ was not original to Bacon, rather 
he was the writer who gave that concept its modern definition. Works that study the relationship 
between Bacon and the sixteenth-century science that was already being practiced testify to the 
influence of the navigational enterprise on Bacon’s thought. In Francis Bacon and the 
Transformation of Philosophy, Stephen Gaukroger’s central argument is that Bacon redirected the 
methods of natural philosophy, and the character of the philosopher, by inquiring into the 
foundations of belief, inquiry, morality, knowledge, and virtue already under stress due to Atlantic 
voyaging. Perez-Ramos, “Bacon’s Forms and the Maker’s Knowledge Tradition” 313-320, and 
Wormald, Francis Bacon (2008), insist that despite having antecedents, ancient and modern, at his 
disposal like Archimedes and Tycho Brahe, Bacon’s conception of the natural philosopher as 
skeptic and inquirer is indebted to precedents found in the sixteenth century navigator and 
navigational science he practiced.  
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mathematician, John Dee’s interest in navigation was primarily philosophical. But although 

he justified advancing the navigational arts and the development of a naval force based on 

their providential and ethical character, he retained a sense that the navigational arts had 

something unique to offer in terms of methodology. He also had the confidence to advance 

the conviction that a robust maritime presence served national interests more than any 

philosophy. Dee is central to the current topic because in attempting to bridge classical 

ideas of science with its practical application, he set a precedent for querying the 

relationship between civic responsibility and advancements in knowledge that were made 

obvious through navigation. I have included Philip Sidney and Francis Bacon because in 

their writings, respectively, they struggled to make poetry and philosophy relevant to 

changing ideas of what qualifies as true knowledge and the advantages that such truth 

brings. These writers embraced the value of practical knowledge, queried the character of 

the knower and his role as counselor, and explored new possibilities for redefining civic 

authority and power. 

 

* * * 

Converting Knowledge into Action 
 

The navigational manuals conspicuously drove a wedge between the navigator’s 

method for constructing and representing knowledge and that belonging to ‘the poets’ 

based on a result-oriented definition of knowledge. But the practical orientation found in 

the instructional manuals was not unique to that genre or topic, nor was the practice of 

contrasting a specific art to poetry. Such rhetorical habits were already being exercised 

within humanist discourse that during the sixteenth century favored a practical-oriented 

education, expressed in polarities like doing and making versus speculation and 

contemplation, or praxis over theory. Such concerns, found as early as the publication of 

Thomas More’s Utopia where tensions between practical and theoretical knowledge come 

under scrutiny, expanded into debates into the educational curriculum. Stephen Gaukroger 

observes that the preference for active, practical politics ignited debates over the kind of 

knowledge worthy of an education, and the kind of person entrusted to counsel kings, 



  

194 

 

 
particularly whether that person be a philosopher or a poet (47-49). As an extension of 

Plato’s complaint against poets from Book X of the Republic, sixteenth century English 

literati of all types inclined toward active, practical knowledge and away from the 

theoretical; the philosopher—commonly imagined as a scholastic—was often represented 

as incapable of furthering the civic or moral goals of education because his action was 

limited to words. 

Although oratory had always privileged the vita activa, the concept received fresh 

attention in England early into the sixteenth century. Protestant teachings, for instance, 

focused on the active principle in language. It was responsible for initiating a movement 

away from an allegorical system of composition and interpretation and replacing it with a 

new confidence in the inherent power of language which operated independently of 

complex and elite systems of meaning. Robert Stillman attributes the work done by the 

Philippists, followers of Philip Melanchthon, for reviving confidence in eloquence as an 

inherently powerful, affective and primarily ethical hermeneutic. He explains that for late 

sixteenth-century theorists, it was possible to view discourse as having causative power 

“not because of some mysterious grace it [language] carries or contains” but because 

“words themselves are naturally and inherently powerful. They cause things to happen” 

(336). Their purpose was to decrease interpretive possibility to scripture, but they 

essentially conveyed an idea of language as instrumental in constructing knowledge free 

from interpretive variation. The rediscovery of certain works by Aristotle also contributed 

to reconsiderations of what constituted the active life. In his discussion of the influence of 

mathematics on Renaissance aesthetic theory, Henry S. Turner reveals that the call for 

practical knowledge was in part spurred by increased attention to Aristotle’s Nicomachean 

Ethics and Rhetoric, both which foreground doing (phronesis) and making (techne) (Turner 

47-48). The rediscovery of these two Aristotelian texts provided English humanists a 

formidable precedent to argue for the active principle in discursive sciences. Another factor 

contributed to a new emphasis on action found in the arts and sciences. Crombie finds an 

ideological crux shared by the scientist and the artist, products of the same intellectual 

culture, in the renaissance concept of virtue: 

A man of virtu… was a man with intellectual power (virtu) to command any 

situation, to act  as he intended… whether in mind or matter, in the natural 
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sciences or the constructive arts, in private or political life, a man of virtu aimed 

always to be in rational control of himself as a moral being and in relation to his 

fellow men and to nature, in control of what he did and what he made. (15) 

Conceptually, ‘making’ and ‘doing’ (or poesis and praxis) dominated humanist discourse 

in terms of imagining humanity’s place as master of interior and exterior worlds.  

In actual practice though, as the navigators were quick to point out, this was idle 

talk.  The active element had been limited to moral and political philosophy: fruit of the 

Socratic injunction ‘know thyself’ and product of the idea of oratory to teach, delight, and 

move the human will to engage in civic action. The man of action in this environment was 

a counselor or civil servant who used his arts, whether they were rhetorical or militaristic, 

for the public good.  

Navigators, however, complicated this notion of civic responsibility by developing 

a concept of action where precise and advanced understanding of natural phenomena, 

assisted by instruments, became essential to ethical and political well-being. Evidence from 

the manuals, as previously discussed, suggests that the fight to secure a space for navigation 

was waged by undermining the orator’s claim to productive knowledge and by questioning 

the reliability of language to convey either meaning or method. In the last few decades of 

the sixteenth century, navigation had become increasingly mathematicised, demonstrating 

the possibilities that a graphed, mapped, instrumental and numerical medium of knowledge, 

constructed through experiment and observation, resulted in power over the natural world. 

Scholarly members of this community like Robert Record, Thomas Harriot, Thomas 

Blundeville, and John Dee, drawing upon their education in the classics, reinforced the 

Mosiac and Greek tradition of a rationally ordered universe as testimony that man-made 

systems like geometry mediated the divine nature while providing humanity with the 

principles for the manipulation of that Nature.213 Natural philosophers could argue, based 

 

213 One way was to draw from ancient authorities who recognized divinity in mathematics, such as 
Euclid and Proclus, alongside Christian philosophers like Boethius, who noted that “All things do 
appeare to be Formed by the reason of Numbers.  For this was the principall example or patterne in 
the minde of the Creator,” quoted in Dee, 1579, *.j..   
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on association of “measure, number and weight” from the Book of Wisdom with the 

creative act, that numbers (and not words) were God’s agent of creation.214  

Of the community of men who wrote in support of the navigational enterprise, John 

Dee stands apart for his defense of numbers as a creative force, his relentless optimism of 

navigation’s value to king and countrymen, and for his intellectual mooring in the 

teleological purpose of knowledge. As argued in the previous chapter, Dee was highly 

influential within the court and the navigational community, and his defense of numbers 

over letters exposed an awareness of the limits of a philosophical practice that was broadly 

literary.  

John Dee: Navi-Centric Discourse and Converting the Commonwealth 
 

However, Dee is also significant for his contribution to a development in the vita 

activa principle. For Dee, the navigational arts (always a focus in Dee’s practical works), 

were responsible for generating a new prospect for the orator, who through mathematics 

could enact substantial change in the world. Dee is important here because his defense of 

mathematics provides a rhetorical template for how to speak about a new epistemology in 

terms of general theological assumptions about knowledge.215 As I hope to show, Dee’s 

rhetorical choices, particularly his decision to embrace the role of mechanic rather than 

orator, contributed to Sidney’s idea of poetical making. 

An effective way to reinforce the moral value of mathematical knowledge was by 

arguing for its practical application, which according to humanist tenets, was spiritually 

 

214 Harkness posited a theory that Dee, believing the language that God spoke at creation 
recoverable, later came to understand that pronunciation of the originary language would remain 
forever obfuscated. Dee, she argues, then revives the Pythagorean, Platonic and Boethian notion of 
a mathematically conceived universe (78-91).  
215 Crombie discusses the importance of rediscovered ancient knowledge, “previously unknown or 
of little influence in Western intellectual thought” to the observation made by William Gilbert in 
1600 regarding “a new sort of philosophizing” in the “physico-mathematical experimental 
learning” that was to dominate natural philosophy in the seventeenth century (17). Many 
philosophers saw new texts and authors as “a means of finding other more acceptable rational 
criteria [beyond Aristotle] for knowledge in general and for religious knowledge in particular, and 
of bringing about moral improvement and educational reform” (17).  
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focused while substantially manifested. In the Praeface to Euclid’s Geometry, and typical 

to the humanist ethos, Dee begins by developing the contemplative, Platonic purpose for 

studying mathematics, as lifting the heart and mind to the Creator (for the purpose of 

conversion). But he does not stop there.  Dee continues to praise mathematics as yielding 

something “more than Contemplation” (*.ij.).216 The Praeface demonstrates that Dee 

means to elevate the praxis of geometry by recounting twenty or so disciplines in which its 

application profits mankind: when applied correctly, geometry can accurately interpret geo-

, hydro-, and topographic knowledge; can locate the presence of things seen and unseen 

(like stars, rays, emanations); and most wonderfully, through the right harmonies of music, 

inspire physical healing of the body. Mathematics is a tool capable of bringing about 

substantial change, acting in an instrumental capacity (as the intermediary between divine 

and natural knowledge) for humanity to artfully regain control over nature while 

developing himself as a divine creation.  

To Dee, training in mathematics is important because it was a way of exercising 

divine likeness, and he argues that God and angelic minds are conceptualized numerically: 

God is “Number Numbryng” and mankind as “Number Numbred” (4), terms intended to 

redefine conditions of creation as numerically generative and not as speech acts.217 Dee 

speaks confidently of the possibility that the conceit of numbers contributes to self-

knowledge, enabling us “to finde the number of our owne name, gloriously exemplified 

and registered in the booke of the Trinitie most blessed and aeternall,” a name that—in 

 

216 Dee thought so highly of geometry that he proposed renaming it “megethological comtemplat-
ions” because of geometry’s capacity to “trayne our Imaginations” to conceive of “Blisse 
evertlasting.”  He translates Plato to affirm such an effect: “The [Geometrie] is learning, for the 
knowing of that, which is ever: and not of that, which, in tyme, both is bred and is brought to an 
ende &c. Geometrie is the knowledge of that which is everlasting. It will lift up therefore (O Gentle 
Syr) our mynde to the Veritie: and by that meanes, it will convert, toward heavenly things both 
mynde and thought” (Praeface, 1577 *.j.). 
217 Dee’s fascination with the occult shows here. Following Pythagoras and the Mosaic tradition of 
locating creative power in number, Dee uses numerological language to describe divine and human 
relationships. God, and Mankind’s likeness to God, is qualified as ‘Number’ and their mutual 
distinction is predicated by present and past participle, respectively. Thus ‘Number Numbrying’ 
eloquently captures the infinitely present and active principle in God who expresses creativity 
through counting (perfect countability), while ‘Number Numbred’ casts humanity as accounted for, 
as coming into being as a result of being counted.  
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knowing—restores man to his place in the cosmos (*.ij.). Dee proposes that the 

mathematician, by virtue of his art, learns why and how he was created: to imitate the 

Creator by applying mathematical formulas which in turn help him to interpret, and control, 

the world.   

Correlatively, Dee rejects the inclination to read the Book of Nature as part of a 

divine allegory, insisting that such habits, when directed toward natural objects, lead to 

ignorance rather than enlightenment. In the Praeface, Dee enjoins the reader that “it is time 

for some to lay hold of wisedom, and to Judge truly of things and not so to expound the 

Holy word, all by allegories as to Neglect the wisedome, power and Goodness of God in 

and by his Creatures and Creation to be seen and learned” (22). Dee challenges his readers 

to suspend their habits of allegorical interpretation and instead to engage the object of 

knowledge, the natural world, within a literal framework.218 Only by reading nature 

correctly, beginning with sensory observation assisted by practical tools and then applying 

mathematics, can the obstacles to personal salvation be removed and the success of the 

British Empire be discovered.  

Of course, such a project must, eventually, yield to that which it replaced. We may 

begin by disassociating from, for example, medieval arguments for the number of 

observable planets having to correspond to the number of sense organs in the human body, 

but if this dissociation becomes dogmatic, we will fail to see when even empirical science 

leads us back to the idea of correspondences between micro and macro-cosmic structures, 

or the centrality of consciousness, as in the case of the observer effect in certain quantum 

physics experiments. Precisely such dogmatism, however, has come to define recent 

history. 

