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Abstract 

This thesis re-assesses what we know of John Dee within a context of what I have 

termed ‘polytemporality’. This approach questions Dee’s relationship to periodising 

conventions and to the historiographical recuperation of identity following 

perceived temporal ruptures (such as the Reformation). It challenges the standard 

notion of Dee as the archetypal ‘Renaissance conjurer’ by bringing to the forefront 

Dee’s own assessment of the ‘past, present and hereafter’ of his reputation. It 

argues that Dee’s multiple identities are instead reflective of a polytemporal 

reflexivity that is heightened by a conflict between his intellectual hubris and 

personal insecurity. Dee emerges as a figure poised uncomfortably in and outside of 

his society’s conceptions of temporality, influenced by the past and self-consciously 

aware of the future. The temporal fracturing prompted by the Reformation and the 

ensuing struggle to re-establish a British historiography of continuity and succession 

is reflected in the instability and impermanence of Dee’s own changing identities. 

Dee’s concern for his posthumous reputation juxtaposes the self-assuredness of his 

intellectual self-image, providing glimpses of the man behind the magus. In this 

thesis Dee is ‘revisited, repeated […] reinterpreted, and reshuffled’ 

(Latour, We Have Never Been Modern, 75), and emerges as a man before, between, 

and behind his times: a polytemporal Dee. 
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Introduction  

‘To bring the dead to life again, if only in the pages of a book’: Writing 
a Polytemporal Dee. 
 

Great pain I could perhaps bear, but to lose my wits in some fit or fever, to have the 
memory utterly dissolved and then to die […] I am still within the net of demons 
who govern time: matter is in a perpetual flux, never at a stay, and I am so tossed 
upon its waves that I have become sick unto death.  

- Peter Ackroyd, The House of Dr Dee, 103. 
 
In an imagining of the historical John Dee’s (1527-1508/9) fears and frustrations, 

Peter Ackroyd’s fictional protagonist Dr Dee soliloquises on the transitory nature of 

life and one’s memory. Dee was obsessed with his reputation, and was especially 

concerned with how he would be memorialised posthumously. Despite his 

treatment in popular culture, Dee did not begin his life as the ‘Arch-Conjurer of 

England’. This identity was thrust upon him when his reputation as a ‘magus’ – a 

man of learning, skilled in almost every aspect of scholarship imaginable to the 

sixteenth-century mind – flourished.  

He was a young and less experienced scholar of twenty years old when he 

read and annotated Ovid’s Ars Amatoria in 1547.1 This was a period of upheaval and 

transition for the student; he had graduated with a BA from St John’s College, 

Cambridge the year prior, the same year in which he was made a founding fellow of 

Trinity College, Cambridge when it was established by Henry VIII. At this critical time 

in his early academic career, Dee was establishing himself as quite the committed 

scholar. He records spending eighteen hours per day in study at university and in 

                                                           
1 London, Royal College of Physicians, Dorchester Library D1/20-a-13(1). 
 



7 
 

private (Compendious Rehearsall, 5). Perhaps this cognisance of the transience of 

time and his place in the world is what led Dee to take especial note of two lines in 

this book of love poetry: 

Temporibus medicina valet. Data tempore prosunt, 

Et data non apto tempore vina nocent (underlining Dee’s, 146). 

‘Medicine heals at the right moment. Wine given at the proper time is useful, and at 

the inappropriate time will do harm’.2 In the margin, beside these underlined 

phrases the youthful Dee has written ‘tempus’. Time. The connotation we might 

take is ‘timing is everything’. Perhaps he understood Ovid’s words to mean 

something akin to Ecclesiastes 3.1 ‘All things have their season’.3 Dee spent his 

lifetime searching for his season, his time ‘to be’. The young man would have had 

no notion that some thirty years later this very volume would be stolen from his 

library, then to be the greatest collection of books and manuscripts in Tudor 

England. Dee’s signature on the title page of the book would be all but erased, 

replaced by the name of its ‘captor’. Dee’s book, and thus Dee’s identity, would 

become a hostage to the passing of time. In the centuries since his death both his 

library and his public image have been subjected to the effects of history. He spent 

countless hours reading and adding the dates to the books in his library, paratextual 

additions which John Dagenais suggests gives a book ‘a sort of self-awareness of its 

existence in time and space’ (43). This thesis will argue that, like Dagenais’ book, 

                                                           
2 A free translation might read as a ‘remedy’ given under the right conditions or when the subject is 
in the right psychological state, will be successful. 
 
3 Dee was a devout Christian and would certainly have been aware of the Biblical significance of 
time. As proof of his reading of Ecclesiastes in particular, see his footnote in his ‘Supplication of 
Queen Mary’ which names the book in support of his argument.  
 



8 
 

Dee was conscious of his existence in many times, and many spaces, an awareness 

which prompted an anxiety over his perceived identities.    

Popular culture has identified Dee as an appealing historical figure, easily 

appropriated to many times, and many purposes. The polytemporal assimilation of 

the past and the present is one of the tropes which is most recognisable in fiction 

where Dee is appropriated. As with the historical Dee, fictional representations of 

the magus are used to bridge gaps between temporalities, geographies, and 

seemingly disparate realities. Dee becomes a figurehead for meta-awareness, 

breaking the ‘fourth wall’, and the suspension of disbelief.  

  As noted in the epigraph to this introduction, this trope is utilised in Peter 

Ackroyd’s The House of Doctor Dee to connect the past, present, and future.4 As the 

narrator, Matthew, delves further into his journey of self-discovery it is Dee’s house 

which begins to reveal secrets, as the threads of the past unravel, spiralling into the 

present.5 Matthew unearths the truth about his ancestry and realises he is Dee’s 

homunculus, a product of alchemical experimentation who dies and is reborn, 

cycling through time for hundreds of years.  

                                                           
4 The House of Doctor Dee is set two interweaving timelines: the early 1990s and the sixteenth 
century of the historical Dee. The narration switches between the tale of present-day Matthew, and 
Dee. The link between the two timelines is Dee’s house, now inhabited by Matthew. As the two 
timelines begin to merge and temporal boundaries disintegrate it is the house which acts as a 
conduit and a locus of stability for both. As Gyӧrgy Szӧyni and Rowland Wymer suggest, it is ‘the city 
that [Ackroyd] interprets as a supernatural living organism, it is the house, it would appear, that is 
the transformative agent, rather than the alchemist. That is to say, it is the house that performs the 
transition between worlds and imaginations’ (193). Unfortunately, for all the importance placed on 
the house, Ackroyd re-locates it from Mortlake (which is never mentioned) to Clerkenwell, London. 
  
5 The magic of the house is attributed to the lasting effects of Dee and Kelley’s angelic exploits: ‘Do 
you not understand that these spirits we have raised within the chamber of practice, and have seen 
within the holy crystal stone, have not returned to their habitation (wherever that might be) but 
have entered the walls, the floors, the very frame of this house?’ (Ackroyd 200).  
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Ackroyd’s novel demonstrates the effects of a more fluid perception of time 

when the homunculus, Dee’s supposed alchemical creation, is identified as an 

incredibly self-aware entity:  

This is its vision of the future. It knows that contemporary science will 

develop so far that it will return to its origins, purified, and then expound the 

mysteries of the past. The doctrines of the alchemists and the astrologers 

[…] will then be revived within the great vision of quantum theory (Ackroyd 

125). 

Ackroyd’s narrator thus asserts that the periodising boundaries of the present, 

which reject the ‘mysteries of the past’ and the ‘doctrines of the alchemists’, will 

one day disintegrate, and their significance will once again be acknowledged. In a 

conclusion which affirms a complex meta-awareness of self, temporality, and 

authorial identity Ackroyd (now becoming an author-narrator), writes: 

And what is the past, after all? […] The House of Doctor Dee itself leads me 

to that conclusion: no doubt you expected it to be written by the author 

whose name appears on the cover and the title-page, but in fact many of the 

words and phrases are taken from John Dee himself. […] Just as he took a 

number of mechanical parts and out of them constructed a beetle that could 

fly, so I have taken a number of obscure texts and have fashioned a novel 

from their arrangements (Ackroyd 275). 

Ackroyd’s explanation conflates his authorial self with his narrator Matthew, and 

also with Dee. He assumes Dee’s mantel as writer. Ackroyd has, indeed, quoted Dee 

near-verbatim in places (modernising and abridging for the ease of his reader). 

Ackroyd quotes the historical Dee verbatim in order to give weight to his words, 
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‘Shall the folly of idiots, and the malice of the scornful, become the new gospel 

among all of you here? Shall I be robbed of my honest name and fame by those so 

far beneath me that I scarcely see them?’ (italics mine, Ackroyd 32).6 Despite the 

novel’s clear grounding in scholarly historical research, it is aimed at the popular 

fiction market and not an academic audience. Indeed, there has been a resurgence 

of popular culture interest in Dee over the past few decades, particularly in fiction 

writing, film, and music. Szӧnyi and Wymer have addressed many of these popular 

culture reinterpretations of Dee.7 They note that: 

Dee has become one of the stock figures, like Sir Walter Raleigh or Sir 

Francis Drake, whom a popular novelist will use to represent the Elizabethan 

period, whether or not there is any specific interest in his occult activities, 

and has also become a convenient, because immediately recognizable, 

reference point and catalyst for any fantasy which seeks to mix together the 

past and the present, the magical and the real (196). 

As they suggest, for a man ‘[d]eeply concerned with the transformational potential 

of alchemy, [Dee] has himself become endlessly transformable by others’ (Szӧnyi 

and Wymer 202). This thesis therefore re-assesses Dee’s multiple identities – as 

collector, courtier, conjurer, and others – within a context of what I will term 

‘polytemporality’.  

 

                                                           
6 Ackroyd’s Dee has the same disparaging opinion of those who are too vulgar to appreciate the 
mechanics and stage effects of a play as his historical counterpart: ‘So I, Doctor Dee, am come to 
dazzle your imagination with mirabilia: these are my shows and apparitions […] and what knave, 
gazing about like a fool with an apple or piece of spice-cake in his mouth, can unriddle their 
mystery?’ (Ackroyd 20).  
 
7 See Szönyi and Wymer p.196 for their survey of fiction writing where Dee appears.  
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Polytemporality and Periodisation 

 

Polytemporality speaks to co-evalness. It permits that a figure such as Dee 

experienced his own ‘lived’ time in the sixteenth century, but was affected by 

history before him and has been retrospectively affected by the history-to-be of his 

future. It is a plurality of time that articulates the layers of various temporalities as 

existing together in a non-teleological sense. Such a conception of polytemporality 

is the fluid understanding that time and history is a complex web of intersecting 

temporalities - that while there is one continuous, chronological time, there are also 

breaks, ruptures, pleats, and sutures in that timeline. To quote Michel Serres: ‘We 

are always simultaneously making gestures that are archaic, modern, and futuristic 

[…] every historical era is likewise multitemporal, simultaneously drawing from the 

obsolete, the contemporary, and the futuristic’ (Serres and Latour 60).8  

Dee’s contemporary, Stephen Batman, in his ‘Uppon Bartholeme’ [1582] 

comments that ‘Nothing is more common than time: for it is egally (sic) common to 

all thing’ (9.2), it connects all things to each other, a universal leveller. He notes how 

the usual linearity of time is divided in to three parts ‘the time that is present, is 

ende of the time that is passed, and beginning of the time that is coming’, but goes 

on to highlight how time is linked to our perception and interaction with it (9.2). He 

remarks that there is a continuity in time, that day must always follow night, but ‘in 

one place is day, and in another is night: and some where is daye, some where is 

night’ – where it is day for some it is night for others (9.2). The linearity of time is 

perceived differently in one location from another. We might think of this 

                                                           
8 This argument also acknowledges the work of Paul Ricoeur, Jonathan Gill Harris, Bruno Latour, and 
others discussed in more detail later in this introduction and throughout.  
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polytemporality in terms of one overarching ‘master’ time with various 

temporalities weaving and intersecting. Charles Taylor has described these 

complexities of time in relation to the similarities and differences between sacred 

and secular time: 

time was understood as complex. As well as secular time, the time of 

ordinary “temporal” existence, in which things happen one after another in 

an even rhythm, there were higher times, modes of eternity. […] There was 

the eternity of God, where he stands contemporary with the whole flow of 

history [and] also the time of origins, a higher time of original founding 

events, which we can periodically re-approach at certain high moments […] 

although they are aeons apart (2007: 2). 

This ability to ‘reapproach’ events, outside our own ‘secular’ temporality, is down to 

some perception of polytemporality. Batman suggests that time cannot be fully 

known; only through our own experiences in ‘secular’ time can we begin to 

understand the complexity of temporalities within which we exist, ‘nothing is more 

vncertaine, than time, nothing is more vnperceptible […] Time is not knowen by it 

selfe, but onely by workes and déedes of men’ (9.2). Despite (or perhaps because 

of) this seeming restriction, man is obsessed with time. This is certainly true of Dee. 

Like Batman, he is aware that time affects him, and limits him. Indeed, as Batman 

puts it, ‘no thing is more perillous’ to humanity than time itself (9.2). Indeed, we 

recognise this ‘peril’ through the continued relevance of the past to the present, in 

the way we caution that ‘history repeats itself’ because we acknowledge the past’s 

experience with rupture and instability.   
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Furthermore, Batman equates our inability to control time with a bodily 

sickness, suggesting that ‘ofte sodaine chaunging of time, is cause of sicknesse. Also 

nothing is more healthfull to the bodye, then is time that is temperate in his 

qualytie’ (9.2). Batman personifies time, and each of the seasons, comparing their 

‘qualytie’ with human temperament. The idea that time may be related to the 

theory of bodily humours would posit that while time may ‘sicken’ (during a poor 

Harvest or a particularly harsh winter, to use Batman’s examples, 9.2-7), it can also 

be healed. The imagery of physical sickness, and in particular breaking, is often used 

in ‘early modern’ writers’ discussions of time. Raphael Holinshed referred to times 

of war as ‘troublesome and broken times’ (1587: II.180) while Peter Wentworth 

likewise called periods of unrest ‘broken times’ (1598: 81). In Hamlet, when 

Shakespeare writes of time as being ‘out of joint’ (I.v.190-91), he is using the 

anatomical imagery of a dislocated bone. If time can be broken, attempts can be 

made at healing and recuperation.  

Lancelot Andrewes drew upon many of these metaphors in his Pattern of 

catechistical doctrine [1650] when discussing the posthumous treatment of an 

author’s work: 

in that indigested Chaos, which is already set forth, which an expert Builder 

may make good use of, yet the Reader will finde the whole to be nothing 

else, but a heap of broken rubbish, the rudera of those stately structures, 

which that skilful Architect had made, which have been so mangled and 

defaced, so scattered and dismembred […] so many Tautologies, 

contradictions, absurdities, and incoherences, since Printing was in use: 

there is not a Page, scarce a Paragraph, seldome many lines together in the 
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whole Book which contain perfect sence; the Method quite lost in most 

places, the whole Discourse like a body whose members are dislocated, or 

out of joynt: as if it had been tortured upon the rack, or wheel (Andrewes, 

preface). 

Andrewes combines the imagery of the humours and bodily function by describing 

time as ‘indigested Chaos’ alongside the text as a building or monument (‘stately 

structures’) turned in to ‘broken rubbish’ by the effects of time, and returns to 

anatomical metaphors with the description of a tortured body, ‘dislocated’, and 

once again ‘out of joynt’. Andrewes’ caution is that, in the wrong hands, posterity 

will not be kind.  

To proceed with this terminology, it would be reasonable to describe John 

Dee as a man ‘out of joint’ with his time. In spite of his reputation as the archetypal 

‘Renaissance’ magus, Dee was actively interested in the influence and importance 

of the recent medieval past to his contemporary age. A collector of medieval 

manuscripts, Dee assembled the largest library in Tudor England in an effort to 

amass for himself, and for a select group of like-minded scholars, the tools 

necessary to attain universal knowledge. His library attracted intellectuals from 

fields as far-reaching as alchemy, natural philosophy, cabala, navigation and 

cartography, British history, and dream divination - to name just a few of the 

subjects offered up in the stacks of Mortlake. Despite this treasure trove of 

pansophic human learning, Dee was unable to satisfy his thirst for wisdom. 

Undertaking a series of angelic conversations over several decades of his life, the 

man who had been revered for his intellect came to be considered a fool and a 

black magician. The records of these communications, the angelic diaries, known 
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collectively as the Mysteriorum Libri (or books of mystery) are found chiefly in 

London, British Library MS Sloane 3188. The ‘Book of Enoch’, seemingly a 

translation of angelic speech made by Edward Kelley also appears in British Library, 

MS Sloane 3189. The angelic language itself is laid out in MS Sloane 3191, known as 

the Claves Angelicae, or the Key of the Angels. There are further communications in 

MS Additional 36674, and MS Cotton Appendix 156 (2 vols.). Oxford, Bodleian MS 

Ashmole 1790 records more of these sessions. 

The preparations and ritual practices of these communications reveal Dee’s 

understanding of earlier medieval attempts to converse with the heavenly host. 

Christopher Whitby notes that ‘though the contents of the Actions with the spirits 

are firmly in accord with Renaissance doctrines, the method which Dee used to 

obtain divine revelation had changed little since the Middle Ages’ (75). Frank 

Borchardt takes a rather negative view of this historical continuum, stating that the 

moment the magus used the information of the medieval past to divine or conjure 

spirits he ‘forfeited his credentials as a Renaissance magician and became 

indistinguishable from his predecessors in the Middle Ages’ (61). Similarly, Peter 

French surmises that ‘in court circles Dee enjoyed almost universal esteem [but] the 

commonalty feared him as a sorcerer and a necromancer, a black magician left over 

from the medieval past’ (4).  Both Borchardt and French therefore appear to stress 

that Dee’s identity as a ‘Renaissance’ magus can only be revered and perpetuated 

at the exclusion of any ‘medieval’ inheritance.  

To date, the ‘magic’ of the angelic conversations has been the foremost 

subject of any kind of ‘polytemporal’ re-evaluation in recent Dee scholarship. Frank 

Klaassen (2013), Stephen Clucas (2006), and Claire Fanger (1998) are amongst those 
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who have sought to assert the significant influence of medieval theurgic magic on 

Dee’s practices. As Clucas notes, ‘it has been commonplace to characterise Dee’s 

angel conversations […] as a form of neoplatonic magic’ (2006: 231), upon which 

there is indeed a dependency. However, Clucas draws on a passage from the 

diaries, recorded on 27 June 1584, to suggest that it is theurgic magic akin to the 

Pseudo-Solomonic ars notoria, a ‘medieval’ branch of magic ‘which flourished 

virtually unabated from the thirteenth century to the seventeenth century’ that 

provides a ‘clearer understanding of the origins of Dee’s practices’ (2006: 231). This 

passage, a conference with the angel ‘Ave’, records the practices they must 

undertake to use the magical ‘Table’ that has been inscribed with the names of 

God:  

onely call upon those names of God […] 14 dayes after you shall (in this, or in 

some convenient place) Call the angels by petition, and by the name of God, 

unto which they are obedient. The 15 day you shall Cloath your selves in 

vestures made of linen, white: and so have the apparition, use, and practise 

of the Creatures (True & Faithful Relation, 184).  

In response to these instructions, Edward Kelley calls them ‘somewhat like the old 

fashion of Magick’ and it is this phrase we might seize upon as evidence that even 

Dee’s scryer is aware that the practices they are undertaking are heavily influenced 

by learning from the medieval past, and is not therefore common practice to the 

‘early modern’ magus.  

Despite evidence of Dee’s ownership and use of medieval texts a survey of 

the scholarship surrounding the angelic conversations consistently finds that Dee’s 

medieval influences are actively ignored in favour of his ‘early modern’ ingenuity. 
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We might take Frances Yates and her successors to task for the characterisation of 

the ‘“barbarous” mediaeval magical traditions being superseded and reformed by 

the “learned” Neoplatonist or Cabalist traditions of the Renaissance’ in influential 

books such as the Theatre of the World (1969) and Occult philosophy in the 

Elizabethan Age (1983) (Klaassen 2006: 237). Frank Klaassen has dismissed this 

rhetoric as the stereotypical ‘narrative of the civilizing force of Renaissance culture 

triumphing over narrow medievalism’ (2006: 236) and points out that ‘it was 

precisely the fact that Renaissance practitioners did not see mediaeval magic as 

“barbarous” or “dirty” which enabled it to persist into the seventeenth century and 

beyond’ (2006: 237). Indeed, as noted above, Edward Kelley described their ritual as 

being of the ‘old fashion of Magick’, demonstrating an awareness of its roots in the 

medieval past, and as we know Dee and his scryer continued the practice with no 

remonstration of that fact. 

 For Dee there may not have been a defined past, present, and future, in a 

linear teleological sense. Dee experienced temporal fractures, loss of historical 

record, monarchical and thus social and religious changes that moved his cultural 

consciousness backwards and forwards, re-evaluating the past while simultaneously 

planning for future endeavours. Dee’s inheritance of medieval practices of ritual 

and image magic in the angelic conversations provides only one aspect of his 

polytemporal outlook. Dee, a figure who lived through the temporal ‘hiatus’ caused 

by Henry VIII’s Reformation and who struggled and manoeuvred his way through 

the ensuing monarchies and the accompanying sense of confusion surrounding 

personal, national, and temporal identities, proves an apposite case study to 

question how this fracturing of linear time led to a fracturing of identity. This thesis 
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will examine Dee in light of his various self-identifications, which I posit are 

characteristic of his awareness of a poly-temporal existence. The difficulty of 

taxonomising Dee – as occultist, scientist, Catholic or Protestant, etc. – is reflective 

of the series of temporal contradictions which situate Dee in various scholarly, 

political, and religious realms, precipitated by the Reformation and perpetuated in 

modern scholarship. It is necessary to remember that these aspects of Dee’s 

identity are not the disparate facets we might deem them to be today, but like 

Latour’s conception of poly-temporality, are aspects of an identity and a reputation 

that could, and can, be ‘revisited, repeated […] recombined, reinterpreted, and 

reshuffled’ to present a new outlook on Dee which goes beyond the ‘Renaissance 

magus’.  

Indeed, his library ransacked, his political influence dissipated, and his debts 

mounting, Dee’s insecurities and intellectual hubris reveal him to be much more 

than the pedestaled ‘Arch-magus’. This intersection between temporality and 

identity recurs throughout Dee’s lifetime. His fear of time passing, of the lasting 

memory of both his contemporary and posthumous reputation, of the loss of 

knowledge as a by-product of the Reformation and the ransack of his own library, of 

the need to establish and maintain a strong social identity and his subsequent 

defences of that identity and reputation, will be treated here. In doing so, I hope to 

establish that the reputation of Dee, the so-called ‘Arch-conjurer of England’, the 

‘Renaissance’ man, should be revised with a view to incorporating his self-

perception and self-awareness into our conceptualisations of his life and library.   
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Shakespeare’s contemplation of time provides another pertinent 

perspective for this study of Dee: ‘One man in his time plays many parts’ (As You 

Like It, II.vii.145). This thesis brings to the forefront Dee’s own assessment of the 

past, present, and future of his reputation and assumes a ‘revisionist’ approach to 

the standard iteration of Dee as the archetypal ‘Renaissance’ conjurer. Although he 

has long been interpreted as such, I argue that Dee’s multiple identities are instead 

reflective of a polytemporal consciousness, stemming from his utilisation of 

medieval texts to substantiate his social and political identities, to his attempts at 

communicating with the divine in search of a spiritual role outside the confines of 

human temporality.  

Framed around the locus of Mortlake library, which itself acts as a temporal 

marker (as the site of Dee’s collection of medieval manuscripts rescued from the 

Dissolution), this thesis assesses Dee’s cognisance of the effects of time. The social 

and material ‘memories’ of Dee’s life and work are inspected in the first chapter, 

where Dee’s self-perception is materially expressed through his library. The chapter 

considers issues of agency and historical value, questioning how we as ‘moderns’ 

curate the past through material and social evidence. The term ‘moderns’ refers to 

Bruno Latour’s argument that modernity (if it can be called such) ‘suffers from the 

illness of historicism’ (1993: 69). Moderns ‘want to keep everything, date 

everything, because they think they have definitively broken with the past. […]. 

Maniacal destruction is counterbalanced by maniacal conservation’ (Latour 1993: 

69). This reactionary stance to the past is one brought about by the perceived 

rupturing of the temporal status quo and is not a recent phenomenon. In an 
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enaction of a kind of polytemporal cyclicality, the ‘moderns’ of the sixteenth 

century reacted in the same ways repeated by the ‘moderns’ of today. For example, 

the destruction of libraries and museums (whether through the devastations of war, 

or accidental fire, or flooding) often leads to public outcry and efforts to quickly 

retrieve, recover, and recuperate as many items as possible.  

A discussion of the historicity of Dee’s imperial writings follows, assessing 

the influence of post-Reformation nationalism and the struggle to re-establish a 

linear historiography for England after the destruction of primary materials during 

the Dissolution.9 The temporal fracturing prompted by these events is reflected in 

Dee’s search for an Arthurian ‘truth’, a substantiation of the present found, and 

often manufactured, from the writings of the past. Dee’s own writings, including 

letters and marginal annotations in his books and manuscripts, reveal that he 

identified himself in multiple roles, many of which he assumed to advance his 

standing within the English and Continental courts.  

Dee’s political failures and frustration with the limits of the human ability to 

acquire knowledge initiated his spiritual endeavours. These angelic conversations 

evidence an increasing intellectual hubris as Dee assumes the role of an agent of 

historical revelation at the dawning of a ‘new age’. Dee demonstrates an awareness 

of the fluidity of time in his record keeping, both in his private diary and the angelic 

records, where the differences between human linear temporality and the nature of 

divine time are highlighted. Dee’s self-awareness of the passing of time, of enacting 

                                                           
9 I have used historiography/historiographer throughout as opposed to history/historian in an 
acknowledgement of the fictive and imagined elements of the writing, which will be discussed in the 
relevant chapter.  
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an identity which is shaped by past and which will be appropriated by others in the 

future, poises him between periodised temporalities. Dee’s fear for his posthumous 

reputation, as apparent in his desperate public appeals to liberate himself of the 

title of ‘conjurer’, juxtaposes the self-assuredness of the angel diaries, and thus 

permits a re-evaluation of the ‘man’ behind the ‘magus’. This thesis asserts the 

importance of Dee’s self-identifications in any attempt to taxonomise him, placed in 

relief with contemporary and later assessments of his reputation, where he is 

consistently commodified and appropriated to the writer’s agenda.  

As discussed above, Dee has become a figure representative of 

polytemporality, particularly in popular culture. The thesis concludes by surveying 

Dee the ‘conjurer’ in various antiquarian documents, theatrical depictions, and 

fiction writings, and identifies areas which recuperate the ideals closer to those he 

expounded, suggesting that Dee’s encounters with fractured temporalities, with a 

historical continuum threatened by political, religious, and social upheavals, render 

him as relevant today as in the sixteenth century. 

With this polytemporal relevance of Dee in mind, we might note that in a 

wider scholarly context there are some difficulties in approaching the perceived 

differences between ‘medieval’ and ‘early modern’ thought. These difficulties often 

centre upon sensitivities of terminology and a desire to avoid anachronistic and 

over-simplistic applications of ‘modernisms’ to the scholarship of the past. As 

Jonathan Gill Harris puts it, anachronism is the ‘apparition of a supposedly 

superseded past in the present’ (Harris 11). In a considered and lucid introduction 

to his book Anachronic Renaissance [2010], Alexander Nagel writes that ‘the 
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hypothesis of cultural anachronism made it possible for Europeans to deny the 

synchronicity of other people they shared the world with, and so to refuse to 

engage with them in political terms’ (2010: 10).  A division is thus assumed and 

promulgated that is reflected in scholarly attitudes toward periodisation, which also 

seem to deny the synchronicity of research between the fields of ‘medieval’ and 

‘early modern’ studies. This seemingly subjective division reflects an ongoing 

difficulty in scholarship to maintain an unbiased, historically-informed, approach to 

issues of periodisation. There is a general propensity to repeat the periodising 

narratives of our forebears with little regard for their seemingly arbitrary origins. 

Indeed, why should everything emerging post-1500 suddenly be a form of ‘modern’, 

with an apparent lack of transition? As Bruno Latour describes: 

The adjective ‘modern’ designates a new regime, an acceleration, a rupture, 

a revolution in time. When the word ‘modern’ […] appears, we are defining, 

by contrast, an archaic and stable past. Furthermore, the word is always 

being thrown into the middle of a fight, in a quarrel, where there are 

winners and losers, Ancients and Moderns (1993: 10). 

As Latour suggests, the term is entirely relative. Latour has in mind rhetoric such as 

that of John Bale when he writes in the sixteenth century of bringing certain books 

‘out of deadly darknesse to liuely light’, from the ‘dark ages’ of the past to the 

‘enlightened’ modernity. Indeed, this argument of periodisation is based upon ‘the 

logic of supersession […] preserving, negating, and transcending rival religions and 

cultures deemed to be no longer coeval but “old” and of the past’ (Harris 15).  The 

difficulties of navigating such terminological intricacies have not been lost on 
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academics. It is seemingly impossible to refer to one’s field of study without re-

instantiating the temporalizing boundaries one wishes to avoid.  

The accepted conception of time as a forward-moving linear chronology is 

acknowledged and perpetuated because it allows us to set manageable boundaries 

and enables a strict start- and end-point focus in our research. A more abstract 

concept of temporality as cyclical, spiralling, repeating and parallel, creates 

multiplicitous challenges and conjectural tangents with which one may prefer not to 

engage. Brian Cummings’ and James Simpson’s Cultural Reformations [2010] was 

the culmination of a task set for its contributors, ‘an exercise in redrawing historical 

categories’ (2), that would see medievalists and early modernists attempt to 

address issues and texts from either side of their periodising barrier (set as the year 

1500). While ostensibly an admirable success of scholars overcoming such arbitrary 

definitions of temporality, reviews of the book were quick to point out a disparity 

between the efforts of both ‘parties’. Most positively, David Matthews reports: 

it has until now been apparently easier for medievalists to work forward 

than for early modernists to work back, leading to the sense that, at worst, 

medievalists are simply getting with the strength as the study of the pre-

modern is squeezed by the modern university. This book, with its strong 

cohort of leading early modernists, dispels that impression, and shows that 

the new periodization is here to stay, as perhaps the most dynamic 

conversation going on in this part of the discipline (472).  

