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In 1572, the year of his birth, John Donne entered the world of

proscribed Catholicism. During the reign of Elizabeth I, observant
Catholics faced a host of potential punishments, including fines,
imprisonment, andeven death. How didEnglishCatholics-including
the Donne and Heywood families-respond to this crisis of faith?

Many Catholics continued to believe, continued to worship, and
continued to practice their faith in spite of these very real dangers. The
increasingly isolated Catholic community desperately needed, how­
ever, outside assistance both in the years prior to the Jesuit missions of
1580 and in the decades which followed. The community needed
books and spiritual guides; they needed examples and edification. In
1573, the year after Donne's birth, John Fowler, an English Catholic
and expatriate residing inAntwerp, published Thomas More's tower­
work ADialogue ofComfortAgainstTribulation. Fowler included an
imageofThomasMore-an icon ofthe famousmartyr-in his text [see
figure 1].1 More's Dialogue ofComfort, alongwithFowler's preface,
provides a striking glimpse of the marginalized, illegal status of
ElizabethanCatholicism-the veryCatholicism inheritedby the young
Donne. The imageofMore, the first true-to-life likeness ofthe lateLord
Chancellor to appear in England, not only provided a model for

besieged recusants, it also granted, ipso facto, saintly status to More
while allowing Catholics to see, once again, the divine through the
material.

This veneration, an exercise inmeditation andcontemplation,may
contribute to a fuller understanding ofDonne's poetic practice and his
religious impulses. Yet, at first glance, any direct connection between
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Donne and More may seem faint, spanning as it does across decades.
Yet important similarities existbetween the two, similaritieswhichhelp
to illustrate, among other things, the production of a literary culture in
the English Renaissance. For example, although Donne published a

fair numberof sermons and tracts during his lifetime, his considerable
reputation as a poet resulted from a large number of manuscripts in
circulation. Asmany scholars note,widespreadmanuscriptpublication
ofDonne's poetry existed for decades prior to the 1633 printing ofhis
poetry. Recent work by Harold Love, H. R. Woudhuysen, and Peter
Beal demonstrates the continued importanceofmanuscriptpublication
throughout the sixteenth and seventeenthcenturies.2 The circulation of
Donne's poetry clearly suggests that the printing press did not render

manuscript transmission obsolete. 3
ThomasMore also achieved considerable fame during his lifetime

and alsopublished numerousbooks andpolemical tracts; the preserva­
tion ofMore's memory as amartyr began immediately after his death
in June 1535. Yet after his death, publishers did not print new editions
of More's works until the reign of Mary I. More's admirers, like
Donne's, resorted to amanuscript culture to secure his reputation for
holiness and to promulgate hiswritings. In fact, the printing history of
More's works, especially those works printed in England orwritten in
English andprinted on the continent, reveals an interesting pattern.4 In

short, no titieswere printed inEngland during a forty - yearperiod from
1557-1597. IfMore's texts circulated at this time, they circulated in
manuscript. Only one publication, Fowler's 1573 edition of the

Dialogue ofComfort, stands in contrast to this pattern.' Published on
theContinentandwritten inEnglish for anEnglish audience, the octavo
text appeared at a time whenMore's works were not readily available
inEngland. Fowler's presentationofMore as paragon,More asmartyr,
More, in effect, as saint, provided anew context foryoung JohnDonne,
a distant relative of Thomas More through his mother Elizabeth

Heywood, to understand the possible consequences of fidelity to his
Catholic faith.

More's reputation needed amanuscript culture to tell the story. In
fact, all the early biographies ofMore, those written byWilliamRoper



Paul J. Voss 3

Figure 1

By permission of the Huntington Library, San Marino, California

(More's son in law),NicholasHarpsfield (ArchdeaconofCanterbury),
and Thomas Stapleton, were written and circulated in manuscript for
years before printed editions appeared. According to John Guy, the
earlybiographers "had their sights setonMore's recognition as amartyr
and saint,"? Clearly the illegal status ofCatholicism contributed to this

phenomenon, as the Elizabethan governmentmade a concerted effort
to destroy Catholic books ofall types. Private religious practices also
tended towardmanuscript publication, asmany small faith communi­
ties continued to use personal, individual manuscripts for devotional
purposes.' Manuscript publication ofMore's texts, as with Donne's