 

218 Alistair Crombie recognizes this pull away from allegorical exegesis in the defenses written by 
Galileo, who saw the “Book of nature, where things are written in only one way” (ftnt. 20, 23). As 
Crombie puts it, Galileo “said that the letters in which it [the Book of Nature] was written were the 
propositions, figures, and conclusions of geometry, by means of which alone was it possible to 
penetrate any of the infinite mysteries of nature.” Dee’s insights precede Galileo’s by nearly fifty 
years, and by virtue of Dee’s popularity at court, presence among navigators and publishing history, 
he laid the groundwork for how to defend Maker’s knowledge, although that term was not to be 
used before the mid-seventeenth century.   
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Stephen Johnston, in “Like Father, Like Son? John Dee, Thomas Digges and the 

Identity of the Mathematician” argues for the radical quality of Dee’s propositions: “During 

this decade, [Dee’s mathematics] expanded to embrace a new rhetoric beyond that of its 

philosophical significance and demonstrative certainty” (71). Perhaps the tendency to 

construe true knowledge as “constructive and useful in the unceasing battle to save the 

soul,” a trend that peaked during the Protestant rebellions in the 1580’s, contributed to 

Dee’s sanctification of mathematics (Martin 58). Divinizing numbers lent value to 

mathematics as a means of interpreting the natural world, and helped Dee’s larger program 

of promoting a navy-centered British Empire as providential.219 The central tenet of The 

Rare and General Memorials Pertaining to the Perfect Arte of Navigation for instance 

assumes that navigation can solve England’s problems of security, trading, lawlessness, 

mapping, fishing rights, and exploration—to name only a few—that are essential to empire 

building. The frontispiece of the Memorials illustrates the argument by depicting Queen 

Elizabeth in a maritime scene, voyaging between coasts. Dee describes the English queen 

as sitting at the helm of a ship bearing the name Europa. The image and naming are critical 

to Dee’s purpose to elevate his queen and country as politically dominant over Europe, 

while also signaling navigation as the source of that power. Dee issues detailed 

considerations of the Petty Royal Navy, the role of merchants, trade commodities and 

territorial expansion in the Memorials to reconfigure England’s divinely ordained end in 

secular, material terms. He promises that his teachings in the Praeface, combined with the 

‘Arts Mechanical,’ will yield an “exact Hydrographer, Pylot-Maior, Arche-Pylot, Grand-

Pylot-General” who will lead a “Pety-Nauy-Royal” into the “rare, general, and excellent 

Conclusions of Gubernautik:” the “INCOMPARABLE ISLANDISH MONARCHIE” 

(Advertisement to the Reader, .iiij).  Through his navi-centric discourses, John Dee initiates 

a new way of speaking about practical knowledge as divinely sanctioned because of its 

productive role in empire building.  

 

219 Rare and General Memorials Pertayning to the Perfect Arte of Navigation, 1577, is the first 
published use of the phrase British Empire, and significantly Dee uses the phrase as the cumulative 
effects of having a strong British maritime presence through the art of navigation.   
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A most conspicuous sign of Dee’s efforts to bring his millennialist vision for Britain 

in line with contemporary attitudes toward knowledge is his choice to identify himself as a 

maker. In the Memorials, Dee, speaking of himself in the third person, uses the term 

‘Mechanician’ to describe his role as royal counselor. The unusual choice of ‘Mechanic,’ 

a voice he differentiates from the ‘Instructor’ and ‘Philosopher,’ grants dignity to the 

designation while recognizing a political potential of a new kind of knowledge. As a 

Mechanic, Dee creates for himself a new role appropriate for converting the English 

commonwealth into an Empire, through efficient and material technology. 

Dee, as the courts’ mathematician, could have been expected to take up the 

navigator’s cause, but few poets during this period directly reckoned with what William 

Gilbert was to label a “new sort of philosophizing” (qtd. in Crombie 17). Gilbert’s 

philosophy was indebted to navigation and individual English navigators, especially Robert 

Norman who demonstrated that observation, experiment and mathematical training could 

yield new knowledge and remove misunderstandings about the world. And, like the manual 

writers, Gilbert elevated his experimental philosophy as superior to all others, going so far 

as to distinguish true philosophers from those who merely write books, from those who 

“create literary broils” while “professing to be philosophers.” In 1601, in the preface of De 

Magnete, Gilbert protests:   

Why should I, in so vast an Ocean of Books by which the minds of studious men  

are troubled . . . add aught further to this so-perturbed republick of letters, and 

expose this noble philosophy, which seems new and incredible by reason of so 

many things hitherto unrevealed, to be damned and torn to pieces by the 

maledictions of those who are . . . learned idiots, grammatists, sophists, wranglers. 

. . .? But to you alone, true philosophizers, honest men who seek knowledge not 

from books only but from things themselves, have I addressed these magnetical 

principles in this new sort of Philosophizing. (Preface to the Honest Reader)  

Although Gilbert’s invective is strong, he is of course only one in a line of several writers 

during this time who voiced disdain for the rhetorical arts as inhibitive to the accurate 

interpretation of nature. The subjective experience of essences and approach to the form of 

things has been cast aside in favor of the observation of phenomena.  
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The ‘poets,’ in the widest sense of the term, had become unreliable as nature’s 

interpreters and the ancient seafaring motif, grounded in tradition and built into the republic 

of letters could not coexist with new navigational principles. The friction was exacerbated 

as manual writers held up the actual navigator against these literary surrogates, de facto 

entitling the navigator who worked with cross staffs, ships, ropes, masts, and men, the 

coveted position of advisor to court and king, protector of civilization, guardian of virtue—

roles that were written for them within the manuals themselves and which also had an actual 

analogue in the decades when Elizabethan mariners like Ralegh, Drake, Hawkins, and 

Frobisher were individually responsible for increasing British wealth, security, and national 

borders. The end of the sixteenth century witnessed the reification of the ancient motif, 

creating an aporia for not only the purpose of the poet, but also the kind of knowledge he 

was entitled to have authority over. 

What was the poet’s value if his art was contaminated by false knowledge? How 

could the copia and figurative language of rhetoric be reconciled with the clean symbolic 

marks of geometrical calculations and the quick efficiency of the navigator’s interpretive 

tools? One member of the English literati, Philip Sidney, rubbing shoulders with the 

navigation community and aware of the epistemological gauntlet that had been thrown, 

offered a solution to the challenge in the Defense of Poesy. His arguments and examples 

on behalf of literary language betray that he too had been impacted by the new philosophy. 

The New Poetic in Action: Philip Sidney’s Defense 
 

Many explanations have been offered to try to account for Sidney’s stance which, 

in the words of Robert E. Stillman “advances arguments on behalf of the preeminence of 

poetry that are unprecedented in the history of European poetics” (383). Scholars have 

argued for ideological sources for Sidney’s poesis, or poetical making, that include 

Aristotelianism, Neo-platonism, Protestantism, and Hermeticism. However, Sidney’s own 

eclectic circle of associates invites further consideration that the unusual vitality he grants 

to poetical power may have also been inspired by the practical epistemologies being praised 

within the discourses surrounding navigation.  
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Sidney kept company with mathematicians John Dee and Thomas Diggs, chemist 

Edward Dyer, and the poet Thomas Moffet, a Paracelsian (Gavin 142). Hakluyt, Harriot, 

and Drake, according to Roger Kuin, were Sidney’s friends and influences and they 

whetted Sidney’s appetite for keeping abreast of investments in New World exploration 

(Kuin 570-579).220 Sidney and his family patronized explorers, and Sidney’s own sister 

Mary, Countess of Pembroke, maintained a chemical laboratory at her home in Wilton, 

partly for the purpose of assisting New World mining ventures.221  In the early 1580s, 

Sidney himself was commissioned to take responsibility for repairing the maritime port of 

Dover, presumably because of his impressive facility with applied mathematics.222 With so 

much exposure to these artisanal and experimental communities, it seems inevitable that 

Sidney would have imported a set of assumptions about the use of knowledge to his poetics, 

especially in his portrayal of poetical power as not merely allegorical but as effective as an 

agent of change in the actual world.  

There is evidence to suggest that Sidney borrowed specifically from the premier 

advisor to the Muscovy Company, John Dee. A study done by Forrest Robinson (1972) 

noticed that Sidney’s use of the compound “ground-plot” is the second recorded use, Dee’s 

being the first. He explains the borrowing as deliberate and purposeful: 

The relationship between geometrical images in the mind and their representation 

in external nature (as described by Dee) is identical to the one that exists between 

 

220 In his letters to Languet, Sidney expressed an active interest in Frobisher’s discovery of rare 
metals, including his enthusiasm over the initial find of them and his disappointment after the 
discovery was discredited. In 1582, Hakluyt’s Diverse Voyages were dedicated to Sidney; in 1585, 
Sidney organized a covert plan with Francis Drake to embark on a colonizing mission to the New 
World. There are many other connections between the sixteenth century poets and their 
mathematical counterparts: Gascoigne praises Dee’s Preface in his Epistle for Humphrey Gilbert’s 
A Discourse of Discoverie for a new passage to Cataia; Peter Ramus, a strong influence on Sidney, 
dedicated Proemium Mathematicum to Dee in 1567 (Sherman 100).  See Sherman for details about 
Dee’s continued popularity within the Sidney family (16). 
221 See letters from 1577 and 1578 in Sidney, The Correspondence of Philip Sidney and Hubert 
Languet, 132. Also see French, 129. 
222 “His [Sidney’s] appearance in the State Papers concerning Dover during 1584 associates him 
closely with one of the most important sites for applied mathematical activity in England, and his 
official appointment suggests at least a sufficient grasp of technical problems to direct the project 
then under way” (Turner 100). 
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the poet’s fore-conceit and his finished poem. . . . The ground-plot is the poet’s 

fore-conceit as it appears in the speaking picture of the poem. . . In short, the 

ground-plot is the poet’s way of letting us see what he means. (122-23) 

By reading Sidney’s fore-conceit as Dee’s ground-plot, Robinson argues for the pedagogic 

usefulness of Dee’s visual system to the eloquence of Sidney’s poetic picture in the 

Defense. Robinson delivers a stimulating analysis of this comparison, going so far as to 

suggest that “it is quite probable that the mathematician’s memorable chart was in the back 

of Sidney’s mind when he used the word “ground-plot” in the Apology” (127). Further 

evidence suggests that Sidney was more indebted to John Dee than has been recognized,223 

particularly to Dee’s unique rhetoric in defense of geometry. It is probable that some of 

Sidney’s borrowings from Dee not only explain the instrumental power he attributes to 

eloquence but offers insight into how escalating claims used in this particular communities’ 

defense literature—the manuals, the Defense, Dee’s Preface—elevated the instrumental 

character of interpretive systems (whether numbers or letters) that tipped the revolution 

against speculative philosophy in favor of the practical arts, and the cultural turn away from 

literary gubernator toward the Atlantic navigator that was to become the hallmark of a new 

kind of cultural elite.  

 Philip Sidney’s Defense of Poetry stands at a crossroads between the materialist 

“productive” emphasis found in the mariner’s manuals and the eloquent function of 

language, whose purpose is also for power in the world.224 There are several areas where 

Sidney and Dee overlap, especially in Sidney’s development of an instrumental poetics. 

Many scholars have seen the Defense as a unique literary treatise, but for this discussion it 

 

223 Graham Yewbrey, in his doctoral dissertation “John Dee and the Sidney Group: Cosmopolitics 
and Protestant activism in the 1570s,” fruitfully engages and develops Robinson’s observations. 
Peter French sees textual resemblances between Dee and Sidney to argue that Sidney borrowed 
from Dee to suggest a magical power to poesy. See French,128-145. 
224 Classical theories recognized eloquence as “the ability to translate words grounded in wisdom 
and reason into power in the world” (Cheyfitz 23). Cheyfitz traces sixteenth-century ideas about 
eloquence to Latin rhetoricians to explicate Shakespeare’s depiction of rhetorical power in the 
magical language of Prospero. In his analysis, Prospero’s control over his island lies in “the power 
to make metaphors—the power to bring sundered, or dispersed, things together—a power that from 
Quintillion to Emerson is the very secret of eloquence…” (29). In other words, the Tempest teaches 
that to be a maker of metaphor is to be a maker of worlds.   
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is the manner in which Sidney celebrates fiction making (not oratory or rhetoric) as an 

instrumental power and the poet as Maker that is of singular importance.  

For Sidney, the poet was the architect of a new, and better, nature via his imitation 

of the Maker, a reference we should pay attention to since as Turner points out, it “aligns 

poesy with the mechanical arts” (89). Other critics explain that the Maker, whose “fiction” 

is Nature, “governed by laws internal to its creation,” is patterned in the poet who creates 

worlds through poetic matter, in method resembling the maker’s knowledge principle for 

which language provides the blocks to construct new knowledge.225   

Sidney’s golden world is something more than a loosely constructed, rhetorically 

suggestive metaphor. It is the methodically conceived imitation, counterfeit, and 

figuration of the Maker’s own prelapsarian creation, the world itself: a world that 

has a maker who works by intention;that possesses its own natural goodness and 

power; and that is constructed according to a specific purpose, aim, or scope. 