However, in labelling this conversation as ‘new periodisation’ he surely undermines 

it as rather the opposite of ‘dynamic’. Instead, it re-instantiates some of those same 

periodising narratives by demonstrating that in fact, for those involved, it is easier 
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for the medievalists to work forward than the early modernists to work back. Ruth 

Morse takes the book to task on this, quoting from Margreta de Grazia’s chapter on 

‘Anachronism’ a sentence that matter-of-factly states ‘The Middle Ages, however, 

understood neither spatial nor historical distance’ (28). For all the effort of Cultural 

Reformations to open new discussions and debates that allow a more porous 

interaction between pre- and post- 1500 scholars the result is uneasy and it is clear 

that many of those involved would prefer to remain in their (periodised) comfort 

zone.  

In Stuart McWilliams’ discussion of the difficulties in using potentially 

anachronistic terminology he writes ‘there is an open question […] regarding just 

how much of a critic’s vocabulary should be historically reconstituted in order to 

provide a sufficiently sensitive linguistic apparatus’ (22). Following McWilliams’ 

approach that one may look to the original contexts for guidance, it is also 

important to reflect on Nagel’s attitude toward using less ‘loaded’ terminology in 

treating the past. He writes: 

The work of art when it is late, when it repeats, when it hesitates, when it 

remembers, but also when it projects a future or an ideal, is “anachronic”. 

We introduce this term as an alternative to “anachronistic”, a judgemental 

term that carries with it the historicist assumption that every event and 

every object has its proper location within objective and linear time (2010: 

13). 

Following Nagel, Rita Felski notes that ‘Queer theorists call for an “unhistoricism” 

open to the affinities between earlier times and our own that does not blanch at 

proximity and anachronism’ (Felski 576). As a result of periodising narratives in 



25 
 

which, as Harris puts it, ‘any historical phenomenon tends to be regarded as a 

citizen solely of one moment state’ (2), the polytemporality of a moment, of a 

material object, of a person’s identity is disregarded. When we think of ‘time’ we 

might think of a specific ‘moment, period, or age’ (Harris 2). We think of arbitrarily 

demarcated ‘blocks’ of time, such as the ‘medieval’ or ‘early modern’ occurring 

within a certain set of years, with a start and end date that neatly confines them for 

ease of study. And yet, as Harris informs us, time can also refer to an ‘understanding 

of the temporal relations among past, present and future. In this sense [time] is not 

a historical period but rather a conception, or several conceptions, of temporality’ 

(3). Temporality can be perceived as the linear progress of minutes, of the ticking of 

a clock, or the aging of a person’s body, but we would be better served by reading it 

in terms of the ‘pleats’ of time which Harris discusses. Borrowing this analogy from 

Michel Serres’ description that objects and circumstances are ‘polychronic, 

multitemporal’ and ‘reveal a time that is gathered together, and with multiple 

pleats’ (qtd in Harris 3), Harris explicates that temporality may be encountered as a 

‘folded cloth in which before and after are coeval’ (4). This analogy leads back to the 

idea of periodisation as motivated by bias or ignorance, a supersessionary act which 

places weight on the ‘newness’ of a present at the exclusion or ‘closing’ of a past. 

Harris points out there are ‘diverse relations among past, present, and future’ 

which, rather than seeing one period supersede another, permit us to see ‘modes of 

historical and cultural relationality’ instead (4). Within the analogy of the ‘pleats’, 

the past can effectively influence, and even change, the present. It can also be 

‘allowed to assume a more dialogic relation to the present, suggesting affinity and 
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proximity rather than difference and distance between elements of then and now’ 

(Harris 4).  

As per Nagel, Felski, Serres, Harris, et al., we end up following Dee’s own 

approach which does not discriminate against the writing of ‘earlier times’, but 

adjusts according to the ‘anachronic’ possibilities of temporality. This thesis will 

demonstrate that Dee embodies these temporal contradictions.  

The difficulty of maintaining an ‘anachronic’ terminology is the prevalence of 

innately periodising terms which cannot each be fully problematized and overcome 

without digressing too far from the focus of this work. For clarity I concur with 

Harris’ reasoning that he does not use the term ‘early modern’ because it ‘presumes 

a diachronic movement from the past to the present’ (20). He chooses instead to 

use ‘in the time of Shakespeare’ which he believes suggests ‘a polychronic 

alternative’ that ‘problematizes the orderly progression from the early to the 

modern’ (20). By associating temporality with a specific figure, a historical person 

(or persona perhaps), we are not restricted to supersessionary periodising 

terminology. The ‘time’ of that person, in Harris’ work Shakespeare, in mine Dee, 

becomes ‘just as much our own time’ so long as we understand that that ‘time’ is 

neither ‘identical with itself or quarantined from what sequentially precedes or 

follows it’ (Harris 20). It does, however, seem restrictive, and repetitive to reiterate 

‘in Dee’s time’, and echoes the kind of non-specificity abhorred in undergraduate 

essays which commence with the generalisation ‘in medieval times’. It also does not 

account for the co-evalness of social relationships, for Dee’s ‘time’ is also 

Shakespeare’s ‘time’, and why should one in fact supersede the other? In short, I 

acknowledge that temporality’s ‘pleats’ cannot be easily ironed out in to ‘medieval’, 
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‘early modern’, etc., but affect each other in a mutually influential way.  With this in 

mind, reference to historical ‘eras’ will generally be made to the specific century or 

relevant monarchic age (e.g. sixteenth century, Elizabethan, Tudor) as these 

demarcate temporalities to a historical moment which affects our understanding of 

the reading. Where the more ‘loaded’ periodising terms are utilised they will be 

placed in ‘scare quotes’ if there is a need to emphasis their tentative nature (e.g. 

‘early modern’). Situating my research within this framework, it is hoped that this 

thesis will contribute towards the continuing re-evaluation of the fluid boundaries 

of periodisation.  

 

‘What’s past is prologue’: Biography  

 

At this point, a very brief ‘linear’ biography of Dee will give a sense of his religious, 

political - and indeed, temporal - background.10 Born in 1527 to mercer Roland Dee 

and his wife Jane Wilde, John Dee was raised in the Catholic faith in the years just 

prior to Henry VIII’s break with Rome in 1533. Dee’s family were of modest wealth, 

enough for them to send their son to be well educated at Chelmsford Grammar 

School. Roland rose through the societal ranks to become a ‘gentleman sewer’ to 

the king, ensuring the family’s entrance to the gentry and connections to those in 

positions of power. These connections offered the young John Dee his first 

experiences with the importance of patronage and well-placed acquaintances. This 

new-found elevation in the social sphere paid for John to enter St John’s College, 

Cambridge in 1542, where he learned Aristotelian logic and philosophy, and 

                                                           
10 This biographical information is by no means extensive, and will be expanded upon throughout the 
thesis where the occasion arises. The most recent biography of Dee is Glyn Parry’s The Arch-Conjurer 
of England (New Haven and London: Yale University Press, 2011).  
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mathematics, before teaching logic and sophistry there himself. It was at Cambridge 

that the first reports of Dee’s ‘conjuring’ surfaced as a result of theatrical prowess. 

Roland’s position in the court was soon lost, a result of his continued fraudulent 

collection of fees from foreign merchants following his demotion from the position 

of the king’s Packer. The ensuing loss of financial security was a problem for John, 

who, as Glyn Parry suggests, then held a certain ‘self-perception as a leading 

European intellectual’ (14). This ‘mismatch’ between his finances and intellect 

would ‘provoke Dee into making overly ambitious requests for patronage’ (Parry 

15). Indeed, Dee sought his fortune elsewhere by leaving for Louvain where he 

studied civil law and surrounded himself with exiled Catholic thinkers. He immersed 

himself in astrology and the understanding of the universe, travelling the Continent 

and becoming acquainted with various other fields of scholarship – cabala, optics, 

languages, alchemy, navigation, and politics.  

 Dee’s fortunes, like his father’s, rose and fell depending on the social tide, 

and the changing monarchies in the years following Henry VIII’s death required him 

to demonstrate a certain political and religious flexibility in regards to his work and 

social allegiances. He was given an annuity under Edward VI in 1551, was suspected 

of treason under Mary in 1555, and was a sometime favourite of Elizabeth I upon 

her coronation in 1588, the most favourable date of which he was asked to 

ascertain. Dee was keen to be acknowledged as an intellectual and likely intended 

to rise again to the wealth and security he had known as a teenager. This 

desperation to solidify his reputation became an obsession.  

 Experiencing fame, and a certain amount of fortune during his travels on the 

Continent, Dee eventually returned to England in 1589 after a decline in his social 
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capita. He returned to an aged court, a lack of patronage, and a struggle to sustain 

his lifestyle. He was awarded the Wardenship of Christ’s College, Manchester in 

1596 but remained unhappy. Elizabeth’s death and the ascension of James I in 1603 

only created more turmoil for Dee, the stability of his income and his reputation 

once more in flux.  

Dee is perhaps most popularly known for his records of his conversations 

with angels, mentioned previously in this introduction. He was aided by several 

scryers, the most prolific of whom was Edward Kelley. These angelic ‘actions’ have 

been subject to much speculation, as to the sincerity of Dee’s motives (whether 

pious, hubristic, delusions or otherwise), and for the interest piqued by them in 

Dee’s contemporaries such Queen Elizabeth, later antiquarians such as Elias 

Ashmole, and nineteenth-century esotericists such as Aleister Crowley, and the 

members of the Order of the Golden Dawn. The continued interest in his work 

would have fascinated Dee, who was aware of his finite place in time, and feared 

for his posthumous reputation. The constant upheavals experienced by Dee – the 

Reformation and its accompanying rupture of historical continuity, the imposition of 

new monarchs and their political and religious ideologies on his work and social 

standing, the insecurity and instability of it all – ensured that he remained 

constantly aware of his place in time and society. The fracturing of time reflects 

Dee’s fractured identities. Each assumed and discarded as needed, but all forming 

aspects of the man who came to be known as the ‘Arch-Conjurer of England’. 

Perhaps the most consistent identity of Dee’s was that of collector.  
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‘To the great hurt and hindraunce of learning’: Mortlake in its (Poly)Temporal 
Contexts  
 

Dee’s ambition to master all knowledge (and by extrapolation all time) was initially 

to be attempted through the mass accumulation of books. We must therefore 

address the post-Reformation context of the ‘early modern’ library with regard to 

the antiquarian impulse to preserve those texts ‘rescued’ from sacked monastic 

libraries. Dee was one of a number of ‘early modern’ collectors who made it their 

mission to gather these discarded pieces of written history and give them back their 

meaning. It is thus necessary to situate Dee’s library at Mortlake within the context 

of these Post-Reformation ‘secular’ collectors. By engaging with scholarly debates 

on the meaning of ‘secularisation’ in the sixteenth century and building on ideas 

proposed by Jan Bremmer (2008) and by Charles Taylor (2007), it is possible to track 

the transition from the monastic library to the ‘private’ library of other antiquarians 

such as Matthew Parker to the ‘institutional’ libraries formed from such ‘private’ 

collections, i.e. those bequeathed to universities or museums.  

The ‘universal library’ for which many bibliophiles strove is difficult to 

imagine in the context of the political and religious upheavals of the ‘Early Modern’ 

era. This is particularly so for the Post-Reformation years, which ensured that the 

library, beyond its place as a ‘monument’ to history, can also be read as a site of 

nationalistic and pro-Protestant propaganda. Roger Chartier’s ‘library without walls’ 

echoes the Borgesian library of Babel. The library should be a place of universal, and 

universally accessible, knowledge that could hold the resolution to any problem. 

The library should not be a politicised site. As Chartier puts it, ‘A library is not built 
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to satisfy egotistical enjoyments’ (64). However, both Borges and Chartier 

conceived of the idealised library as a project for the future, not something viable 

for past or present cultures. 11  How is it that Tudor scholars conceptualised a similar 

idea as entirely feasible? For one, the various libraries were aimed at specific 

‘clientele’. University libraries catered to the admitted scholar; surviving monastic 

libraries for the orders they housed; and ‘private’ libraries, such as Mortlake, to a 

select group of acquaintances and students.  

 It is, of course, necessary to acknowledge the meaning of terminology such 

as ‘public’ and ‘private’ as understood in the sixteenth century, and how we might 

apply concepts such as periodisation and secularisation to that society while at the 

same time acknowledging that a polytemporal approach demands that these terms, 

as Constantin Fasolt puts it, ‘cannot be collapsed into historical neutrality’ (222). 

Indeed, there is no ‘intellectual quarantine’ (Fasolt 231) from which history can re-

emerge devoid of the connotations which modernity imposes upon it. Similarly, it 

cannot shake the ‘evidence [which] was produced by some specific human agent at 

some specific time and place’ (Fasolt 222). The fluidity of time in this respect 

ensures that while we may attempt to avoid anachronistic interpretations of the 

past it is impossible to do so, for the evidence of the past which we examine 

contains its own anachronisms of a time before it, of its own bias and self-interest 

which is unavoidable. Thus, when we interpret the past we are seeing the past’s 

interpretation of itself, and so forth; a layering of temporalities which absolves us of 

our own intellectual bias. Like all terminology, ‘public’ and ‘private’ have always had 

various social and political connotations in their usage.  

                                                           
11 It must also be noted that their comments specifically relate to ‘public’ libraries. In the sixteenth 
century the ‘public’ library was something of an anachronism, as will be discussed.  
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Morton J. Horwitz discusses the history of the private/public distinction and 

explains it as follows: 

The distinction between public and private realms arose out of a double 

movement in modern political and legal thought. On the one hand, with the 

emergence of the nation-state and theories of sovereignty in the sixteenth 

and seventeenth centuries, ideas of a distinctly public realm began to 

crystallize. On the other hand, in reaction to the claims of monarchs […], 

there developed a countervailing effort to stake out distinctively private 

spheres free from the encroaching power of the state (1423). 

The private/public line seems therefore an attempt to distinguish between various 

power-holders’ rights of ownership. In terms of the library, the ‘private’ might 

therefore represent those collections held by owners who wanted to possess them 

entirely and prevent general access. The ‘public’, or perhaps ‘semi-public’ is more 

fitting, represents the holdings of institutions where access is (somewhat) less 

restrictive. The point underpinning Horwitz’ explanation is that the public/private 

dichotomy reveals different attempts at control.12 In the case of libraries, this 

control is of the dissemination and interpretation of knowledge.  

D.C. Greetham writes that between the sixteenth and eighteenth centuries 

private collectors ‘built up very fine individual collections, which were only later to 

arrive at public depositories’ and suggests that pre-sixteenth century ‘private’ 

libraries were rare (15) with the exception of perhaps Richard de Bury and his 

collection of 1500 books (16). Many private libraries enjoyed the presence of 

                                                           
12 Kathleen Davis’ discussion of the relationship of control and sovereignty with periodisation and 
secularisation will be discussed in a later section of this introduction.  
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eminent scholars and students, usually acquaintances of the owner. Indeed, a 

system of inter-library loaning is also evident in the provenance records of 

numerous books and manuscripts.13 Contemporary accounts of medieval and 

sixteenth-century libraries and attitudes to books can be found in the works of 

many notable scholars, amongst them Richard de Bury’s tract Philobiblon (written 

1345) and Francis Bacon’s The Advancement of Learning (1605) while the library as 

a place of study and a driving force in the production of knowledge has since been 

subject to various scholarly studies.14  

In the fifteenth century, the libraria signified the ‘consolidation and 

centralization’ of book collections (Summit 2007:17) and the need to amass all 

books together to give them order and context. This developed out of the parallel 

rise in lay literacy and demand from monastic orders.15 Indeed, the Benedictines 

were given specific instruction in the acquisition and study of library material in the 

Rule of St. Benedict (Clark 1894: 14-15). It was not until the fifteenth century that 

special rooms were actually designated for books. In monasteries they used ‘book-

cupboards’ and books were kept in whichever room they would be needed. As 

Greetham puts it, ‘This was a perfectly practical organisation, of course, but it was 

hardly a system. It was dictated by convenience, not by a coherent taxonomy’ (16). 

                                                           
13A development of the thirteenth-century pecia system of the European universities. Students could 
borrow peciae, several folios of a text, to make their own copies. See Graham Pollar, ‘The Pecia 
System in the Medieval Universities’, in Medieval scribes, manuscripts & libraries: essays presented 
to N.R. Ker, eds. M.B. Parkes and Andrew G. Watson (London: Scolar, 1978), pp. 145-61. 
 
14 See for example, Paul Nelles, ‘The Library as an Instrument of Discovery: Gabriel Naudé and the 
Uses of History’, in History and the Disciplines: The Reclassification of Knowledge in Early Modern 
Europe, ed. Donald R. Kelley (Rochester University Press, 1997), pp. 41-57.  
 
15 Ivan Illich argues for the continued research into lay literacy in his article ‘A Plea for Research on 
Lay Literacy’, in Literacy and Orality, eds. David Olson and Nancy Torrance (Cambridge University 
Press, 1991), pp. 28-46. 
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By the sixteenth century, with the renewed humanist appeal to the classical text at 

the height of popularity, the library becomes something more of a stronghold for 

the written word and thus, ostensibly, for the protection of historical knowledge. 

Thus the library becomes a more defined location, both physically and 

metaphorically.  

As another method conducive to bibliophilia, the humanist imperative must 

further be mentioned. As Paul Grendler summarises:  

Princes and leaders of city governments believed that scholarly expertise 

and analysis were needed to resolve difficulties, to create solutions, and to 

attain desired goals. Humanism was essential to this attitude; its critical 

perspective and habit of seeking knowledge and inspiration from the ancient 

world honoured and supported scholarly investigation (2). 

Grendler’s explanation underlines Humanism’s active pursuit of knowledge 

although Jennifer Summit notes that the ‘ubiquitous icon’ of Humanism is that of 

the ‘scholar in his study’ (53), conjuring up images of the student protectively 

hunched over great tomes of vast knowledge. Indeed, such images of a reader and 

their toil abound in manuscript illustrations. Such a conception of ‘private’ study, 

Summit argues, was not necessarily the reality, ‘While ostensibly meant for 

secluded study, such libraries became objects of display, advertising their owners’ 

humanist credentials in a world where books and learning served as important 

social currency’ (53).16 What was the motive of collectors in opening up their private 

libraries to the select few? Was an impressive library more a marker of social 

                                                           
16 See also Anthony Grafton & Lisa Jardine, From Humanism to the Humanities: Education and the 
Liberal Arts in Fifteenth and Sixteenth-Century Europe (London: Duckworth, 1986). This aspect of 
collecting as a means of social mobility and a marker of social relationships can also be applied to the 
cult of the Wunderkammer, as will be discussed in Chapter One.  
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standing than a genuine attempt to safeguard knowledge and invite collaborative 

scholarship? And how does John Dee’s Mortlake library fit within these theoretical 

and socio-political paradigms? 

As with the issue of periodisation and anachronism, the use of the term 

‘secular’ is problematic when used in reference to sixteenth-century thought.17 Is 

the ‘secular’ a polemical extension of a specific state ideology? Or the total 

denigration of religious thought? For sixteenth-century scholars the ‘state’ and the 

‘church’ were still coterminous, only beginning to officially differentiate. Kathleen 

Davis’ work Periodization and Sovereignty [2012] has sought to understand this 

process and develop the links between both periodisation and secularisation, and 

the idea of sovereignty and control. Her discussion in the second half of the book 

centres on the application of Carl Schmitt’s secularisation theory (1922) as a way of 

understanding ‘the transference of theological concepts’ to other forms (80), those 

forms being political or of sovereign nature. As Schmitt puts it: 

All significant concepts of the modern theory of the state are secularized 

theological concepts […] because of their historical development – in which 

they were transferred from theology to the theory of the state, whereby, for 

example, the omnipotent God became the omnipotent lawgiver (qtd in 

Davis 81).  

Davis seeks to put the concepts and processes of periodisation and secularisation 

hand in hand as an often politicised act. In the context of the sixteenth century and 

the sovereignty of Henry VIII we might look to Charles Taylor’s argument that 

                                                           
17 See Jan Bremmer ‘Secularization: Notes toward a genealogy’ in Religion: Beyond a Concept, ed. 
Hent De Vries (Fordham University Press, 2008), pp. 432-437, in which he notes the term séculariser 
in sixteenth-century French means ‘the transfer of goods from the possession of the Church into that 
of the world’ (433). 
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‘secularisation’ is an offshoot of the ‘drive to Reform’ (2007: 424), often resulting in 

the repurposing and differentiation of one site to another. Taylor uses the example 

of the educative purpose of the church moving into state-run facilities (2007: 425), 

indicating the laity’s transition from church-led impartment of knowledge to 

institutional arenas such as universities and ‘public’ schooling. Thus there is an 

association between ‘secularisation’ and terms such as ‘privatisation’ or 

‘marginalisation’ of religious influence. Taylor’s illustration is particularly pertinent 

with regards to the Reformation, which serves as the main instance in the 

beginnings of separation between church and state under Henry’s rule.  

  The Dissolution of the Monasteries between 1536 and 1540 was the 

culmination of Thomas Cromwell’s efforts to ‘reform’ the monasteries at the behest 

of Henry. David Knowles remarks that Cromwell was the kingpin in ‘initiating, 

planning and expediting the downfall of the monasteries’ (89) but what was the 

purpose? Financial factors played a role. The first act of dissolution in 1536, of the 

lesser monasteries, declares in part V that ‘the King’s Highness shall have and enjoy 

to his own proper use all the ornaments, jewels, goods, chattels, and debts which 

appertained to any of the chief governors of the said monasteries or religious 

houses’ (qtd in Tanner 61). Furthermore, an extract from the confession and 

surrender of St Andrew’s Priory, Northampton in 1537 offers up ‘all manner of 

goods, jewels, ornaments, with all other manner of chattels […] to be employed and 

disposed as to your Grace’s most excellent wisdom’ (qtd in Tanner 92). (Re)-filling 

the crown’s coffers was unquestionably a motivating element when Henry’s agents 

trawled the often affluent dissolved monastic houses. However, another prevailing 

factor of this reformation was the sacking of clerical libraries in search of texts to 



37 
 

support Henry VIII’s supremacy, accompanied by the destruction of those books 

that might substantiate an opposition. Along with anything of pecuniary value, of 

the kinds noted above, they looted ‘a few of the books that might be of value for 

the royal library’ but this was not necessarily ‘those that were richest in 

illumination’ (Knowles 266), i.e. the most lavish and therefore most expensive. 

Were those books which could disrupt or maintain the historiographical status quo 

most at risk? 

John Leland was assigned the task of determining such things when, in 1533, 

he was appointed something analogous to the ‘King’s Antiquarian’.18 Glyn Parry 

notes that ‘Henry had established a Royal library, partly to compete with Francis I of 

France in collecting rare and magnificent books, and partly to collect monastic texts 

supporting his divorce and Royal Supremacy’ (40). It was Leland’s commission to fill 

this Royal Library with suitable texts.19 In his own words, written as Iohn Leylands 

new yeeres Gyft, giuen of him to King Henrie the viii, he foregrounds his mission 

‘diligently to search all the Libraries of Monasteries […] to the intent that the 

Monuments of auncient Writers […] might be brought out of deadly darknesse to 

liuely light’ (n.p). Ostensibly engaged in this ‘rescue’ of texts, the reality appears to 

have been something different. Contemporary opinion seems to have been divided 

on whether Leland was providing a service or committing sacrilege. Ralph Brooke in 

his A Discoverie of Certaine Errours (written several decades later in 1594) writes 

                                                           
18 There has been debate over what legitimacy and what role Leland actually played for the king. 
Although likely that Henry bestowed official paperwork upon him for the purpose of entering and 
scouring the libraries of monastic houses, James Carley has suggested that Leland himself ‘seems to 
have appropriated the term [King’s Antiquary] in analogy with continental humanist practices’ 
(Oxford Dictionary of National Biography). 
 
19 In fact, physically, the library was divided amongst the three royal residences of Whitehall, 
Greenwich and Hampton Court where the king had special renovations made for the arrival of these 
new books.  
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‘the reliques of industrious Leyland, to gether with his farre-fetched and deare 

bought Antiquities, I admire: almost I had saide adore, but for religion sake’ (2). His 

praise for the ‘industrious’ Leland is tempered by the pointed undertones of ‘farre-

fetched and deare bought’. Brooke is potentially casting aspersions on the 

legitimacy of Leland’s acquisition process. Contained in the same book, an 

anonymous poem entitled ‘Leylands Supposed Ghost’ is much more blatant in its 

condemnation of Leland’s actions: 

Am I deaceau’d or doth not Leylands ghost, […] |  

Complaine with ghostes of English notaries; |  

[…] | 

Bereft of Name, and sackt of Histories, | 

While (wretch) he ravisht English Libraries? | 

Ah wicked Booke-theefe whosoever did it: | 

Should one burne all, to get one single Credit? (lines 8-14). 

The suggestion is that Leland’s pretence to righteous antiquarian interest is 

undermined by the acts he committed against the libraries. Indeed, for Knowles it 

was ‘an earthy, selfish, grasping age’ (5) where material interest rules in place of 

honour and integrity. Leland’s pledge to rescue the ancient writers from darkness 

(with a possible indication to his humanist interest in the reinvigoration of the past) 

is nullified when, instead, he harvests the texts that the King requires and oversees 

the destruction of others. As James Simpson puts it, Leland ‘is himself an agent of 

the destruction of the very past he seeks to recuperate’ (2004: 17). The poet also 

highlights the connection between loss of history and the loss of a sense of self, 
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‘Bereft of Name, and sackt of Histories’. Self-identity is bound to experience and the 

destruction of books, equating to the rupturing of time, effects a loss of self.  

After Leland’s descent into insanity, former Carmelite and Protestant 

propagandist John Bale stepped in to take his place and complete the Laboryouse 

Journey. Simpson notes that in Bales’ commentary the tone is one of lamentation. 

He does not decry the destruction of the physical buildings or monastic culture but 

rather ‘deplores the attendant loss of books’ (2004: 17). Bale takes Leland’s earlier 

metaphors of darkness and light and applies them much more politically as a 

polemic against the Catholic Church (2004: 18-9). Certainly, Bale’s writing was just 

as politicised as the destruction of texts.  

These acts of vandalism quite plainly affected the nature of the library in 

Tudor England, in that they gave ‘secular’ control over what a church library could 

possess.20 As an example, the archives at several Canterbury churches (including the 

cathedral) were forced to disperse much of their medieval holdings (with the 

majority going to Oxford and Cambridge)21 and books that were permitted to 

remain were subjected to strict censorship.  One such is the Custumal of Fordwich 

(Canterbury Cathedral Archives MS. U4/26). The Custumal’s illuminated calendar 

has had the feast day of Thomas Becket excised. This likely occurred circa the 

                                                           
20 James Simpson discusses the effect of the Protestant Reformation on church reading practices, 
stating that it ‘established the literal sense as the default position’ in the reading of Scripture (2007: 
198) while allegorical and figural readings become ‘the trash and baggage stuff that through 
papistical traditions has found a way to creep in’ (2007: 198, quoting from the ‘Paraphrase of 
Erasmus on the New Testament’).  
 
21 Several also made their way into Dee’s possession and later correspondence demonstrates a link 
between Canterbury and Dee via Archbishop Matthew Parker, himself a noted bibliophile. 
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destruction of Becket’s shrine at the Cathedral.22 Josef Reinbold suggests that being 

‘motivated by a desire to undermine the authority of a religious figure who had 

defied royal authority, Henry attempted to both physically and morally remove any 

trace of Becket’ (‘A Custumal Countdown’). It appears that the Reformers saw a 

relationship between the celebratory materiality of the shrine and the textual 

commemoration of Becket in the Custumal. What implication does this have when 

we consider that the shrine’s destruction was a public affair with its material value 

yielded to the Crown’s coffers, while the excision of information from the 

manuscript was presumably a private clerical affair that might largely go unnoticed? 

The power of the library and of the book is given seemingly disproportionate weight 

and speaks to the Crown’s fear of the church’s authority being rooted and 

substantiated in texts. One might look to ‘An Acte for the Advancement of True 

Religion’, legislation brought into power in 1542/3 against the ‘seditious’ nature of 

Scriptural translation for answers. These legislative documents ‘express fantasies of 

royal control over private and domestic spaces, as well as royal control of how 

people read’ (Simpson 2007: 55). The Act argues that authority is found directly in 

Scripture, not in unscriptural church doctrine, with the phrase ‘unwritten verities’ 

used as what Simpson calls a ‘buzzword of sixteenth-century evangelical polemic’ 

(Simpson 2007: 188).  As with the Custumal, this demonstrates the royal ‘secular’ 

desire to control the possession and interpretation of knowledge.  In stocking a 

Royal Library with texts important to state affairs and obliterating opposing 

                                                           
22 http://www.canterbury-cathedral.org/2013/12/04/a-custumal-countdown-to-christmas/ Other 
MSS. with similar excisions include several held by the British Library including Royal 2 B. vii, fol. 8, 
Harley 2985, fols. 29v-30 and King's 9, fols. 38v-39 (Biggs, ‘Erasing Becket’, 2011). Sarah Biggs argues 
that references to Becket, the ‘turbulent priest’, were targeted with extra vigour due to his 
reputation for defying a king; a reputation that Henry VIII evidently did not want to be upheld and 
celebrated. 

http://www.canterbury-cathedral.org/2013/12/04/a-custumal-countdown-to-christmas/
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documentation, Henry VIII was centralising this need for control and creating a 

politicised, propagandised collection which essentially ruptured the expected 

historiographical continuum.  

The library continued to substantiate authority and provide political support 

during the reigns of Henry’s daughters. Dee was a strong advocate of the ‘rescue’ of 

the unwanted manuscripts during the Reformation. In 1556 he posited a central 

Royal Library in a supplication to Mary under the guise of supporting her claim to 

the throne (an idea he would later repurpose for Elizabeth). In Dee’s Supplication to 

Queen Mary for the recovery and preservation of ancient Writers he writes of: 

the exceeding many most lamentable displeasures, that have of late 

happened unto this realm, through the subverting of Religious houses, and 

the dissolution of other assemblies of godly and learned men, it hath been, 

and for ever, among all learned students, shall be judged, not for the least 

Calamity, the spoile and destruction of so many and so notable libraries, 

wherein lay the treasure of all Antiquity, and the everlasting seeds of 

continual excellency within your Grace’s realm (in Roberts and Watson, 

2003: 16).  