poetry, created an additional demand and hencemoremanuscripts. In
order to sustain the memory ofThomas More, amemory deprived of
public expression or outward manifestation, his friends and family
needed the secrecy and privacy of manuscript circulation. Donne's
extended family understood this.
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DennisFlynn notes that for theDonne family, their "enduring sense
ofMore 's legacywas apeculiarmixture that included anaturalpride in
his renown as a humanist scholar and an officer at the court ofHenry
VIII, overshadowed by awe and understated irony about his martyr­
dom,"" Fowler's portrait and poem capture this peculiarmixture with
amazing sensitivity.With the aidoftheprinting press and the inspiration
of men like Fowler, the image of More could be reproduced and
disseminated to hundreds and hundreds of readers in England. Exiled
English Catholics like Fowler played a crucial role in this dissemina­
tion. The 1573 edition thus responded to the incessant government
attacks against Catholics by presenting the recusant community with
Thomas More as the model of individual perseverance and religious
fidelity. Yet the appearanceofMore's image is far from a simplematter.
Appreciating this gesture requires investigating Fowlerand his work,
the functionoffrontispieces inearlymodembooks, the roleofthe visual
in Catholic practice, and a plausible response to the growing icono­
clasm in Elizabethan England.

Although strict laws largely ended formal Catholic instruction or
devotion through catechism and theMass, recusants like John Fowler
strove to supply the growing demand forCatholic books and informa­
tion. Whilemany ofhis books served a specific religious function, the
Dialogue ofComfort also filled a relatedbut distinct purpose. Above
and beyond edification of the faithful, Fowler's aim in printing the

Dialogue ofComfort tookon another dimension: to honor thememory
of the greatmartyr. Fowler needed to presentMore's legacy to another
generation of English Catholics, a generation largely deprived of

practicing their faith. In 1573, Fowler thus attempted to produce abook
capable of serving a variety of needs for an audience far away. The
illustration ofMore played an integral role in that production.

Understanding the image of More printed in Fowler's edition

requires additional context, including the various uses of the frontis­

piece in sixteenth-century books." Most commonly considered the

image opposite the title page, frontispieces serve an important function
in books of many types. In early modern England, frontispieces
became conventional for books of verse, prefacing poetic works of
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Gascoigne (1587), Chaucer (1598), Daniel (1609), Jonson (1616),
Drayton (1619), Shakespeare (1623), Donne (1635), and Cartwright
(1651). 10 ArthurMarotti, in fact, calls the image of the author a "normal
featureofposthumous editions." II Butwhile the portraits often serve

as decoration and adornment, generally accompaniedwith some com­
mendatory verse, they also "help link contemporary textsmore solidly
to their author." 12

Books ofpoetry were not alone, ofcourse, in employing authorial
images. Books on science also included images of famous mathema­
ticians and scientists. George Sarton cites more than two dozen

frontispiecesoffamousmen ofscience fromRenaissanceEurope in the
sixteenth century, including Ramus, Copernicus, Paracelsus, Fuchs,
andPlatin. According to Sarton, "the importanceofportraits can hardly
be exaggerated." 13 The portrait of the author grants a tacit authority to
thework. The image of the author, overlooking, as it were, his written
words, sanctions the entirepublication in an immediateway. The image
also endorses andmediates the text itprecedes, granting acredibility, an
oracle-like truth, to the written word and establishing it as a direct
utteranceofthe individuaL By including an illustration ofthe deceased

author, the printer/publisher/editor also makes a statement aboutmoti­
vation' intention, andemphasis. Additionally, the images ofauthors can
then be read as an important step in the "evolution of authorial

prominence.?" Not somuch an advertisement as an effort to establish

credibility, the illustrations foreground the presence and personaofthe
author prior to the text.

In this sense, the portraitofMore is and is not a frontispiece at all. 15
The illustration, coming immediately after the prefatory material and
before the text proper, functions, however, in many of the same ways.
The small illustration, measuring only 6.6 ern x 6.1 em, carries the

caption THOMAS MORUS ANGLUS ANNO AETATIS 50, linking
the illustrationwithHolbein's famous portraitof 1527,More's fiftieth
year.