(Stillman 375)  

As Stillman explains, Sidney’s peculiar defense of the poet relies on the conviction that 

poetry’s affective force is due to a power inherent in words that through the poet’s 

intervention can bring about change. Sidney is primarily concerned with ethical conversion, 

and in keeping with Cicero, Horace, and Plato, suggests that poetry does the work of 

philosophy by leading humanity to salvation: by presenting “virtue-breeding 

delightfulness” the poet will “lead and draw us to as high a perfection as our degenerate 

soul, made worse by their clayey lodgings, can be capable of” (12). In Sidney’s own 

examples, the “speaking picture” is actually an imaginative vision, embodied by historical 

or mythical characters, through which the reader could fashion himself, implying a 

cooperation, a reciprocity between the reader and the text. The poetic image, by 

transcending nature, creates a cognitive vision that generates knowledge and virtuous 

action, and ultimately substantial change, for “Amphion was said to move stones with his 

poetry to build Thebes, and Orpheus to be listened to by beasts” (5).  To be clear, it is not 

 

225 Stillman’s study is nuanced and thorough in terms of relating Sidney’s Defense in respect to 
shifting attitudes that redefined knowledge at the end of the sixteenth century. 375. Also see 
Marcondes, 114-115. 
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the artful use of rhetoric or the orator’s art that Sidney refers to, but to fiction.  Fiction 

makes “reality available for the reader,” and presents “a reality . . . as it is figured forth—

to unleash real powers that exist at once in Nature and in the erected wit” (Stillman 374).226   

 In many examples, this power is communicated as if it were an objective force,227 

often revealed through unlooked for, unexpected, and sometimes even unwanted, change. 

It can operate internally, on human will, or externally on the human body. The opening 

vignette of the Defense suggests that an educated statesman like Sidney is hardly immune 

to the power of the orator, and during his encounter with the Italian court’s stable squire, 

he is so moved by that man’s affection for horses and the “fertileness of the Italian wit” 

that he nearly “wished myself a horse” (3). Sidney resists the temptation because he 

accounts himself a “piece of a logician,” but other audiences are more susceptible. The 

“hard-hearted evil men” who “know no other good but self-indulgence” will be moved, 

against their inclination, to not just recognize goodness but to embrace it (24). To those 

who are unaware, eloquence appears to compel physical movement, as when it calls the 

“child from play and the old man from the chimney” (23). Sometimes it appears like a 

curative responsible for physical growth and healing, as in the cases of Alphonsus of 

Aragon and Albinus the second-century Roman governor. According to the Defense, 

Alphonsus of Aragon was once mortally ill but was restored to physical health after reading 

 

226 Elizabeth Spiller fully elaborates a thesis driven by the role artifice played in knowledge making 
and she turns specifically to Sidney and Gilbert to illustrate how fiction functions in the production 
of knowledge. “Model worlds (whether poetry and experiments, the golden world of fiction or the 
globe-worlds of Gilbert’s magnets) produce knowledge and virtue. Qualities which appear to mark 
the divergence of art from science instead show how a common philosophical background is being 
transformed into what will become defining qualities of separate disciplinary practices. . . . Sidney 
in the Defense is a kind of theorist for Gilbert’s experimental practice; Gilbert’s On the Magnet in 
turn becomes a realization of Sidney’s poetic theories” (26-28).  
227 Sidney makes it clear that the poet’s success depends upon provoking desire in the reader “For 
who will be taught, if he be not moved with desire to be taught?” My argument though rests on 
demonstrating that the Defense is unusual in how it talks about transformation of minds as the result 
of an external force. To treat the effects of poetry as so sublime as to override the human will was 
part of this discourse’s history dating from Quintilian, who likened eloquence to the power of flood 
waters. In England, Thomas Wilson had written about it in The Art of Rhetoric (1553) when he 
observed that the orator, when wishing to provoke sympathy, can “force a man to be sorry with 
them, and take part with their ears, even against their wills.” Through specific words and images, 
Sidney develops this affective property as having material objectives as well as moral and ethical. 
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about Alexander the Great (15); Alphonsus resisted engaging Britain in war with the 

Empire, a decision Sidney attributes to the effect of a Virgilian verse read during childhood. 

If Sidney is correct, what the child read the man became. Sidney’s claims for the affective 

power of poesy reach their peak in the well-known reference to Xenophon, where he 

distinguishes between imaginary and creative orders to emphasize the transformative 

intervention of the poet’s words in the world. He insists that  

the poetic “idea or fore-conceit” is not wholly imaginative, as we are want to say  

by them that build castles in the air; but so far substantially it worketh, not only to 

make a Cyrus, which had been by a particular excellency as nature might have 

done, but to bestow a Cyrus upon the world to make many Cyruses, if they will 

learn aright why and how that maker made him. (9)   

As Sidney succinctly put it, the role of the poet is not to make “a conceit out of matter, but 

maketh matter for a conceit” (30). The poet is a maker, specifically a maker of productive 

knowledge that works substantial changes in the world; the poet does not simply know, he 

does, sometimes by making “things better than Nature bringeth forth, or quite anew, forms 

such as never were in Nature” and sometimes by providing narratives that become for 

others “imaginative ground-plot[s] of a profitable invention” (8, 34). Sidney’s allusions to 

non-metaphorical interpretations of this power find their fullest expression in his argument 

that the poet’s purpose is nothing less than to create other poets who become agents in 

world-making. 

Sidney’s poet is a maker not only by transforming things from what they are to what 

they should be but because his method appropriates the attention to craft practiced by a 

kind of maker made possible in this age of experimentation. This modern maker converts 

otherwise incomplete or unmalleable truths into something useful through a highly rigorous 

and exacting method. Sidney’s rhetoric emphasizes precision, as when he asserts that 

“every word” has a “natural seat” which is determined by its own internal structure and not 

by an external imposition (32). The implication is that words—along with the cosmos—

are fallen, but that poetic language restores and surpasses their original dignity. Resembling 

Dee’s defense for geometry, an art that remains powerful regardless of who understands 

the placement of the circles, points, and lines, Sidney trusts that the effectiveness of poesy 

is sometimes due to the proportionate orderings of words derived from their own logic. For 
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Sidney, the actual sounds of the words and not just their sense determine place, design, and 

arrangement. Sidney stresses that “it is not rhyming and versing that maketh a poet . . . but 

it is that peising [weighing] each syllable of each word by just proportion according to the 

dignity of the subject” (12). Once words are weighed and set in a poem “one [word] cannot 

be lost but the whole work fails. . . . Besides, one word so, as it were, begetting another, as, 

be it in rhyme or measured verse, but the former a man shall have a near guess to the 

follower” (12). How words beget each other and whether a man may accurately guess “the 

follower” [sic] Sidney keeps deliberately ambiguous. However, the significance of his 

argument is that if poetic arrangement is inherently predicated, poetic fictions can achieve 

their purpose independent of subjective interpretation.  

Sidney’s defense of the poet as Maker and of poesy as the ‘monarch’ of sciences 

argued for the supremacy of poetry as an informative principle which was as abstract, 

exacting, and principled as mathematics was for Dee, and as essential for promoting change 

and furthering national interests (22). For Sidney, the poet had the right to claim 

sovereignty. If the end of all earthly knowledge, he argued, is virtuous action, “well-doing 

and not well-knowing,” then “those skills that most serve to bring forth have a most just 

title to be princes over all the rest; wherein, if we can show, the poet is worthy to have it 

before any other competitors” (13). The fact that he singles out the astronomer and 

mathematician as deficient in their final end signals Sidney’s dissent from his navigational 

compatriots’ attitude toward the navigational esprit. Nevertheless, it appears that Sidney 

assumed the same contempt for pretension and disdain for circular arguing as they did, and 

embraced the same celebratory rhetoric found in the navigation manuals to defend poetry 

as instrumental, and, going ‘hand in hand with Nature,’ as creative of new worlds (9).  

That Sidney may have borrowed from Dee does not negate the influence of other 

sources to his ideas. During his life, Sidney defended the ideological and national hopes of 

England, and his commitment to a unifying Protestant vision naturally put him into contact 

with the most influential and innovative thinkers of his day, most of whom recognized the 

importance of fusing mathematical principles with natural philosophy to achieve its godly 

purpose. Mathematics appealed to the Protestant mind because they suggested an 

unrevealed method for accessing truth, a way of accessing the divine mind that bypassed 

Church authority and could bestow self-knowledge. The notion that self-knowledge could 
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lead to personal virtue, as well as the just ordering of the state, dominated continental 

academicians who seemed perpetually consumed with questions of learning and its 

connection to ethical matters. Petrus Ramus, a mutual friend to both Sidney and Dee, wrote 

on geometry and logic and insisted upon “a simplified and completely utilitarian method 

that could be applied to all subjects, and a means of gaining universal knowledge” (French 

145). The influential proponent and spokesman for the Reformation, Philip Melanchthon, 

heavily indebted to the mathematician Regiomontanus, presented Mathematics as an ideal 

discipline for the preparation of the mind to understanding God (Methuen 38-40).228 

To argue, as I do, that John Dee influenced Sidney simply enhances the idea that 

mathematics influenced his poetic theory. Sidney drew inspiration from the objective 

authority of a mathematical system. Ironically, by attempting to authorize his art via its 

affective power, he left the natural world behind: only by “growing another nature” found 

in fiction could the poet convert anything. So instead of resolving the problems of how to 

relate the various moving parts of truth, knowledge, moral growth, and political action, 

Sidney’s solution—to convert all men to poets—widened the gulf between academic and 

practical epistemologies.  

How to enact change in the world?  How to convert knowledge to action? What 

type of learning best suited the commonwealth? Dee’s answer was mathematics; Sidney’s 

was poetry. They were wrong and they were nearsighted in terms of the scientific 

revolution that was already beginning to unfold. But they recognized the appeal of practical 

knowledge and they were perceptive enough to realize that their disciplines needed to be 

reinvented according to new ideas of civic action and authority if they were to stay relevant. 

By turning to the early works of Francis Bacon, I now demonstrate how both the 

navigational arts and humanist discourse provided him with the method and conceptual 

frame for a new philosophy.  

 

 

228 McManamon also acknowledges the attraction that ancient seafaring matters held for 
Renaissance humanists, especially Melanchthon, 311-312. 
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Francis Bacon: Truth as Utility 

 

Francis Bacon, a former student of Dee’s and a parliamentarian colleague of 

Sidney’s, drew his inspiration from the same well of ideas, except that he offered up a 

different type of solution to questions of how knowledge relates to civic and moral 

improvement (Martin 29-31). Early in his career as a statesman, Bacon pressed upon his 

patron, Lord Burghley, the value of a third option: a man grounded in “industrious 

observations, grounded conclusions, and profitable inventions and discoveries.” This was 

the kind of man who could restore order to a court, currently infiltrated by a type of pirate:  

[T]wo sorts of rovers, whereof the one with frivolous disputations, confutations,  

and verbosities, the other with blind experiments and auricular traditions and 

impostures, hath committed so many spoils, I hope I should bring in industrious 

observations, grounded conclusions, and profitable inventions and discoveries. 

(Letter to Burghley, 4) 

In the letter, Bacon resolves to “bring about the best state of that province” by taking a 

stand against corrupt court counselors who leach off the crown through “frivolous 

disputations, confutations, and verbosities” or hermetic practices that sought fixes in the 

occult. The language he uses, especially to distance his approach from the scholastics and 

mystics he alludes to is not much different from the oppositional gestures found in John 

Dee’s defense arguments, or those implied in Sidney’s. However, Bacon quite clearly 

imagines a type of education that enacts change in the material world through knowledge 

extracted from close interaction with the natural world.  

Bacon’s conviction that the study of nature’s causes would lead to the best practice 

of statecraft, and the best life, is picked up a few years later in Gesta Grayorum. Gesta 

Grayorum, a performance given at the Christmas revels of Grey’s Inn in 1598, contains a 

dramatic monologue written by Bacon where one of the characters imagines an English 

court informed by natural wonders. The vision projects a king as a proto-scientist who 

discovers the natural causes of “miracles and wonders” by observation and experiment (34-

35). This king, with the assistance of a rich library supplemented by expansive gardens, 

zoos, cabinets of curiosities and various sorts of laboratories will accomplish nothing less 
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than the “conquest of the works of nature.” The fruition of political power for Bacon, in 

1598, was already imagined as the domination of Nature exercised by a king who was, in 

the modern sense, also a scientist.  

Domination of Nature is a function of utility, rather than the occasion to 

contemplate eternal principles as they are instantiated in nature. Writes the eccentric but 

brilliant physicist Wolfgang Smith in his Science and Myth: “Galilean physics conforms 

thus to the Baconian conception of a science, a way of knowing, if one may call it that, in 

which truth and utility ‘are here one and the same,’ as Bacon himself has put it.” 