His supplication refers to the dispersal of texts after the Dissolution of the 

Monasteries and suggests that he was ‘worried that the loss of monastic 

manuscripts would undermine Catholic theology’ (Parry 41), putting a politico-

religious spin on his proposal.23 Summit’s position that ‘the process of collecting […] 

                                                           
23 Richard Deacon posits that Dee’s ‘motives in putting forward this tremendous project were wholly 
patriotic’ in that Dee had seen the ‘splendid libraries’ on the continent and bemoaned the treatment 
of manuscripts in England by comparison (35).  Deacon’s argument does not tell the full story. His 
pronouncement of Dee’s patriotism disregards Dee’s rather self-promotional attitude to allegiances, 
both personal and nationalistic (Parry 94-113).  I would instead follow Parry’s cynicism in suggesting 
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was motivated by strong political and religious interests’ (103), 24 does not account 

for Dee’s other, more personal, goals which are clearly obfuscated by his laudatory 

writing. However, Summit’s statement that post-Reformation libraries were biased 

(3), in that books were purposefully selected for inclusion based on their content, is 

pertinent. Although ostensibly an attempt to ‘rescue’ the unwanted texts of the 

Reformation this ironically creates a similar predicament to the removal and 

excision of texts by Reformers.  

Many other ‘private’ collections of antiquarians and bibliophiles were blatantly 

propagandised. The library of Matthew Parker, Archbishop of Canterbury 

succeeding Thomas Cranmer, as an example, keenly preserved those texts relating 

to Anglo-Saxon England, motivated by his pursuit of evidence for an ancient English-

speaking Church independent of Rome’s influence. Consequently, the context of the 

library remains politicised and skewed. Not only are the catalogues telling in their 

holdings but the gaps are significant in the exclusion of particular material. The 

power of the written word is epitomized when Summit writes ‘those who made 

libraries made history’ (10). Considering Dee’s goal to acquire universal knowledge 

alongside his polytemporal sensibility, the two indeed go together. In furnishing 

Mortlake with the written record of the past, Dee contains all of history within his 

                                                                                                                                                                     
that this early attempt to amass a book collection under a proposal royal directive was simply a 
means for Dee to begin scouting out the manuscripts he personally wanted to acquire (41).  
 
24 Although I refer specifically to the English monarchy and state this was certainly not an English 
phenomenon. As one other European example, Ernest Schwiebert writes of the Wittenbergs in 
Germany and notes ‘In 1533 Philip Melanchthon (who seemed to have had much to do with the 
selection of new books) wrote to Spalatin: ‘Oh, that our plan for buying a variety of books would 
seem worthwhile to the Prince. For I have heard that the Prince wishes that only theological and 
native works be purchased, yet I recall in discussing this matter in correspondence with the Prince’. 
Thus the monarchy and their personal and political interests are catered for by their foremost library 
collectors.  
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library – safeguarding it, but also controlling it. Indeed, the destruction of the 

written record has always been key to re-writing, and thus controlling the memory, 

of historical events.25 Specific attacks on libraries (Dee’s Mortlake amongst them) 

betray that in the sixteenth century there were ‘deep-seated uncertainties about 

the power of information and those who possessed it’ (Sherman 1995: 52). Thus, 

the library can be supposed to be of utmost importance as either a stronghold or a 

reliquary for this power, and a monument to the past. 

 

‘Monuments’ and the memory of the past 

 

The library as conceptualised as an ongoing ‘monument’ to history necessarily 

returns us to further issues of periodisation that must be addressed in order to 

properly contextualise the nature of bibliophilic collecting such as Dee’s. In 

regarding the library as a ‘monument’ to history it would be prudent to determine 

what is meant by this term in the ‘early modern’ period and how it applies to 

contemporary perceptions of the library’s importance to preserving historical 

record.  Robert Cawdry’s A Table Alphabeticall (1604) lists the term fairly non-

specifically as ‘a remembrance of some notable act’. Samuel Johnson’s dictionary 

(1768 ed.) similarly defines the term ‘monument’ to be ‘anything by which the 

memory of persons or things is preserved’. 

                                                           
25 Perhaps calling to mind, as an example, the burning of texts during the 1381 revolt (Crane 1992: 
204) or more recent obliterations in modern Egypt and Iraq. See Fernando Báez, A Universal History 
of the Destruction of Books: From Ancient Sumer to Modern Iraq, trans. Alfred McAdam (New York: 
Atlas Books, 2008) for a survey of such acts. 
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Johnson’s definition brings to mind a statement made by Francis Bacon, in 

his Advancement of Learning, addressed to the newly-crowned James I: 

those which are fruitfull in their generations, & haue in themselues the fore 

sight of Immortalitie, in their descendents, should likewise be more carefull 

of the good estate of future times […] Queene Elizabeth was a soiourner in 

the world in respect of her vnmaried life: and was a blessing to her owne 

times; & yet so as the impression of her good gouernement, besides her 

happie memorie, is not without some effect, which doth suruiue her. But to 

your Maiestie, whom God hath alreadie blessed with so much Royall issue, 

worthie to continue and represent you for euer: and whose youthfull and 

fruitfull bedde doth yet promise manie the like renouations (Advancement 

of Learning, 1). 

Bacon commends James I for having the foresight to ensure his lineage, and thus his 

‘immortalitie’, is secure. He describes Elizabeth as merely a ‘sojourner’ - with no 

children to sustain her line, only her ‘impression’ and ‘happie memorie’ survives. 

This suggests that while memory ‘lives on’ the intangibility of this is less than 

desirable. Material remains (in the form of offspring) are preferable to Bacon. He 

reminds the king of this when he notes that those royal ‘issue’ will themselves have 

children to continue their line, which he describes as ‘renovations’. This choice of 

phrasing is noteworthy for the imagery it evokes – of construction, and renewal in a 

physical sense. Offspring are monuments made flesh, ‘renovated’ with each new 

generation.  Indeed, they are living monuments ‘by which the memory of persons or 

things is preserved’, as Johnson would have it. Similarly, Robert Waring’s The 
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effigies of love [1680] remarked it is, ‘without any limit of time or space, we live a 

posthumous Life, either by our Friends the Guardians of our transmitted Souls, or 

our Children, Heirs of our transmitted Lives’ (74-75), and also ‘who from his Parents 

receives a short use of Life, repays him with a posthumous being, no less the Heir 

than Guardian of his transmitted Soul (33). Monuments, in the material remains of 

buildings, words, and a family line, commit the posthumous subject to posterity.  

 John Bale used the term ‘monument’ frequently in reference to books as 

‘monuments of antiquity’ throughout the Laboryouse Journey, often prefixed with 

adjectives such as ‘noble’ (39) and ‘profytable’ (61).  The concept of an ‘ongoing 

monument’ is in itself paradoxical, the ‘monument’ indicating an unchanging 

testament to history and yet the library stands as a marker of transition, the 

provenances of texts performing and articulating important historical changes. In 

regards to the medieval/renaissance divide, for example, Summit uses the 

seventeenth-century Cotton Library as a case study. She writes ‘The Cotton Library 

shows that the history of the English Middle Ages is a history of the Renaissance’ 

and argues that such collectors ‘selected, organized, preserved [and] remade 

medieval books and documents in line with their own contemporary concerns and 

fantasies about the past’ (136). However, she also concedes that ‘it equally shows 

that the English Renaissance, as represented by the Cotton Library and its users, 

was a medieval creation, since those later readers and researchers could not handle 

and archive medieval materials without also being touched and shaped in turn by 

them’ (136). History does not, and has never, existed in an intellectual vacuum.  

‘early modern’ collectors were both influencing, and influenced by, the past. In turn, 

historians impose the innate biases of ‘modernity’ upon their subjects. The Cotton 
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Library therefore becomes part of an historicising narrative. It is a polytemporal 

creation. It is not as unaffected, as ‘sanitised’ from the past as it might seem, but is 

born from it in a way that cannot be ‘secularised’ so cleanly. We might think back 

on Dee’s own use of medieval texts in his ‘early modern’ magic – they are 

inextricably linked no matter how forcibly one attempts to divide them. Like the 

texts, the library represents the strands of many temporalities coming together in 

recognisably polytemporal ways.   

Kathleen Davis, in her treatment of periodisation as partner to 

secularisation, explains that the ‘secular’ break: 

can be designated as achieved only if the time of the “sacred” has a clear 

historical referent, which cannot be supplied by the centuries considered 

transitional. A reified “Middle Ages”, made to serve as exemplar and proof 

of the “religious” or the pre-secular state, is therefore inevitably ushered in 

to act as a foil for the modern, secular, rational state (81-2). 

Reflecting upon this diachronic temporalising as a framework for understanding the 

past in both its own terms and with our ‘post-modern’ inferences, it would 

consequently be wise to adopt Margreta de Grazia’s stance that the medieval/‘Early 

Modern’ divide ‘works less as a historical marker than a massive value judgement’ 

(453); it is such value judgements that necessitate a more sensitive handling of 

periodisation. Thus, we should continue to regard the arbitrary line between the 

‘Medieval’ and the ‘Renaissance’ as permeable for the purposes of this work. 

Christian Fasolt concurs that nature of the boundary is ‘political, not historical’ 

(227), and although we may not be able to ‘abolish’ it, it can be flexed. We can 

develop a more fluid handling and interpretation of time and space which dispenses 
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with critically-constructed periodising tropes, by subsuming them in to our 

understanding that history has always remade history.   

With such periodising gestures in mind, it might be said that the Post-

Reformation library seeks to convert the ‘shrine’ of the medieval (i.e. monastic) 

library, in Jennifer Summit’s terms, to ‘serve the new intellectual aims of a 

Protestant nation’ (197). What precisely are these ‘new intellectual aims’? One 

might look to the humanist mandate to recover and reintegrate the knowledge of 

the classical past into the enlightened present.26 However, it is pertinent to 

acknowledge that while the term ‘humanist’ evokes secularist overtones in modern 

thought this perception was not shared by its advocates of the sixteenth century. As 

Alister McGrath describes, ‘early modern’ humanists were ‘concerned with the 

renewal rather than the abolition of the Christian church’ (35) and thus religion and 

Humanism are not mutually exclusive. Likewise, one might observe that further 

motivation for sixteenth- and seventeenth-century collectors was that of the 

antiquarian response to preserving the past, evidently sharing some goals with 

Humanism. Archbishop Parker, a contemporary to Dee (and to other prominent 

collectors and annotators such as Bale, Leland and Stephen Batman), took ‘great 

care to preserve medieval books as tangible links to the nation’s past’ (Summit 

2007: 103).27 As mentioned above there is plainly a more political undercurrent in 

                                                           
26 The vogue for Humanism having regained traction in England (having been more popular in 
Europe, particularly Italy, since the thirteenth-century) Knowles suggests that Humanism began in 
Italy while Henry V was in power in England and did not really infiltrate English scholarship until ‘the 
middle years of the reign of Henry VIII’ (4). 
 
27 Jennifer Summit’s argument that Renaissance bibliophiles and collectors ‘generated new protocols 
for approaching medieval manuscripts as sources of historical knowledge’ is flawed only insomuch as 
her list begins in 1575 with Archbishop Parker’s library in Cambridge. She notes Robert Cotton’s 
library (established 1588) and Oxford’s Bodleian (1602) as major influences in re-establishing the 
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the need to preserve historically valuable material to support a nationalistic agenda. 

What was the antiquarian agenda? Parker’s agenda was a strongly politico-religious 

one, ‘to prove that the Anglo-Saxon church was an apostolic foundation and that 

the Roman Catholic rite of the Norman kings […] had supplanted a legitimate and 

independent church’ (Barber 7). In so doing, he was attempting to substantiate and 

support the Elizabethan church. Parker was concerned with the preservation of 

those texts reflecting patriotic interests, with multiple Anglo-Saxon texts, historical 

chronicles, and even vernacular literature such as Chaucer. Stephen Batman, of 

Parker’s household and one of his agents and librarians, followed similar practice, 

annotating many religious devotional manuscripts, both on Parker’s behalf and for 

himself. In his work The Doome Warning all Men to the Iudgement [1583] he notes 

that the Reformers ‘diligently gathered many bookes of Antiquitie’ though ‘by 

default’ they also ‘almost utterly spoyled’ monastic libraries ‘to the great hurt and 

hindraunce of learning’, betraying a less ardent relishing of the destruction than 

Parker (qtd in Summit 109).  

Angus Vine has described antiquarianism as ‘a dynamic, recuperative, 

resurrective response to the past’ (3). The process of acquiring these books should, 

theoretically at least, uphold this recuperative response to a broken, ruptured, 

sense of the present. Francis Bacon’s Advancement of Learning addressed the 

antiquarian impulse to ‘rescue’ texts and in so doing conceal texts indirectly, by 

setting up opposing concepts between the quiet repose of the library versus active 

experimentation. He argued that the Arts were irrelevant to Science and that 

knowledge would stagnate if scholars did not re-invigorate the learning of the past, 

                                                                                                                                                                     
importance of medieval knowledge to Early Modern thought. I would, however, suggest that the 
‘protocols’ she mentions were already in the developmental stage at Mortlake at this time. 
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writing ‘Antiquity deserveth that reverence, that men should make a stand 

thereupon and discover what is the best way; but when the discovery is well taken, 

then to make progress’ (Bacon 33). The past cannot be recuperated without the 

activities of those in the present. He continued: 

men have abandoned universality, or philosophia prima, which cannot but 

cease and stop all progression. For no perfect discovery can be made upon a 

flat or a level: neither is it possible to discover the more remote and deeper 

parts of any science, if you stand but upon the level of the same science, and 

ascend not to a higher science (34).  

Here, he cautions against inertia and promotes the need for active engagement 

with knowledge.  Indeed, in his Novum organum of 1620 Bacon decided that 

libraries were actually stifling the progression of new knowledge. As Summit 

suggests, for Bacon, ‘libraries explicitly impede the production of knowledge’ and 

the ‘storage of received knowledge stifles new knowledge by inducing stupefaction’ 

(204). The suggestion is that the Reformation-era collector is interested in rescuing 

the books of monastic libraries but not in using them. This same issue of stagnation 

was debated by Reformers Cromwell, Thomas Cranmer and Alexander Alesius for 

the purpose of assigning authority to Scripture. Alesius argued that if authority is 

derived purely from a written, unchanging, text then it effectively causes ‘total 

historical arrest’ and history is doomed to repetition (Simpson 2007: 191). The 

implication in a Post-Dissolution context is that no longer could the scholar hunch 

over his text, keeping it to himself, but must engage more proactively with the book 

and expand the library to include sites for practical experiments and multi-

disciplinary approaches. If not, the collector becomes guilty of exerting the same 



50 
 

control over a book as the Reformers, restricting access and controlling content, 

and thus further rupturing the temporal continuum. Yet, as Peter Miller suggests, 

‘No attempt to reconstruct the past […] was possible without the capacity to 

envision the broken and fragmentary made whole again’ (2000: 31). In this vein, 

Meric Casaubon reflected upon the importance of the library as a monument and 

its polytemporal significance as a site of memory and posterity: 

Hee that knowes certainely […] what hath beene the particular estate, if not 

of all (since there are not bookes extant of all:) yet of most ages of the 

World, wherein they differed one from another, and wherein they agreed; 

what peculiar, and what common to every one; he doth as it were enjoy the 

memorie, of so many yeares, and so many ages past, even as if hee himselfe 

had lived all those yeares, and outlasted all those ages. Hence it is, that 

Antiquaries are so taken with the sight of old things […] because those 

visible superviving (sic) evidences of antiquitie represent unto their minds 

former times, with as strong an impression, as if they were actually present, 

and in sight as it were: even as old men looke gladly upon those things, that 

they were wont to see, or have beene otherwise used unto in their younger 

yeares, as injoying those yeares againe in some sort, in those visible and 

palpable remembrances (Use and Custom, 97-98). 

The library connects the past, present, and future in its evocation of thought, 

memory, and inspiration. We will see how Dee’s Mortlake evolved from these post-

Reformation ideologies, antiquarian impulses, and polytemporal sensitivities: a 

‘monument’ to history and an anchor in time. 
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Chapter One  

‘My chiefe and open library’: Social and Material Memories in John 
Dee’s Mortlake. 
 

 
John Dee’s library at Mortlake was a sanctuary for sixteenth-century intellectuals. It 

served as a locus in both time and place, drawing together the scholarship of the 

past and the scholars of the future. The books which rested upon its shelves did not 

rest for long. They were in constant use, disordered and disrupted by those who 

inhabited the space. The multi-temporal nature of the space was encoded in those 

very books. As John Dagenais puts it, ‘in the codex form book, we are always aware, 

peripherally, of what is to come and what has come before, of the past and the 

future of reading’ (62). This is epitomised in a marginal drawing in a manuscript held 

by the Biblioteca Nacional de España, MS 9569, fols. 7v-8r (image overleaf). The 

annotation depicts the figure of Janus, sitting between the two pages, pointing to 

paragraphs of text on both sides of the open page. As Dagenais notes, the figure is 

apt, literally looking ‘toward past discourse and future discourse, toward the past 

and future of the page, even as it sits firmly in the present (62).  
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Figure 1: Janus, Biblioteca Nacional de España, MS 9569, fol 7v-8r. 

 

The god of duality, his two faces looking in two different directions, Janus gazes at 

once to the past whilst looking toward the future. The symbolism of Janus as a 

gatekeeper, standing between two temporalities, is thus evocative of the figure of 

Dee as both arch-magus and librarian of Mortlake. A guardian of the knowledge 

contained within the walls of his library, Dee epitomises this duality, blurring the 

lines between the ‘medieval’ and ‘early modern’, between science and magic, 

between private and public. In many ways Dee’s Mortlake represented the ideals 

we associate with the ‘modern’ museum, in its charge to protect and represent the 

past in order to guide and educate the citizens of the future.28 Dee himself, along 

with his collections, have become a source of ‘collectable’ interest. Indeed, Dee and 

his library are so inter-connected that Mortlake stands in place, metonymically, for 

                                                           
28 See Randolph Starn’s ‘A Historians' Brief Guide to New Museum Studies’, The American Historical 

Review, 101.1 (2005): 68-98, for an overview of the continuing debates on the historiography of the 
museum as an institution with different (managerial, financial, and ideological) concerns than are 
generally felt by historians. For general information on the development of the public museum see 
Susan Pearce’s collections: The History of Museums, 6 vols. (London: Routledge, 1997) and Museums 
and their Development: The European Tradition, 1700-1900, 8 vols. (London: Routledge, 1999). 
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Dee’s learning and reputation. In many ways, Dee is Mortlake. His conception of self 

and of his social and intellectual status is materially expressed through the stacks of 

annotated tomes - the appeal of the collection to others, and the value placed on 

his property as a piece of ‘Dee’ paraphernalia after its dispersal, speak to an 

obsession with his reputation. 

In respect of this association, access to Mortlake was granted in expectation 

of favours, political or otherwise. To enter Mortlake was to enter in to a bond with 

its gatekeeper. One did not exist without the other. In re-imagining the ‘curation’ 

and social life of inanimate objects, including books, as they may have been in a 

sixteenth-century collection, we begin to envision the kind of socio-material 

networks and cultures that sprung up within and surrounding Dee’s library. As David 

Morgan suggests ‘[i]f culture is the full range of thoughts, feelings, objects, words, 

and practices that human beings use to construct and maintain the life-worlds in 

which they exist, material culture is any aspect of that world-making activity that 

happens in material form’ (101). If we are to use Mortlake as a microcosmic 

example of those ‘life-worlds’, its importance as a site for the production of 

knowledge in Tudor England is made clear. Dee’s Mortlake served as the crucible in 

which the frequent social interactions and material exchanges between the 

foremost men of science, navigation, alchemy, and politics of the sixteenth century 

fostered significant contributions to their fields. Moving back and forth between the 

Mortlake of Tudor England and other kinds of library and museum collections, this 

chapter will undertake to re-imagine the social and material ‘biography’ of Dee’s 

library. It will begin to associate Dee with his closest contemporaries while exploring 

the nuances of how the collection recuperates and sutures the temporal ruptures 
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experienced by them, how its contents may be perceived in relation to its social 

‘agency’, and how the curatorial process both then and now affects Dee’s 

polytemporal identities.  

 The various guises of Dee’s library - as museum and cabinet of curiosities, as 

household, as ‘research hub’ - suggest various levels of social interaction, and thus 

various material cultures that both serve and are served by this sociality. The 

exploration of Mortlake library undertaken in this chapter will draw on our 

‘modern’ conceptions of ‘collection culture’ and discuss how they apply to the 

reality of Dee’s sixteenth-century dwelling. For example, Ernst Van de Wetering 

discusses the kind of assumptions that we make based solely on what we ‘already 

know’ and our acceptance of ‘norms’ such as glass cases, or ‘protective layers’.29 

We as ‘moderns’ suffer from a kind of ‘alienating condition’ (De Wetering 105).30 

Our perceptions have been formed by museum curators from childhood and so we 

innately form assemblages of artefacts based on how we feel they should be 

organised; by fabrication, by usage, by religious significance, by approximate age. 

Daniel Miller suggests that there are two divergent threads when we theorise 

materiality. The first is but ‘a vulgar theory of mere things as artefacts’ (Miller 2005: 

3). That is, we take items at face value and assign meaning based on what is visible 

and what is known of the item. The second is a based on a cluster of theories 

                                                           
29 Thomas Hardy’s ‘In the British Museum’, included in Dudley, pp.164-5, describes this effect. The 

poem contemplates a museum-sanitised piece of stone, meaningless except for the short curator’s 
blurb. Hardy’s narrator cogitates on the prior ‘sociality’ of the stone, contemplating how it stood and 
‘echoed / The voice of Paul’ as he preached. For Hardy’s narrator the stone has lost its agency 
because it has lost its ‘social’ connection to culture. Its new place in the museum resigns its status to 
mere ‘artefact’.  
 
30 See Bruno Latour, We Have Never Been Modern (England: Longman, 1993) on the distinctions 
between our ‘modern’ perceptions of the past and the perceptions of our historical ancestors. 
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derived from Bruno Latour and Alfred Gell ‘with a greater emphasis upon the nature 

of agency’ (Miller 2005: 3). Miller continues by suggesting that the term materiality 

needs to ‘encompass both the colloquial and philosophical’ (2005: 3). We might 

associate the material with artefacts but ‘this definition soon breaks down as we 

move on to consider the large compass of materiality, the ephemeral, the 

imaginary, the biological, and the theoretical’ (Miller 2005: 4). The second of 

Miller’s theories, and the most relevant to Mortlake, draws on Latour’s discussion 

of ‘associability’.31 The agency of a material object, as Miller and Latour suggest, 

appears based on provenance and beyond that, usage. For ‘[t]o be accounted for, 

objects have to enter in to accounts. If no trace is produced, they offer no 

information to the observer and will have no visible effect on other agents’ (Latour 

2005: 79). So, if an object is appropriated purely for aesthetic reasons, an objet 

d’art, to be placed on display but never again touched, it is devoid of agency. David 

Morgan writes that ‘[a]s a field of inquiry, material culture assumes that meaning 

does not inhere in things, but is activated by them. Meaning is a complex process of 

interaction […]’ (Morgan 101). This is specifically meaningful in a museological 

context. Latour and Morgan’s position is that an object becomes an agent through a 

filter of sociality.  

  Taking first the status of Mortlake as library, with specific reference to its 

book and manuscript holdings, we might consider Latour’s comment that ‘objects 

appear associable with one another and with social ties only momentarily’ (Latour 

2005: 80). For the library, however, this is problematic. The written word may 

                                                           
31 In which Latour’s goal is ‘redefining sociology not as the “science of the social”, but as the tracing 

of associations. In this meaning of the adjective, social does not designate a thing among other 
things […] but a type of connection (Latour 5).  
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always be continuous. John Dagenais describes our ‘implicit notion of [the] page as 

a fixed and finished product’ (38) as reductive to the qualities of the book. He 

suggests instead that we ‘see these pages as in process, as in motion, now […] as 

organic and therefore situated, as are we, in time and space’ (39). Dagenais’ theory 

complicates Latour’s definition that a book containing a person’s thoughts and the 

possibility for transhistorical debate in the form of annotations, loses all agency 

when closed and replaced on a shelf. Does the closed book then become an 

artefact? Does it only regain agency when opened and read again? Latour concedes 

that ‘when objects have receded into the background for good, it is always possible 

– but more difficult – to bring them back to light by using archives, documents, 

memoirs, museum collections, etc., to artificially produce, through historians’ 

accounts, the state of crisis in which [they] were born’ (Latour 2005: 81). Therefore, 

for a book to have continuous agency it must enter somehow into social interaction. 

The dispersal of Dee’s books, containing material expressions of self in the form of 

marginal annotations, signatures, and dates, encouraged this pivotal interaction.   

 

‘My poore cottage’: Mortlake  

On a stone wall in St Mary the Virgin’s church in Mortlake, a suburb of London on 

the south bank of the River Thames, a modern plaque proclaims ‘Near this place lie 

the remains of John Dee MA, Clerk in Holy Orders, 1527-1609, Astronomer, 

Geographer, Mathematician, Adviser to Queen Elizabeth I’. This small memorial is 

all that reminds the modern visitor of one of Mortlake’s most famous residents.32 If 

                                                           
32 Lorraine Daston has carried out some archaeological work to determine the exact position of 

Dee’s house. Findings were inconclusive but she theorises a likely position, see ‘Insights into the 
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we walk along the high street, to a distance not far from the church, we arrive at a 

site that in the nineteenth century was a female boarding school. Prior to the 

school, a tapestry works operated on the same spot. Before that, the site was 

occupied by a modest house with surrounding tenements and gardens, owned by 

the widowed Jane Dee (née Wild). Subsequent to her death in October 1580 the 

house was acquired by her middle-aged son, John Dee, who writing his daily 

observances in his diary on 15 June 1579 notes ‘my mother surrendred Mortlak 

howses and land, and had state geven in plena curia ad terminum vitae’ (Private 

Diary). Dee had been living there prior to owning the estate. During legal cases of 

1565, he is described as ‘of Mortlake’, perhaps spending time at his mother’s house 

due to its proximity to the Court (Parry 70). This rather unassuming dwelling was to 

shelter the greatest Tudor library in England, a veritable amalgam of intersecting 

fields of interest and scholarly schools of thought, which grew exponentially in both 

size and repute, leading Frances Yates to make the claim that ‘[t]he whole 

Renaissance is in this library’ (1969: 12).33 

                                                                                                                                                                     
development of medieval and post-medieval riverside buildings at Mortlake’, Surrey Archaeological 
Collections, 91 (2004): 231–261. See figure 2 overleaf. 
  
33 Yates is correct, but her all-encompassing view is actually narrower than she intends, for Dee’s 

library did not contain ‘only’ the whole of the Renaissance but much earlier texts as well.  
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Figure 2: Mortlake. Site and trench location. (© Crown Copyright. NC/2004/33611), Daston 232. 
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 Little is known of the physical buildings and so we must undertake to 

intellectually map the probable layout based upon what is known of the area and 

buildings of a similar age and purpose. Necessarily, we must add a little of our own, 

informed, imagination. Glyn Parry describes it thus:  

Dee’s rambling house at Mortlake stood right beside the Thames. So every 

day his celebrated library, his alchemical laboratories, his private rooms for 

angel magic, his gardens and outhouses that sustained a large household, his 

many visitors and students, were permeated by the miasmic smell of the 

Thames shore ‘vilely stinking, at the Ebb (123-4). 

Parry’s depiction nicely encompasses the historically verifiable alongside the 

imagined reality of sixteenth-century riverside life in his evocative description of the 

library’s busy social culture and hints at some of the rooms through which we must 

mentally traverse. Charlotte Fell Smith writes ‘At the end of the eighteenth century, 

a large panelled room with red and white roses, carved and colored, was still in 

existence’ (23). Whether this remained from an original room of Dee’s house, or 

was an addition of the tapestry-works who converted the house is unconfirmed, 

though a household adorned with the Tudor rose seems emblematic of a man loyal 

to his Tudor queen. This room was likely the main hall; the most-used room of the 

Tudor household, a style maintained from later medieval buildings as the Dee home 

may have been. If the architecture of the main buildings was late medieval we 

might assume that the Dees gradually adopted the new Tudor styles in 

ornamentation and decoration over the years, such as the rose panelling. John 

Alfred Gotch’s Early Renaissance Architecture in England (1901) claims that many 

buildings were structured around a ‘court’ area, with visitors arriving through a 
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tower or enclosed entrance in to this courtyard. However, the main nucleus of the 

house was the afore-mentioned hall. From the hall were passages and doorways 

leading to the main cluster of rooms found in all Tudor homes, namely the kitchen 

and any pantries, and the private family parlour. The hall provided the main 

thoroughfare to all other areas in the building and was not only for receiving guests 

but entertaining and dining. From the hall the upper floors could be reached by one 

or more sets of stairs. The hall, then, is as good a place to start as any.  

 The interior of a main room at Mortlake, potentially the hall area, has been 

imagined in Henri Gillard Glindoni’s (1852-1913) painting ‘John Dee Performing an 

Experiment before Elizabeth I’ (Wellcome Library no. 47369i; Figure 3). It depicts 

diamond parquet flooring, dark wood panelling with a painted mural on one wall 

and a curtained doorway leading off to another appendixed room. Around the room 

are placed some books, a globe, an hourglass and a taxidermied crocodile hanging 

from the ceiling. This non-contemporary depiction of the house’s interior 

represents elements of typical Tudor decoration such as the flooring and walls. As 

Maurice Howard notes, ‘early Tudor rooms were low-ceilinged and lit by long, low 

windows […] commentators made constant reference to the meanness and 

darkness of late medieval and early Tudor houses’ (109). Glindoni then adds 

components which seek to make this ‘Dee’s house’, through everything known of 

him. The books and instruments represent the reputable library while the sideboard 

cabinet with plates and jugs upon it speak to the fact that his house was indeed a 

working home and household. Perhaps most interesting is the suspended crocodile. 

Maria Zytaruk remarks that Seville cathedral similarly displayed crocodile corpses as 

‘emblems of evil’ and that ‘religious and secular influences lay behind such practices 
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as the suspension of crocodiles and other reptiles from the collector’s ceiling’ (3). 

The crocodile is also associated with deception (‘crocodile tears’) as per 

Shakespeare’s 2 Henry VI:  

Free lords, cold snow melts with the sun's hot beams.  