16 Fowler's likeness reproduced many details found in the

Holbein, including the dignified profile, the linked SS gold chain, the
hangingTudor rose, and, less clearly, thebrokenportcullis (all inverted
from the original as is the likenessofMore himself). 17 The presence of
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the chain recalls the words of Roper in describing his father-in-law,
"wearing as he commonly did a chain of gold about his neck.''" The

gold chain was not, as generally assumed and graphically depicted in
the film version of A Man for All Seasons, the chain of the Lord

Chancellor's office.
As with many woodcuts from the period, prints of the block could

be sold separately, an image removed from the text, thus serving as an

icon rather than textual adornment. This iconographical aspect of the
image differs from the merely ornamental. In Fowler's text, the
illustration operates as more than mere ornament, infusing the entire
workwithMore's persona, granting the faithful an icon ofMorewhile
they contemplate his written words. The presence ofthe illustration in
the text literally foregroundsMore-his words, his deeds, his life, his
death-and becomes the point of reference for the reader. In fact,
"whenpublishers chose to display the author's portrait in the introduc­
torymaterial to theirbooks, they asked their audience to read the work
not only through the rubric of a singularwriter, but also according to a

specified visual, often emblematic, and embodied perception of that
writer." 19 So while frontispieces can be seen as the emergence of
authorialprominence, they also exist in anemblematic or iconographic
fashion. InMore's case, ifnot an iconperse, his imagewouldbe treated
reverentiallywhile serving a religious function.

The existence of icons generated considerable debate in England
throughout much of the sixteenth century. According to Margaret
Aston, the iconoclastic movement in England during this period
"destroyedmore objects inmore places than anyprevious iconoclasm,
including the Byzantinemovement eight centuries earlier,'?" Patrick
Collinson notes the paucityofbook illustrations in the 1580s and 1590s
andpostulates an emerging iconophobiadirected toward all images and
art forms in lateElizabethanEngland." The objects of the iconoclasts'
rage, most often the trappings and outward manifestations of the
Catholic religion, came to include anything tangentially related to

Rome orCatholicism. Given this wholesaledestruction, images of the
saints and religious pictures of all types metwith the same end.
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In this context the unique, life-like illustration of Thomas More

appears evenmore striking. The appearanceofMore in 1573,just after
aperiodofpronounced iconoclasmandprior to anemerging iconophobia,
notonly served the needs of the faithful, but also registered adissenting
opinion. Without saying anything, the illustrationmade a simple point
about images toEnglish readers: certain communitieswill continue to
value icons and honor thememory of the faithful departed. Visually a

small wave amidst the deluge of reform, Fowler's gesture stands as a

manifest effort to answer the years of destruction of once-sacred

images. Itcertainly demonstrates both a fidelity to thememory ofMore
and a commitment to the recusants still living in England.

Moreover, the small image reiterates the essential role of the visual
in some forms of devotion. Recently, scholars have reconsidered the

importance ofmemory in early modern England." This memory can
take many forms, but the visual/iconographic aspect remains central.
Catholic devotion includes themeditative and the imaginative; visual
aspects continue to serve an important function formany believers. Yet
how can the collective memory, so essential for community building
and religious traditions, survive in such an iconoclastic culture? Fowler's
edition appears to answer the question: It cannot. The disembodied
recollection ofMoremay survive a generation or two, but the visual is
the sine qua non of both immortality and veneration. Thus the

previously discussed linkbetween the text and authorestablishedby the
illustration evolves to include the audience as well.

The words placed next to the image also play a crucial role in the

iconographic experience. The verses accompanying the picture of
More, a convention often used in conjunction with such illustrations,
serve a complex function. The captions became a convention because
readers needed some explanation when the relationship between the

frontispiece and text was not prima facie obvious." The words,
consequently, are not superfluous. The Latin poem with an English
translation, placed immediately before the portrait of More, helps
provide the rationale for the illustration. The English poem, simply
entitled "the same in English meter" (actually a sextain in fourteener
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couplets, butprinted in the commonballadmeterofeight and six) reads
as follows:

As Painters Art can skill, 0 Moore;
Thy face here may we see:

Thy manners yet and vertues al
To shew, hard would it be.

Would God some Painter might be had
So perfect in his skill,

That truly face and manners both
Could set foorth al at wile

And then thy whole life, and thy death
Could draw and make us see.