Moving forward with Bacon’s contributions, I limit my discussion to the 

Advancement of Learning. With a publication date of 1605, it is historically closest to the 

events and literature examined so far in this dissertation, and it provides a timely 

complement to the fascination with productive knowledge which attracted both court and 

university intellects. The timeliness of this particular work matters to my discussion in 

order to demonstrate that a revolution in knowledge was already underway at the end of 

the Elizabethan era, and that it was energized by tensions over what constitutes knowledge 

and its purpose: questions, I will show, which have their root in navigation. 

Bacon distinguished himself from his ingenious contemporaries, Dee and Sidney, 

by seeking out a philosophy quite distinct from the abstract systems that appealed to the 

mathematician and the orator. As he was to state in the Advancement of Learning (1605), 

the book-learning housed in various libraries, while expansive, “perfect,” and presumably 

representative of all recorded learning, is only one “tributary” of available educational 

resources. The rest is Nature. Bacon had the insight to recognize the necessity of a paradigm 

shift away from the essentialism that dominated how the sciences were conceived. One of 

the by-products was the displacement of literary and theoretical knowledge as the active 

principle within socio-political making.  

‘Conversion’ as the Metric of True Knowledge 

 
 Bacon believed the best way to improve the human condition was through the 

manipulation of material realities achieved not through words or numbers alone, but 
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through the investigation of natural causes. He claimed that only by finding out the cause 

of an effect, such as heat, light, or gravity, could that effect be reproduced artificially. 

Consequently, his approach departs from his courtier predecessors. He in fact strips the 

concept of conversion of any theoretical, spiritual, or figurative meaning. In his work on 

educational reform, the Advancement of Learning, conversion becomes a transformation of 

knowledge through the intervention of human industry to yield practical benefits.   

The theme of conversion as a catalyst of civic progress frames Book II. In the 

preliminary letter to this section, Bacon tells King James of his commitment to exposing 

the current state of learning as deficient, paying particular attention to “parts thereof lie 

fresh and waste, and not improved and converted by the industry of man” (67). At the 

beginning of the book, Bacon announces that conversion will be the litmus test by which 

various methods and sciences are to be examined; likewise, in the conclusion, he reflects 

on the treatise just presented as itself an act of conversion:  

Thus have I made as it were a small globe of the intellectual world, as truly and 

faithfully as I could discover: with a note and description of those parts which 

seem to me not constantly occupate, not well-converted by the labour of man. 

(204) 

Here, conversion signifies a substantial change which “draweth and contriveth use and 

advantage” for the improvement of human life. As if to illustrate with his own example of 

conversion, Bacon compares his expansive survey of knowledge to globe-making, for just 

as the exploratory travails of navigators draw use “out of that which seemeth adverse and 

contrary,” so too does Bacon recognize his foray into the field of learning as providing 

something substantially useful—an accurate map of the intellectual world—to King James.  

Husbandry: Labor, Observation, and the Limits of Land 

 
There is something to Bacon’s vision of cognitive industry that requires elaboration, 

especially if we are to appreciate the extent of its indebtedness to the techne of the 

navigational arts. I believe we partly begin to understand this vision by way of the agrarian 

arts, which in Book II assume the emblematic role in illustrating the deficiencies of 

philosophical methods ill-suited to ordinary concerns. Husbandry, a classical metaphor for 
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the active life,229 conveyed the importance of ordinary, dutiful labor, performed out of a 

sense of duty, in the cultivation of virtue.230 In the Advancement, the figure of the 

husbandman serves two related purposes: first, to demonstrate Bacon’s notion of 

conversion by emphasizing persistence, observation, and the physical engagement with the 

natural world; the second, to model how the new philosophy might acknowledge and build 

upon the achievements of the past. Together, husbandry and navigation offer Bacon 

complementary frameworks for rethinking philosophical method. Although he ultimately 

privileges navigation, Bacon’s recourse to husbandry remains pedagogically significant, 

allowing him to reformulate the longstanding land-sea tensions that animate the classical 

tradition of the active life.  

Progression in knowledge, or “proficience,” Bacon’s own neologism, is what 

distinguishes the agrarian from navigational industries. As a concept associated with 

movement, progress naturally belongs to navigation (Aughterson, 2000, 141). The agrarian 

archetype, by contrast, presents the latent unfolding of essences: like the seed cultivated by 

the farmer, forms emerge gradually and predictably within a fixed environment. The 

displacement of such patient cultivation by the voyaging encounter, with new forms 

elsewhere, reflects in part the hypertrophic expansionism Plato warns against (citing 

Atlantis as well as Persia, as opposed to the Hellenic federation he had in mind, a contrast 

Eric Voegelin explores in The Ecumenical Age), and anticipates the modern tendency 

towards global standardization rather than local differentiation.  

Yet, in Bacon’s economy of industry, such ‘proficience’ begins with methods 

practiced in husbandry. According to the motif, the husbandman’s dignity lies in mediating 

between what is known (the science of farming) and that which lies beyond human control 

 

229 The two arts of husbandry and navigation are motifs in political philosophy from the time of the 
Greeks, and they would have been familiar themes to his readers. Plato’s Laws and Virgil’s 
Georgics, for example, feature the philosopher and poet as the husbandman. It was an appealing 
reflection of ars, the quality that separated humans from beasts. Kronenberg points out that “Ars in 
the Georgics stands for all of the physical and mental ordering processes that man imposes on his 
environment in an attempt to control nature, and the prime metaphors for the physical and mental 
components of this process are the farmer and the poet” (355). 
230 Describing the Georgics of the mind, Bacon recounts their worthiness of heroical “virtue, duty 
and felicity” (144). 
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(the seasons, weather, blights). He commands neither “the nature of the earth nor the 

seasons of the weather,” but his genius resides in the “wisdom of application” (157). The 

agrarian figure clarifies Bacon’s understanding of conversion: the disciplined application 

of knowledge to produce effects. Just as the farmer churns the soil around the roots of a 

tree to secure a healthy harvest, so the natural philosophy must work within the laws of 

matter to transform nature to human ends (67).231   

The husbandman summons a Virgilian, indeed poetic, notion of the active life—a 

specter Bacon we might well expected Bacon to purge. Instead, he reformulates it. In 

Bacon’s account, the husbandman accentuates the physicality of inquiry; truths in nature 

are discovered through sustained sensory engagement through the corporal senses, 

especially sight, touch and smell. Certain agricultural practices, such as grafting and 

cultivation exemplify how knowledge of natural processes yields practical results. The 

reoccurring image of manual labor, of digging into the earth and tending root systems with 

one’s own hands, renders philosophical inquiry as embodied, patient, and materially 

grounded (29). Like the farmer, the Baconian philosopher works habitually and vigilantly, 

refining his craft in ways that are unspectacular yet cumulative.  

Drawing on the agricultural ethos embedded in georgic poetry, Bacon remakes that 

tradition into a precursor for the advancement of learning. The husbandmen’s labor 

becomes a model of what Bacon called substantial conversion, a “Georgics of the mind” 

(144), brought about “by following, and as it were hounding nature in her wanderings, to 

be able to lead her afterwards to the same place again” (70). Analogously, Bacon explains, 

when the philosopher closely examines objects to identify errors, correct misconceptions, 

and render knowledge operational. 

The disposition of the husbandman who “converts by the labor of man” is essential 

to Bacon’s philosopher because it focuses inquiry away from addressing why something 

happens to how it operates. Only by understanding mechanisms can effects be replicated. 

Bacon illustrates this distinction through the phenomenon of eyelashes and thick animal 

 

231 Bacon singles out poesy as one of the exceptions to his philosophy precisely because it is part 
of learning which is “not tied to the laws of matter” (80). The understanding of nature’s laws, or 
secrets, is the only objective to Baconian philosophical inquiry. 
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hides. It is not enough to note their protective function; rather, one must identify the 

underlying principles, that “pilosity is incident to orifices of moisture” or that the 

“contraction of pores” occurs at exposed surfaces (94). Such insights enable the imitation 

of natural defenses against heat, infection, or injury. Knowledge that cannot be subjected 

to this kind of transformation, Bacon warns, is not merely useless but dangerous: 

So in the mind, whatsoever knowledge reason cannot at all work upon and convert 

is a mere intoxication, and endangereth a dissolution of the mind and 

understanding. (199) 

It is at this point of conversion that Bacon most clearly distances himself from Plato and 

Aristotle. While he acknowledges that they asked the right questions, particularly on forms 

as the object of knowledge, he criticizes their abstraction from material conditions. Plato, 

he argues, “lost the real fruit of his opinion, by separating forms from matter (91). For 

Bacon, knowledge is the result of considering the “forms of sense; of voluntary motion, of 

vegetation, of colours, of gravity and levity, of tenuity, of heat, cold” –forms that are 

“upheld by matter” and most importantly can be repeated and artificially reproduced (91). 

Knowledge thus becomes inseparable from its capacity for application and extension: 

For physical causes give light to new invention in simili materia; but whosoever 

knoweth any Form, knoweth the utmost possibility of superinducing that nature 

upon any variety of matter; . . . which kind of knowledge Salomon likewise, though 

in a more divine sense, elegantly describeth: non arctabunter gressus tui, et currens 

non habebis offendiculum. (93) 

Unlike the practical King Solomon, the philosophers Plato and Aristotle “intermingled final 

causes, the one as a part of theology, and the other as a part of logic,” producing knowledge 

that was doomed to remain inscrutable, and ultimately, inconvertible.    

The husbandman, then, captures an important aspect of Bacon’s philosophy: 

conversion is a form of intellectual labor that combines attentiveness to natural law with 

human ingenuity to produce a practical benefit. It reinforces the centrality of living, 

tangible nature while suggesting that “as a wand will by use bend otherwise than it grew,” 

nature itself can be redirected through applied knowledge (161). 

But the husbandman metaphor fails to become the signet of Bacon’s philosophy. It 

is insufficient. The earthbound orientation binds the philosopher’s method to stable, 
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repetitive processes associated with the classical, land-based model of the active life. While 

productive, such processes yield only anticipated results in predictable environments. The 

husbandman demonstrates that nature can be made intelligible through labor, but he does 

not account for the expansion of knowledge beyond familiar bounds. That is the point of 

the husbandman’s example. 

Navigation: Displacing the Agrarian Model 

 
For Bacon, the limitations of the agrarian model necessitate a shift from land to sea. 

The philosopher he imagines must move beyond cultivation toward exploration. In 

Advancement of Learning, this transition is marked by a reorientation of method toward 

the generation of new knowledge. What Bacon calls the “perfection of knowledge” lies in 

its transferability across domains, a mobility which depends on both the “method of use” 

and a “method of progression,” the latter defined as “the felicity of continuance and 

proceeding” (131-132). Bacon represents these methods as the perpendicular and lateral 

lines on a map: 

For every knowledge may be fitly said, . . . to have a longitude and a latitude; 

accounting the latitude toward other sciences, and the longitude towards action; 

that is from the greatest generality to the most particular precept.  The one giveth 

rule how far one knowledge ought to intermeddle within the province of another. . 

. the other giveth rule unto what degree of particularity a knowledge should 

descend (135). 

Bacon borrows from the navigational lexicon to describe the applicability of knowledge 

(or more specifically, the aphorisms and axioms he specifies toward the end of his 

discussion on method), and the production of new knowledge. Here, latitude signifies the 

relation between different fields of knowledge, while longitude traces the movement from 

general principles to particular applications. By adopting the language of navigation, Bacon 

recasts intellectual inquiry as a form of orientation within an expansive and uncharted 

domain. Just as the navigator requires coordinates to traverse the unmarked aquarrain, the 

philosopher methodological tools to advance into the unknown.  
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While method grounds Bacon’s natural philosophy (he uses aphorisms that render 

knowledge “sound and grounded” (133)), true progress occurs only when knowledge is 

mobilized: Its power lies in its capacity for transfer and extension: “physical causes give 

light to new invention in simili materia; but whosoever knoweth any Form, knoweth the 

utmost possibility of superinducing that nature upon any variety of matter” (93). Such 

mobility exceeds the scope of agrarian practice and correlates instead with the experimental 

and inventive techniques of the navigator. The mariner’s needle, Bacon notes, is “of most 

universal consequence for invention of other experiments” (98), precisely because it 

enables movement, coordination, and discovery.  

 Transferability of this sort relies upon practices central to navigational techne: 

systematic record-keeping, collaborative scholarship, mechanization, and linguistic 

precision. In this way, navigation provides not only a metaphor but a methodological model 

for Bacon’s vision of progressing knowledge. 