Henry my lord is cold in great affairs,  

Too full of foolish pity, and Gloucester's show  

Beguiles him as the mournful crocodile 

With sorrow snares relenting passengers,  

Or as the snake roll'd in a flowering bank,  

With shining chequer'd slough, doth sting a child  

That for the beauty thinks it excellent (III.i. 1507-14). 

 The disguise, or deception, of the crocodile and the snake is apposite in relation to 

Dee’s reputation. In the Wellcome’s descriptive note on Glindoni’s painting they 

suggest that Dee was originally surrounded by a circle of skulls which were later 

painted over, a change of heart in representing Dee as a conjurer of the dark arts. 

However, the crocodile, with its potentially charged connotations, remains.  Zytaruk 

also notes that a crocodile features in the frontispiece to Ferrante Imperato’s Dell’ 

Historia Naturale (1599), a depiction of the apothecary’s cabinet of curiosities 

(Figure 4).34 The crocodile’s above association with the passing of time ‘cold snow 

melts with the sun’s hot beams’, as well as intellectual ineffectualness ‘cold in great 

affairs’, makes it a fitting addition to the cabinet. Glindoni represents Dee in the 

garb and surroundings of his own temporality but acknowledges the changing 

opinion of Dee’s reputation over time by reconsidering the inclusion of the skulls. 

                                                           
34 Note also the zoological capaciousness of Imperato’s cabinet, representative of the cultures of 
collections here discussed. The universality of the cabinet speaks to the goal of universal knowledge.  
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This iteration of Mortlake will be explored further as this chapter continues. With all 

these numerous rooms, passages, screens, and appendices – where exactly in the 

household layout was Dee’s library? And how was it arranged?  

 

Figure 3: Henri Gillard Glindoni, John Dee Performing an Experiment before Elizabeth I [Oil on canvas, 152 x 
244.4 cm], London, Wellcome Library no. 47369i, (Date <1913). 

 

 

Figure 4: Engraving from Ferrante Imperato, Dell'Historia Naturale (Naples: 1599). 

 

http://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/commons/2/27/Glindoni_John_Dee_performing_an_experiment_before_Queen_Elizabeth_I.jpg
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Dee resided in the house at the end of his mother’s life but with no record of 

her own bibliographical interests, if any, it cannot be said with any certainty if the 

house had a designated library room prior to her death and Dee’s subsequent 

ownership of the estate. It is possible that his books were initially in storage, kept in 

their travelling trunks, or stacked in whichever room had space for them. The 

‘Bibliotheca Mortlacensis’ may have come in to being somewhat gradually at first, 

but Dee’s acquisition of books was anything but. Parry notes that ‘by late 1555 Dee 

owned sixty-eight printed books and eight manuscripts’ (40) while Dee later 

estimated the total number of titles he owned at ‘neere 4000’ and in 1583 his own 

catalogue listed nearly 200 manuscripts and thousands of printed books. If these 

figures are reliable then in the thirty years between it is evident how voraciously 

Dee acquired new texts. Comparatively, Cambridge University’s library in 1582 held 

approximately 451 books and manuscripts combined (Stern 194). D.C. Greetham 

notes that at their height the great cathedral libraries of Bury St Edmunds held 

approximately 2000 volumes, Canterbury the same, and Syon around 1400 (16). 

Mortlake’s collections were thus more extensive than even these notable 

institutional holdings. In ‘private’ libraries, the nearest in size was that of Lord 

Lumley whose library boasted some 2800 volumes, the majority of which were 

gathered by 1596 (French 44). Therefore, Dee’s count of 4000 works, nearly a 

quarter of a century before Lumley’s, demonstrates a fuller and more varied 

catalogue than the closest comparison.35  

                                                           
35 It must be noted that Dee recorded the separate ‘texts’ and therefore more than one text would 

likely be bound in a volume. More recent estimates of his catalogue take this into account and 
conclude that his original description was indeed accurate (French 44, James 18).  
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 The rapid expansion of contents for his library led to the conversion and 

purchase of rooms and outhouses on his land. Nicholas Clulee remarks that there 

were four or five rooms filled with books and that Dee ‘also seems to have added 

rooms to the original house to accommodate his great and expanding personal 

library’ (2012: 438). This would indicate that there was no pre-designated library 

space in the original building. Indeed, Dee writes of ‘the building of new, and 

ordering of former buildings to my purposes’ (qtd in Roberts and Watson 197), 

suggesting that although the building’s architecture did not originally accommodate 

for a specific library room, Dee was pro-active in procuring the necessary space 

through the amalgamation of old and new, past and present. On 21 May 1593 he 

writes in his diary, ‘I bargained with and bowght of Mr. Mark Perpoint, of Mortlak, 

that next mansion howse with the plat, and all the appurtenances abowt it’ (44). 

Dee was perhaps planning a further expansion on to next door’s land at this point 

but was seemingly plagued by his neighbour’s inconsistencies.36 Rather than 

building to the architectural trends for library rooms, it seems plausible that the 

books would have been arranged to fit the house, and not the rooms built 

specifically to house the books. Comparative libraries of the time, mainly from 

monastic sources or university libraries, do not then necessarily give us a three-

dimensional idea of how Mortlake would have been arranged. However, Julian 

Roberts and Andrew Watson have provided some figures which help to understand 

                                                           
36 22 June 1593 ‘Perpoint refused to perform the bargayn. Deus bene vertat!’. The diary continues to 

reference Perpoint’s reluctance to complete the deal and Dee’s increasing frustration. It must also 
be pointed out that this falls after the ransack of Mortlake. Even with missing books and instruments 
Dee intends to re-build and expand the library.  
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just how much space the library would need to have occupied.37 When we imagine 

these books arranged in a room not necessarily purpose-built, such as the libraries 

they mention, the books likely occupied a much more cramped space and probably 

not in a grand, aesthetically-pleasing manner. 

 Eric Garberson’s study of the ‘space of knowledge’ reveals that from the late 

sixteenth century a very common arrangement was the ‘wall-system’ library where, 

floor-to-floor ceiling cases are arranged against the walls with only low 

furnishings in  the centre of the room. Persons entering or circulating in this 

unbroken space thus  perceive the room and its furnishings as an 

uninterrupted whole and can survey the books arrayed against the walls 

with one continuous sweep of the eyes (105).  

He suggests that this arrangement ‘was determined in large part by current 

architectural styles and served princely ostentation’ (Garberson 105). This is 

perhaps fitting if Mortlake was renovated to add space for books according to the 

standing architecture,38 but as noted above the number of books versus the 

available space may not necessarily have permitted that sense of ‘princely 

ostentation’. Mortlake, as a household and ‘working’ library may have been more 

concerned with utility than appearance. So, what kind of taxonomy, if any, did Dee 

employ in the organisation of his library? We must look to his 1583 catalogue for 

answers. Two autograph catalogues of his library exist, dated 6 September 1583, 

                                                           
37 If we estimate 500 of Dee’s books to have been folio sized, a wall of similarly sized books in 

Oxford’s Old Bodleian Library’s Arts End holds around 750 (Roberts and Watson 22).  
 
38 There is also a connection between Garberson’s reference to ‘princely ostentation’ and the 

cabinet of curiosities which will be discussed in due course.  
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prior to his journey to Poland with Albrecht Laski.39 These are Cambridge, Trinity 

College MS. 0.4.20 and London, British Library MS. Harley 1879. A shorter 

autograph list is found in London, British Library Add MS 35213. The catalogue used 

for reference here is the Cambridge manuscript, facsimiled in Roberts and Watson’s 

John Dee’s Library Catalogue (1990).40 Frances Yates notes that ‘The arrangement of 

the catalogue is partially systematic though the system varies […] Nevertheless 

there is nothing haphazard about the catalogue; the entries are clearly written and 

usually include date and place of publication as well as author and title’ (1969: 10). 

Indeed, the catalogue itself is painstakingly replete with detail, written in Dee’s own 

hand, and documenting the titles in Latin. Roberts’ and Watson’s suggestion is that 

when he first occupies Mortlake the books are arranged by size, consistent with 

Garberson’s study, as the first 1400 entries in the catalogue appear to be a shelf list. 

However, this method is seemingly abandoned when he separates some ‘specialist’ 

books. Roberts and Watson believe that when sequences of similar subject matter 

appear in the catalogue this may not suggest an organisational structure, but rather 

the topic that held Dee’s interest for a period of book acquisition/block purchasing. 

For example, Hebrew books only appear for a period in the 1560s, perhaps to 

facilitate an interest in cabalistic practices. Dee seems to have abandoned his study 

of Hebrew quickly and the books are almost without annotation (Roberts and 

Watson 11). The catalogue suggests that books are divided between bound and 

unbound copies, while manuscripts ‘do not seem to have been arranged by either 

                                                           
39 Dee’s consistency in dating his books speaks to Dagenais’ discussion, that a dated piece of text 
carries ‘a sort of self-awareness of its existence in time and space’ (43).  
 
40 The manuscript has  recently been digitised at 

<http://sites.trin.cam.ac.uk/james/viewpage.php?index=773> 
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size or subject and were perhaps shelved horizontally in the medieval manner’ 

(Roberts and Watson 22). Although, this suggestion would lead us to expect titles or 

shelf marks written across the text-block itself as a finding aid, in the same way Dee 

‘claims’ certain of his books with a signature across the outside of the pages.41 

Again, the probability seems to be that the library was arranged without concern for 

an aesthetic coherence. 

 According to William Sherman, Dee was indeed indifferent to the visual 

appearance of his books; Sherman cites Samuel Pepys’ seventeenth-century 

collections with their perfectly uniform volumes as an antithesis to Dee’s cluttered 

space (1995: 31). D.C Greetham mentions Cotton’s library as an example of 

organisation by ‘fanciful methods’ (18), with manuscript shelf marks based on the 

name of which Roman Emperor’s bust graced the alcove where it was stored.42 

Even such ‘fanciful’ methods seem better articulated than those of Mortlake. 

Garberson’s study suggests that: 

Systematic arrangement, however incomplete or imperfect, allowed users, 

or the  librarian, to find books on the shelves without the aid of a catalogue. 

Shelf-marks were not always employed […] and were tied directly to a 

physical place either on a given shelf or within the sequential series of book 

classes. Separation of formats, although not universal, was the norm […] 

taller, heavier folios on the lowest, tallest shelves and smaller formats in 

                                                           
41 A lovely example is that found on Dee’s copy of Plato, translated by Marsilio Ficino, now 

Cambridge, St John’s College Cc.2.16. Dee has written ‘IOHN DEE’ across the bottom of the text-
block, subscripting the final ‘e’ and extending a Greek omega above Iohn.  
 
42 For a discussion of the difficulties of organisational methods continuing right through until the 
nineteenth-century see David M. Stewart’s ‘The Disorder of Libraries’. The Library Quarterly: 
Information, Community, Policy, 76.4 (2006): 403-419.  
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shelves decreasing in height towards the ceiling produced an even, 

harmonious appearance further enhanced by uniform bindings (105-6). 

The idea that shelf-marks could be tied to a physical place affirms the Cottonian 

method as the norm. However, none of Dee’s books thus far catalogued retain any 

such marking to suggest a similarly employed method of organisation. In opposition 

to Garberson’s comment that a harmonious appearance was achieved by uniformity 

in binding, as per the 1583 catalogue there was no standard of uniformity in the 

bindings of Dee’s texts, no known consistent method of storage, and many books 

lacked external markings entirely, meaning that, as Sherman notes: 

A visitor would have been utterly dependent upon Dee’s guidance – which is 

no doubt just how he wanted things. The value of the collection cannot, in 

this sense, be separated from the presence of Dee; and the apparent 

disorder and inaccessibility of the library were quite possibly part of its 

design, since they served to make the librarian indispensable (1995: 32).  

The inextricability of the librarian and the library, and a rather idiosyncratic form of 

‘organisation’, is reminiscent of Dee’s interest and practice in cabalistic numerology 

and steganography, both designed to veil information that can only be revealed to a 

‘worthy’ initiate.43 In certain of Dee’s private diary entries we see brief remarks 

encrypted through a variation of a substitution cipher. Instead of replacing the 

letters with another letter of the same alphabet Dee instead transliterates the 

roman letter to its closest equivalent in the Greek alphabet. An entry on 11 

                                                           
43 According to Peter French ‘Dee was so excited about obtaining the cryptographical and magical 

Steganographia by the alchemist Trithemius, Abbot of Sponheim, that he spent ten straight days 
copying it’ (52). The copy in the National Library of Wales, Peniarth MS 423D has been identified as 
being in Dee’s hand. See also the use of symbols as being self-reflexive, discussed in Chapter Three.  
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February 1582 notes in Dee’s ‘coded’ Greek translates as ‘Her majesty asked me 

obscurely of monsieur’s state’, referring perhaps to the Duc D’Alençon, who was 

courting the queen. Other such sensitive information was recorded (meticulously) in 

the same manner. In 1587, during which the ‘angels’ were pressing the importance 

of ‘cross-matching’ upon Dee and Edward Kelley there occurs many instances of the 

cipher. The Greek letters transliterate to ‘Jane had them’, until some months later 

‘Jane had them not’ (17 June 1587). Michael Martin suggests the birth of a son, 

Theodore, some months after, alongside Dee’s interest in horoscopes, to indicate 

that these ciphers refer to Jane’s fertility cycle (2014: 45). The questionable 

paternity implied by the ‘wife-swapping’ timeline (Martin 2014: 45), and the 

Queen’s romantic liaisons in the previous example, indicate that the Greek cipher 

was used for the disguised recording of delicate material. As for an origin to the 

cipher, it correlates to ideas found in Johannes Trithemius’ treatise Steganographia, 

a manuscript copies of which Dee purchased in 1563, prior to its subsequent 

publication in 1606. He was familiar with Trithemius’ earlier works and owned 

others in both manuscript and print form.44 Dee describes the Steganographia as 

‘so needfull and commodious, as in humayne knowledge, none can be meeter’ 

(Letter to William Cecil, 16 February 1562/3).45 The Steganographia is ostensibly a 

book on magic which explains the process of concealing messages in such a way 

that they do not attract attention. If a code looks too much like a code it will 

inevitably draw scrutiny, but if a code is ciphered in such a way that it becomes 

                                                           
44 Number 897 in Roberts & Watson catalogue, for example, is Trithemius’ Liber octo quaestionum 
(1534). 
 
45 Transcribed in R.W. Grey, Philobiblon Society Bibliographical and Historical Miscellanies 1 (1854): 
1-16.  
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enmeshed in the expected appearance of its vehicle it will not. Dee’s use of Greek 

characters to encode messages would look simply like any other ‘real’ Greek 

annotation that frequented the margins of his books. In the context of the diary 

entries then he could continue to keep track of daily events and interactions but 

conceal those most private through an extra level of textual obscurity.   

 As a keeper of Elizabeth’s personal secrets46 and as a practitioner of 

‘occultism’47 who might draw suspicion, one can easily appreciate why Dee would 

keep his library in a state that only he could understand and to which only he held 

the ‘key’. It is therefore quite possible that his (lack of) an organisational standard 

indeed reflects his more esoteric interests. Garberson surmises that ‘Ordered 

arrangement promoted not only retrieval […] but also study, by demonstrating the 

place of each book in the whole of knowledge’ (106). Although Mortlake does not 

seem to follow Garberson’s ‘rules’ precisely, did Dee taxonomise his books in a way 

that reflects his regard for some as more important or worthy than others? 

Garberson notes that many bibliophiles invoked the use of visual-spatial metaphors 

in which ‘the conceptual order of the books is equivalent to their actual 

arrangement in the real space of the library’ (107). This kind of ‘ideological’ 

arrangement seems consistent with Sherman’s conclusion, above, that the 

collection cannot be entirely separated from Dee.  

 

                                                           
46 Indeed, if we are to give any credence to Richard Deacon’s conspiracy theories, then Dee was the 
007 namesake of Ian Fleming’s modern day spy James Bond.  
 
47 Although I use this term with scare quotes in place to denote its problematic, but conveniently all-
encompassing, connotations.  
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The Art of Memory 

The connection between the librarian as the guardian and the gatekeeper to a 

repository of knowledge recalls the Janus figure with which we began, while the 

‘ideological’ or ‘metaphorical’ system of organisation recalls the Art of Memory 

trope as discussed by Frances Yates [1966], Mary Carruthers [1990], and Jennifer 

Summit [2008].  The operation of mentally walking through a series of rooms to 

recall their contents and the associated facts or knowledge, is physically 

represented in the procession through the library house, akin to our ‘walk-through’ 

of Mortlake in this chapter. The gatekeeper’s need to recall the positioning and 

placement of specific texts creates an association between the mental and the 

physical. This art is referred to by Mary Carruthers as a ‘mnemotechnique’ (1990: 

162) and more specifically as an ‘architectural mnemonic’ (1990: 89), based on 

classical techniques employed by Cicero and his contemporaries, thus predating the 

‘Renaissance’ iterations by centuries. In the thirteenth century, ‘the architectural 

method enjoyed a revival, being commended as the best method by both Albertus 

Magnus and Thomas Aquinas’ (Carruthers 1990: 122). With Dee’s particular interest 

in Magnus, this technique could certainly be one potential inspiration for the lay-

out of the library. However, Carruthers notes that ‘a locus should be of a size 

neither greater nor smaller than what the eye can take in at a single glance’ (1990: 

131). For Mortlake house, where we know there to be four of five separate rooms 

replete with books, rather than one cohesive space, this system may not have been 

very effective. Another variation of the ars which Carruthers also discusses is the 

use of diagrams and ‘imaging’ as conducive to memorisation. She uses the example 

of the medieval bestiary and its accompanying images to explain how ‘mental 
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imaging, the systematic forming of “pictures” that would stick in the memory and 

could be used […] to mark information’ (1990: 127) was an alternative (although 

closely related) to the architectural technique. This form of memoria is based upon 

the mental image of a book, rather than a locum, where one would enact the 

‘“decoration” of one’s “mental book”’ (1990: 127) as a basic extrapolation of 

mnemotechnique. If we consider Dee’s use of diagrams, symbols and sigils in his 

published works, e.g. the Monas Hieroglyphica, we can begin to see that this 

technique might have appealed to the magus. Even more suggestive are the 

‘doodles’, the hand-drawn images, found littered across manuscripts written and 

annotated in Dee’s hand. The illustrations of the items the ‘angels’ discuss in Dee’s 

diaries of their conversations, for example, a three-tiered crown, indicate that Dee 

may have been a visual learner and employed these kinds of tropes to recall facts 

and infer meaning, in this case of the important communiques with the angels.  

 Therefore, the Art of Memory trope seems as if it should be of particular 

importance in regards to the layout of Mortlake’s library as Dee, in his guise of 

‘archmagus’, would likely have employed variations of the systems in his magical 

and occult philosophies. The level of secrecy and the need for intuition to 

comprehend the truth shares similarities with his fascination with Trithemius’ 

steganographic techniques mentioned above. Frances Yates promoted the 

particular occult angle in her Art of Memory and Patrick Hutton notes that for her, 

mnemonic schemes were ‘paradigms of the structure of cosmic forces’ and that 

‘some Renaissance philosophers [including Dee] used it as a magical method with 

which to uncover hidden harmonies between earthly and transcendental spheres’ 

(11). This is of importance when one considers that Mortlake served as both ‘public’ 
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and ‘private’ space, housing both ‘scientific’ and ‘magical’ texts. Summit explains 

how the art of memory ‘encourages us to compare the interior of the library with 

the interior of the mind, the ordering of books and documents with the mental 

arrangement of memories and thought’ (1). This complements the fact that Dee’s 

library was quite literally his place of work, research and daily life, being part and 

parcel of the family home. He lived in his library, both physically and mentally, and 

so the connection between the ‘ordering of books’ with ‘the mental arrangement of 

memories’ is plausible. As Summit continues ‘The English library becomes the 

internal structure of the human brain; and its contents, the substance of human 

memory itself’ (206). Aside from the metaphorical application of the Art of Memory, 

libraries could be physically organised according to mnemonic devices. Sherman 

reveals that, ‘One of the classic mnemonic schemes involved the assignment of 

objects to different places within a building, which would then be ‘walked through’ 

in the mind of the speaker’ (1995: 33). Sherman is here referring to the Loci 

method, a system of mental spatial development that is more frequently examined 

in the fields of psychology and neuroscience.48 Thus the ‘metaphor’ becomes a very 

real scientific paradigm. Mortlake is therefore the ideal site for the use of 

mnemonic schemes in its organisation, bridging different fields of scholarly interest 

in the same manner as the philosophers who used such devices to seek 

‘correspondences between […] imaginary paradigms and the ideal forms of the 

cosmos’ (Hutton 11).  

                                                           
48 See W. Holzapfel ‘The relationship between theoretical memory psychology and art of memory: a 
historical analysis’ for a scientific perspective. 
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 If this technique is centred on metaphorical connections and mental acuity, 

why then did Dee see the necessity in creating a physical catalogue of his books? 

Having witnessed the effect of the desolation and destruction of monastic libraries 

during the Dissolution, and being an avid collector of those ‘rescued’ texts that he 

could source, it is probable that he was all too aware of the ease with which books 

could be lost forever. Garberson quite plainly suggests that any compendia made 

during the sixteenth century ‘guarded against catastrophic loss, like that suffered by 

the learning of antiquity’ (111)49 and that the concern was ‘[p]rimarily one of 

preservation, […] linked to larger questions of cultural or collective memory’ (111). 

Again, the destruction of manuscripts during the Reformation would be fresh in that 

cultural, collective memory. Returning to the idea of the library as a ‘monument’ to 

history, as discussed in the Introduction, Dee’s concern with preserving these texts 

serves as a means to re-connect temporalities ruptured by the effects of the 

Reformation, a means to re-establish a thread from the past to the present to the 

future. This rupturing is, of course, subjective in some ways, for a ‘master’ 

temporality determines there is no ‘real’ break. The linearity of history flowed on as 

it always had. Yet, the social, religious, and political disconnect from the past 

created a cultural shift, an awareness that something important had been lost, or 

had diverged from temporal expectation. There is a certain artificiality in this action 

of recuperation. It is spurred by the prerogative of the agent, to (re)organise history 

in a way which makes it palatable and re-establishes a continuum. It is a 

                                                           
49 One such compendium is Conrad Gesner’s Biblioteca Universalis in 4 volumes (1545-49), compiling 

all known books in Greek, Latin and Hebrew during the first century of printing. Gesner followed 
Johannes Trithemius’ systems of cataloguing and was a forerunner to Francis Bacon. Dee visited 
Gesner in Zurich, in April 1563 as Parry notes (52), and as is mentioned in some of Dee’s diary 
scribbles in the margins of his volumes of Stadius’ Ephemerides (Oxford, Bodleian, MSS. Ashmole 487 
and 488). 
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polytemporal act which seeks to bridge the past and the future. Dee’s own 

familiarity with temporal rupturing (particularly those of changing monarchical 

regimes and the accompanying religious, political, and social traumas), and his 

attempts at recuperating those breaks through the preservation of books, speaks to 

his own fear for the loss of knowledge. Such fears were realised when, during his 

continental absence, many of his books and instruments were indeed destroyed 

and pilfered, the significance of which will be discussed in due course. Prior to the 

ransack several ‘excellent jewells’, including material artefacts other than books, 

featured in his collections. 

 

‘Rarities, left in my chiefe and open Library’: Mortlake’s Cabinet of Curiosities? 

If you wish to contextualise and utilise what is left of Dee’s library in the present 

day, you have several options. If the focus of the research is rooted only in books 

and manuscripts and the appropriate selection has been made, you can visit the 

relevant institution, complete the required paperwork and permission will be 

granted for you to read under the strict supervisory conditions of the reading room. 

If you wish to experience the other material objects of the library your first 

approach may be from behind the fingerprint-grubbed glass case of a museum. You 

can elbow your way between tourists with cameras to read the small placards of 

generic information and have your experience ‘curated’ in terms of object 

placement and context.50 Almost as if you’re part of a Brechtian narrative, all paths 

                                                           
50 There is an abundance of recent scholarship on museum experience, particularly from the fields of 

hospitality, tourism, and marketing. Some examples include: Sheng Chieh-Wen, and Ming-Chia Chen, 
‘A study of experience expectations of museum visitors’, Tourism Management 33.1 (2012): 53-60; 
Hede, Anne-Marie, Romana, Alexander Josiassen, and Maree Thyne, ‘Perceived authenticity of the 
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lead you through theatrical obstacles of verfremdungseffekt; you are supposed to 

be alienated. Are you are supposed to see the books and objects as historical 

artefacts, to be revered or to impress – yet defamilarised from their real contexts?  

Such a ‘sanitised’ version of history does not gel with what we know of Mortlake 

library.  

 In the Compendious Rehearsall51 Dee presents Mortlake as a place of 

practical experimentation, in much the same vein as Francis Bacon’s later proposals 

in his Advancement of Learning (1605) for a living library that amalgamated past 

knowledge with the progress of active research.52 Dee writes of his ‘library and 

studies, may my three Laboratories, serving for Pyrotechnia, be justly accounted, as 

Appendix practical. The furniture of which and of all the storehouses, chambers, 

and garrets, belonging and replenished with Chymical stuff […]’ (196). Dee appears 

to have had several of these library appendices for varying collections, amongst 

them: ‘certain rare and exquisitely made instruments Mathematicall’; ‘an excellent 

radius Astronomicus’; ‘Two Globes of Gerardus Mercator’s best making’;53 ‘Sea-

compasses’; a ‘watch-clock’; and ‘divers other instruments’ (196), evidencing just a 

                                                                                                                                                                     
visitor experience in museums’, European Journal of Marketing 48.7/8 (2014):1395-1412; Tzortzi, 
Kali, ‘Movement in museums: mediating between museum intent and visitor experience’, Museum 
Management and Curatorship 29.4 (2014): 327-348. 
 
51 British Library, MS Cotton Vitellius C.VII fol. 9r-v. Text and page references here taken from Roberts 
and Watson’s transcription. 
 
52 In fact, a Mr Bacon is recorded in diary entries of Dee’s as having visited Mortlake. 11 August 1582 

‘Mr Bacon and Mr Phillips of the court cam’. Although Peter French declares that this is ‘presumably 
Nicholas Bacon, father of Francis’ (63), the observation of dates however point to this visitor as 
unlikely to have been Nicholas, he having died in 1579. The then 22 year old Francis seems a more 
likely candidate.  
 
53 The globes were gifted to Dee directly from Mercator, the two being frequent friends and 

correspondants. In a letter dated 20 April 1577, Dee mentions that ‘honest Philosopher and 
Mathematician Gerardus Mercator and to that learned Geographer Abrahamus Ortelius whose 
company also (syns my first le[tt]ers sent over) I have had of late in my poore howse at Mortlake’ 
(transcribed from Cotton Vitellius C.VII fol.265v). This also refers to Ortelius as a visitor to Mortlake. 
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few of his multiple interests. For his genealogical and geographical holdings he had 

also designated space, ‘to my Library likewayes was a very necessary Appendix, 

which was a great case or frame of boxes wherein some hundreds of very rare 

evidences of divers Irelandish territories [...]’ (196), a collection of maps of Irish 

settlements. These libraries and appendices were not hidden away. Dee welcomed 

collaborators and researchers into Mortlake noting of his collections how, ‘divers of 

her Majestie’s Heralds, who saw them, and took some notes out of them: other of 

the Clerks of the Records in the Tower satt whole days at my house in Mortlake, in 

gathering raritys to their liking out of them: Some Antiquaries likewise had view of 

them’ (196). Dee also opened his doors to those curious to see his ‘other rarities, 

left in my chiefe and open Library’ (197). These other rarities were likely variations 

of naturalia and intriguing archaeological finds. One such may have been the Aztec 

obsidian ‘shew-stone’ now held by the British Museum (Catalogue reference P&E 

MLA 1966, 10-11), but this will be discussed further in due course. Other odd and 

eccentric acquisitions include a, 

great bladder with about four pounds weight of a very sweetish thing, like a 

brownish gum in it, artificially prepared by thirty tymes purifying it; 

whosoever came by it hath more than I could well affoord him for one 

hundred crownes, as may be proved by witnesses yet living (Compendious 

Rehearsall, qtd in Roberts and Watson 197).  

One imagines these intriguing objects would attract a good deal of attention and 

perhaps encourage discussion amongst Dee’s guests. In this way Mortlake also 

houses something akin to a ‘cabinet of curiosities’ (Clulee 2012: 438).  
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 As we are now aware, Mortlake’s ‘library’ is rather a fluid concept in terms 

of an actual physical space, but as the above description of the ‘open library’ 

suggests, Dee’s collections were likely in a public part of the building rather than in 

the private family rooms. Thus, the ‘cabinet’ may have been an assortment of 

displays throughout the other appendixes and library rooms, rather than a specific 

domain such as that illustrated in the woodcut of Ferrante Imperato’s apothecary 

above. The concept of the cabinet of curiosities comes from the European 

Kuntskammer, or Wunderkammer, a fashionable addition to the households of 

many aristocrats and nobility.54 A major example is the cabinet of Rudolf II.55 Rudolf 

II’s cabinet in its 1607-11 inventory contained naturalia, fossils and archaeological 

finds. He constructed rooms for the specific housing of his collections much like Dee 

constructed rooms for his (Fûcíková 48-9, Kaufmann 23-4). Thomas Kaufmann 

remarks that, 

Rudolf's collections have until recently been regarded as a kind of circus 

sideshow lacking any organizing principle or orderly display. Unicorn horns 

and magic stones are said to have been heaped up alongside great paintings 

by D rer and Brueghel throughout the rooms of the imperial castle in 

Prague (22). 

This bears some resemblance to the likely ‘organisational principles’ of Mortlake 

and there is a possible link here to Dee’s continental visits. Rudolf’s court may have 

                                                           
54 Although these translate as Cabinet of Art, and Cabinet of Wonders, respectively, the minutiae of 

differences between them is irrelevant to the present discussion and I will not digress with these 
descriptions.  
 