Appelles learned hand could not

Be better skild, than he."

While conventional, the poem also significantly departs from conven­

tion. Consider, for example, the famous frontispiece of Shakespeare
and the accompanying poem.

Thepoemopposite Shakespeare's portrait in theFirstFolioof 1623
expresses a similar, yet quite different sentiment:

This Figure, that thou here seest put,
It was for Gentle Shakespeare cut;

Wherein the Graver had a strife
With Nature, to out-doo the life:

0, could he but have drawne his wit
As well in brasse, as he hath hit

His face, the Print would then surpasse
All, that was ever writ in brasse.

But, since he cannot, Reader, looke
Not on his Picture, but on his Boeke."

The editors of the folio, Shakespeare's friends John Heminge and

Henry Condell, ask the reader to "looke / Not on his picture, but on his
booke.''" The picture of Shakespeare does not, in fact, could not,

capture the most appealing quality of the poet: his wit. The picture
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merely adorns the folio. Readersofthe folio should focus on theprinted
wordsofShakespeare, thephysicalmanifestationofhiswit, andnot his
image, his manners, or his virtue."

WilliamMarshall's frontispiece engravingofayoung JohnDonne
included in the 1635 edition of Donne's Poems (STC 7046) further
highlights themove away from iconography [see figure 2]. The now­
lostminiature, dated 1591 , depicts aconfidenteighteen-yearoldDonne
brandishing a sword and sporting an earing. Flynn explores both the
martial and the foppish character of the portrait in some detail. 28 The
curious versewrittenby IzaakWalton andplaced under the illustration,
far from lionizing the poet, actually apologizes for Donne's youthful
behavior and, by extension, his early amorous poetry. Catherine
Creswell calls the verse a "fictional imposition" intended to present a
narrative of conversion." The couplets, according to Creswell, help
establish the Jake DonnelDr. Donne mythology:

Figure 2

By permission of The Huntington Library, San Marino, California
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This was for youth, Strength, Mirth, and wit that Time
Most count their golden Age; but t'was not thine.
Thine was thy later yeares, so much refined
From youths Drosse, Mirth, & wit; as thy pure mind

Thought (like the Angels) nothing but the Praise
Of thy Creator, in those last, best Dayes.
Witnes this Booke, (thy Embleme) which begins
With Love; but endes, with Sighes, & Teares for Sins.

The caption under the illustrations serves as awarning: avoid youthful
folly and pursue, with a puremind, thoughts and praise of the Creator.
Significantly, the poem does not ask the reader, as Fowler does, to look

upon the illustration as amodelofheroic virtue orexemplarymanners.
It fact, the verse suggests just the opposite.

The pose struck in the First Folio and Donne's Poems throws the

meaning ofFowler' s verse into high relief. While each poem asserts

that the various artists didnot capture the essenceofthe respectivemen,
only one poem longs for a true image. Significantly, the other poems
deny the value ofan image at all. In fact, the Latin original ofFowler' s
poem keenly establishes the iconographic aspect of the illustration in
profound ways. Fowler's clever pun "mores fingere, More" is more
than attempted humor or simple alliteration. "Mores" (mos, moris) is
often translated as "custom, usage, or fashion" as in Cicero's famous

phrase "0 Tempora! 0Mores!" Other definitions of "mores" include
highly individual traits such as conduct, character, behavior,manners,
and morals. The richly descriptive verb "fingere" also supports a

variety ofmeanings, including to shapeor form, tomodel, to represent,
especially an image or a sketch. The words "mores fingere More,"
coupled with the illustration, not only underscore his character and

behavior, they signal an ardent desire to be transformed by the image
itself and a belief that such transformation is possible. The image of
More represents, in fact, becomes, the very essence of admirable
character and conduct. In short,Morebegins to emerge saint-like. The
words allow for the iconographic aspects of the illustration to appear
with full force, asking the reader to look upon the image ofMore for
guidance and edification.
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In theEnglish version of the poem, the poetFowlernotonly desires
a copy ofMore's face, but also his "manners yet and vertues al." The
publisherFowler, however,must be contentwith the image alone. The
emphasis upon an image, a representation, an icon, is needed in order
to "make us see." The ability to see, in this case, also supports two
distinctmeanings: to see the image literally and to appreciate (i.e., both
to understand and to be thankful for) the model of virtue provided by
More. The transformative powerof the visual, coupledwith the words
ofveneration, allows for amore immediate,morepowerful experience
in the reader. The portrait thus functions as an icon which, in effect,
becomes amodel for behavior. It is this desire for a pattern that John
Donne speaks of in "The Canonization," where perfect love actually
leads to sainthood, leading "countries, towns, courts: [to] beg from
above/ A pattern of your love.'?" Donne understood the need for
edification and the value of such imagery. The icon ofMore provided
theDonne family (andallEnglishCatholics) the very patternoffidelity
and constantcy mentioned in the poem.