In the Advancement, Bacon uses agrarian and nautical references to reinforce the 

method and scope of his vision, but the way he uses them reworks the land-sea dichotomy 

that animates much of the classical discourse on the vita activa. For philosophers who 

compared their accomplishments to sea voyages, leaving the land behind was a necessary 

step for professional fulfillment; Cicero and Quintilian compared breaking boundaries with 

engaging with open seas. There is one critical difference though. The rhetoricians saw their 

art as a voyage into the unknown; Bacon views his philosophy as navigation, an art that 

while similar, is fundamentally different from traditional seafaring because he has the 

mariner’s needle: the instrument that provides direction toward coordinates that lead to 

further progression. Land, metaphorically speaking, belongs to a past that may have 

understood the importance of motion, but lacked the methods to orient movement toward 

productive ends. 

Bacon knew, alongside the navigational community, that mechanical inventions 

and semantic development were paramount to the progress of knowledge. Either as wooden 

sextants or as written instructional manuals, both were evidence and instruments of new 

knowledge. What makes Bacon so consequential to this study is that he specifically chooses 

to represent his new philosophy as an expression of navigation, converting his brand of 

philosophers into navigators.  
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The Navigator as Scientist: A New Intellectual Archetype 

 

 It would be misleading to claim that any of Bacon’s works feature a navigator in 

the same sense as the other texts examined in this study. They do not. The work that comes 

closest thematically is the posthumous and unfinished New Atlantis (1629), which includes 

navigators as figures within its narrative. Navigation, in The New Atlantis, provides the 

structure framework for thinking about knowledge in both intellectual and geographic 

terms, reflecting Bacon’s interest in the circulation and commodification of knowledge. 

Navigation remains present only insofar as it facilitates the collection and transmission of 

knowledge. So, while the text alludes to navigation, navigation itself is ultimately 

subordinate to the work performed by the city’s rulers. As a thinly veiled representation of 

social prosperity Bacon thought possible through his natural philosophy, these figures are 

not navigators but scientists: a new kind of natural philosopher imagined by Bacon.  

 The absence of a figure—such as a Raphael Hythloday, or a poet-captain, or a 

mariner-narrator—does not diminish the importance of navigation to Bacon’s thought. On 

the contrary, the lack of a concrete embodiment allows navigation to function more flexibly 

as a conceptual and linguistic resource. As this section will show, Bacon translates 

dispositions cultivated within the navigational arts into a philosophical method. Navigation 

is less a narrative presence than a structuring logic, a way of organizing inquiry, orienting 

knowledge and imagining its advancement. 

Although the navigational thread remains understated in Bacon scholarship, it is 

widely recognized that Bacon’s emphasis on practical results aligns his philosophy more 

closely with the arts than with the speculative sciences. According to Paulo Rossi, Bacon 

was the first to construct the modern definition of science because “Bacon’s major claim 

for his science was that it would be a Scientia operative. That is, productive of works.” 

Bacon rejected the longstanding divisions between “knowledge and operation, theories and 

experiments, theory and practice, truth and utility” that had been in place from the time of 

Socrates (26-28). Other scholars similarly identify Bacon’s pivotal role in transforming the 

meaning of science, from an Aristotelian sense concerned with describing “realities that 

are claimed to be known,” to one oriented toward problem-solving, the “art of the soluble” 
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(Wormald 20-28). Central to this transformation is the maker’s knowledge principle, as 

articulated by Perez-Ramos in “Bacon’s Forms and the Maker’s Knowledge Tradition” and 

then further developed by Brian Vickers (1992), who emphasized the constructive, rather 

than merely receptive, character of knowing. Unlike the pre-modern traditions where 

“truths are found, not constructed,” Bacon advances a model in which knowledge 

“supercede[s] the sectarian, sterile bodies of knowledge which had hitherto passed for 

philosophy,” one where knowledge is actively produced, tested, and applied toward 

practical ends (Funkenstein 297; Rees 123).  

In developing this model, Bacon appropriates methods from the arts to redefine the 

scope and purpose of science. My contribution here is to specify the extent of Bacon’s 

indebtedness to the navigational arts in particular, and to argue that the navigator emerges, 

at least figuratively, as a prototype for the modern scientist, a new kind of cultural 

helmsman.   

Three assumptions, evident early in Bacon’s philosophical career, bear the mark of 

this navigational inheritance. Turning to the Advancement of Learning of 1605, I show how 

Bacon draws on the navigational arts to illustrate them: first, that knowledge inherently 

progressive and collaborative; second, that knowledge is enhanced by mechanical 

inventions; and third, that it becomes effective only when rendered operative through 

precise and uniform use of language. The following sections examine each of these 

assumptions in turn, demonstrating how Bacon mobilizes nautical imagery to shape the 

epistemological foundations of modern science.  

Knowledge is Collaborative 

 

To begin, Bacon conceives of knowledge as progressive when it builds upon the 

work of others, adding new insights. In this sense, progression is inherently collaborative. 

He held this opinion in opposition to the Aristotelean view of the sciences as fixed and 
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certain, which could be expanded but not advanced.232 They are mistaken, Bacon argues, 

who restrict learning to what has been handed down. The body of authors who represent 

the sciences is valuable only insofar as they provide a vantage point from which “men 

should make a stand thereupon and discover what is the best way” after which “the 

discovery is well taken, then to make progression” (30). Bacon criticizes the excessive 

deference given to authors who are treated as “dictators” whose words must stand:  

The damage is infinite that sciences have received thereby, as the principal cause 

that hath kept them low at a stay without growth of advancement. For hence it 

hath come, that in arts mechanical the first deviser comes shortest, and time 

addeth and perfecteth; but in sciences the first author goeth furthest, and time 

leeseth and corrupteth. (29) 

Knowledge, as he clarifies, is a collaborative effort: the “first deviser” is by necessity 

followed by others, and the mechanical arts—artillery, sailing, and printing—exemplify 

how successive contributions overcome stagnation (29).  

Among these arts, navigation particularly provide models of learning worthy of 

imitation. “Let great authors have their due,” he decrees, before specifying the 

explorational disposition of the true philosopher, dedicated “further and further to discover 

truth” (30). The section is immediately followed by an analogy to Columbus, whose critics 

initially dismissed his voyage as impossible. That Columbus’ voyage “which at first was 

prejudged as a vast and impossible enterprise” became common knowledge perfectly 

illustrates Bacon’s larger point that people, while resistant to change, are intemperately 

drawn to stagnation once new knowledge emerges: “Men should make a stand thereupon 

[antiquity] and discover what is the best way; but when the discovery is well taken, then to 

make progression” (30). Columbus’ eventual success demonstrates the pitfalls of 

 

232 Wormald traces the story of how science became an “art of the soluble” (21). Although this point 
differentiating Bacon’s method from Aristotle’s is well known, Jardine’s study is particularly useful 
because of the historical backdrop she provides regarding evolving ideas of dialectic and their use 
as a tool of learning. The reason why Bacon rejects the dialectical tradition was precisely because 
it reinforced the understanding that what are taken for human truths “cannot be other than they are” 
(76). Progress in the sense that Bacon uses it, as a means of moving forward and not as 
enhancement, could not occur within existing philosophical methods.  
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intellectual inertia: men may resist novelty yet become complacent once new knowledge is 

accepted. The antidote for this defective habit lies in a “fraternity of learning” among the 

“Universities of Europe” who, in the guild-like relationship evident in the “arts 

mechanical,” can further the progress of knowledge (66).  

For Bacon, navigation embodies the principle that prior knowledge can be 

perfected. Knowledge is generative and contingent, moving across communities through 

time. There is no final or complete science; knowledge continues to evolve, “fit to be called 

images [of men’s wits] because they generate still, and cast their seeds in the minds of 

others, provoking and causing infinite actions and opinions in succeeding ages” (56). 

Collaboration is thus essential, and Bacon casts himself in the role of a conduit rather than 

the sole creator of a philosophical method: 

For I could not be true and constant to the argument I handle, if I were not willing 

to go beyond others; but yet not more willing than to have others go beyond me 

again (204). 

The ethos of collective progress extends to practical, mechanical learning as well. Bacon 

overserves that “the labour and life of one man cannot attain the perfection of knowledge,” 

and that human faculties alone are insufficient without actual instruments (132). Book 

learning, while valuable, represents only one channel of knowledge acquisition: “Books … 

should not be the only instrumentals” (64). Instruments, like the mariner’s needle, 

exemplify how mechanical innovation enables intellectual breakthroughs. Columbus’ 

geographical discoveries, for instance, were only possible because prior inventions 

provided the necessary tools, demonstrating Bacon’s point that knowledge and practice 

advance most effectively in tandem.  

 Bacon, then, models knowledge as a navigational enterprise. Navigation, with its 

emphasis on cumulative and shared knowledge, serves as a guiding metaphor for the 

advancement of science, illustrating the epistemological principles that underpin Bacon’s 

philosophical vision. 
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Knowledge Depends on Instruments 

 

Actual instruments, Bacon argues, constitute essential channels of learning. He 

endorses increasing the mechanical arts precisely because they extend human capacity, 

enabling discoveries that would otherwise be impossible. To illustrate, he recalls 

Columbus’s break through, noting that the New World could only be reached thanks to the 

prior invention of the mariner’s needle. This historical example justifies the philosophical 

role of mechanical inventions: “the West Indies had never been discovered if the use of the 

mariner’s needle had not been first discovered . . . so it cannot be found strange if sciences 

be no further discovered, if the art itself of invention and discovery hath been passed over” 

(116).  

Bacon contends that progress in the sciences is hindered when invention is 

neglected. Human nature, he emphasizes, is insufficient; tools are necessary to enhance 

natural abilities. Just as perfect lines and circles cannot be draw by hand without the aid of 

a ruler or compass, knowledge derived solely from books is insufficient to advance 

“operative science” (120). True knowledge, he asserts, resides among the artisans, the 

“inventors and authors of new arts, endowments, and commodities toward man’s life” and 

not among those “founders and uniters of states and cities, law-givers, extirpers of tyrants, 

fathers of the people, and other eminent persons in civil merit” (40-41). In contrast to 

statesmen, artisans are “like gods” in the way they produce “permanent and universal” 

benefits through their inventions, proverbial wisdom that Martín Cortés had also referenced 

in the opening lines of the Arte of Navigation.233  

In Bacon’s epistemology, like in navigation, knowledge becomes most meaningful 

when instrumentalized, that is, applied to improve human material and physical well-being. 

Whether questions regarding ship weight or the accuracy of navigational planer charts, 

 

233 Bacon, along with Martín Cortés before him, feels compelled to remind readers of the trope of 
deifying inventors. The translated version of the Arte of Navigation (1561) begins, “So greatly were 
estemed the inventours [sic] of certen artes and sciences in auncient tyme (as wryteth S. Augustine 
in his bookes De civitate dei) that they tooke them not for mortall men, but honoured them as 
immortall Gods.” 
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practical problem-solving drives intellectual progress: “this proficience in navigation and 

discoveries may plant also an expectation of the further proficience and augmentation of 

all sciences” (78). Navigation serves as Bacon’s exemplar because it demonstrates the 

interdependence of instruments and discovery. “Spheres, globes, astrolabes, maps and the 

like” had enabled circumnavigation and opened new avenues of intellectual inquiry in 

natural philosophy; similarly, mechanical inventions promise to extend learning in the all 

sciences. As Bacon says, “the use of history mechanical is of all others the most radical and 

fundamental toward natural philosophy; such natural philosophy as shall not vanish in the 

fume of subtle, sublime, or delectable speculation, but such as shall be operative to the 

endowment and benefit of man’s life” (71).  

Instruments, whether accounting for compass variation or spherical cartography, 

enhance human perception, provide orientation, and extend perspective. They provide 

access to knowledge that would otherwise remain out of reach and render it useful by 

solving concrete problems. The gap between available knowledge and useful knowledge is 

a recurring theme in the Advancement of Learning, and Bacon appeals to mapmaking, one 

of the navigational arts, to chide philosophers who cling to abstract generalities: “remote 

and superficial generalities do but offer knowledge to scorn of practical men; and are no 

more aiding to practice than an Ortelius’ universal map is to direct the way between London 

and York” (136). Through precise methods and practical tools, knowledge moves from 

abstract theorizing to effective, durable application, achieving the kind of universal and 

lasting impact exemplified in Columbus’ geographical and intellectual interventions.   

Knowledge Requires Linguistic Precision 

 

 For Bacon, the navigational arts not only produced new knowledge but also 

demonstrated that such knowledge depended on disciplined linguistic practice. Navigators 

had already reshaped how knowledge was constructed, their methods were collaborative, 

instrumental and oriented toward practical outcomes. What remained for Bacon was to 

articulate how such a method required a corresponding reform of language.  
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The most consequential impact of navigation to Bacon’s philosophy lies in his 

challenge to language as a system of knowing. For Bacon, as for the writers of navigation 

manuals, words serve knowledge, they do not produce it. As discussed in Chapter Four, the 

utility of these manuals depended on retraining reading practices inherited from a rhetorical 

tradition oriented toward persuasion. To make navigation teachable, writers had to gloss 

their terms, contextualize procedures, minimized ambiguity, and eliminated figurative 

excess so that knowledge could be transmitted accurately and reproduced reliably. In doing 

so, they rejected rhetoric’s claim to authority and developed a technical prose style 

grounded in definition, standardization, and control over interpretation. 