55 A further example is Robert Cotton. Oliver Impey and Arthur Macgregor note that Cotton’s cabinet 
contained medals, coins, ‘antiquities and natural curiosities’ (148), although his library and 
manuscript collection was vaster than the cabinet.  
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served as something of an inspiration to Dee. Eliška Fûcíková suggests that Rudolph 

was collecting ‘from the different realms of nature, human arts and human 

knowledge, founded on an encyclopaedic principle’ (51).56 In this respect the 

cabinet represents a material parallel to that of the universal library.57 According to 

Francesca Fiorani the cabinet was ‘encyclopaedic in nature […] the Kuntskammer 

was regarded as a microcosm or theatre of the world, and a memory theatre’. It 

‘conveyed symbolically the patron’s control of the world’ (269). Dee’s control of his 

identity was bound to his control over Mortlake. This symbolic self-representation 

maps closely on to Kaufmann’s thesis: 

[W]e can now see Rudolf II's collections not only as a refuge for 

contemplation, but also as an expression of his imperial magnificence and a 

symbol of his claims to power. Information about visits to his Kunstkammer, 

its disposition and display, a contemporary inventory, and the imagery of 

key objects made for it suggests that the imperial collections had an orderly 

arrangement, a symbolism of their own, and a role  in contemporary 

diplomacy. Rudolf II's Kunstkammer, like much of the art and public 

ceremony of his reign, was a form of representatio, of imperial self-

representation (22).  

Fiorani continues that ‘such a display of natural objects and artefacts facilitated 

visual observations, parallels, comparisons, and analogies among different classes 

of objects’ (270) while Maria Zytaruk writes ‘it was the capacity of the cabinet to 

                                                           
56 It is interesting to note that the Enlightenment Gallery of the British Museum is founded on the 
principles of the cabinet, born out of Sir Hans Sloane’s own cabinet. Artefacts related to Dee can be 
found in a display attempting to represent a microcosm of world ‘Religion and Ritual’ in this gallery.  
 
57 See also Lorraine Daston and Katharine Park’s Wonders and the Order of Nature 1150-1750, pp. 

255-302. 
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accommodate divergent readings of nature and to embody rival systems of 

knowledge’ (3). Pierre Borel’s 1649 catalogue of his own cabinet of curiosities 

describes it thus: 

you will see here in this house, in this museum, the world – that is, a 

microcosm or compendium of all the rarest things; standing in it you will be 

able to pass through all the regions of the world in a single moment. You will 

perhaps call it a cemetery [but] the dead enjoy a happy tranquillity, where 

they come to life and rise up again through a licit necromancy (trans. Vine 

6).  

Borel’s intention for his collection is to resurrect the past in a way that Angus Vine 

describes as ‘legitimate necromancy’ (6). This act raises the dead, not once, but 

every time a viewer contemplates an object. In a séance-like way, the viewer can 

look at an object to conjure some spirit of the past. The cabinet functions as a 

polytemporal crucible, a locus where all temporalities (of all geographies) can be 

isolated for interpretation.  

If we read all these comments through the lens of Mortlake there are many 

similarities. Mortlake also attempted to encompass encyclopaedic knowledge; was 

on view to a permitted public as a demonstration of Dee’s interests (and potentially 

a false show of wealth); and there appears to be a link between the symbolic 

control of the library and Dee’s control of his ‘world’. Indeed, the ransacking of 

Mortlake and the theft of its texts coincides symbolically with the reality of Dee’s 

fall from social grace. There is also a fertile link between the material and social. 

Zytaruk writes ‘these collections would appear to be sites simply of contestation: 

between the ancients and the moderns, between traditional paradigms of an 
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interlocking universe and more rational orderings of nature, and between the 

knowledge contained in books and that obtained through direct experience with 

material objects’ (2-3, emphasis mine). As Zytaruk, and Fiorani suggest, the cabinet 

can be viewed as a site for contemplation of the items contained within, and 

representative of supposed dichotomies, both temporal and ideological, but they 

also fuel debate and social interaction. We might again consider the image of 

Mortlake as the crucible, the material objects functioning as the catalysts to social 

exchanges, resulting in the production and furthering of knowledge. However, such 

an image would not be complete without Borel’s image of licit necromancy. Where 

Zytaruk suggests above that books and objects dwell in sites of contestation, we are 

reminded that many of the activities which Mortlake hosted were similarly 

contested and their legitimacy question. Fusing not only temporalities, Mortlake 

fused the not entirely distinct sites of magic and science.58  

 The community of knowledge, generated and maintained by the 

atmosphere of the library or cabinet, was dependent upon its mise-en-scène. 

Latour’s work on associability recounts that some writers ‘begin with society or 

other social aggregates, whereas one should end with them. They believed the 

social to be made essentially of social ties, whereas associations are made of ties 

which are themselves non-social’ (2005: 8). Of Latour’s two approaches, one he 

terms the ‘sociology of the social’ and the other ‘the sociology of associations’ 

(2005: 9), it is the second which can be more readily applied to the network at 

Mortlake. Latour writes that ‘[w]hen groups are formed or redistributed, their 

spokesperson looks rather frantically for ways to de-fine them. Their boundaries are 

                                                           
58 See Chapter Three for the negative response to those whose work was perceived to fall 
somewhere in the middle, for example, mathematicians.  
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marked, delineated, and rendered fixed and durable’ (2005: 33), but in a sociology 

of associations ‘inertia, durability, range, solidity, commitment, loyalty, adhesion, 

etc., have to be accounted for, this cannot be done without vehicles, tools, 

instruments, and materials able to provide such a stability’ (2005: 35). Is there a 

necessity then for the social to be driven by the material? In a setting such as 

Mortlake where visitors may interact in their discussion of artefacts and ‘naturalia’, 

or debate on books, both verbally and on the material pages as see in epistolary 

exchanges between Dee and his peers, we can perceive Latour’s theory in action. 

However, I would argue that the materiality of the library is somewhat more 

nuanced than this. Rather than the social needing a material vehicle it might also be 

considered that the ‘material’ is all the more valuable for its retention of social 

‘evidence’.59 This is, of course, particularly the case for books and manuscripts 

which retain the written proof of social interaction through annotations, signatures, 

and other marks of provenance, and we might look to Rita Felski’s comments on 

these ‘nonhuman actors’ for their polytemporal significance: ‘conventional models 

of historicizing and contextualising prove deficient in accounting for the 

transtemporal movement and affective resonance of particular texts [but] we might 

usefully think of texts as “nonhuman actors”’ (574). 

 Books function as social markers in many respects. The vastness of Dee’s 

collections, combined with the topical contents, would (erroneously) indicate a man 

of wealth, and (appropriately) of great learning. Russell Belk, discussing the history 

of collecting and the motivations of collectors, notes the tension between collecting 

                                                           
59 See also, Bruno Latour and Steve Woolgar’s Laboratory Life, (New Jersey: Princeton University 
Press, 1986) for the ‘social’ as a theoretical construction that is anchored by material objects.  
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as consumption and collecting as antithetically an act of de-commodification. He 

writes of the singular object being absorbed into a collection and in this manner it 

becomes ‘valuable’ (534). His perception is that: 

the collection is the creation of the collector who has brought it into 

existence, often by either taking objects out of their former economic 

circulation or by rescuing them from unappreciative neglect and thereby 

sacralising them as a part of the collection within which they become 

enshrined (534).  

We might consider Belk’s comments in a return to the idea of the library as 

‘monument’, as discussed in the Introduction. Jennifer Summit notes, the term 

‘monument’ ostensibly ‘sanitized [books] for Protestant readers by removing them 

from the formerly idolatrous setting of the monastic library to a new site of 

historical value’ (107). Thus, the library, as a place for the safekeeping of said 

‘monuments of antiquity’ gains its role as a ‘site of national memory’ (Summit 2007: 

107). Monuments acquire their authority from both their ‘pastness’, a reverence for 

that past, and from a respect for their present survival. If books bear a ‘palpable link 

to the past’ they become ‘worthy of preservation’ (Summit 2007: 107), and in so 

doing are protected from the ideologies, Reformation or otherwise, that might 

destroy them. Belk’s comments focus on the idea that bibliophiles and collectors 

‘put away’ their inventories; the items are sealed off and kept safe, never again 

used for their original purpose. It is easy to overlook his more insightful note that 

the ‘collection is the creation of the collector’. Its value is that given to it by, or by 

association with, its creator. It is plausible to argue that the collecting of books, 

particularly to the post-Dissolution generation of collectors and bibliophiles, was 
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not only an effort to ‘rescue’ them from ‘unappreciative neglect’, but was intended 

to procure books that could be used and read.60 The use of religious register in 

describing the nature of collecting contrasts the argument that collecting is 

somehow clinical and regimented. On the one hand, the collector elevates his 

objects to the status of a relic, fetishizing the perceived sacrality of the collection 

and the ‘idolatrous setting’ of its creation, and placing it on display. On the other, 

the collector secretes the object away for safekeeping from prying eyes and grubby 

hands.  

 In determining Dee’s lack of taxonomical interest in his  library, as discussed, 

I would argue that collections such as Dee’s therefore lack the kind of curation that 

commodifies the artefacts in a way that places their value entirely on the ‘material’, 

or fetishizes their religious or ideological significance. Instead, he enacts something 

closer to Summit’s site of memory. We can see from Dee’s fervent pleas to have his 

goods and books returned that he also values their social worth. One example is the 

note in his Compendious Rehearsall which marks out ‘Two Globes of Gerardus 

Mercator’s best making’ (196). The globes were gifted to Dee by Mercator, the two 

having met in Louvain, and they continued a friendly correspondence beyond this 

meeting exchanging ideas on geography and navigation.61 It seems likely that, 

above their rarity and monetary worth, Dee may have prized them for this personal 

social connection. Considering Belk’s comments alongside this necessity for the 

material to need some social association to be regarded as significant we might 

                                                           
60 Indeed, the evidence of annotation and reading practice examined by scholars such as William 

Sherman, Lisa Jardine and Anthony Grafton demonstrates this more fully. 
 
61 See Shumaker (1978) for transcriptions of several letters between the two men. 
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consider the current role of those surviving artefacts with which Dee’s name is 

inextricably connected.  

 As mentioned above, the British Museum houses several of the objects, 

namely an obsidian mirror (and case), three inscribed circular wax tablets, an 

inscribed golden disc, and a crystal sphere.62 These objects are permanently 

displayed in the Enlightenment Gallery of the Museum (see Figure 5),63 itself a 

representation of the cabinet of curiosities owned by eighteenth-century collector 

and museum benefactor Sir Hans Sloan (who, alongside Robert Cotton, can be 

traced as an owner of the ‘Dee objects’).  

 

 

Figure 5: Objects in situ, British Museum, photograph taken 19 June 2013. 
 

                                                           
62 Item numbers 1966,1001.1, 1838,1232.90.a, 1838,1232.90.b, 1838,1232.90.c,  1942,0506.1, 

SLCups.232 respectively. 
 
63 Between January and July 2016 the objects were loaned to the Royal College of Physicians’ 
exhibition which will be discussed elsewhere in this thesis.  
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These objects have become firmly associated with John Dee and the display cards in 

the cabinet give no indication that they are otherwise.64 Interesting then that Silke 

Ackermann and Louise Devoy suggest that ‘their provenance and association with 

Dee is by no means as secure as one might think’ (539). In fact, with regards to the 

shew-stone, ‘there is no record of any provenance of this crystal ball’ (547). There 

are manuscript references by Dee to ‘my stone in the frame’ along with a sketch 

(London, British Library MS. Sloane 3188, fol.8r and fol.9r), which looks somewhat 

like the ball, but there is no verifiable evidence that this refers to the crystal sitting 

in Case 20 of the Enlightenment gallery. Ackermann and Devoy go in to detail on the 

comparisons between the engraved wax tablets and the manuscript descriptions 

and sketches of the sigils. Like the crystal ball, they hesitate to assign them 

definitively to Dee’s possession, noting that although the sigils are described in 

minute detail, no further mention of discs being commissioned, according to these 

specifications, is made in the angel diaries. They continue that, in truth, the discs 

are not described until a letter dated 15 October 1692 from a Mr Richard 

Lapthorne, regarding their presence in Robert Cotton’s library, ‘I also saw Dr Dee’s 

instruments of Conjuration, in cakes of bees wax almost petrified, with the images, 

lines, and figures, on it’ (qtd in Ackermann and Devoy 541). They do note that 

Cotton acquired several of Dee’s manuscripts during sales in 1625 and 1626 (541). 

Cotton could potentially have acquired the artefacts at the same time and they did 

enter the museum’s collection together, before being separated in March 1838 with 

                                                           
64 It should be noted that the Royal College of Physicians’ display of these objects during the period 
of their temporary exhibition in 2016 correctly pointed out that there is no direct provenance 
between the magical objects and Dee - that we do not know if they are the instruments he actually 
used in his experiments, or reproductions based on his manuscript descriptions and illustrations. The 
RCP’s efforts to present a more contextual, less-biased view of Dee and his collection will hopefully 
influence future curation of these objects.  



87 
 

the manuscripts entering the newly formed British Library holdings and the objects 

remaining under the care of the museum. The nature of curation then determines 

that the historical worth of the artefacts is their social link to Dee.65 Regardless of 

the veracity of this connection, this is the long-standing association that has been 

made, and it remains in the museum’s current display.  

 The case which the mirror has been stored with has a handwritten paper 

note that quotes from Samuel Butler’s Hudibras, ‘Kelly did all his Feats upon / The 

Devil’s Looking Glass, a Stone’ (III.ii.631-2), a direct reference to Edward Kelley, 

Dee’s scryer. In his introduction to the poem, John Wilders writes that Hudibras ‘is a 

learned man […] But his learning is, like all theoretical knowledge, useless and 

deceptive’ (xxxi). The second part of the mock epic poem tackles the ‘theme of 

intellectual delusion’ (xxxi). Butler’s perception of Dee and Kelley, mentioned 

several times in this Part, is perhaps reflected in this thematic focus. Meric 

Casaubon’s True and Faithful Relation is published in 1659, at which point the 

Second Part was in a semi-finished state (Wilders xlvii) and may account for this 

popular perception of Dee. The poem is much indebted to Dee and Kelly and their 

exploits: 

  Quoth Hudibras, The case is cleer, 

 The Saints may ‘mploy a Conjurer;  

 […]  

 He had long been towards Mathematicks, 

                                                           
65 Ackermann and Devoy write that their study ‘aims to highlight the role of material culture in 

shaping Dee’s reputation. Since his collection of scientific instruments has not survived [his] 
reputation as a magician rather than as a Renaissance scholar has doubtless been perpetuated by 
the existence and display of such “magical” objects’ (548). This goal has similar intricacies to my own 
which hopes to re-evaluate and revise Dee’s reputation as the archetypal ‘Renaissance’ scholar.  
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 Opticks, Philosophy, and Staticks, 

 Magick, Horoscopie, Astrologie, 

 And was old Dog at Physiologie (III.ii.189-207). 

The figure of the Conjurer, un-named, resembles a polymathic adept of the 

mathematical and occult arts and is thus heavily reliant on Dee’s own biographical 

details. When Butler name-checks Dee just a few lines later as being an influence on 

the Conjurer’s devilish learning the connection is made clear. The ‘dog’ had: 

 [R]ead Dee’s Prefaces before 

 The Dev’l, and Euclide o’re and o’re. 

 And, all th’Intregues, ‘twixt him and Kelly, 

 Lescus and th’Emperor, would tell yee (III.ii.235-238).  

The Conjurer is familiar with Dee’s Mathematical Preface to Euclid, and also, 

tellingly, with Casaubon’s publication in which these ‘intregues’ with Kelley, Albert 

Laski (‘Lescus’) and Rudolph II (‘th’Emperor’) are detailed. For the writer of the 

case’s tag the mirror’s connection to Dee seems undeniable. This certainty may go 

back to when, in Horace Walpole’s possession, the obsidian mirror is featured in his 

cabinet of curiosities, not in relation to any magical or occult bent, but in a display 

alongside artefacts associated with royalty.66 Such an association may have been 

created due to the belief that Elizabeth I was shown the mirror by Dee (Ackermann 

and Devoy 543). Dee himself seems to substantiate this when he writes ‘her 

Majestie […] willed to fetch my glass so famous, and to show unto her some 

                                                           
66 Charles Henry Cooper records the provenance as follows, ‘successively in the hands of the 

Mordaunts earls of Peterborough, lady Elizabeth Germaine, John duke of Argyle, lord Frederick 
Campbell, Lord Horace Walpole and Mr Strong of Bristol who bought it at the Strawberry Hill sale’ 
(510). The mirror has thus exchanged hands many times making a direct provenance to Dee difficult 
to trace.  
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properties of it […] to her Majesties great contentment and delight’ (16 March 

1575). The contestation of association is also made prominent when Ackermann 

and Devoy note that there was some consternation when the mirror was purchased 

at auction, as to which department it rightfully belonged, with the Department of 

Ethnography claiming it for its construction out of Mexican obsidian, and the 

Department of British and Medieval Antiquities for its association with Dee (543). 

The tenuous social connection to Dee won out. If we are to follow Latour’s theory in 

this case, we must concede that the material and social must go hand-in-hand. The 

mirror is the vehicle which maintains the association to Dee and thus keeps one 

iteration of his ‘reputation’ alive to the present day. However, I would suggest that 

the social context, the link to Dee, is what gives value to the material object and 

renders it significant in the first place. It would seem the two are intrinsically linked. 

It is the perception of the mirror as a ‘relic’, as Hugh Tait frequently names it in his 

study of its provenance prior to Horace Walpole’s acquisition (1967: 195-212), 

which leads me back to the arrangement of Mortlake.  

 The contents of the ‘externa bibliotheca’ has been discussed above; those 

books recorded in the catalogue and the other material objects of the ‘cabinet’. 

However, the very qualification of this library as ‘external’ suggests that there may 

also have been an ‘inner’ library. Much like the Holy of Holies, the sanctuary in the 

centre of the Jewish temple, this inner sanctum likely contained those manuscripts, 

bibles, and other devotional materials, that are ‘so conspicuously missing’ (Robert 

and Watson 10) from the catalogue. So too, those other ‘relics’ and magical 

apparatus that have never been recovered, such as a green silk cloth, green chair, 

and cushion with red crosses (Tait 207). As a man of faith, not only of science, Dee’s 
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library does indeed lack in religious material. Roberts and Watson have suggested 

that this deficiency can be attributed to their status as personal books and 

therefore not part of the ‘public’ library (13) open to students and collaborators. His 

diaries, and notebooks of angelic communication may have fallen under this 

categorisation. An oft-repeated anecdote has Robert Cotton astounded to find a 

kitchen maid using wads of pages torn from these manuscripts as lining for pie 

dishes, their significance unrealised (Sherman 1995: 33). And yet, being of the 

‘internal library’, these were some of what Dee may potentially have classed as the 

most significant amongst his works. One artefact that is also ostensibly missing from 

Dee’s cataloguing (if we accord the Compendious Rehearsall as the equivalent 

catalogue for his ‘artefacts’), is what Constance Russell refers to as ‘Dr Dee’s 

cabalistic bracelet’ (1888: 153). In a letter to Notes and Queries she asks for help in 

translating some ‘Rosicrucian’ characters on a bracelet she owned, once belonging 

to Dee. Her description and a brief provenance is as follows:  

[It was] purchased by the late Lord Londesborough in 1851, and had 

belonged formerly to Mr Charles Mainwaring. It is made of silver, and had 

three pendants and the silver setting of a fourth. One of the pendants 

consists of a round convex pebble set in silver, with three smaller pebbles at 

the back; another is a brown pebble held by three bands of silver; and the 

third is a sort of nut contained in a silver case (1888: 153). 

She continues by transcribing the engraved characters around the bracelet. In a 

later article, winning an essay prize in The Connoisseur, she suggests the band was 

worn by Elizabeth I ‘as a cure for the rheumatism to which she was such a martyr’ 
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(1924: 161).67 This bracelet is not mentioned by Dee in any material I have thus far 

read and leads me to suggest two potential conclusions. The first, that this object, 

with its cabalistic significance, was held within the ‘inner’ library. Its relation to his 

angel magic would deem it too personal for public consumption within the ‘cabinet’ 

and thus not mentioned in publicly available writings. The other, perhaps more 

likely, conclusion is that this object has taken on an ‘afterlife’ through its association 

with Dee and Elizabeth, much like the British Museum artefacts discussed 

previously. As Christopher Pinney suggests, ‘The fate of objects […] is always to live 

out the social life of men. Narratives of the social lives of things, they reaffirm the 

agency of those humans they pass between’ (459). The museum does not divest 

objects of agency; rather it re-situates, or perhaps, re-appropriates that agency 

within its own perspectives of sociality. The perceived social connection to Dee is 

again what gives this otherwise agentless object its significance. It would therefore 

be prudent to return again to the rooms at Mortlake house and examine some of 

the social relationships that were fostered there. 

 

The ‘Early Modern’ Institute: A Social Network 

Roberts and Watson are of the opinion that ‘A library is important and influential 

only in-so-far as its owner (and his associates) read its books and made use of them’ 

(26). Mortlake was more than a repository for books and objects. It utilised these 

material items to draw polytemporal connections, both social and intellectual. It 

                                                           
67 The article makes many further grandiose assumptions about the early provenance of the bracelet 

and Dee’s interpersonal relationships. For example, the bracelet’s adornments, or ‘toadstones’, were 
‘given to Dee by his friend and fellow-worker Albertus Magnus’ (1924: 162), and that ‘There seems 
no doubt that Dr. Dee believed in [their power …] the follies of his later years must be accounted for 
by some quirk of his brain’ (1924: 161-2).  
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drew interest from those scholars in a variety of fields – philosophy, occultism, 

alchemy, and geography to name but a very few – some using the books and 

charters, some collaborating on experiments within the laboratories and studies. 

These researchers will be introduced as we continue to proceed through Mortlake’s 

library appendices. Summit describes the roughly contemporary Cotton library as a 

‘laboratory for a particular form of scholarly alchemy, in which the straw of 

medieval belief could be spun into the gold of Early Modern knowledge’ (138). 

Although in some ways this re-iterates an image used earlier in this chapter, in 

noting her transition from ‘belief’ to ‘knowledge’ Summit is, of course, repeating a 

periodising trope that is plainly biased in favour of the ‘Early Modern fact’ as 

opposed to the ‘medieval fiction’. It is not altogether clear if she may be ascribing 

this position to Cotton and his contemporaries or whether she is admitting her own 

views. However, Summit’s description creates a relevant parallel between the 

material and the social and the metaphor is ultimately an effective one. In order to 

become ‘gold’ the material ‘straw’ is catalysed through the social interactions of the 

visitors, their debate and intellect. Sherman names this energetic hub of Mortlake 

the ‘first English think tank’ (1995: xiii). This acknowledgement should be 

considered alongside Clulee’s assertion that although there is ‘no contemporary 

term for what Dee seems to have aspired to’ (2012: 437), it is evident that ‘research 

was a prime and full time activity of Dee and his assistants. Mortlake was not just a 

physical dwelling but a combination of faculties […] that supported a variety of 

intellectual activities’. As such ‘it embodied, if only incipiently, many features of a 

research institute’ (Clulee 2012: 439). Mortlake’s temporal location is cast forward, 
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an anachronic ‘think tank’ of the future, situated in the ‘early modern’ past. How do 

we temporally situate Mortlake then if there is no contemporary term for it? 

 Dee himself makes reference to Mortlake in several ways, namely his 

‘Bibliotheca Mortlacensis’, ‘my poore cottage’ (Discourse Apologeticall) and the 

Mortlacensi Hospitali Philosophorum perigrinantium (Compendious Rehearsall 40). 

The first is a fairly typical Latinisation, the second denotes a written effort at 

humility (the context being a letter addressed to Elizabeth), while the third is 

perhaps the most telling in how Dee perceived his library. The ‘Mortlake Hospice for 

Wandering Philosophers’ speaks to a desire that the library be a centre of respite 

for eager scholars. There is some acknowledgement that Mortlake will satisfy the 

needs of those lost and wandering readers who search for enlightenment and 

answers. As has been stated, the library was situated not within the house, but was 

the house. Dee’s diary entries indicate that visitors frequented the house, 

sometimes at his invitation and sometimes rather abruptly, as per his note on 18 

February 1583, ‘the Lady Walsingham cam suddenly into my howse very freely, and 

shortly after that she was gone cam Syr Francys himself and Mr. [Edward] Dyer’. 

The Walsinghams and Dyers were only two of the more prestigious names to visit 

upon the house. On 15 June 1583 Dee notes the second visit of Albert Laski to 

Mortlake, saying ‘He had in his company Lord Russell, Sir Philip Sydney, and other 

gentlemen’. Philip Sidney, and his sister Mary, both renowned alchemists, seem 

likely guests to the library and laboratories as Philip was a sometime pupil of Dee’s. 

On 1 November 1592, a Mr Ashley ‘clerk of the cownsayle’ stays with the Dee 

family, ‘Mr Ashly, his wife, and their familie, did com to my howse and remayned 

ther. They had my mother’s chamber, the mayde’s chamber, and all the other 
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howse’. This description indicates that Dee has room to spare, and that he has 

successfully acquired a second domain with more guest rooms. Further visitors are 

mentioned; Francis Bacon, Francis Drake, the diplomat and clerk of the privy council 

Thomas Wilkes, Richard Hakluyt with whom he discussed navigation and showed off 

his many relevant instruments, so too with Humphrey Gilbert and his brother 

Adrian, both also interested in alchemical experimentation, and William Bourne, 

fellow mathematician and publisher of a work advising sailors on the proper the use 

of Inventions or Devises. Very Necessary for all Generalles and Captaines, as wel by 

Sea as by Land (1578). These eminent and well-educated individuals form the social 

nexus of Mortlake, presumably assembling behind the four walls of the house to 

discuss and debate issues relevant to their fields. As per the diary entry on 23 

January 1582, ‘the Ryght Honorable Mr. Secretary Walsingham cam to my howse, 

where by good lok he found Mr. Adrian Gilbert, and so talk was begonne of North-

west Straights discovery’68 the discussion was often spontaneous (‘by good lok’) and 

relating to current affairs. Thus we might situate Mortlake as an unofficial site for 

the germination and production of various schools of knowledge in Tudor England 

that relied on good social relationships.  

 Perhaps the most prominent visitor of all, Queen Elizabeth I, frequented the 

gateway but Dee doesn’t mention her entering the grounds beyond the outer 

garden, in his personal diaries. On 17 September 1580 he describes, in an entry of 

greater length and detail than normal: 

                                                           
68 The phrase ‘by good lok’ also suggests that Dee did not require visitors to make their intention to 

visit known to him but that one could literally stumble upon associates using the library and 
laboratories at any given moment!  
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the Quene’s Majestie cam from Rychemond in her coach, the higher way of 

Mortlak felde, and whan she cam right against my garden in the felde she 

turned down toward my howse: and when she was against my garden in the 

felde she stode there a good while, and then cam ynto the street at the 

great gate of the felde, where she espyed me at my doore making obeysains 

to her Majestie; she beckend her hand for me; I cam to her coach side, she 

very speedily pulled off her glove and gave me her hand to kiss; and to be 

short, asked me to resort to her court, and to give her to wete when I cam 

ther (Private Diary).   

Although the Queen did not deign to enter the library of her loyal subject69 on these 

occasions, the Compendious Rehearsall notes that ‘The Queen’s Majestie with her 

most honourable Privy Councell, and other her lords and nobility, came purposely 

to have visited my library’ (17). It seems odd that Dee records this in the public 

proclamation of the Rehearsall but not in his personal account. In any case, many of 

her heralds and clerks greatly appreciated the holdings, as quoted above. It seems 

prudent to disregard Merrick Carré’s flippant comment that ‘The Queen’s favour [of 

Dee] encouraged many splendid figures about the court to make the voyage to 

Mortlake’ (642), for surely men of wisdom were already drawn to this buzzing hub 

to associate with fellow intellectuals. Must we question their motives? To recall 

Latour: ‘A given trait was said to be “social” […] when it could be defined as 

                                                           
69 A further diary entry on 11 February 1582 notes that ‘[The Queen] coming by my fore gratiously 

called me to her, and so I went by her horse side as far as where Mr. Hudson dwelt’. Again she does 
not enter the house. However, the next sentence written in Dee’s ‘coded’ Greek translates, 
discussed in more detail above, as ‘Her majesty asked me obscurely of monsieur’s state’, referring 
perhaps to the Duc D’Alençon, who was courting the queen. This seems a very personal matter and 
suggests that the Queen trusts Dee as a confidant and perhaps also trusts in his ‘abilities’ as it seems 
to imply that Dee would know the answer through his scrying.  
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possessing specific properties, some negative – it must not be “purely” biological, 

linguistic, economical, natural – and some positive – it must achieve, reinforce, 

express, maintain, reproduce, or subvert the social order’ (2005: 3). I would suggest 

that Carré’s remark implies the visitors were connected socially through the first set 

of properties, the ‘negative’. This would indicate their motivations for socialisation 

were economic or political, perhaps in the pursuit of patronage, for example. While 

there was certainly an element of this in the associations formed around Mortlake – 

Dee himself diarises many economic exchanges of debts owed and paid – and we 

can assume a political subset to the group, we must also highlight the ‘positive’ 

social traits. Latour’s ‘positive’ side of the social is the driven, experimental side in 

which people challenge each other’s beliefs and intellect through debate and other 

interactions. Perhaps this is the side of Mortlake that Clulee is referring to when he 

calls it an ‘institute’. 

The social and material cultures of Mortlake continue to collide in more 

ways than have been discussed so far. Let us re-open the question of the book as 

‘agent’. As argued above, the agency of a material object, as Miller and Latour 

suggest, appears based on provenance and beyond that, usage. To quote Alfred 

Gell, in the simplest terms, ‘an agent is one who “causes events to happen”’ (6). 

However, the sociality of the book does not entirely depend on physical 

transactions, where that book transfers from the possession of one person to 

another. However, there are social interactions which remain a constant within the 

book. Generations of knowledge and the social connection between humans 

sharing that knowledge is retained within the physical pages of the book-as-

artefact. Except in circumstances where the book is destroyed or irreparably 
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damaged that marker of sociality is permanent. If we turn to Gell once again, he 

writes ‘an agent is the source, the origin, of causal events’ (16). Gell’s 

anthropological view stresses that the agent must have ‘intent’ to be an agent (even 

if their intent causes a different outcome than they meant). He goes on to argue 

that agency can become ‘enmeshed’ (17) in physical objects. ‘Social agency can be 

exercised relative to “things”’ (17). Gell is aware of the paradox he creates, whereby 

agency should only be able to be exercised by ‘sentient, enculturated human 

beings’ (19); i.e. physical objects do not think, therefore they cannot exercise 

‘intent’ and cannot be ‘agents’. But, the objects are extensions and manifestations 

of intended agency – they are not ‘used’ as vehicles for agency but ‘become’ part of 

that intention, allocating them some degree of innate agency themselves. 