TheCatholic tradition ofvenerationofsaints and religiousmartyrs
undoubtedly contributed to the iconographic attitude expressed in the
poem." Such a desire, to see the virtue andmanneroflife in the hopes
of emulating such virtue andmanner, represents the nature of iconog­
raphy. While the most severe restrictions on worship and individual
behavior during Elizabeth's reign were to come in the following
decades, recusants in the 1570s found themselves increasingly isolated,
increasingly harassed." Donne witnessed the persecutions first-hand,
with two uncles (Ellis and Jasper Heywood) and a brother (Henry)
imprisoned, tortured, and/or exiled for their faith. With such a family
history, Donne understood the terms of faith farmore clearly than we
can today. Fowler's text would stand as a vivid reminder.

Although the illustration ofMore dates from his time in power,
Catholic readers in 1573 were not expressly looking for More the

scholar, the lawyer, or statesman; Catholic readers wouldprimarily see
More in one capacity, religiousmartyr. In this context, the transforma­
tionofMore the scholar/lawyer/statesman depictedbyHolbein into the
religiousmartyrpresentedbyFowler, the uniqueness ofthe illustration
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can best be understood. Significantly, Fowler notes that Elizabethan
Catholics could learn fromMore's virtue "and [his] death." More's life,
in fact, couldnotbe separated fromhismartyr's death. His life as a rising
politician, gifted lawyer, or humanist scholarmeant less to readers in
1573 than his religious fidelity and harrowing execution. The real
lesson ofMore's life can be found in his suffering and death. As a result
of the context and verse, the same image, presented to different
communities underdifferent circumstances,produced adifferentTho­
mas More-from Sir Thomas, Lord Chancellor, to Saint Thomas,
faithful departed. Thus, the religiousmartyr,whose earthly exampleof
fidelity helps the faithful grow in Christian virtue, becomes the very
definition of saintly. While the image ofMore does not correspond to
the ecstatic images of many other martyrs, a silent dignity emerges
without upward rapture or anxiety. The presence ofMore gives the
entire text a symbolic clue: the work is resituated to encompass the

parallel lives ofMore and the recusants of the 1570s.
This specific nature of the illustration and its potential impact on

EnglishCatholics shouldnotbe underestimated. For the first time since
More's death, English readers, many of whom were not alive in 1535
whenMore suffered and died, could see and experienceMore theman
as he appeared to friends and family during his lifetime. These
individuals had few other opportunities to honor the deceased. As

Clark Hulse points out, ThomasMore was allowed no tomb, no shrine
for pilgrims to visit. As a result:

The cult of Thomas More developed instead in the interior and
exile spaces of Tudor culture. It flourished in the secret

underground of a now-illegal English Roman Catholicism, and
above all in the privacy of the recusant family. Deprived of a

body, a public site, a shrine, and driven into hiding, the cult of
Thomas More centered instead around substitute bodies, namely
the portraits and written accounts of More that already existed
or were soon produced."

The image of the sophisticated, honorable, and faithful martyr must
have stirred the readers of the Dialogue of Comfort just as Fowler
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intended. Far from fashionable adornmentor formulaic convention, the
likeness ofMore gracing the prefatorymaterial of the long text served
a specific function: to energize and comfort the reader while casting
More in a saintly light. The portrait and its text undoubtedly provided
amodelofdeportment and forbearance for agroupofpeople ostracized
by their families, neighbors, andgovernment. EnglishCatholicswould
recognize inFowler's 1573 edition the costly pricedpaid for individual
belief." In the coming years, Donne himself would experience, in a

profound and painful fashion, this same struggle with fidelity.

Georgia State University

13
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