Bacon similarly regards language as an unreliable medium for philosophical 

inquiry. Ideally, “words,” should be “the images of matter” (24), yet in practice they reflect 

“the deceiving and deformed images” of individual minds or inherited authorities in “the 

unequal mirror of their own minds, or a few received authors” (27). Consequently, 

generations of philosophers have mistaken verbal constructs for reality, becoming, like 

Pygmalion, entranced by their own creations. As he writes:   

Words are but the images of matter; and except they have life of reason and 

invention, to fall in love with them is all one as to fall in love with a picture (24). 

This critique forms part of Bacon’s broader attack on what he later terms the Idols of the 

Marketplace, in which language itself becomes a source of error. 

Despite this critique, Bacon does not reject rhetoric wholesale. He acknowledges 

its value in civil discourse and theology, where pleasure and persuasion legitimate aims. In 

such contexts, linguistic flexibility is an asset. However, these aims differ fundamentally 

from those of natural philosophy. Rhetoric reinforces shared assumptions; it does not 

generate new knowledge. For Bacon, its contribution to inquiry is therefore limited and 

often obstructive.234  

 

234 He directly attacked the humanist tendency to identify knowledge with words and oratory. See 
Rossi, 27-28. There is much written on this topic of Bacon’s skepticism toward language, and how 
his own stylistic practice informed scientific method. See for example Marcondes, 111-124, and 
Vickers, 1992, 495-518. 
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His skepticism echoes the concerns of navigational writers, who treated language 

as an occupational hazard. Bacon similarly identifies linguistic instability as an unavoidable 

impediment. The traps laid by variation and troping, inherent in language, are inescapable 

hinderances to knowledge from which there is no cure:235 “it is not possible to divorce 

ourselves from these fallacies and false appearances, because they are inseparable from our 

nature and condition of life” (126). Exacerbated by the post-Babel confusion of tongues, 

this instability obstructs the “open trade and intercourse of learning and knowledge” (37). 

Words, he warns, resist control: words, “as a Tartar’s bow, do shoot back upon the 

understanding of the wisest, and mightily entangle and pervert the judgement” (126). Their 

susceptibility to equivocation and rhetorical manipulation distorts understanding and 

impedes reason. 

Even under such conditions, Bacon does not abandon language. Instead, he seeks 

to discipline it. The solution lies in limiting interpretive possibilities through definition. By 

clarifying how terms are to be understood, language can be made instrumental, capable of 

conveying knowledge without distortion. As he explains in Advancements of Learning, one 

must “set down in the very beginning the definitions of our words and terms that others 

may know how we accept and understand them” (126). This practice mirrors that of the 

mathematical and navigational arts, where lexical stability is essential to precision.  

Controlling the Lexicon to Control Knowledge 

 
The importance of definition was widely recognized in the sixteenth century 

especially, particularly within the dialectical tradition. As Lisa Jardine observes, Peter 

Ramus had revived the Platonic understanding of definition as the “core of dialectic,” an 

observation that did much to encourage semantic accountability for the generations that 

followed (Jardine 45).236 Certainly, Bacon inherited this concern, but he redirects it. 

 

235 The concept of the idols of the mind is only partly formed in Advancement of Learning and only 
the idols of the marketplace are specifically named as early as 1605. 
236 On this topic of the semantic and linguistic structures of Bacon’s thought, see also Aughterson 
(1992). Her study develops the theme of Bacon’s “excessive realism” (122) in respect to the New 
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Whereas dialecticians used definition to move from general ideas to particular applications, 

Bacon uses it to eliminate ambiguity altogether, stripping words of extraneous meanings. 

In this respect, he imitates the maneuvering witnessed in the tracts written for the 

mechanical and mathematical arts, especially those within navigational communities, 

where standardized terminology ensures reliable communication (29). These arts practiced 

linguistic habits worthy of imitation in natural philosophy, particularly that of lexical 

stability: “so it is almost necessary in all controversies and disputations to imitate the 

wisdom of the mathematicians in setting down in the very beginning the definitions of our 

words and terms that others may know how we accept and understand them” (126).  

Such linguistic discipline reflects a broader shift toward what may be described as 

de-essentialization: a movement away from qualitative, essence-based descriptions toward 

quantitative, operational ones. As Wolfgang Smith argues, this shift “renders possible a 

new way of knowing: a science in which mathematical symbols replace essences,” 

producing a form of knowledge in which “truth and utility become in effect identified.”  

Here begins the modern tend towards precise language, in the direction of description of 

composition, rather than essence, reduction to ‘objective’ parts and features rather than 

‘subjective’ characters. We may describe this as ‘de-essentialization,’ a condition that 

leaves us with a worldview that only speaks of wavelengths of light, not colors. Consider 

the extreme case of eliminationists like Daniel Dennett who deny consciousnesses 

altogether, limiting themselves to talk of neural electricity or some such. As Wolfgang 

Smith puts it:  

Whereas, metaphysically, de-essentialization constitutes the fundamental error 

that begets scientism, methodologically it constitutes … the delimitation that 

renders possible a new way of knowing: a science in which mathematical symbols 

replace essences, and our gaze is diverted from the external world to a domain of 

ciphers, the meaning of which is defined in operational terms. As Francis Bacon 

had shrewdly foretold, it is indeed a knowing accomplished through a novum 

 

Atlantis, where metaphor plays a central role, in order to demonstrate a revolution through Bacon’s 
use of plain style. 
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organum-a kind of machine for the mind-a knowing in which truth and utility 

become in effect identified … The Baconian reduction of truth to utility 

corresponds, epistemologically, to the de-essentialization of the world: here too, in 

the realm of knowing, the essential has been cast out. (41) 

Such a transformation fulfills Bacon’s vision of a novum organum, a method that prioritizes 

operational clarity over metaphysical speculation.  

Navigational practice provides a concrete model for this shift. Early modern 

mathematical practitioners, from Robert Recorde onward, were often embedded in 

navigational communities, where the demands of seafaring required precise and stable 

terminology. Manuals routinely began with extensive glossaries,237 defining even common 

terms such as sphere, world, and navigation.238 Distinctions between denotative and 

connotative meanings were neither intuitive nor easily achieved, as evidenced by Thomas 

Blundeville’s critique of poetic language that described celestial motion in terms of ‘rising’ 

and ‘setting’. In navigation, words became tools of knowledge only when their affective 

and figurative dimensions were suppressed.  

Bacon adopts and extends this practice. His theories, while bound to language, did 

not use language in a philosophical way, and he criticizes philosophers who prefer “rather 

to augment the mass of learning in the multitude of learned men, than to rectify or raise the 

sciences themselves” (71). They produce “works and acts” that are merely conceptual, 

dependent upon language (71), without improving the sciences themselves, producing 

works that are “matters of magnificence and memory [rather] than of progression and 

proficience” (62). Because his aim is to “transfer the observations of one art to the use of 

another,” he must regulate language carefully. The first requirement of knowledge, he 

insists, is to establish descriptions that are “sound and true” (157), ensuring that words 

correspond as closely as possible to the things they represent. 

 

237 There were mathematicians that were not participants in the navigational enterprise, however 
they were teachers and taught theoretical mathematics. For this distinction, see Johnston (1992). 
238 These are the first words defined in Richard Eden’s edition of Martín Cortés’s Arte of Navigation 
1561, and they continue to be glossed in the beginning of most navigational manuals throughout 
the century.  
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This commitment to semantic control is evident in Bacon’s redefinition of key 

philosophical terms. His treatment of ‘metaphysics’ provides a clear example.239 In Book 

II of the Advancement of Learning, Bacon retains the traditional term while radically 

altering its meaning, redirecting it from theological speculation to empirical inquiry. He 

defines metaphysics as the study of forms and qualities, “of colours, of gravity and levity, 

of density, of tenuity, of heat, of cold,” understood as they bear upon human experience 

(91). Although he acknowledges that this usage differs from established tradition, he 

deliberately preserves the term to maintain continuity with the past, preferring to use the 

“conceptual grammar in which they were originally embedded.”240  

“I am studious to keep the ancient terms… as may stand with truth and the 

proficience of knowledge” (88). In this way, ancient terminology facilitates a “sociable 

intercourse between antiquity and proficience” (88), even as its meaning is transformed. 

“Metaphysic,” he says, will be used in a “differing sense from that that is received.” And 

indeed, Bacon uses it to describe natural science, quite a departure from the metaphysics 

of Plato which sought formal causes “abstracted from matter, and not confined and 

 

239 Aughterson has a full list of terms that are altered or invented by Bacon in “Redefining the Plain 
Style: Francis Bacon, Linguistic Extension, and Semantic Change in The Advancement of 
Learning,” 119-143. Also see Vickers, “Francis Bacon and the Progress of Knowledge,” who 
reviews concepts that are reinterpreted by Bacon. 
240 This epistemology is the very same “experiential literata,” or literate experience, found in 
Baconian philosophy, which describes the regulated process by which experiments are recorded so 
that others can reproduce them. However, the term is present in the Advancement of Learning in 
his treatment of invention (XIII, Book II) and method (XVII, Book II). According to Jalobeanu, 
literate experience is “a way of disciplining experience, of putting it ‘in writing’ in order to achieve 
an orderly translation of experiments from one to others” (137). It is experience made literate for 
the purpose of transferability of knowledge. In the Advancement of Learning, where the notion of 
experiential literata is first mentioned (120), the greatest obstacle to literate experience are speech 
habits that lock the deliverer and the receiver in a “contract of error”: “There is a kind of contract 
of error between the deliverer and the receiver: for he that delivereth knowledge, desireth to deliver 
it in such a form as may be best believed, and not as may be best examined, and he that receiveth 
knowledge, desireth rather presentsatisfaction, than expectant inquiry” (Bacon, qtd. in Jalobeanu, 
132). The only way out of this problem of intellectual stalemate is to break with speech habits, and 
to transfer knowledge “in the same method wherin it was invented” (132)—a task nearly impossible 
unless linguistic possibilities are severely controlled.  
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determined by matter” (91) and quelling the damage done by “promiscuous and indifferent” 

philosophy.241   

Bacon employs a similar strategy in redefining ‘invention.’ Traditionally associated 

with rhetoric, where it denoted the discovery of arguments, invention becomes for Bacon 

a method “to discover that we know not” (120). He distinguishes this from rhetorical 

invention, which he dismisses as “no invention, but a remembrance or suggestion” (120). 

Be restricting the term to the discovery of new knowledge, he removes it from the domain 

of persuasion and relocates it within natural philosophy.  

His redefinition of ‘knowledge’ itself is equally significant. Bacon distinguishes 

knowledge from wonder, moral virtue, and artistic creation, defining it instead as the 

product of the human mind working upon nature (4-5, 26, 165, 198). Its ultimate aim is the 

“relief of man’s estate” (34), achieved through practical action rather than contemplation. 

He rejects conceptions of knowledge as intellectual ornament or refuge, dismissing the idea 

that it serves as “a couch,” “a terrace,” “a tower of state,” or “a shop for profit or sale” (33). 

Knowledge, properly understood, is productive and transformative. 

Indeed, the Advancement of Learning as a whole can be read as an extended exercise 

in definition, particularly in Book I, which enacts a semantic winnowing that results in 

defining true knowledge as a product only found in natural science—his term for 

philosophy (88). In doing so, he redefines science itself, not as a static body of truths, but 

as a method for discovering and applying the laws of nature. This transformation depends 

fundamentally on linguistic precision: by stabilizing meaning, Bacon creates the conditions 

under which knowledge can become operative.  

 

241 See Aughterson (2000), 137. Bacon’s efforts to instrumentalize language by fixing meaning has 
been widely recognized, but Kate Aughterson’s research provides detailed evidence of the various 
ways Bacon sought to “anchor semantic drift” (115). Her research concludes that part of the project 
of the Advancement of Learning was to redefine philosophy as a science of precision, evident in the 
52 neologisms (134-139); 37 occasions where nouns of action become substantial nouns (122); 29 
English verbs used as nouns (140-143); 19 terms returned to their original form (123-124); 17 terms 
that are restricted in their referents (125-126).   
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His stylistic practice reflects these commitments. Through careful definition, 

explanatory asides, and controlled analogies, Bacon models the “wisdom of the 

mathematicians” (126). Even his figurative language serves an instrumental purpose. 

Comparisons such as that between the mariner’s needle and the discovery of the west 

Indies, or between small-scale observation and large-scale understanding, clarify meaning 

while reinforcing the centrality of tools and method (71, 116). These analogies also 

integrate natural philosophy with familiar domains of experience, linking scientific inquiry 

to mercantile and domestic practices. 