Therefore, even when the book remains closed upon a shelf, covered in a film of 

dust, those connections, those threads between the humans it has reached out to, 

stay put indelibly. A brief example begins with a diary entry penned by Dee on 15 

June 1578, ‘I told Mr Daniel Rogers, and Mr Hackluyt of the Middle Temple being 

by, that Kyng Arthur and King Maty, both of them, did conquier Gelindia, lately 

called Friseland, which he so noted presently in his written copy of Monumethensis, 

for he had no printed boke thereof’ (Private Diary). Dee’s prescience to record this 

moment for posterity reveals several things. That either Rogers, or Hakluyt (for the 

syntax makes it somewhat unclear) owned a manuscript, not printed, copy of a text 

that seems likely to be that of Galfridus Monumethensis, i.e. Geoffrey of 

Monmouth’s Historia regum britanniae. And that Dee’s verbal comments to the 

men were written down on paper in the margins of that book. I have been unable 

to trace an extant manuscript that would verify Dee’s diary entry, although Dee 
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himself owned several copies of Monmouth. One is Dublin, Trinity College, MS 515 

bound with other historical treatises, where a set of four Jupiter marks can be found 

on fol.9r and a ladder mark on fol.41r.  Another is London, British Library, MS Harley 

6358, where his marks and annotations can be found on fols.58v, 60r, and 83v. 

Hypothetically then, if the Monmouth manuscript was discovered with an 

annotation relating to the conquering of Friseland by Arthur, found written in the 

hand of Rogers or Hakluyt, it would demonstrate a degree of social agency brought 

about by the conversation with Dee and retained in a material, textual, form. Using 

the case study of the Mortlake ransack will further this point.  

 Dee’s association with Polish nobleman Albrecht Laski seems to fall under 

the first set of Latour’s ‘negative’ traits discussed earlier in this chapter, namely 

economic and political. We recall that any action ‘must achieve, reinforce, express, 

maintain, reproduce, or subvert the social order’, not be purely self-serving (Latour 

2005: 3). Laski invited Dee and scryer Edward Kelley to accompany him back to the 

continent and in 1583 Dee and his household took leave of Mortlake in order for 

Dee and Kelley to pursue their occult activities in Europe, residing for some time in 

Cracow, Poland and Prague, Czech Republic (then Bohemia). Given that his 

autograph catalogue is also dated to 1583 we might assume that it was produced 

for the occasion of Dee’s departure to serve as an inventory. Evidently, all ‘4000’ 

books alongside laboratories full of physical apparatus could not be compacted for 

the journey and decisions would have to be made on what could be brought and 

what would be left to the care of his wife’s brother, Mr. Nicholas Fromond. Parry’s 

biography of Dee recounts that upon the household leaving for the continent,  

‘According to hoary legend, a furious mob, incensed by Dee’s conjuring, 
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immediately sacked his library at Mortlake, destroying his books of magic, smashing 

his delicate alchemical equipment and expensive navigational instruments’ (171).70 

However, Parry suggests that it was actually ‘Dee’s associates, some of them 

thwarted creditors’ who removed the books, some even with Fromond’s 

compliance.71 In a nightmare recorded on 2 August 1589, some months before 

Dee’s return to England, Dee recounts his ‘terrible dream that Mr. Kelly wold by 

force bereave me of my bokes’. Although Kelley was unlikely to be at fault in this 

specific case, the nightmare proved somewhat portentous. The Dee household 

returned to a devastated Mortlake on Christmas Eve 1589. 

 Upon his return Dee took inventory of what remained. We can imagine him 

striding up and down alongside the shelves, pen in hand. In the Cambridge 

catalogue Dee adds the abbreviation ‘T.’ beside numerous entries. He explains on 

the first leaf that he means this item was ‘taken with [him]’. He continued by 

marking off those missing items with ‘Fr’, and variations and abbreviations of ‘John 

Davis spoyle’. Roberts and Watson indicate their belief that the ‘Fr’ refers to 

Fromond (49). The other notations are fairly pointed in their accusations. Dee 

immediately began putting his remaining social ties to use. The Compendious 

Rehearsall provides a fervent attempt by Dee to garner the Queen’s support in 

retrieving his lost items. He writes: 

                                                           
70 Dee’s diaries continue while he is abroad and reveal that even those books he took with him were 

not safe from destruction. On 12 December 1587 he records ‘Mr Ed. Keley his lamp overthrow, the 
spirit of wyne long spent to nere, and the glas being not stayed with buks abowt it, as it was wont to 
be; and the same glas so flitting on one side, the spirit was spilled out, and burnt all that was on the 
table where it stode, lynnen and written bokes […]. The entry continues with a detailed description 
on exactly which books were damaged. 
 
71 See Chapter Four for further discussion of this incident and its lasting effects on Dee’s reputation. 
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[…] the spoile made of my Librarie, and of all my movable goods here: &c. 

Anno 1583, In which librarie, were about 4000 books: whereof, 700 were 

anciently written by hande […] But the great losses and damages which in 

sundry sorts I have sustained, do not so much grieve my hart, as the rash, 

lewde, fond, and most untrue fables and reports of me […].72 

Dee gains an audience at Richmond on 9 December 1589 to discuss the sacking of 

library, at which the Privy Council appointed four commissioners to aid in the 

tracing of the missing items. On 10 December he borrows £100 to rent back his 

Mortlake house from brother-in-law Nicholas Fromond, who had not prevented the 

spoliation of the library (Parry 205-6; Compendious Rehearsall 512-3, 534, 540). 

 Although Dee mourns for the loss of his material items, it grieves him more 

to learn that his ‘friends’ have betrayed him. In his diary on 29 December, Dee 

records that ‘Mr. Adrian Gilbert cam to me to Mortlak, and offred me as much as I 

could require at his hands, both for my goods carryed away, and for the mynes’ 

(Private Diary). Was Gilbert acting as a true friend, offering aid to a long-standing 

companion and collaborator? Or perhaps he was feeling guilty at having introduced 

the main conspirator of the ransack to Dee in the first place?73 As mentioned, noted 

in the margins of the catalogue are varieties of the phrase ‘Jo. Davis spoyle’. There 

Dee names his chief suspect, John Davis. Davis accompanied Adrian Gilbert to 

Mortlake between 22 January and 6 March 1583, just months before Dee 

                                                           
72 From the edition contained in Halliwell p.78. Dee’s catalogue annotations and the Compendious 

Rehearsall appear to be the only surviving contemporary references to the ransack, alongside a 
mention in his 1599 ‘letter apologeticall’. I have been unable to find a contemporary record of the 
crime elsewhere than in Dee’s own writings.  
 
73 18 October 1579 ‘Mr. Adrian Gilbert and John Davys reconcyled themselves to me’. 
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temporarily vacated the premises, to share their wisdom on the expeditions to find 

the North West passage. As Robert Baldwin remarks, this was a fruitful combination 

of minds, producing a formal proposal to the queen in which they laid out what 

manner of goods (precious metals, gemstones etc.) would be due to her should a 

voyage of discovery be undertaken, and of course, what would be due to them as 

co-discovers (105).74 Dee’s distrust of both Davis and Gilbert seems to have already 

been in the back of his mind. In the fifth book of the Liber Mysteriorum (London, 

British Library, Sloane 3188, this part of the manuscript begins on the 23 March 

1583), Dee writes ‘And as for the privilege for Master Adrian Gilbert his Voyage, I 

think not well of it, that Royalties sh[o]uld not be granted’ (paginated 115).75 

Previously, on the same folio, he records how John Davis ‘is not of my Kalendar’ and 

underlines it, i.e. Davis doesn’t appear to have adopted Dee’s reformed calendar. 

However, these petty motivations are pushed aside and another major suspect to 

come to light is one Nicholas Saunder (c.1563-1649).  

 The name Nicholas Saunder has been found on the flyleaves and first folios 

in several printed books held by the Royal College of Physicians, London.76 

Saunder’s name has been signed over that of John Dee’s in several of these 

                                                           
74 The full title being ‘A brief collection of the substance of the grant desired by the discoverers of 

the North West partes’ (see also Baldwin 105, n.15). The proposal bears some resemblance to Dee’s 
supplication for the establishment of a Royal Library. However, Nicholas Clulee plausibly asserts that 
Dee was ‘neither an initiator nor a major planner of these projects for discovery’ but rather saw 
these social connections as an ‘opportunity’ to exploit which would ‘promote the adoption of his 
political views […] by Elizabeth’ (185).  
 
75 Dee may have felt snubbed, having already been promised these royalties by Adrian’s brother 
Humphrey, as recorded in the Private Diary, dated 10 September 1580.  
 
76 An investigation of how these texts made it in to their archives is one of the elements explored by 

the exhibition Scholar, courtier, magician: the lost library of John Dee, held by the College in 2016. 
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manuscripts. These have now been traced as texts stolen from Mortlake.77 Roberts 

and Watson note that in many cases Dee’s name and any dates have been erased or 

altered (50) while on other occasions Saunder has simply scrawled his own 

signature on top of Dee’s where Dee’s remains visible beneath.78 Although Roberts 

and Watson posit several theories, such as that Saunder was a pupil of Dee’s, there 

is no social connection between Saunder and Dee that pinpoints why he was incited 

to have been amongst the Mortlake thieves (51), if we are to assume the mob held 

a general motive of revenge or recompense. The excision or disguising of Dee’s 

signature means that the texts have been forcibly given new ownership and that 

ownership has been none too elegantly inscribed, in what seems a contrived effort 

to appropriate their value. There is further evidence that Saunder attempted to use 

his newly acquired books to make gifts in return for patronage.79 Such a concept of 

the appropriation of the physical book, and by association the appropriation of its 

contents, its annotation, its proof of reading, brings together the social and material 

issues discussed above. Saunder’s act highlights that the agency of the object relies 

on the sociality ‘internal’ to it, the enduring presence of human connection it 

retains even though, as Gell suggests, without this manifestation of human agency, 

the ‘book-as-artefact’ has none.  

                                                           
77 Which makes it even more interesting that inscribed on the fly leaf to the ‘Wilton Psalter’, London, 

Library of the Royal College of Physicians, MS. 409, is the following note: ‘This was my great 
grandmother’s fathers booke, and therefore for the antiquityes sake, I keepe it. Nich. Saunder.’. See 
also a discussion on this manuscript and its provenance in Eric G. Millar, ‘Les Manuscrits à peintures 
des bibliothèques de Londres, Bulletin de la Société française de Reproductions de Manuscrits à 
Peintures, 4.2 (1914-1920), pp. 81-149. 
 
78 Examples can found in Roberts and Watson after p.46, illustration V. 
 
79 In a letter from Saunder to Robert Cotton, 30 Nov. 1621 he offers him a copy of Helinandus’ 
Chronica mundi (M92 in R&W). ‘For truely were it the rarest and perfectest booke that is extant… 
Thus desyring yow, yf your Burroughs be allowed or confirmed, to remember me w[i]th one of the 
Burghesshippes’ (Transcribed from R&W illustration VIa, British Lib., MS Cotton Julius C.III, fol. 334).  
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 Saunder’s appropriation, erasing Dee’s name to a faint blur, and adding his 

own, created a palimpsest. Physically layering the names also enacted a 

polytemporal fusing, a ‘simultaneous agency of past matter and present subject’ 

(Harris 13). Jonathan Gil Harris posits that layers of annotations, palimpsests, and 

glimpses of prior ownership create ‘polychronic pages [which] articulate multiple 

temporal relations – supersessionary, explosive, conjunctive – among past, present 

and future’ (Harris 17). Saunder’s act is one of temporal, and personal, 

supersession. He aims to take the place of Dee, symbolically and literally casting 

Dee’s name in to the ‘past’, but in so doing leaves us contemporary evidence to 

interpret in his future, our present.  

A further example of the social value of a marked text can be found in the 

New York Society Library’s copy of Paracelsus’ Das Buch Meteororum, once owned 

and annotated by Dee (MS. Win 188). It was owned by John Winthrop, a book 

collector,80 who on 25 January 1640 wrote on the first blank recto: 

The writing on ys next leafe [is] ye name on the [???] of the ffrontispice & ye 

marginall notes in ys booke were written by that famous and learned 

philosopher John Dee, Warden of Manchester, w[ith] his owne handwriting, 

this booke was his while he lived. I have divers other books both printed & 

some manuscript yt came out of his study [and] in them he hath likewise 

written his name & notes for wch they are farre the more pretious.  

Winthrop’s annotation confirms that the book is ‘farre the more pretious’ for its 

social provenance. The book is valuable not only for its rarity but for Dee’s 

                                                           
80 Winthrop is perhaps more notable for being the first governor of Massachusetts. See Francis 
Bremer’s John Winthrop: America's Forgotten Founding Father (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
2003), and First Founders: American Puritans and Puritanism in an Atlantic World (New Hampshire: 
University of New Hampshire Press, 2012) for biographical information of Winthrop.  
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annotation, and thus presence, within the pages. We might compare this with the 

previously discussed obsidian shew-stone, cabalistic bracelet, and other artefacts 

whose intrinsic value is the social agency afforded them by their connection, 

genuine or otherwise, with John Dee.  

 

Conclusion 

Mortlake was a thoroughly ‘social’ hub. Beginning as a bustling household for the 

Dees and their servants and expanding exponentially to accommodate the growing 

collection of books, artefacts, scientific instruments, and the equally mounting 

influx of students, visitors, and collaborators, the ‘poore cottage’ becomes a buzzing 

hive of activity. Fostering scholarly debate and discussion, Dee’s home opened its 

doors to the leading academics and courtiers in England, amongst them Francis 

Bacon, Edward Dyer, Humphrey and Adrian Gilbert, and Thomas Digges, with whom 

he maintained personal and professional relationships. His resources were quite 

literally unparalleled during Mortlake’s most active years, ensuring that a strong 

network of great minds and emerging talent in multiple fields of research could 

collaborate in the kind of research institute to which modern universities still aspire 

to evolve. The role of Dee as ‘gatekeeper’ to this hub that stood somewhere 

between past, present and future is epitomised in the library’s (lack of) taxonomy. 

The ‘art of memory’ presents one potential framework for understanding Dee’s 

organisational standards, alongside other ‘ciphering’ techniques borne out of his 

interest in cabalistic numerology and steganography. The plurality of Mortlake leads 

to further difficulties in definitions. It appears to have been a true hybrid, 

encompassing a household, an extensive library, laboratories, an ‘external’ library 
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with leanings towards the ‘cabinet of curiosities’, and an ‘inner’ library sanctum, the 

contents of which we can currently only hypothesise.  

 The social community surrounding Mortlake functions on two levels. The 

first is the ‘explicit’ sociality of a network of collaborators, physically using the space 

and its material culture to exchange and elicit knowledge. The second is what I 

would refer to as the ‘internal’, or ‘implicit’, sociality of Mortlake; that web of social 

connections that can be traced through the pages of books, which silently carry 

their human agency, cloaked in their seemingly ‘non-active’ materiality. These 

‘remains’ can reveal social links and interpersonal relationships. They can identify 

how certain items, and books, were treated in personal use and more public 

circulation. This enduring ‘socio-material’ evidence has survived until today through 

the books, manuscripts, and artefacts found in museums and private collections. As 

has been discussed, however, new ‘modern’ levels and facets of both sociality and 

materiality can be problematic in analysing (or even accessing) these historical 

remnants, their meaning and connections lost behind Perspex cabinets and cotton-

gloved bureaucracy. This act of preservation, a necessary one in some cases 

certainly, is also an act of ascribing meaning. It is the tapestry metaphor once again 

but perhaps given a more literal rendering. Ruptures in time, or damage to the 

artefact, can be artificially repaired. The repairs serve a necessary purpose but 

something of the lost piece has been replaced by something imposed upon it by the 

agent of the present.  

When we consider the British Museum’s Dee artefacts we see the 

imposition of the modern curator’s choices. The motivation of those choices is 

partly based on drawing attention to the object, to make it appealing to visitors and 
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thus increase the museum’s traffic. James Simpson has suggested that ‘The 

museum’s frozen time implies frozen scholarly selves committed to understanding 

the past “in its own terms”’ (141). Although the curation of these artefacts in 

particular relies on their association with Dee as their ‘unique selling point’, they 

also aim to contextualise them in regards to the wider theme of world religion and 

superstition, the past’s ‘own terms’. This is itself fraught with issues regarding the 

historical and social significance of religious items, as Simpson notes ‘the museum 

does repress and neutralize religious cultures even as it protects religious artifacts’ 

(143). Simpson explains why this association is particularly difficult to navigate:  

The issue of secularity, in all its forms, is especially fraught at the 

medieval/early modern boundary, where religion is now the central arena in 

which all the big questions are examined. Narratives of national and 

religious identity and freedom; of individual liberties; of the history of 

education and scholarship; of reading or the history of the book; of the very 

possibility of sophisticated individual self-consciousness, and of persuasive 

historical consciousness [are framed in regards to religion] (156).   

The choice to curate these items in lights of their religious significance is not one 

which would have occurred to Dee, but the polytemporality of the item, its survival 

from a time past, and its preservation for the future, surely would have. The 

association of an item’s importance with its social inheritance, its ‘associability’ as a 

non-human actor, would also have appealed to Dee (for example, as he prized the 

globes gifted to him from his friend Gerard Mercator for their personal association).  
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*** 

In 2004 the Science Museum, London, reported the theft of a scrying crystal 

thought to belong to Dee, object A127915. Alongside the crystal, a seventeenth-

century Latin statement describing its operative properties was also pilfered,81 

demonstrating the thief’s awareness that the two formed part of a whole. The 

manuscript fragment acts as something akin to a ‘user’s manual’ which would 

render the crystal’s ‘magic’ efficacious. It reminds us again that Dee’s collection was 

dispersed and, as we saw with the British Museum’s separation of manuscripts and 

artefacts, the collection is no longer treated as a whole. Where Dee’s Mortlake 

unified textual and material forms of knowledge, we now need to send them to 

separate institutions for their relevance to be studied under the appropriate 

conditions. In a statement regarding the theft Jon Tucker, head of the museum, said 

‘This is a very distressing loss to the museum as these objects are of great historical 

significance and irreplaceable’.82 Dwelling on that description of the objects as 

being of ‘great historical significance’: is it because they bear some relationship to 

the archmagus or Mortlake? Does their moment of temporal origin mean less than 

the ensuing provenance? Randolph Starn plainly states that ‘museums are not 

neutral’ (70). Certainly, Dee’s Mortlake was not neutral. It was shaped by its 

creator, curated as a material expression of self to attract friends and patrons in the 

same way a museum makes itself appealing to visitors and patrons. As a library it 

attempted to recuperate a broken past by restablishing temporal links between 

                                                           
81 <http://www.thetimes.co.uk/tto/news/uk/article1920251.ece> 
 
82 Lewis, Caroline, ‘Elizabethan Artefacts Stolen From London Science Museum’, Culture 24, 10 

December 2004. <http://www.culture24.org.uk/science-and-nature/medicine/art25176>. Accessed 
7/1/15. 
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past and present. In its cabinet of curiosities, it permitted a contemplation of time 

and space, of the world in microcosm. The fusion of temporalities being enacted 

within the walls of Mortlake library places it as a centre of interdisciplinary 

scholarship bolstered by the ‘remains’ of the past. It was a crucible of historical 

significance. As we shall see in the following chapter, Dee was also concerned with 

the historical significance of certain texts, precisely for their relationship to a 

popular figure, in order to recuperate a lost past and re-establish a historical 

precedent that would engage, and persuade, his audience, as he assumed the role 

of imperial historiographer.  
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Chapter Two 

Chronicling the ‘Brytish Empire’:  The Historicity of Dee’s Imperial 
Imagination 

 
I have not attempted this as a new fangle, and lover of novilties (that which I have 
always hated) but as a furtherer of the trueth, which I have always loved.  

- John Dee, Ashmole MS 1789, fol.10r 
 

Mortlake, as we’ve observed, was a social and scholarly hub that fostered 

connections between some of the foremost intellectuals of the late sixteenth 

century. On any chosen day at the house in the south-west of London, one might 

have a chance meeting with the explorer Francis Drake; the alchemist-geographer 

brothers Humphrey and Adrian Gilbert; the diplomat and clerk of the Privy Council 

Thomas Wilkes; or William Bourne, Dee’s fellow mathematician.83 One might even 

have been invited to have ‘dyned with Syr Walter Rawlegh’.84 These sometimes 

social gatherings connected intellectuals and generated discussion fuelled by their 

stimulating surroundings of alchemical stills, curiosities, and vast shelves and cases 

of books. The intellectual interests of Dee’s proto-institute were not restricted to 

scientific-occult, or philosophical, dealings but also included a great deal of political 

work written in the search for patronage. A number of documents produced at 

Mortlake by Dee were presented to Elizabeth I detailing meticulous theoretical 

theses on her imperial rights and England’s extended empire.85  

                                                           
83 Bourne was also publisher of work known to Dee, advising sailors on proper the use of Inventions 
or Devises. Very Necessary for all Generalles and Captaines, as wel by Sea as by Land (1578). 
 
84 As Dee did on 9 Oct 1595 according to his Private Diary.  
 
85 Titles and details of which will be discussed as this chapter progresses. 
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Many of the supporting arguments for these treatises are based on the 

provision of ‘monuments’, that is, ancient historical records, often copied ‘verbatim’ 

as proof that there was a precedent for the claims. This idea of precedence is itself 

an historiographical concept – that the past can provide strength to the present – 

even if that past was imagined.  Perhaps the most notably unreliable source given 

credence by authors of the Tudor era is Geoffrey of Monmouth. Recalling the 

reference in Dee’s Private Diary on 15 June 1578, 

I told Mr Daniel Rogers, and Mr Hackluyt of the Middle Temple being by, 

that Kyng Arthur and King Maty, both of them, did conquier Gelindia, lately 

called Friseland, which he so noted presently in his written copy of 

Monumethensis, for he had no printed boke thereof, 

it is clear that Dee and his companions held an interest in the Arthurian chronicles 

and ‘stories’ of the Middle Ages.  This selective respect for the medieval is bound up 

in a need for continuity in the nationalist imaginations of the period. Therefore, this 

chapter will explore how Dee’s interest in national politics is inflected by his 

historical consciousness via the framework of ‘British’ chronicles and Arthurian lore, 

in an attempt to gauge his responsiveness to the writings of the past and 

demonstrate how the appropriation of historical ‘veritas’ was central to his defence 

and substantiation of the Tudor monarchy and of his own familial lines. 

Contemporaries of Dee will also be examined to determine if veritas was a general 

concern of sixteenth-century historiography. A return to earlier discussions of 

periodisation will also prove useful when considering the Tudor obsession with 

establishing a linear history which presented the Tudors as an apotheosis of English 

kingship. Dee’s conceptualisation of the ‘British Empire’, rooted in the Arthurian 
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ideals of Geoffrey of Monmouth and other chroniclers, provides a basis for 

suggesting that Dee’s interest in chronicles and histories was not only for political 

advancement, but for the substantiation of his own heritage and social standing – a 

consciousness of still being affected by the supposedly ‘medieval’ past. Dee’s 

obsession mirrors that of Elizabeth’s father’s – Henry VIII was fixated on his 

Arthurian origins. But was Dee uncritically accepting of Monmouth’s account of that 

past? Or did his polymathic abilities extend to the manipulation of source materials 

in such a resounding way that he was able to convince a queen and her court that 

he had uncovered irrefutable evidence for her claim to an Arthurian British 

Empire?86  

Monmouth’s Arthurian histories were publicly defended against cynics by 

John Leland, and to some extent Dee. Buoyed by the desire to stabilise Britain and 

encouraged that ‘the story Geoffrey tells is of a kingdom unified’ (Crick 224) many 

writers appropriated the material to serve their goals. However, others saw 

Monmouth’s work as nothing but fable and myth. John Foxe’s opinion of the 

Arthurian tales was that they were ‘more fabulous, than that any credit should be 

given to them’ (Acts and Monuments 1570, n5r).87 An influential detractor of 

Monmouth’s was Polydore Vergil, born in Urbino c.1470. May McKisack, in a 

gesture symptomatic of the periodising disorientation which accompanies 

                                                           
86 Nicholas Clulee summarises Dee’s claims stating, Dee’s ‘interpretation of the conquests of Arthur 
and other early Britons […] legimated English colonization by challenging the Spanish claim to all of 
America through the assertion of England’s right by prior conquest to North America’ (185). This 
prior conqueror was to be Arthur.  
 
87 Jesse Lander has argued that Foxe’s book ‘displays a particular sense of the Middle Ages that owes 
more to apocalyptic exegesis and anti-Catholic polemic that to humanist claims for the rebirth of the 
classical’ (95). Although Foxe sees no value in Arthurian fable he does, in a similar manner, refashion 
history to his needs. 
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scholarship of this period, presents Vergil as ‘ahead of the times’ when he arrived in 

England in 1502, ‘His world was the cultivated world of Renaissance Europe, still 

only palely reflected in England at the beginning of the sixteenth century’ (98). 

McKisack therefore implies that his scepticism, demonstrated in his Anglica Historia, 

was founded in his advanced Italian education, as yet beyond the intellectual grasp 

of his English counterparts. McKisack’s narrative demonstrates that conventional 

medieval/renaissance divide which David Wallace takes to task when he discusses 

Geoffrey Chaucer’s arrival in Italy. He notes that Chaucer had not crossed any sort 

of ‘magical dividing line that would befuddle a “medieval” imagination with 

“Renaissance” cultural forms’ (Wallace 9). Rather, that notion of periodisation has 

much less to do with geography, or indeed temporality – for England’s ‘Middle Age’ 

was co-eval with Italy’s ‘Renaissance’ – but is instead a rehearsal of an ideological 

supersession of Continental culture over British. Vergil notes in the Anglica Historia 

that ‘an Historie is a full rehearsall and declaration of things don, not a gesse or 

divination’ (Book 1, 26). Vergil therefore inspired a good deal of writing in defence 

of the Arthurian legends, disregarded as a traitor and liar. Writing on the 

suppression of the circulation and belief in Arthur’s conquests Dee wrote, ‘Polidor 

Virgil did begine such a tragedy mischevously enough’ (62) and so ‘traiteruslie’ did 

hinder Elizabeth’s ‘most lawfull inheritaunce imperiall, as very habundantlie in 

those ancient monuments did appere, which wilfully and wickedlie […] this Polijdor 

burnt, yea a whole carte load almost’ (Limits 62). There is some recourse to the 

image of the Reformers burning manuscripts particularly with the use of the 

associated phrase ‘ancient monuments’. Dr John Caius, the esteemed physician, 

also alleged Vergil burned manuscripts ‘so that his own errors might not be 
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perceived’ (qtd in McKisack 103). Why was there such strength of feeling on both 

sides of the Arthurian debate? We might look to the polytemporal identity of Arthur 

and what that figure represented for those involved. 

 

 

Appropriating Arthur 
 
You know about transmigration of souls? Do you know about transposition of 
epochs […]?     

- Mark Twain, A Connecticut Yankee in King Arthur’s Court, 2 
 

History can be a political asset. Is this why Arthur was such an important ‘historical’ 

figure, particularly for the Tudors? Used as a propagandistic tool for the 

advancement of the Empire and as a totem to rally and unite the people under a 

collective past, Arthur became a figurehead for a monarchical line whose continued 

lineage was fraught with questions of legitimacy, and even the future of the throne 

of England should the queen not produce an heir.88 David Armitage has noted that 

‘any reference [in Tudor historical writing] to a British Empire evoked an anglo-

centric vision derived from the anti-Celtic ethnography of Geoffrey of Monmouth in 

the twelfth century’ (2004: 274). This is perpetuated in Dee’s Perfect Art of 

Navigation, in the printed paratext, ‘And why not, Arthvrvs Brytanis? Bycause King 

Arthvr, his Name sene, was a Thorne in the Saxons eyes, of those Dayes: and his 

Name rehersed, was Odible to their Eares: Whose Ancestors were by that Brytish 

                                                           
88 Matters of succession were confused, in part, due to Henry’s divorces and the contestation of the 
legitimacy of his children. Elizabeth was publicly declared illegitimate by Pope Pius V in 1570 in a 
papal bull, Regnans in Excelsis. See also: E.W. Ives, ‘Tudor Dynastic Problems Revisited’, Historical 
Research 81.212 (2008): 255-279 for a discussion of the ramifications of Henry VIII’s succession acts; 
and S.T. Bindoff, ‘Kingdom at Stake, 1553’, History Today 3.9 (1953): 642-648, for John Dudley’s 
attempts to procure the throne for Lady Jane Grey in the line of succession above Henry’s daughters, 
Mary and Elizabeth.  
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Arthur, 12 time, ouercome in Bataille’ (56). Supporters of this ‘anti-Celtic’ stance put 

Galfridian narratives to use in 1542 to substantiate England’s feudal supremacy over 

Scotland. Henry VIII’s issue of the Declaration, Conteyning the Just Causes and 

Consyderations of This Present Warre with the Scottis before his invasion of 

Scotland utilised the historiographical ‘fact’ of Galfridian materials to support his 

efforts (Armitage 2000: 37-8). Monmouth’s chronicle also presents a figure of 

enduring kingship in his portrayal of Arthur, which the Tudor monarchy sought to 

emulate, or at the very least, appropriate.  

  With the loss of textual evidence and historical documents during the height 

of the Reformation the English cognoscenti perceived a break with the past and 

began, in some accounts, to mourn a lost sense of chronological continuity. Andrew 

Escobedo suggests that Tudor society was thrust in to an epoch of ‘temporal 

isolation’ (3) and was desperate to ‘attempt to bring together the English past, 

present and near future in a complete and continuous story’ (3).89 The legend of 

Arthur became central to that attempt at re-constituting a linear narrative of 

English history, and the appropriation of Arthur’s glory manifests in the naming of 

male heirs. Charles Bowie Millican notes that Bernard Andre, royal poet laureate, 

called Henry VIII’s elder brother ‘Arthurus secundus’ (18) in his writings, and 

suggests that were Arthur to have been crowned (he died 1502), he may have 

‘succeeded to the throne of England as Arthur II’ (21). Even without the material 

evidence for this genealogy, as Arthur II, he would have been maintaining a 

                                                           
89 This fusion of temporalities was - consciously or not - being enacted within the walls of Mortlake 
library, as a centre of interdisciplinary scholarship bolstered by the ‘remains’ of the past. 
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monarchical lineage to support this perceived need for historical continuity.90 

Richard Robinson, in his ‘Dedicatorie’ to John Leland’s A Learned and True Assertion 

[…] of Arthur writes of Henry VIII’s favourable approach to Arthur and his court: 

Bycause his elder brother being named Arthure, he him selfe a most 

christian King for all heroicall vertues commendable, the rather seemed to 

favour and further the advancement of the fame of his most renoumed 

auncestor this same our ancient Arthure and the knightly traine of his 

roundetable (‘Dedicatorie’). 

Indeed, Henry was obsessed with the idea of an ideal ‘roundtable’ court, and in 

1531 Henry reputedly beheaded Rhys op Griffith for naming himself FitzUrien, son 

of Urien, for the association to the knight of Arthur’s court.91 Henry took offence to 

Griffith claiming such a link to sovereignty (Millican 22), demonstrating the depth of 

Henry’s reliance on Arthurian veracity. James IV of Scotland also named his son 

Arthur, as did John Dee. The symbolic nomenclature of ‘Arthur’ was not lost on 

these men.  David Summers proposes that as Arthur could ‘convey particular 

                                                           
90 This appropriation of Arthur for monarchical propaganda was not restricted to the Tudors. There is 
also a potentially interesting link here in relation to Henry II’s kingship and Arthur. In four extant 
manuscripts containing the Historia Regum Britannie (Oxford, Bodleian Library MSS. Bodley 233 and 
Rawlinson B.189, Aberystwyth, National Library of Wales MS Llanstephan 196, and Wurzburg, 
Universtitatsbibliothek MS. M.ch.f. 140), is contained ‘Arthur’s letter’. This letter is ostensibly written 
by Arthur to Hugh, the chaplain of Brannum, in the year 1157 (Littere quas misit Arturus invictus rex 
Britannie Hug. Capellano de Branno […]). Written by ‘Arthur’ the letter promises that a prophesied 
Gloria draws near. The year recorded in the letter – 1157 – is particularly notable as being the year 
of Henry’s son Richard’s birth. Perhaps there is no coincidence that a letter from ‘Arthurus invictus’ 
(the unconquered Arthur) appears to support the throne at the time of the birth of a male heir.  
 
91 In John Hardyng’s Chronicle of England [1463], it states "The Rounde Table at Wynchestere 
beganne, and ther it ende, and ther it hangeth yet" (f.lxvii), the shape symbolic of that very 
endurance and a sense of continuity. During Henry VIII’s reign the table was painted with the Tudor 
Rose at its centre with King Arthur on his throne (likely a rendering of Henry himself), surrounded by 
24 places for the Knights of the Round Table. It is therefore not without irony that Henry VIII relied 
on this idealised Arthurian court to maintain a sense of connection to a long-lost ‘golden age’ past. 
As mentioned, this ‘break’ with the past and loss/repression of material evidence was immeasurably 
increased by Henry’s own actions in setting in motion the dissolution of the monasteries and 
breaking with Rome. 
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ideological meaning’ (127) he could therefore be used in and as propaganda. Under 

Henry VIII’s reign John Leland, the ‘King’s Antiquary’, wrote an extended assertio of 

Arthur’s life and conquests92 in which Leland defends Arthur’s conception by 

adultery from the first page by stating that even Hercules was born of an adulterous 

relationship and notes, ‘it ought not to redounde unto Arthures prejudice or 

reproach, that the father being an adulterer did leave him a sonne borne to valiant 

courage, prosperitie, & triumphant victories: seeing he was not in fault that he the 

lesse proceeded fro[m] lawfull matrimony, seeing that he afterwards proved both a 

valiant and honest person’ (Leland 2). Leland appears to be defending not only 

Arthur’s lineage but, by implication, that of the Tudors. He goes on to name Arthur 

‘the chiefest ornament of Brittayne’ (1). In describing Arthur as an ‘ornament’ he 

also creates a very interesting image. We might think of an ornament as something 

to display proudly – like the British nationalism Leland is presenting – but we might 

also think of an ornament in the same way as a discredited relic, something 

dismissed from the ‘superstitious’ past, now put to new, presentist, uses - as the 

legend of Arthur was at the necessary political moments. 

 

Vincit Veritas: Periodisation and the Search for a Historiographical ‘Truth’ 

We have determined that Arthur plays a propagandistic role in Tudor 

historiography. He signifies sixteenth-century tensions about the passing of time 

and salves them by being a consistent, and persistent, figure in collective (if 

fictionalized) memory. In discussing historiography, Geoffrey Cubitt argues that: 

                                                           
92 All quotations will be taken from Richard Robinson’s English translation, A Learned and True 
Assertion of the original, Life, Actes, and death of the most Noble, Valiant, and Renoumed Prince 
Arthure, King of great Britaine, (London: John Wolfe, 1582). 
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the past is always the past of something – a group, a community, a state, a 

nation, a race, a society, a civilization […] the past in question is our past [; it] 

belongs to us as a constitutive element in our common identity.  

Representations of the collective past hinge, in other words, on backward 

projections of current perceptions of identity (2007: 199-200). 

As Cubitt proposes, historiographical discourses are not simply re-tellings of the 

past but are re-imaginings of it, heavily influenced by the perspectives and concerns 

of those articulating them.93 It is crucial to the tellers of that past that they are 

perceived as reliable and unquestionably grounded in fact. Dee’s notes on Dictys’ 

and Dares’ Trojan history indicate his own concern with this veracity.94 Dictys 

supports his narrative of what Ulysses did at Troy by saying that he was actually 

there.95 Dee underlines and annotates this passage, commenting ‘veritas huius 

historiae certa’, ‘The truth of this history is certain’.  Anthony Grafton suggests that 

Dee had thus inferred ‘autopsy guaranteed authority’ (2007: 62). From this same 

text Dee also establishes an authenticity from the use of patronymic and 

matronymic naming of places. On fol.11 Dee writes, ‘Nota hic Brytannicum 

nominandi morem, per patrum etiam citata nomina, vel Matrum, vel vtrorumque’ 

‘Note this British custom of naming, the names of the places are called from the 

                                                           
93 An interesting caveat to Cubitt’s theory, Escobedo suggests that the term ‘Renaissance’ was ‘their 
fiction’, while the phrase ‘early modern’ is ‘our fiction’ (Intro, 3). This highlights the semantic value of 
certain words to cause certain effects, based on the ‘needs’ or ‘backward projections of current 
perceptions of identity’ to which Cubitt refers. 
 
94 London, Royal College of Physicians Dorchester 139/7, copy 9959. 
 
95 Fol 10: Eorum ego sectus comitatum, ea quidam quae ante apud Troiam gesta sunt ab Vlysse, 

cognita quam diligentissime retuli: et reliqua quae deinceps insecuta sunt: quoniam ipse interfui, 
quam verissime potero, exponam 
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father‘s [name], also the mother’s, or from both’. Grafton suggests this is a ‘widely 

held principle to confirm the authority of [a] text’ in the sixteenth century (2007: 

63). Thus, there is an importance placed on establishing the ‘truth’ of a history.

 Throughout John Leland’s ‘Assertion’ he vigorously defends the 

historiography that he presents as truth, devoting an entire chapter to ‘A 

confutation and overthrow of Slaunders rashly affirming that Arthure was not living’ 

(Chapter XVII). He notes:  

Historiographers do contend, and as yet the controversie is before the 

iudge, as what time Arthure flourished. And this contention hath so 

entreated, and gathered force, that doubts (concerning universall credite of 

the historie, which declareth his exploits done), as yet sticke to the feoble 

conceipts of the Readers. But this is so weake a slaunder, that it needs not 

any diligent answere (Leland 33). 

He dismisses those who contest the claims of Arthur’s birth as ‘feoble’ and ‘weake’ 

so much that they do not deserve any ‘diligent answere’. This response is 

problematic in two ways. On the one hand, an inability or avoidance of that answer 

suggests he has no sufficient defence to provide. On the other, the entire treatise 

could be viewed as his attempt at a ‘diligent answere’. The fact that the ‘Assertion’ 

is so preoccupied with issues of truth points to the second.  Leland is aware that 

historiographers have embellished and edited the Arthurian tales:  

Historiographers doe contend in this behalf, and the controversie; as yet 

resteth under the Judge. But I will declare nothing rashly: For so much as it 
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appeareth most evidently, that both obscure and absurd repostes have 

crept into the historie of Arthure (Leland 6). 

Phrasing such as ‘obscure and absurd repostes have crept’ suggest the sinister 

machinations of the decriers such as Vergil which Leland refuses to (and yet tries to) 

diligently answer. He continues in a similar vein: 

Arthure is nowe deade […] whole fame; memory, and prayse fully and 

wholly live, and shine forth in the worlde. Our ancestors, both Poets and 

also historiographers were so friendly, honest, and thankefull towards 

Arthure, that they both enobled his fame and factes, and also adorned them 

with eternall memorie and commendation (Leland 18).96 

Leland’s consciousness of the ‘constructed nature of history’ (Shrank 70) can also be 

seen in his declaration that ‘the Romans were as famous to future generations as 

either the eloquence or favourable disposition of writers wanted to make them’ 

(New Yeeres gyft, D7v). Leland’s concern with the adornment of historical ‘fact’ is 

typical of many sixteenth-century historiographers. There is a desire to retrieve 

something ‘truthful’ from the materials they accumulate and reproduce, even when 

they are (re)writing history. Richard Robinson’s contemporary ‘Dedicatorie’ to 

Leland’s ‘Assertion’, for example, is as equally concerned with textual veritas as the 

work it preceeds. He praises ‘one English Leyland for his learned laboure laudable, 

hath perfectly polished him in all poyntes’ and is aware of the necessity of providing 

authority through the citation of sources by providing a ‘Table of the names of 

                                                           
96 The choice of the word ‘adorned’ suggests the artificiality seen before in Escobedo’s description of 

Arthur as an ‘ornament’.  It is apparent too when Ralph Brooke accuses William Camden of 
borrowing material from Leland in order to ‘feather [his] nest’ with ‘borrowed plumes’ (79-80). 
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those Authors, whose testimonies this present Booke useth’.97 Robinson also 

provides four truncated phrases from the Latin Vulgate which all focus on the 

importance of truth. Although some do not seem to match with their supposed 

biblical counterparts (Esdra 5.9, for example, does not refer to the ‘Veritas’ which 

the author quotes), the theme maintains that ‘truth will out’.98 Interestingly, the 

closing remark of Document 3 of Dee’s Limites is ‘Vincit Veritas’ (49), echoing 

Robinson with the sentiment ‘the truth prevails’. Robinson follows his dedication by 

inserting his own preface to Leland’s text, citing his own extraneous research and 

authorities to support his edition. Is this concern with textual veritas restricted to 

those concerned with genealogical or historiographical traditions? This style of 

composition reflects medieval ‘glossatory’ techniques, layering commentary on the 

‘authoritative’ textual space.99 This layering of authorities occurs in Dee’s own 

writings, which are far-reaching in their scholarly ‘fields’ and which also cite Leland 

(these will be discussed in due course). Leland (and Robinson’s) attempts to 

establish an irrefutable national heritage based on the notion of belief alongside 

‘fact’ was certainly not unusual. Escobedo writes ‘Despite the explosion of historical 

writing in the sixteenth century […] much of this writing registered a profound 

sense that the English past was missing and unrecoverable, even as it celebrated 

                                                           
97 Charles Merbury in his A Briefe Discourse of Royall Monarchies (1581) writes ‘As maister Dee hath 
very learnedly of late (in sundry tables by him collected out of sundry auncient, and approued 
writers) shewed vnto her Maiestie, that shee may iustly call herself LADY, and EMPERES of all the 
Northe Llandes’ (qtd in Sherman 1995: 150). Merbury is also concerned with these ‘tables’ of sources 
and confirms that Dee’s are not only ‘auncient’, but ‘approued’.  
 
98 The remaining quotations are as follows: 2 Cor. 13 (8) We can do nothing against the truth but for 
the truth; Proverbs 12(.9) The lip of truth shall be steadfast forever; Proverbs 21(.28) A lying witness 
shall perish. 
 
99 See also: Dagenais, John, ‘Decolonizing the Medieval Page’, in The Future of the Page, ed. by Peter 

Stoicheff and Andrew Taylor (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2004), p.43.  
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English history’ (Intro, 3). The desperation to recover that past may account for the 

often dismissive tone of Leland towards his naysayers.  

 Certainly, Leland’s efforts were appreciated by John Bale who seems to have 

upheld his ideals of recovering a historiographical ‘truth’. Indeed, Bale in his play 

Kynge Johan, personifies Veritas100 as a character introduced after John’s death to 

deliver a speech which invokes the spirit of Leland: ‘Leylonde, out of thy slumbre 

awake, | And wytnesse a trewthe for thyne own contrayes sake’ (84).101 The 

characters of Veritas and Leland are connected, as historians and ‘witnesses’ to 

restore John’s reputation and defeat ‘Sedition’. Dan Breen asks ‘why should Veritas, 

himself an abstraction called upon to oversee the reformation of historiography, 

need Leland’s symbolic assistance?’ (28). The answer, one might assume, is due to 

the prior connection between Bale and Leland. Breen suggests that Veritas 

summons Leland because ‘history writing must be cumulative as well as 

comprehensive. Like Leland himself, Veritas begins his attempt to refashion 

historiography by incorporating work that is already extant’ (28). The writing of 

Post-Reformation history is perhaps, therefore, a remnant of medieval 

accumulations of auctoritas. Ironically, that very ‘refashioning’ of history was a 

recuperative measure required due to the poor treatment of those same medieval 

                                                           
100 Although the Camden Old Series edition also lists the character as ‘Veryte’ when asked his/her 
name it is responded ‘I am Veritas’ (87), thus this version is retained for continuity. The Latin version 
is used for the allegorical character of Veritas in many modern treatments of medieval plays. See, for 
example, Andrea Louise Young on the Castle of Perseverance in Vision and Audience in Medieval 
Drama: A Study of The Castle of Perseverance (New York: Springer, 2015), and The Oxford Handbook 
of Tudor Drama edited by Thomas Betteridge and Greg Walker (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
2012).  
 
101 Unfortunately Camden Old Series, although publishing the play in full, did not think it necessary to 
include line references. Therefore, all quotations used here are referenced according to the page 
number. 
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sources which were now necessary to re-establish a suitable historiography. That 

temporal rupture caused by the Reformation needed a poly-temporal solution – the 

authority of the past deftly handled by the writers of the present. Bale was, of 

course, familiar with the work left by Leland, himself building on those medieval 

foundations to publish the Laboryouse Journey. Roger Ray has determined that 

‘Veritas meant real events, as opposed to events that sprang from sheer 

imagination’ (640). Bale utilises the same ‘foundational’ concept in building upon 

Leland’s work, and by building his play upon the real events of the medieval past. By 

incorporating enough factual material to provide historical veracity the audience is 

more likely to accept and trust what they see and hear. As Ray puts it ‘if in the 

narrative the readers saw veritas, it made no difference whether the material 

rested on real events or just on plausible grounds’ (640).  There is an implication 

then that Bale is associating himself with the character of Veritas, drawing on the 

work of Leland to provide the ‘truth’. There is further hint of this association when 

the character of Imperyall Majestye notes ‘I perceive, Veryte, ye have done wele 

your part, | Refowrmynge these men’ (90). The mention of reform is a subtle 

reminder of the play’s sixteenth-century context and reminds us that verity does 

not necessarily mean a genuine truth, but can be appropriated for propagandistic 

and political purpose, ironically making Veritas an unreliable exponent of the ‘truth’ 

it is meant to embody. There is a suggestion that Bale himself was conflicted in his 

historical consciousness. A recurring humanist motto – veritas temporis filia – truth 

is the daughter of time, glosses over the fact that with time the truth is more likely 
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to be manipulated and polemicized if not lost altogether, despite the reformers’ 

appeals to the contrary.102  

 It is in this context that Dee’s concerns over the veracity of the texts he 

examines comes to the fore. London, British Library RP 9595 - a reproduction copy 

of John Hardyng’s Chronicle - signed on the title page and extensively annotated by 

Dee, provides his perspective on the matter of ‘reliable’ sources.103 Dee provides 

many amendments to the text where he believes Hardyng has incorrectly recorded 

the details. For example, on fol.137 he has underlined and crossed out the name 

‘Clare’ twice in reference to ‘erle Robert Clare’ and placed a nota mark ‘+’ beside 

the lines. On fol.158104 by the line ‘How Gladowys Dewy [th]e daughter of David, 

prince of Wales’ Dee has written ‘Duy’ above ‘Dewy’ and crossed out ‘David’ to 

write ‘Lewelm’. Pertinent to Dee’s imperial research on behalf of Elizabeth, he pays 

particular attention to monarchic titles. On fol.4 he has underlined ‘So kyng of 

Spaine and also of Portyngale’ crossing out the second half and correcting it in the 

right margin noting ‘Portngale now did not belong title to Castiles or Leon’. This 

particular title interests him again on fol.233, a chapter beginning ‘The kynges title 

to all his lands’. His underlining is reproduced here: 

                                                           
102 The Latin phrase was used in Geffrey Whitney’s A Choice of Emblemes (1586) and was the title of 

a ceremonial play centred around Mary, who had adopted the motto as her personal device 
(Respublica, 1553). Greg Walker on Respublica summarises the conclusion that ‘Time makes known 
their [the Vices’] abuses through his daughter Veritas’ (Walker 1998: 179). 
  
103 The British Library’s RP9595 consists of a folder of reproduction images of Dee’s annotated 

printed copy of ‘The Chronicle of Jhon (sic) hardyng’, signed and dated on the title page Joannes Dee 
1574. It is part of the British Library’s collection of ‘Copies of Exported Manuscripts Deposited under 
Government Export Regulations’. Therefore the current owner’s details are privately held. The 
original was sold at Sotheby's, LO9794, 29 Oct 2009, Lot 56. 
 
104 I here follow the pagination style of the original without amending the annotated pagination of 
Roman numerals. 
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To Castell and to Lion also ye been / The enheritoure also and verie heire / 

By right of bloud discended clere and clene / of Portyngale […] As Arthure 

did by Scottes wanne all franchese (RP9595 fol.233). 

The specific interest here highlights the importance of the successor being the ‘verie 

heire’, the ‘true’ heir – a comparison can be drawn here with Arthur.105 A few lines 

later his imperial interest is made known again underlining the phrase ‘make them 

Albion’ and in right margin beside it he has written ‘Albion’ to highlight the relevant 

passage. Dee’s own genealogical interests are hinted at in his cross-referencing 

annotation on fol.122 where, beside the underlining of the word ‘Welshemen’, he 

writes ‘vide fol 109’. Most pertinent to the current discussion is Dee’s treatment of 

Chapter CLVII entitled ‘how a chronicle was fained to make Edmo[n]d [th]e elder 

brother’. Dee has underlined the following lines, ‘suche chronicles then he feined 

ful fore/ And put in place of divers religion/ To make his sonne, right heyre of this 

region’ adding a manicule pointing to the same lines to further highlight his interest. 

He has also underlined the phrase ‘chronicles truely wrought’ and in the bottom 

margin, in noticeably larger than normal font, he has written ‘Note forging of 

Chronicles’. Dee’s interest in this passage indicates one of two things. Either, Dee’s 

general concern with the idea that a chronicle could be feigned to alter history, or, 

that Dee was aware of Hardyng’s own reputation as a forger of sources and the 

irony of Hardyng highlighting another’s duplicity was not lost on him. Indeed, 

contained with the British Library reproductions is a photocopy of a writ concerning 

documents forged by Hardyng in 1458. However, it does not contain any annotation 

                                                           
105 The specific interest to these titles will be discussed later in this chapter in regards to a Papal inter 
caetera determining the rightful successor to lands in Spain and Portugal which Dee claims for 
Elizabeth. 
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by Dee and therefore may not have been enclosed with the book while in Dee’s 

possession. Alfred Hiatt describes Hardyng as a ‘forger-critic’ and although I would 

not go so far as to label Dee with the same term, there are some similarities in their 

actions. As Hiatt notes,  

The forger-critic like Hardyng writes the history of the land in the voices of 

others and then interprets, in a discourse aimed equally at the re-possession 

of inheritance and the dispossession of illegitimate occupiers. From the 

illusion of experience, the illusion of having encountered the real, emerges 

the counter-reality of the forged, the silence written, the absence restored 

(126-7).  

This goes some way to describing Dee’s own efforts to synthesise the chronicle 

sources of others in his voice, interpreting it precisely for the imperial reasons Hiatt 

proposes, and for his own genealogical benefit. The final part of that description, 

‘the silence written, the absence restored’, will become all the more relevant in the 

following pages as Dee’s writings are further explored. If there is a gap in the 

historiography, how can it be filled ‘truthfully’ without the evidence to support it? 

Hiatt intriguingly notes that, ‘The assumption of authority that constitutes the 

forgery, its assertions of veracity, enables it to animate the past and map the 

present’ (127). Perhaps then, it is more important to define who assumes the 

authority of veracity and asserts that truth, and why?  

Hiatt’s suggestion that authority can ‘animate the past and map the present’ 

plays in to what we have previously seen from Leland, Bale, Dee, and others. 

However, such expounding of the ‘truth’ of chronicle evidence indicates an 

incongruence in ‘renaissance’ attitudes to the ‘medieval’ past. Thomas Kendrick 



126 
 

defines Leland’s attitude to British history as ‘rigidly medieval’ (47), presumably 

because he doesn’t question the reality of Arthur’s exploits in the way some of his 

more ‘enlightened’ European contemporaries like Polydore Vergil do. However, 

even Vergil ‘conceded a place in his own history of England for Geoffrey’s 

[medieval] narrative’ (Simpson 76). He writes of the Galfridian tradition as: ‘The 

whiche thing (albeit not altogether without indignation) yet will wee doe it, bothe 

havinge regarde to the time and the avoydinge of evel will; mindinge bie the way, as 

nere as wee cann to amend the defaultes therein (whiche are infinite)’ (Book 1, 33). 

Although Vergil does not respect Monmouth’s narrative, he does see some value in 

its inclusion. Vergil’s suggestion that he does ‘regarde […] the time’ is a key 

historicist gesture. He associates Monmouth’s shortfall with the moment of 

temporal production, that is, he excuses it based on his assumption that a writer 

from a previous time to his would not be as sophisticated. 

The pejorative connotation of Kendrick’s definition of the ‘medieval’ as 

backward-looking and somehow the worse for it is entirely inconsistent with the 

Tudor desire to re-locate their past. As we have seen above, Bale places his post-

Reformation views onto a play set firmly in the era of King John, his death in 1216 

being one of the major plot points. Appropriating that historical fact clearly 

necessitates a turn to the medieval precedents. Where Frank Klaassen reminds us 

that the general perception of the Middle Ages and its ‘superstitions’ was that of 

the ‘old dirty’ past (166) and Escobedo proposes that ‘[t]he Galfridian narrative 

seemed to offer the Tudors an ideal solution to their seemingly barbarous history: it 

provided a historical continuity from antiquity’ (46), the fervent imperial desire of 

the Elizabethan court suggests that medieval chronicles and maps – primary 
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evidence, or at least evidence from seemingly reputable sources– were given 

legitimacy when the occasion called for it.  This seems to contradict Daniel Woolf’s 

assertions that the chronicle fell out of favour in the sixteenth century because 

historians ‘found its style barbaric’ (12). Although this attitude towards a 

‘barbarous’ past seems to be the prevailing one, Samuel Daniel, writing in 1602, 

offers quite the extended riposte:  

Nor can it be but a touch of arrogant ignorance to hold this or that nation 

barbarous, these or those times gross […] so that it is but the clouds 

gathered about our own judgements that makes us think all other ages 

wrapt up in mists and the great distance betwixt us that causes us to 

imagine men too far off to be so little in respect of ourselves (140-4). 

Indeed, May McKisack notes the hypocrisy of many a sixteenth-century writer 

stating ‘it was none too easy to declare with conviction that the long centuries of 

the Middle Ages were centuries of barbarism and superstition, and in the same 

breath to claim for Britain a glorious history’ (121). McKisack’s comments highlight 

the incongruence in the attitudes of both sixteenth-century, and some modern, 

writers towards the medieval past. Like Wallace, Sarah Kelen, writing on the 

appropriation of source materials in works written by Chaucer, provides an apt 

example of the discrepancy in attitudes towards historical eras, writing that ‘a 

medieval English writer imitates and updates a narrative by his Italian humanist 

predecessor Petrarch. In an odd twist of international chronology, a poet from the 

English “Middle Ages” writes a generation after one from the Italian “Renaissance”’ 

(8). Kelen’s comments again highlight that periodising gestures force temporalities 

to differ between physical geographies. Although not an extended concern of my 
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argument it certainly provides an interesting provocation as to our own awareness 

of the temporalities within which we exist.  

 Dee’s own imperial writings summarise his multi-temporal awareness and 

the difficulties this presents to his own understanding of history.  He writes, ‘such 

an Incomparable Ilandish Monarchy, as, this Brytish Impire hath bene: Yea, as it, 

yet, is: or, rather, as it may, & (of right) ought to be’ (Perfect Art of Navigation 3).  

The difficult syntax of this sentence supports Sherman’s view that Dee ‘struggles 

with the appropriate tense of [his] outlook; and he reminds us that it was as much 

retrospective as prospective’ (1995: 151).  This is absolutely crucial to an 

understanding of how Dee himself perceived the nature of temporality and thus 

how he gave credibility to the knowledge and ‘evidence’ of the past.   

We are reminded by Sherman that ‘many of [Dee’s] conversations took 

place in the margins of his books and manuscripts (as he conversed with other 

authors both past and present)’ (1995: 15). Although Dee’s apparent struggle with 

the concept of tense seems confused, there is actually a fair amount of clarity 

demonstrated in Dee’s very cognisance of the fluidity of time.  His reliance on the 

written record of the past, notable in his massive book and manuscript holdings, is 

highlighted when he notes ‘this blessed Brytisli (sic) Monarchy: And some of them, 

such a Nation, whole Records, Chronicles, and Histories, both Ancient, and of late 

dayes’ (Perfect Art of Navigation 35). This provides an insight into his ‘poly-

temporal’ sensibility. Utilising the sources of the ‘Ancient’ and more recent past, 

alongside those ‘of late dayes’ suggests that he did not see a distinction between 

the ‘value’ of past knowledge and present. He certainly did not seem to find it 

‘barbaric’, as Woolf would argue.  
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Dee’s concern with the ‘truth’, and of the effects of time on that truth, can 

be neatly summarised in a verse he attached to his treatise on calendar reform.106 

The largely unpublished essay, in Oxford, Bodleian Library, Ashmole MS 1789, 

contains the following inscription to Lord Burghley: 

and

I shew the thing and reason why; 

At large, in breif, in middle wise, 

I humbly give a playne advise; 

For want of tyme, the tyme untrew 

Yf I have myst, commaund anew 

Your honor may. So shall you see 

That love of truth doth govern me (Ashmole MS 1789, fol.1r). 

The verse sets up the contents of the treatise – to reform the calendar, and thus to 

reform time itself, ‘for want of tyme, the tyme untrew’. Dee promotes himself as 

the only person able to rectify the issue of this loss or ‘want’ of time, as a lover of 

truth ‘to the fact and to the cause’ and but does this reflect the 

reality of the historiographical narrative which Dee constructs in his other writings? 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
106 A playne Discourse and humble Advise for our Gratious Queene Elizabeth, her most Excellent 
Majestic to peruse and consider, as concerning the needful Reformation of the Vulgar Kalender for 
the civile yeres and daies accompting, or verifyeng, according to the tyme truely spent, no date. 
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‘The silence written, the absence restored’: Minding the Gaps 
 

The time is out of joint. O cursèd spite, | That ever I was born to set it right! 
- Hamlet, I.v, 190-91.  

 

Dee and his contemporaries lived in a temporality ‘out of joint’, a temporality 

dislocated and in need of repair. As noted, Dee understood this ‘tyme untrew’ as 

something which he could recuperate, that he was ‘born to set it right’ as it were, 

and like Hamlet, Dee needed an audience.  

Escobedo’s use of the term ‘historical writing’ in the previous section 

presumably accounts for chronicles and ‘factual’ material, but not necessarily the 

kind of ‘historical writing’ we have seen in Bale’s ‘pseudo-historical’ play, for 

example. Therefore, the issue of how we perceive writings must necessarily be 

examined in more detail. The tone, and often the content, of ‘historical’ writing is 

informed and influenced by the intended audience. Charlotte Artese has written 

comparatively on John Dee’s Brytanici Imperii Limites and Edmund Spenser’s The 

Faerie Queene, suggesting that although one is a political, theoretical treatise and 

the other a poem full of metaphor and allusion they both enact the same underlying 

tensions – to expound the writer’s own opinion on British ‘history’. In so doing, both 

manipulate the boundaries of historical fact and fill the ‘gaps’ with information that 

substantiates their claims, regardless of its veracity. Although of differing genres, 

the two works articulate and respond to the same moment(s) in history. Artese 

notes, ‘[w]hile Dee and Spenser claim to legitimate their work through the 

distinction of fabula and historia, they use the lack of distinction between them to 

create the spaces in which their works can exist. These spaces are “gaps” in the 
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history of King Arthur and in the knowledge of the New World’ (126). She continues 

‘Dee and Spenser would seem ready to assert as history any tale that has not 

already been told and thus contradicted’ (136). The writers are aware that gaps will 

raise questions about their authenticity; is it better to fill them with semi-truths and 

‘supported’ fabrications in an illusion of that authenticity? This is an issue with 

which Dee takes rather violent umbrage. However, in pursuit of patronage and 

social favour, he does of course later undermine himself by disingenuously utilising 

the same methods. Artese suggests that by ‘[d]eclaring allegiance to history and 

enmity to fictions, Dee distinguishes between the original body of true Arthurian 

history and the parasitic legends that have been insinuated into it’ (127). Dee’s 

duality of approach to Arthurian historiography will be more closely examined in 

the next section.  