Beyond the Pillars of Hercules 

 

In 1605, and quite unlike his navigator predecessors, Bacon is not yet recording 

experiments, building tools, or calculating navigational charts. Even so, his philosophy is 

deeply shaped by the practices of navigators: collaborative labor, reliance upon 

instruments, and semantic control, all of which are focused on material improvement. For 

Bacon to clear a path for productive knowledge, he had to dismantle the authority by a 

literary legacy of scholastic traditions. So, throughout the Advancements, the reader 

encounters dangerous and debased descriptions of rhetorical culture: vermiculate, pestilent, 

webby, promiscuous (89), superficial (9), vain (23), distempered (24), and monstrous (27) 

are a just few qualifiers Bacon used to erode the rhetor’s authority. In opposing these 

qualities, Bacon positions scientific language as precise, disciplined, and instrumental, 

capable of advancing human understanding.  

Bacon’s end game is nothing less than a revolution in knowledge, and he sustains 

the tension between natural science and rhetorical culture by repurposing the maritime 

imagery. Through a series of crucial navigational, Bacon disrupts the traditional land-sea 

dichotomy in order to rescript the role of language in science and to commandeer the 

orator’s place at the helm. 

A central premise of the Advancement of Learning is the inadequacy of inherited 

knowledge, a revelation that exposes the futility of prevailing cognitive practices, but also 

conveys the absence of a clear epistemic destination. What, Bacon asks, is the object of 

knowledge? Those who have lost sight of it appear as ships caught in a storm (55). Nowhere 
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is this more evident than in the field of metaphysics, where the object of inquiry is 

misplaced, lost, or misconceived. The consequences are severe: 

For the handling of final causes, mixed with the rest in physical inquiries, hath 

intercepted the severe and diligent inquiry of all real and physical causes, and 

given men the occasion to stay upon these satisfactory and specious causes, to the 

great arrest and prejudice of furtherdiscovery. For this I find done not only by 

Plato, who ever anchoreth upon that shore, but by Aristotle, Galen, and others 

which do usually likewise fall upon these flats of discoursing causes. . . . Nay, 

they are indeed but remoraes and hindrances to stay and slug the ship from further 

sailing. (93-4) 

The discursive arts, oriented toward an imaginary ideal (such as Plato’s) or abstract form 

(such as Aristotle’s), lack concrete objects and are doomed to intellectual shipwreck. 

Bacon’s imagery captures two related errors: mistaking false knowledge for true, or seeking 

knowledge where none can be found. The image of a ship stranded on tidal flats is 

especially appropriate. Neither fully sea nor land, such terrain offers no stability; attempts 

at rescue, and even rising waters, only embed the vessel more deeply—something a sailor 

would know. 

The metaphor underscores a key distinction: while the navigator understands the 

material conditions of navigation, the orator, lacking such grounding, remains trapped in 

verbal abstractions. Philosophers confined to language alone are left “swimming only in 

conceit. . . amazed and confused” (172).  

 This condition is compounded by the mind’s desire for certainty. Logicians exploit 

this tendency through syllogistic reasoning, satisfying the human need for fixed and 

immovable principles: “for the nature of man doth extremely covet to have somewhat in 

his understanding fixed and unmoveable, and as a rest and support of the mind” (122). As 

a result, speculative systems, particularly in cosmology, are mistaken for truth. In their 

pursuit for “perfection or completeness” and urge to make knowledge “round and uniform,” 

thinkers remain cognitively trapped. Deprived of the “contemplation of nature, and the 

observations of experience,” they “tumbled [sic] up and own in their own reason and 
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conceits,” turning inward to “their own little world,” rather than engaging the “great and 

common world” (32).242  

 At first glance, Bacon’s critique might suggest that knowledge requires a firm 

shore—a stable foundation from which to observe error. Indeed, he invokes the familiar 

image of the observer standing safely on land, viewing the errors, perturbations, labours, 

and wanderings up and down of other men.”243 Yet, even this position is unstable. The 

apparent solidity of the shore is itself provisional, grounded not in fixed knowledge but in 

a method that continually subjects truth to revision. Knowledge, Bacon insists, must remain 

open to correction. It teaches “when and upon what ground to resolve . . . and how to carry 

things in suspense without prejudice” (13). 

At Sea Without Certainty: The New Epistemological Condition 

 

 In the Advancement, learning requires the suspension of the very certainties the 

mind seeks. Truth is neither fixed nor final; it is provisional, contingent, and often 

counterintuitive. Bacon’s call to read “the volume of God’s works” directs inquiry toward 

nature, yet even this recourse offers no permanent foundation. Natural philosophy serves 

as a corrective precisely because it exposes stability as illusory and demands ongoing 

skepticism (32). Its method, observation, experimentation, and production, rests on what 

Bacon calls a “mature suspension of judgment” (33). In contrast to the contemplative 

sciences, which promise completion and certainty, the study of nature is fragmentary, 

uncertain, and perpetually unfinished (198). 

 The result is a profound reorientation of the philosophical enterprise. Inquiry 

becomes an engagement with the unknown, and the philosopher becomes one who converts 

discovery into practical application. Knowledge is no longer a resting place but a 

continuous voyage, its completion indefinitely deferred. In this sense, all are ‘at sea,’ 

including the Lucretian observer. As Bacon reminds his reader, while the Lucretian 

 

242 The last part of the quotation is Bacon’s translation of Heraclitus. 
243 Lucretius, qtd. in Bacon, Advancement of Learning, 55. 
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observer stands upon the shore, “settled, landed, and fortified in the certainty of truth,” he 

remains aware that knowledge itself is transitory, always susceptible to correction, ever 

counter intuitive (55). His ‘shore’ is not truth itself but rather the confidence in a method 

through which truth remains open to question (55). To seek a fixed foundation is to retreat 

into illusion.    

 Bacon dramatizes this shift of epistemologies through the contrast between 

traditional and exploratory navigation. One may remain bound to inherited routes, like 

Mediterranean sailors, or venture beyond them. His preferred image, central to the 

Advancement and later works, is that of a ship passing through the Straits of Gibraltar, 

breaking beyond the limits imposed by tradition. It signifies his scathing denunciation of 

authority: “Over much credit that hath been given unto authors in sciences, in making them 

dictators, that their words should stand, and not consuls to give advice; the damage is 

infinite that sciences have received thereby, as the principal cause that hath kept them low 

at a stay without growth or advancement” (29).  

Misplaced confidence in the ancients created barriers that suppressed knowledge, 

and against this stagnation, Bacon invokes Columbus who overcame the supposition that 

nothing new remained to be found: “anything should be now found out, which the world 

should have missed” (30). Bacon teaches just as the cartographic realities uncovered by 

Columbus proved geographical boundaries illusory, so to do intellectual limits dissolve 

under empirical inquiry: “intellectual matters … till they be demonstrate, seem strange” 

(30).  

The theme begun in Book I culminates in Book II where the analogy is fully realized 

in emblematic terms in the Letter to King James, where Bacon compares available stores 

of knowledge to the columns of Hercules: “For why should a few received authors stand 

up like Hercules’ columns, beyond which there should be no sailing or discovering[?]” 

(61).   

It is common knowledge that Bacon chooses navigation as the emblem of his later 

works and that fact needs little explication here. The well-known illustration on the title 

page of the Instauratio Magna (1620) featuring a ship, returning through the Pillars of 

Hercules to its home port, confirms the value to Bacon’s “new instrument” that trans-

Atlantic activity provided. The significance of this image has been widely commented on, 
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but why it merits repeating here is that Bacon’s emblem was first iterated in the 1605 

Advancement of Learning, and that the emblem was original to him,244 created by 

combining two very meaningful symbols: the ship, and the Herculean Pillars.  

Both the ship and the pillars conveyed enthusiasm associated with breaking 

boundaries. The ship, once linked to moral, spiritual, and political vigilance, began 

appearing in the 1570s in the title-pages of navigational manuals and cosmologies, adding 

a practical, commercial, and geographic dimension to the ship image, respectively fusing 

the vita activa principle, ever present in political and religious discourse from the past, onto 

transatlantic navigation.  

The second part of Bacon’s emblem, the Pillars of Hercules, traditionally marked 

the boundary of the known world, symbolizing the limits of human inquiry: the non plus 

ultra warning demarcated licit from illicit knowledge, as demonstrated by Dante’s 

treatment of Odysseus. When Charles V appropriated the plus ultra motto as the signet of 

his rule, the pillars assumed new meaning as a gateway to geographical and intellectual 

expansion. By combining the two images of ship and pillars, Bacon emblematized the 

theme that animated his philosophy throughout his career. Bacon himself acts as navigator. 

In 1626, he explicitly compares himself to Columbus. Yet, the intellectual explorer and 

discoverer of new worlds is already underway in the Advancement of Learning. 

The Philosopher-Navigator: Master of a New World 

 

In assuming this emblem, Bacon recasts the philosopher as a navigator. But even 

while Bacon is writing a new role for the philosopher, he is also extending the navigator’s 

influence into philosophical matters. Sailing beyond Hercules’ columns had placed the 

actual navigator in strange seas to which he responded by charting, graphing and mapping. 

 

244 Manzo presents evidence to strongly argue against the claim, made popular in the twenty-first 
century, that Bacon had borrowed the frontispiece tropes from Regimiento de Navegación by 
Andrés García de Céspedes (122). 
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Likewise, by moving beyond his forebearers, Bacon’s philosopher becomes not only a 

navigator but also a globe-maker of the intellectual world:  

Thus have I made . . .  a small globe of the intellectual world, as truly and 

faithfully as I could discover: with a note and description of those parts which 

seem to me not constantly occupate, or not well converted by the labour of man. . 

. . For I could not be true and constant to the argument I handle, if I were not 

willing to go beyond others if I but yet not more willing than to have others go 

beyond me again. (204) 

The philosopher’s task of rectifying factual errors and ineffectual learning methods 

becomes a most noble enterprise, combining the travails of the explorer and the meticulous 

exactitude of the globe-maker: the one who goes out and discovers, the other who makes 

the information accessible and legible for others to use, both the job of the navigator. Bacon 

elevates the navigator ideal to prophetic heights by comparing his activity to that of the 

Creator himself. He imagines the philosopher-navigator as a type of Maker, who imitates 

the sun’s celestial movement and purpose by filling the darkness with light by investigating 

areas of nature never before examined but now made possible by circumnavigation. In his 

review of the parts of human learning that need to be reformed, Bacon singles out the 

history of cosmography as having been most successful. Of this history, particularly in 

respect to the work performed by navigators, he says,  

For it may be truly affirmed to the honour of these times, and in a virtuous 

emulation with antiquity, that this great building of the world had never through-

lights made in it, till the age of us and our fathers. . . . to circle the earth, as the 

heavenly bodies do, was not done or enterprised till these later times: and 

therefore these times may justly bear in their word, not only plus ultra . . . but 

likewise imitabile caelum; in respect to the many memorable voyages after the 

manner of heaven about the globe of the earth. (79) 

Their voyages, which “carrieth riches and commodities from place to place, and 

consociateth the most remote regions in participation of their fruits,” model a form of 

knowledge that is both expansive and generative. In this context, knowledge confers power, 

not merely political authority, but master over nature and self. 
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Whoever has this knowledge achieves the ideal of the vita active; becomes his own 

ruler, for “there is no power on earth which setteth up a throne or chair of estate in the 

spirits and souls of men, and in their cogitations, imaginations, opinions, and beliefs, but 

knowledge and learning” (54). King Solomon’s greatness, a repeated allusion in the 

Advancement, rests in his legacy as a man of knowledge for whom “shipping and 

navigation” provide the means for improvement and expansion (38). In other words, the 

philosopher, guided by method rather than rhetoric, becomes the agent of material and 

intellectual transformation. For Bacon, navigation and natural philosophy converge in a 

shared mission: the relief of man’s estate (34). Their parallel development is no accident: 

 And this proficience in navigation and discoveries may plant also an expectation  

of the further proficience and augmentation of all sciences; because it may seem  

they are ordained by God to be coevals, that is, to meet in one age. . . . as if  

the openness and through-passage of the world and the increase of knowledge  

were appointed to be in the same ages. (78) 

To enlighten the darkness, to open closed passages, to produce knowledge with God: such 

is the calling of the philosopher-navigator in the Advancement of Learning. 

When Bacon wrote that “the commandment of knowledge is yet higher than the 

commandment over the will,” he decisively subordinated rhetoric in elevating knowledge 

over persuasion. Where true knowledge operates, the will requires no manipulation; no 

persuasion is necessary, no prodding of emotions, impressing of images, or strategic 

arguing. The orator’s tools, emotion, imagery, argument all become unnecessary. In their 

stead stands a form of knowledge grounded in observation, disciplined by method, and 

communicated through precise language. Bacon’s natural philosopher thus replaces the 

orator. He becomes the authoritative guide of the future, the guardian of culture, and the 

model of excellence for the vita activa. Indeed, the only way to survive this new world of 

Bacon’s making, this perpetual voyage of learning where intellectual authority is a chimera 

invented by mathematicians and poets, is to become like the navigator.   

Bacon’s epistemology does not simply reject earlier traditions; it transforms them. 

While it may resemble classical models, like Plato’s, in which the intellect grasps 

foundational truths, Bacon’s approach ultimately subverts such frameworks. The ‘rock’ of 

truth is no longer metaphysical certainty but sensory experience, continually refined 
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through examination, manipulation and experimentation. Much of the a priori premises that 

anchored traditional philosophy are discarded as speculative place-holders, replaced by a 

method that treats knowledge as dynamic, revisable and inseparable from practice.  

In this vision, knowledge is a continuous voyage—uncertain, demanding, and 

without final destination. To participate in it requires abandoning the security of inherited 

systems and embracing the risks of discovery. Only by becoming, in effect, navigators can 

thinkers engage the new world Bacon imagines: one in which truth is not given, but made. 
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Conclusion: From Helmsman to Navigator 

 

“What can be a better or more charitable deed, than to bring them into the way who 

wander? What can be more difficult than to guide a ship engulfed, where only water and 

heaven may be seen?” 

- Martín Cortés, Arte of Navigation 

 

At first glance, Cortés’s questions seem to belong to the long rhetorical tradition in 

which the sea serves as an emblem of human waywardness and the helmsman as its moral 

corrector. For centuries, this maritime metaphor underwrote theological, philosophical, and 

political discourse, locating authority in the figure best able to guide others through 

uncertainty: the orator, the teacher, the governor of souls. Within that framework, 

navigation was figurative, and knowledge was inseparable from persuasion. 

Yet in the context of a navigational manual, these questions acquire a new force. 

Cortés does not merely invoke the traditional helmsman; he reframes the terms of guidance 

altogether. The “ship engulfed” is no longer only a metaphor for the soul or the state, but a 

material reality demanding technical skill, empirical judgment, and mathematical 

precision. In this shift, the maritime motif is not abandoned but reoriented. Its authority 

moves from rhetorical mastery to practical competence, from inherited wisdom to 

experiential verification. The navigator emerges not as a metaphorical extension of the 

helmsman, but as his historical and epistemological successor. 

This dissertation has argued that such a transformation was neither incidental nor 

purely symbolic. It was the product of a sustained encounter between inherited literary 

forms and the unprecedented conditions of Atlantic navigation in the sixteenth century. As 

English mariners ventured beyond the spatial and conceptual limits of the Mediterranean 

world, they generated not only new geographical knowledge but new modes of knowing. 

These modes—empirical, provisional, and method-driven—placed pressure on the 

rhetorical and humanist traditions that had long governed intellectual life. 
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Part I traced the deep structures of the maritime motif in the Ship of Faith, the Ship 

of State, and the Ship of Poetry, demonstrating how each depended upon a stable 

relationship between knowledge, authority, and language. In these traditions, the 

helmsman’s authority derived from his capacity to interpret and to persuade; he was a 

master of discourse, navigating a moral or political sea. However, the advent of oceanic 

navigation destabilized these assumptions. The sea was no longer a symbolic medium but 

an unpredictable, resistant environment that demanded new forms of interpretation. As a 

result, the figurative coherence of the maritime motif began to fracture. Writers such as 

More, Spenser, and Hakluyt register this tension, variously resisting, accommodating, or 

reimagining the navigator’s authority. 

Part II examined how navigational manuals and philosophical texts articulate this 

transformation more explicitly. In the manuals, the navigator’s authority is constructed 

through method, observation, and the disciplined recording of experience. Their prefatory 

rhetoric, while borrowing the forms of humanist discourse, ultimately works to displace it 

by privileging recent experience over ancient authority and practical knowledge over 

rhetorical display. In this context, language becomes instrumental rather than ornamental—

a tool for transmitting data rather than shaping belief. 

The culmination of this shift appears in the work of Francis Bacon, for whom 

navigation becomes both model and emblem of intellectual reform. Bacon’s philosophy 

does not simply appropriate the imagery of navigation; it internalizes its logic. Knowledge 

is no longer conceived as a stable possession or a contemplative end, but as an ongoing 

voyage governed by method, experiment, and the suspension of judgment. The 

philosopher, like the navigator, advances not by rhetorical persuasion but by disciplined 

engagement with the unknown. In this reconfiguration, the authority of the orator gives 

way to that of the investigator. 

The implications of this transformation are profound. By displacing the helmsman 

with the navigator, early modern culture redefines what it means to guide, to know, and to 

act. Authority is no longer grounded in eloquence or tradition, but in the capacity to produce 

reliable knowledge through engagement with the material world. The vita activa, once 

aligned with civic rhetoric and moral philosophy, is reoriented toward discovery, 

experimentation, and technical mastery. 
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At the same time, this shift introduces new uncertainties. The navigator’s world is 

expansive but unstable, open to discovery but resistant to finality. Unlike the helmsman, 

who steers toward a known harbor, the navigator moves through a space where destinations 

are provisional and knowledge is always subject to revision. The very methods that 

empower him also undermine the possibility of absolute certainty. In this sense, the rise of 

the navigator marks not only the emergence of modern scientific inquiry but also the 

beginning of a more unsettled epistemological condition. 

This study has sought to illuminate that condition by tracing the convergence of 

literary tradition and navigational practice. By situating the navigator within the long 

history of the maritime motif, it has shown how a figure once peripheral to intellectual life 

becomes central to the redefinition of knowledge and cultural authority. The replacement 

of the helmsman by the navigator is not merely a change in metaphor, but a reconfiguration 

of the relationship between language, experience, and truth. 

To return, then, to Cortés’s questions: who can guide those who wander, and who 

can steer the ship engulfed? In the sixteenth century, the answer begins to change. No 

longer the rhetorician alone, but the navigator—armed not with persuasive speech but with 

instruments, observations, and method—assumes that role. In doing so, he inaugurates a 

new way of understanding both the world and our place within it: not as passengers seeking 

safe passage to a fixed end, but as participants in an ongoing voyage, where knowledge 

itself is the sea through which we must learn to steer. 
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Post Script: Interiorization of Navigation in John Donne’s Poetry 

 

If Francis Bacon elevates the navigator as the emblem of a new epistemology 

grounded in method, experiment, and the suspension of judgment, the poetry of John Donne 

reveals how deeply this transformation penetrates the imaginative and affective life of the 

period. Donne assumed many roles during his lifetime as a politician, but most relevant 

here is his service as a soldier in England’s military campaigns against Spain and his talents 

as poet.  

The wars between Spain and England took him to sea. In 1597, Donne accompanied 

Raleigh on England’s Azore expedition, and this lived experience inspired “The Storm” 

and “The Calm,” and quite likely “A Burnt Ship.” What’s remarkable about these poems, 

and relevant here, is their deviation from the traditional ‘ship at sea’ trope Virgil 

popularized. Donne’s poetics were shaped by the same forces that influenced Dee, Sidney, 

Hakluyt, and Bacon, which may account for the poems’ clear empirical emphasis. They 

record, in sensory and emotional detail, experiences common to English seamen—violent 

weather, stagnant calm, and fire with all the accompanying horror, chaos, and 

disorientation—reflective of actual sea-borne challenges, but stripped of the transcendence 

or purpose that made such conditions intelligible to the ancients. Donne’s depiction is of 

the seaborne experience in which neither navigational instruments nor manuals have 

affective power. As in real life, in these poems, Donne’s seas resist interpretation and 

control.  

Poets of the past, from Virgil and Ovid through the Early Modern period, had 

recourse to the ideals and faith structures sustained by a hearty and Christian rhetorical 

tradition, so that even while acknowledging the limits of human control, the motif of the 

tempest had purpose. The encroaching empiricism, manifested clearly in the navigational 

manual writers and in Bacon’s natural philosophy, suppressed the viability of rhetoric’s 

interpretive design. Doubt had been sown. What’s left are endless, dynamic seas of 

instability and incoherence. In his sea poetry, Donne foregrounds his lived experience, a 

typically modern approach insofar as these poems prioritize an epistemology of experience.  
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Donne’s engagement with this emerging epistemology is not confined to the literal 

sea. If “The Storm” and “The Calm” expose the instability of empirical encounter in the 

external world, his metaphysical poems relocate that instability within the domains of love, 

perception, and faith. In these poems, “The Good Morrow,” “A Valediction: Forbidding 

Mourning,” and “Hymn to God, My God, in My Sickness,” the navigator’s logic persists, 

but it is transformed. No longer is Donne mastering external nature, but using a navigational 

method to think through interior experience. 

In “The Good Morrow,” Donne explicitly acknowledges the expansive ambitions 

of Early Modern discovery, “Let sea-discoverers to new worlds have gone, / Let maps to 

other, worlds on worlds have shown,” but only to limit their significance. The proliferating 

abundance of “worlds on worlds,” emblematic of the navigator’s ever-extending field of 

knowledge, is set aside in favor of a more radical epistemological space: that of the lovers’ 

world. This world, rather than one of expansion, is one of completion, figured in the image 

of “two better hemispheres / Without sharp north, without declining West [italics mine].” 

Here, the intemperate divisions (frigid north) and bleak orientations (waning West) that 

structure navigational knowledge are dissolved into a perfect conflation. If Baconian 

inquiry depends upon movement, accumulation, and the open-ended pursuit of knowledge, 

Donne imagines a counter-model in which knowledge is immediate, mutual, and whole. 

The restless outward motion of the navigator is replaced by an inward consolidation. Each 

lover is a world in him- and herself, “Let us possess one world, each hath one, and is one,” 

suited to be explored by the other. 

A similar reconfiguration appears in “A Valediction: Forbidding Mourning,” where 

the problem of distance, so central to navigation, is rendered not as a barrier to knowledge, 

but as a condition to test and ultimately affirm knowledge—in this case, the knowledge of 

love. The famous conceit of the compass transforms an instrument of measurement into a 

figure of relational stability: “Thy firmness makes my circle just, / And makes me end 

where I begun.” What for the navigator is a tool for traversing space becomes, for Donne, 

a guarantee of continuity across the space and time of separation. The circle closes upon 

itself, ensuring return and coherence. In this way, Donne appropriates the instruments and 

geometries of navigation to suspend their exploratory function, converting them into 

emblems of constancy and epistemological assurance. 
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If “The Good Morrow” and “A Valediction” offer moments of resolution, however, 

“Hymn to God, My God, in My Sickness” reintroduces the uncertainties that haunt Donne’s 

engagement with navigation. Dying and lying on a bed, the speaker imagines himself as a 

map, “laid flat,” waiting to be read by his cosmographer-doctors at the threshold of death. 

The conceit draws directly upon the cartographic imagination of the period, particularly the 

southwest orientation of the Genoese navigator who a century earlier passed through the 

straits of Gibraltar: 

Whilst my physicians by their love are grown 

Cosmographers, and I their map, who lie 

Flat on this bed, that by them may be shown 

That this is my south-west discovery, 

Per fretum febris, by these straits to die, 

I joy, that in these straits I see my west. 

And yet, through the speaker’s exuberance (his “joys”) at seeing his end (his “west”), the 

limits of this cartographic model become transparent. The body-as-map is legible only 

insofar as it is reduced, abstracted, and prepared for an ultimate passage that exceeds all 

human mapping. His body, immobilized, become analogous to the charted world, a surface 

to be measured, divided and interpreted. Early Modern maps, for all their usefulness, 

nevertheless depended upon a reduction of the spherical globe into two-dimensional 

representation. Such projections enabled navigation, but they also introduced distortions of 

scale, proportion and relation. The speaker’s lived, embodied experience then, in this 

moment of death, becomes both knowable and diminished. It must, for it to be read by the 

cosmographers.  

Like navigators and mapmakers, Donne’s doctors seek to produce knowledge 

through observation. In other words, their gaze is empirical; their authority is grounded in 

the same epistemological shift that animates Baconian natural philosophy. In Donne’s 

Hymn, the trajectory of the dying body is not legible; its destination lies off the charts since 

the final “strait” through which the speaker must pass invokes both a geographical passage 

and an eschatological transition. Unlike the confident closure of the compass or the unified 

hemispheres of the lovers’ world, this final voyage in the Hymn remains uncertain, 

depended upon divine rather than human guidance. 
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Taken together, these poems extend the logic of Donne’s sea poetry into new 

domains, revealing the breadth of his engagement with the epistemological transformations 

of his age. He appropriates the language, instruments, and conceptual structures of 

navigation to probe their adequacy across different experiential registers, erotic, 

intellectual, and spiritual. 

We see Donne testing the logic of the navigator, and in his sea poetry, the 

navigator’s promise of method, measurement and progress is alternately fulfilled and 

suspended. Donne’s poetry thus occupies a critical position within the transformation 

traced in my research. If Hakluyt and Bacon elevate the navigator as the emblem of a new, 

disciplined engagement with the unknown, Donne exposes the consequences of that 

elevation. His aesthetic suggests that once knowledge is grounded in experience, whether 

that of the sea, the beloved, or the self, it becomes subject to the same instabilities that 

define those experiences. The result is not a rejection of the new epistemology, but a 

profound meditation on its reach and limitations, one that situates the emerging modern 

subject within a world that can be navigated but never fully secured.  
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