The envisioned audience of the texts goes some way to explaining their 

intentions. For example, John Leland’s Assertio was aimed clearly at Henry VIII, and 

Robinson’s preface highlights this in an alliterative address to ‘King Henry the eight, 

as sole supreme Patron and protector against the cankered currish kindle of 

caveling carpers’ (‘preface’). The text should therefore be treated with caution as to 

the impartiality of the writer, as it is clearly intended to flatter and support the 

King’s cause. Likewise, Dee’s imperial texts are written with Elizabeth I’s attention in 

mind. The General and Rare Memorials pertayning to the Perfect Arte of Navigation 

is dedicated to ‘the State Publik of this Brytish Monarchie, to become florishing, in 

HONOR, WEALTH, and STRENGTH’ (j). The title page image of the book, designed by 

Dee himself, furthers the flattery of Elizabeth and includes prominent Tudor roses 

enclosing the title (see figures 6a and 6b overleaf). The ship, ‘Europa’ is being 
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helmed by Elizabeth and as MacMillan notes, the message of the title page image is 

fairly simple: ‘God and Britain are behind Elizabeth’s seizing […] the power of her 

empire’ (2001: 12). We might note that Dee’s original sketch included the phrase 

‘more is hid, then uttred’ (sic) which was removed from the final print, perhaps 

deemed too unnecessarily occulted, drawing focus away from the imperial theme.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

Figure 6a: Oxford, Bodleian, MS. Douce 363, Dee's original sketch. 
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The book is written as a factual declaration, but Dee frequently betrays his 

intentions by boasting his own merits. Although it provides advice, it too often 

repeats a similarly flattering refrain. An example addressing precisely the issue of 

audience is John Coke’s ‘The Debate betwene the Heraldes of Englande and 

 Figure 6b:  Printed title page version 
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Fraunce’ (1550) in which he lists the countries conquered by Arthur.107 Coke writes 

of the French book of ‘heraldes’ from which the debate first comes: 

the victorious actes and prowesses of sondry noble prynces domyning in 

tymes past over the sayd regyons, whiche after I had perused, perceyvng the 

frenche Heralde wholy […] to gyve the honours to Fraunce, and in all 

thynges distaining this most noble realme and people of England, 

perceyvyng further the sayde boke to be compiled of harty malice, nothyng 

ensuying the true Cronucles of the one realme nor the other (Coke, xii). 

As we have seen, certain sixteenth-century writers were engaging with the 

perception of ‘truth’ and Coke is no different. He disdains the falsehoods of the 

French herald because it corrupts not only England history, but French history. He 

continues by saying he will rewrite the chronicles using a selection of source 

material including Bede and Gildas. Although it is clear the author is on the side of 

England, ‘this most noble realme’, he appears more perturbed by the bastardisation 

of history in general than re-assigning victory to his own kingdom.108 Therefore, 

when David Summers suggests that Dee’s stance was perhaps ‘too close to that of 

an “enthusiast” to admit a high degree of self-consciousness’ (128), we can 

speculate that his enthusiasm does contribute to the tone of his writing, and indeed 

his lack of clinical factuality causes issues with the Queen’s courtiers.109 For 

Summers, both Spenser and Dee put to use the fact that ‘the distant legendary past 

                                                           
107 See Millican, p. 34 for further discussion of Coke.  
 
108 With the ‘rewriting’ of history enacted by the Reformation’s effect on the material remains of the 
past we discern a similar unease. Cardinal Wolsey’s office collected chronicle materials to justify 
Henry VIII’s divorce while ‘superstitious’ Catholic religious books were destroyed or erased. There is 
a simultaneous destruction and preservation of materials which ruptures the ‘linear narrative’ so 
desperately desired later in his life, and in the epochs of his successors, caused by this ‘rewriting’.  
 
109 See the next section on his relationship with William Cecil.  
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allows for an intermingling of memory and record together with poetic convention 

and narrative control’ (154). Daniel Javitch agrees ‘[t]he historical basis of the epic 

poem contributes […] to the verisimilitude that must pervade it by enabling the 

poem to command the kind of belief that is similarly triggered by the historian’s 

reliable representation of past events’ (192). If something is so far from recent 

memory, and there is a lack of textual records, but just enough material with which 

to weave a narrative, then poetic license is easy to wield for one’s own interests.  

Should we therefore take texts such as Dee’s and Spenser’s and read them 

in the same manner, without either innately or explicitly applying some concept of 

‘genre’ to our readings? After all, Spenser is a poet and Dee, although he dabbles in 

verse, is a ‘historian’. Laurie Finke and Martin Schichtman have noted that ‘[i]f 

literary critics find medieval chronicle histories too episodic […] and unadorned to 

be good literature, historians judge them too fabulous to be good history’ (5). The 

suggestion is that our scholarly fields dictate how we perceive the value of a text. 

Thus Finke and Schichtman have deemed that there is an issue with these texts only 

so long as ‘analysis of them was informed by a theory of genre as a formal, 

ahistorical system of classification in which history and fiction were conceived of as 

entirely separate entities belonging to disciplines with largely incompatible goals’ 

(5). However, as they are keen to stress, these strict generic conventions are not as 

fixed as they initially seem. Instead, we should treat the texts ‘as agents of social 

and cultural behaviour, as producers – as well as products – of social meanings’ (5). 

Spenser’s The Faerie Queene is open about the use of poetic devices and the intent 

to influence such ‘social and cultural behaviour’. In ‘A letter of the Authors […] to Sir 

Walter Raleigh’, appendixed to the poem, Spenser is clear about his intentions. He 
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describes the poem as a ‘continued Allegory, or darke conceit’ the purpose of which 

is to ‘fashion a gentleman of noble person in virtuous and gentle discipline’ (737). 

He continues that the poem is ‘coloured with an historicall fiction’ and the ‘historye 

of Arthure’ was chosen as an example ‘most fitte for the excellency of his person, 

being made famous by many mens formers workes’ (737). This follows Javitch’s 

statement that ‘[t]he pursuit of verisimilitude and credibility […] partly serves to 

explain why a basis in history becomes increasingly desired of narrative poets’ 

(Javitch 189), and Jacques Amyot’s position that the value of history is that it 

teaches the reader to judge ‘things present and to foresee things to come so that 

they may know what conduct to like and follow, and what to dislike and eschew’ 

(trans. in Javitch 191). Spenser’s self-aware use of a fictional history to create 

allegories and thus create another layer of fiction demonstrates how these ‘gaps’ 

can be appropriated.  

Spenser’s avowed work of fiction establishes his goal to influence and guide 

his readers to be more ‘noble’. Dee, however, does not proclaim his work to be 

anything other than fact. In asserting his imperial writings as source-based 

chronicles and treatises, through the inclusion of authoritative ‘monuments’, he 

misleads his reader as to his true intentions. Although he does not provide a 

statement of these intentions in the way Spenser does, it is evident from the tone 

and the third-person references to himself that he hopes for personal gain and 

acknowledgement. Leland summarises this kind of approach when he writes,  

It is no noveltie, that men mixe trifling toyes with true thinges, and surely 

this is even done with a certaine employment that writers might captivate 
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[this] simple common people with a certaine admiration at them when they 

heare of marveylouse matters (36). 

Dee, and others, indeed mix ‘trifling toyes with true thinges’ in their efforts to 

formulate a consistent and well-supported linear narrative. Leland expresses an 

uncharacteristic clarity when he also suggests that the writers do this in part to 

‘capitivate’ their audience and seek ‘admiration’.  

 As Julia Crick states ‘Geoffrey [of Monmouth] took sources perceived as 

factual – histories, chronologies, and genealogies – and moulded them to his own 

design’ (223). She identifies this as a ‘manipulation of the past’ and the fact that 

Monmouth is interpreting the past rather than reporting the ‘facts’ of it ‘betrays 

[the text’s] artificiality’ (Crick 223). As we have seen above, a writer’s interpretation 

of the past is motivated by many things – personal gain, political favour, fashioning 

of a more intriguing narrative. However, even those like Dee who oftentimes 

condemn such practice in the ostensible search for historiographical veracity, fall 

foul in their own works. Indeed, all historiography contains fictive elements, or else 

we would label it as straightforward ‘history’ (if such a thing existed). Paul Ricoeur 

has pointed out that of course ‘a history book can be read as a novel’, because we 

suspend our mistrust as readers to ‘accord the historian the exorbitant right to 

know’ other minds, places, and times (1988: 186). The writer may ‘place in the 

mouths of their heroes invented discourses’ which appeal to a reader’s imagination 

(Ricoeur 1988: 186). On this matter, the ever-opinionated Francis Bacon declared 

his stance: 

for a man who is professedly writing a Perfect History to be everywhere 

introducing political reflexions, and thereby interrupting the narrative, is 
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unseasonable… For though every wise history is pregnant (as it were) with 

political precepts and warnings, yet the writer himself should not play the 

midwife (De Augmentis scientiarum 433, trans. Anderson 163). 

Although he seems to declare that writers should absolutely abstain from 

interceding in the ‘true’ narrative it should be noted that he refers very specifically 

to he who is ‘professedly writing a Perfect History’. The writer who declares himself 

to be writing the truth should do so. But what of those, like Spenser for example, 

who do not profess that their work is unquestionable truth? Or even claim their 

work to be writing known history? In the De Augmentis Bacon writes that history ‘is 

sure […] to contain empty spaces which must be […] supplied at pleasure by wit and 

conjecture’ (425, trans. Anderson 165). Bacon’s approach to truth places great 

emphasis on experience. Augmenting a text with one’s own embellishments, so 

long as it is ‘derived from historical facts or [was] at least faithful to historical 

reality’ would not necessarily be a ‘violation of truth’ (Anderson 167). We have seen 

this in Bale’s treatment of the past too. Previous discussion of Bacon’s 

Advancement of Learning in this thesis also indicates the same approach. More 

concerned with the active pursuit of knowledge than receiving it ossified in a book, 

Bacon’s concerns deal with the agency of the knowledge-seeker. To take a text and 

extrapolate from it, adding one’s own lived experiences is, to Bacon it seems, 

almost more worthwhile than preserving the historical ‘truth’ of the original.  

Was veritas thus a concern only of historiographers? Only if we can happily 

assign the title to those writers whose works act on many more levels than pure 

‘fact’. Leland and Bale are chiefly perceived as writers of British history, yet Bale 

tackles the issue of veritas by assigning the qualities to a character in a play. 
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Spenser is known largely as a poet and a writer of fiction but addresses similar 

concerns. All these writers might be subsumed under Grafton’s phrase ‘artists of 

history’ (Grafton 2007: 21), despite their claims to verisimilitude.  

Why then, was Dee so concerned, as neither a writer of plays, nor poetry, nor 

chronicles? Perhaps because he was indeed aware of the power of narrative 

control. If he could ostensibly establish that his writings contained the ‘truth’, this 

would consequently establish his reputation as a writer of truth, leading his 

audience to trust in all subsequent publications, including but not limited to his 

Welsh lineage and social sway in imperial matters.  

 

 

Dee’s Imperial Imagination 
 

Dee completed at least four distinct blocks of writings on the topic of imperialism 

and ‘discourse on History, Geography and Law’ (MacMillan and Abeles 1). Two 

works which are not of sufficient relevance to discuss in detail here are ‘Of Famous 

and Rich Discoveries’ (1577) and ‘A brief Remembraunce of Sondrye foreyne 

Regions, discovered, inhabited, and partlie conquered by the Subjects of this Brytish 

Monarchie’ (1578). As editors Ken MacMillan and Jennifer Abeles note these texts 

had limited audiences and did not have much of an impact.110 The two texts which 

will be surveyed here are the General and Rare Memorials pertayning to the 

                                                           
110 The ‘Famous and Rich Discoveries’ was written between 24 March and 8 July 1577 according to 
some dates in the chapters. Ken MacMillan in an article entitled ‘John Dee and the Limits of the 
British Empire’ suggests this book was potentially ‘promotional literature for [Francis] Drake’s 
voyage’ or ‘written to promote the Frobisher voyages […] and exploration in general’ (MacMillan 
2001: 7). MacMillan has written that ‘Dee’s imperial writings, though demonstrating his exceptional 
erudition, were passively received by a small audience (2001: 1).  
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Perfecte Arte of Navigation (1577)111 and the other, a more extended discussion 

contained within four articles, later collected under the title Brytanici Imperii 

Limites (1593, hereafter referenced as Limits).112 The Perfect Art of Navigation was 

written ‘to promote Frobisher’s voyage and the trading goals of the Muscovy 

Company’ (MacMillan and Abeles 2). Dee was familiar with Frobisher’s intended 

navigational plans and Glyn Parry records ‘Dee’s Jupiter symbol scattered 

throughout his manuscripts and books, including his manuscript of Frobisher’s third 

voyage, embodied his self-perception as the prophet of this new age, perhaps the 

last period leading to the Eschaton’ (Parry 2005: 653).113 It is therefore with some 

personal goal that Dee seems to have promoted Frobisher’s concerns by writing the 

text. Unfortunately for Dee the Perfect Art of Navigation was published only in a 

limited run of 100 copies, and 60 of those are recorded in the 1583 catalogue as 

remaining at Mortlake library. Why did so many copies remain with Dee? MacMillan 

and Abeles, in what could almost be described as a posthumous consolation to Dee, 

suggest the text’s limited public circulation was less to do with a lack of interest by 

Dee’s peers but that ‘[t]here is evidence to suggest that the queen herself 

suppressed its distribution because she was interested in keeping secret many of 

Dee’s ideas’ (2). They do not detail this evidence but we might speculate that she 

considered the information valuable enough not to risk sharing it outside of 

                                                           
111 On 19 August 1577 Dee notes ‘the Hexameron Brytanicum put to printing’ (Private Diary). 
Halliwell’s footnote suggests this is the General and Rare Memorials pertayning to the Perfect Art of 
Navigation (MS. Ashmole 1789). This is likely also the same book that Dee calls his ‘Imperium 
Brytanicum’ on 15 August 1578. 
 
112 All quotations taken from John Dee, The Limits of the British Empire [1578], ed. Ken MacMillan 
and Jennifer Abeles, (Connecticut: Praeger, 2004) [from BL, Add MS. 59681].  
 
113 According to Deborah Harkness the first date suggested as the beginning of the eschaton was in 
1588 (1999: 140), so this fits with Parry’s suggestion that Dee was marking his books with the Jupiter 
symbol in the years leading up to it.  
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England.  Despite this lack of circulation, Martin Frobisher and Christopher Hall 

wrote to Dee in 1576 to thank and praise him for the advice he shared with them: 

‘Your friendly Instruction: which when we use we do remember you, and hold 

ourselves bound to you as poor disciples, not able to be Scholars but in good will for 

want of learning, and that we will furnish with good will and diligence to the 

uttermost of our powers’ (qtd in Taylor 2007: 202). They highlight their lack of 

scholarly learning in comparison with Dee’s and, interestingly, describe themselves 

as his ‘disciples’, deifying him in their regard for his wisdom.  

 The Brytanici Imperii Limites consists of four documents that were prepared 

specifically with the intended audience of the queen in mind. Parry writes that 

‘Memorials’ (The Perfect Art of Navigation) is ‘interpreted as a legal humanist 

argument for English American possessions, based on historical precedents, while 

“Brytanici Imperii Limites” is alleged to depict a fictional Arthurian America’ (Parry 

2005: 643-4). As noted in the previous section, the sixteenth-century 

historiographer is not restricted to one generic output. Parry continues, ‘Dee’s 

imperial writings should not be taken at face value […] as Dee’s increasing interest 

in Arthur’s European conquests suggests, their superficial relevance to American 

empire obscures Dee’s occult concern with recovering an empire in mainland 

Europe’ (Parry 2005: 646-7). Parry is correct in his assertion that these texts are 

certainly not to be read as objective political advice with no underlying motive. 

MacMillan and Abeles agree that ‘[o]n the surface, Dee’s attempt to gain crown 

patronage, to further the goals of his immediate circle of “imperially minded” 

friends, and to provide practical, primarily legal, advice to the English crown, stands 

out as the principal purposes of the treatise’ (29), although this seems to contest 
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with their earlier statement that ‘Dee’s conception of empire was not commercial, 

cultural, or ideological. Instead, it was historical […] Dee was writing of a lineally 

descended, recently recoverable, British (Tudor) Empire’ (MacMillan and Abeles 

16).  

In both of the aforementioned writings Dee’s characteristically self-

promotional and self-aggrandising attitude is notable, with the usual tempering of 

flattery and mock-humility. For example, the Perfect Art of Navigation lays out its 

argument as ‘the lawfull and very honourable Entitling of our most gratious and 

Soueraigne Lady, Qveene Elizabeth […] to very large Forrein Dominions’ (*i), a not-

unusual flattering address.114 The third-person reference to himself as ‘this honest 

Brytush Ientleman’ (ii) is also in-keeping with the tone. Perhaps more humorously, 

Dee writes of the volume, ‘I may Iudge it, to be as an Earthly Paradise: A Booke, of 

as great godly pleasure, as wordly profit and delight’ (*i). He continues, ‘And so 

great, is the Volume thereof, that, to haue it fairely and distinctly printed, with all 

the Appertenances, it would be (in bulk), greater than the English Bible, of the 

greatest volume’ (iiii).115 Although he takes care to place the parenthetical ‘in bulk’ 

to assure the reader that the comparison is purely based on physical size, the 

                                                           
114 Although the referencing for the main chapters of the book follows standard Arabic numbering, 
the introduction and dedications are numbered haphazardly in lower case Roman numerals with 
some asterisks other symbols. I have standardised the numerals but maintained the referencing 
system for the relevant quotations. See example: 

  
 
115 The hyperbolic comparison of a large text to the Bible is not all that unusual, although it should 

be stressed that it is not usually the writer himself making the parallel. Edward Hall writing of Jean 
Froissart’s C14th chronicle cautions ‘Iohn Froissart wrote the liues of kyng[s] so compendiously and 
so largely, that if there were not so many thynges spoken of in his long woorkes, I might beleue all 
written in his greate volumes to bee as trewe as the Gospel. But I haue redde an olde prouerbe 
which saithe, that in many words, a lie or twayne sone maie scape’. Henry Ellis (ed), Hall's Chronicle, 
Containing the History of England During the Reign of Henry IV and the Succeeding Monarchs to the 
End of the Reign of Henry VIII, (1809) p.vi. 
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association between his own work and the authority of the Bible is still drawn. To 

compare one’s own imperial writings with the ‘Word of God’ as it were, evidences a 

certain amount of self-assurance, particularly when one’s intended audience is the 

queen and the upper social echelons. The comparison between his own volume and 

the Bible may of course be a sly wink from Dee, rather than a serious conviction, but 

evidence of such dry wit is not often forthcoming. We may also note that in some 

Latinised signatures of Dee’s he calls himself ‘Johannes Deus’. Fluent in Latin, the 

approximation to the word God would not have been lost on him.   

In Dee’s personal diary entries the audience was entirely restricted to 

himself, and the tone differs accordingly. On 3 October 1580 he records the 

personal delivery of the tracts contained within the Limits to Elizabeth and her 

treasurer William Cecil, Lord Burghley: 

I delivered my two rolls of the Quene’s Majesties title unto herself in the 

garden at Richemond, who appointed after dynner to heare furder of the 

matter […] the Lord Threasourer allso was, who, having the matter slightly 

then in consultation, did seme to dowt much that I had or could make the 

argument probable for her highnes’ title so as I pretended (Private Diary). 

The subtleties of tone here lie in the inclusion of words such as ‘slightly’, indicating 

perhaps a sense that Dee does not belief the Treasurer entirely comprehends the 

matter. Dee is then invited by Cecil to convince him further and speak more plainly 

in his chambers the following days. However, following those meetings Dee was 

refused audience with Cecil and was left standing embarrassed in the reception hall 

‘[he] would not speak to me, I dowt not of some new greif conceyved’ (Oct. 7 1580). 

This is one of very few instances where Dee’s tone seems to waver from the factual, 
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clinical detailing of his daily events to reveal some personal feeling. There is a sense 

that Dee and Cecil’s relationship was often fraught with minor grievances for Dee to 

write in what appears to be a dismissive, almost sarcastic, tone, as if this is not the 

first time Cecil has taken umbrage with him. Combined with the above description 

of his book as being on par with the Bible, these comments could have been written 

by someone with a subtly off-hand humour. Evidently Cecil did, at least, read and 

consider Dee’s submitted writing - in British Library, MS Lansdowne 94, art. 51, 

fols.121-122v, Cecil writes of ‘M Dees book’ that ‘Arthur kyng of Brita[in] was ye 

conq[ue]ror of these contryes’. Cecil’s reticence to move forward with any real 

political action based on Dee’s writings is understandable. What Dee was suggesting 

would disregard a Papal bull issued in 1493 by Pope Alexander VI. This inter caetera 

divided certain lands discovered outside Europe between Spain and Portugal, so 

long as they were not already possessed by a Christian monarch. Dee’s argument 

that the lands were conquered by Arthur, and therefore by right belonged to 

Elizabeth, was considered insubstantial by Cecil. However, there seems to be some 

debate amongst scholars on the general reception of Dee’s imperial writings. 

MacMillan, for example, indicates that ‘Dee’s arguments were well enough 

grounded in scholarship to germinate into long-term intellectual justifications for 

claiming sovereignty’ (2001: 4). Why then were they dismissed? On Dee’s 

submission of Elizabeth’s claims, David Summers suggests that the three 

participants were of three rather different opinions. Dee’s enthusiasm on the 

matter was either ‘heartfelt and naïve or subtle and calculated’ (126), which again, 

is difficult to determine. Elizabeth, Summers decides, was delivering ‘rhetorically 

politic, if not entirely genuine, encouragement’ (126) while Lord Burghley’s 
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reticence was based on his ‘instinctive intellectual rejection of a historically ill-

founded argument’ (126) and perhaps his delay was akin to ‘someone who does not 

quite get the joke at first’ (126-7). This hints again at an incompatibility between 

Dee’s and others sensibilities and is perhaps an indicator of why some of his 

imperial projects were doomed to fail from the start.  

As laid out in Chapter One, Mortlake library played host to a multitude of 

eminent scholars and philosophers, several of whom paved the way for Dee’s entry 

into the courtly preparations for Elizabeth’s imperial expansion to the Americas.  

Richard Hakluyt is noted as spending much time poring over Mortlake’s maps and 

documents to establish England’s rights to the land (Sherman 1995: 40), and John 

Davis accompanied Adrian Gilbert to Mortlake between 22 January and 6 March 

1583, just months before Dee temporarily vacated the premises, to share their 

wisdom on the expeditions to find the North West passage.116 As Robert Baldwin 

remarks, this was a fruitful combination of minds, producing a formal proposal to 

the queen in which they laid out what manner of goods (precious metals, 

gemstones, etc.) would be due to her should a voyage of discovery be undertaken, 

and of course, what would be due to them as co-discovers (105). The full title of this 

document was ‘A brief collection of the substance of the grant desired by the 

discoverers of the North West partes’ (see Baldwin 105, n.15) and the formal tone 

of the proposal bears some resemblance to Dee’s supplication to the Queen for the 

establishment of a Royal Library. However, Nicholas Clulee plausibly asserts that 

                                                           
116 Dee makes two references to these conversations, on 23 January 1582, ‘the Ryght Honorable Mr. 

Secretary Walsingham cam to my howse, where by good lok he found Mr. Awdrian Gilbert, and so 
talk was begonne of North-west Straights discovery’, and on 24 January 1582 ‘I, Mr. Awdrian Gilbert, 
and John Davis went by appointment to Mr. Secretary […] where onely we four were secret, and we 
made [him] privie of the N.W. passage’ (Private Diary). 
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Dee was ‘neither an initiator nor a major planner of these projects for discovery’ but 

rather saw these social connections as an ‘opportunity’ to exploit which would 

‘promote the adoption of his political views […] by Elizabeth’ (1988: 185).  Although 

Clulee does not see Dee as taking a major role in the planning, his resources would 

certainly have been put to use, although it seems reductive to dismiss Dee as 

merely the ‘librarian’ for this group of political minds. London, British Library, 

Lansdowne MS 122, for example, is a collection of Burghley’s papers, part 5 of 

which is entitled ‘Mr Dee’s Cathay Voyage’. Contained over fol.30r-v is it signed off 

‘Written Ao 1580 delta Maij 15 By me John Dee’ and contains directions that had 

seemingly been requested by the Muscovy Company if the diary entry suggesting 

Dee attended the ‘Moscovy howse for the Cathay voyage’ on 17 May of the same 

year (Private Diary) is to be trusted. Dee may not have been a key player in the 

proceedings, but without his facilitation it is questionable if the same discoveries 

would have been made. The Mortlake collection contained enough material to 

ensure that Dee was an expert in any subject to which his attention turned and 

aside from navigational material, his own imperial agenda was driven by 

consultation of the chronicles of Arthur’s numerous conquests.117 

                                                           
117 For reference, Dee’s library contained the British chronicles of Bale, Stow, Leland, Humphrey 
Llwyd, John Hardyng, and others. A full list of relevant catalogue entries is as follows: 274, 548, 601, 
669, 1200, 1681, 1686, 1687, 1703, 1747, 1699-1702, 1968 (numbering refers to Roberts and Watson 
edition). 
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A Welsh Polymath in King Arthur’s Court 

 

William Sherman suggests that Dee’s imperial notions have been assigned two main 

purposes. One, a propagandistic role and the second a ‘full-blown political, 

religious, and even mystical mission’ (1995: 149).118 This second role aligns with 

Parry’s thinking when he states Dee ‘began his Arthurian studies as part of [a] 

search “for the pure verity, understandinge, and recoveringe of divers secret, 

ancient, and waightie matters” of universal knowledge’ (2005: 649). There is 

certainly an egocentric angle to most of Dee’s interests. Sherman denies that Dee’s 

writings are propaganda and are in fact ‘quite distinct’ from it. He also dismisses the 

‘mystical’ angle as an invention of Frances Yates. He continues ‘[t]here is no doubt 

that his rhetoric was thoroughly nationalistic and his praise of the monarchy 

absolute. But his texts were directed inward, to an extremely restricted cycle […] 

they informed policies more than they spread doctrines’ (1995: 149). I think it likely 

that Dee’s interests stem from personal motivation. The transition from personal 

interest to publicly circulated texts occurs for the purpose of self-promotion and 

intellectual fulfilment. By presenting imperial texts to the court Dee both raises his 

social profile (with recourse to his genealogical connection to Welsh princes) and, if 

his ideas are put in to action, would increase public opinion of both his status and 

                                                           
118 The politico-religious ramifications are only touched upon lightly in this chapter. Their 
relationship, however, might be exemplified in MS Lansdowne 122, containing a mixture of imperial 
and navigation papers alongside a text on ‘whether it be lawfull for a protestant to marry a Papist’ 
fol.1r. 
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his intellect.119 If Dee’s Arthurian interests are more personal than we have seen so 

far perhaps we might look to his innermost social and familial circles.  

Just a few years before the meetings mentioned above, in Dee’s Private 

Diary on 27 August 1580, he records of his son, ‘Arthur was weaned this night first’. 

The next day’s entry on 28 August accounts ‘my dealing with Sir Humfrey Gilbert for 

his graunt of discovery’. His communications with Gilbert on navigational matters 

and the associated research into King Arthur’s conquest may therefore bear a 

striking relation to the naming of his son Arthur Dee. As noted previously, the 

naming of royal male heirs Arthur was used historically to appropriate the glory of 

the ‘original’. It is possible that Dee’s Arthurian interests may therefore have 

stemmed from personal concern.  Escobedo has written that ‘[t]he English must 

remember their past to achieve the identity they desire in the present’ (Intro 10) 

and this is particularly relevant here for Dee.  Establishing his own lineage to Welsh 

princes and links to Arthur would have provided Dee with a kind of romanticised 

background that could have raised his social position. Indeed, it aligns him even 

more closely with the Welsh heritage of his Tudor queen. In setting himself up as a 

                                                           
119 Although Sherman indicates that Dee’s texts are ‘directed inward’ we might recall that Dee was 
obsessed with the intellectual capacities of his readers. He wished his audience to understand and 
thus prove themselves worthy. This opinion on the intelligence or ‘worthiness’ of others is made 
publicly evident on the frontispiece of Dee’s Monas Hieroglyphica which declares ‘Qui non intelligit, 
aut taceat, aut discat’, the sense of which is ‘He who does not understand, should stay silent or 
learn’. We are also reminded of Dee’s mention of Cecil ‘slightly’ having matters in hand. Written for 
King Maxmillian of Bohemia it is not entirely cynical to suggest that the Monas functions as a textual 
variation on the ‘Emperor’s new clothes’ trope. The densely mathematical and symbolical alchemic 
text would be indecipherable but to the very few, but who of intellect and standing would admit to 
their confusion? Dee indicates his delight that Elizabeth is aware of, and interested in understanding 
the text when he notes in his diary how ‘She vouchsafed to account herself my schollar in my 
book...and said whereas I had prefixed in the forefront of the book: Qui non intelligit aut taceat, aut 
discat: if I would disclose to her the secrets of that book she would et discere et facere. Whereupon 
her Majestie had a little perusion of the same with me, and then in most heroicall and princely wise 
did comfort and encourage me in my studies philosophicall and mathematicall’ (14 June 1564). See 
Chapters 3 and 4 for further discussion. 
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descendent of Welsh princes, does the ‘Renaissance’ magus appear to view himself 

as a re-incarnation of the ‘medieval’ Merlin?120  Dee’s idealistic appropriation of 

pseudo-fact to maintain social privilege is reinforced by Glyn Parry’s suggestion that 

‘[in] reality the House of Dee clung to its Arthurian legends as threadbare coverings 

for its far more modest Tudor status’ (5).  This is interesting as a contrast to the 

stereotypical view of the ‘medieval’ as something from which to distance oneself; 

Dee instead draws on the glory of a ‘Golden Age’ past to try and ameliorate his 

present poverty.  Indeed, Dee’s supposed coining of the term British Empire, used 

throughout his Perfect Art of Navigation, can be traced back to his own genealogical 

research, with Bruce Ward Henry pointing out its usage by the Welsh poet 

Humphrey Llywd some years before (189).121 This reference may have been found 

by Dee when researching his Welsh ancestors in Cotton Caligula A VI, a heavily 

annotated copy of the Cronica Walliae. Throughout the manuscript Dee places 

manicula and accompanying notae in the margins, often to correct or augment the 

text.  An example reads ‘& Note here, Humfry lloyd to leave it uncertagne of this 

                                                           
120 Merlin, as we understand the character, was likely a creation of Monmouth (Jankulak 78). The 
character appears first in the Historia (1130s) with the related (but separately published) Prophetiae 
Merlini. The second of Geoffrey’s Merlins appears in the Vita Merlini (1148-51). Dee owned a copy of 
the Prophetiae attached to the Historia, previously belonging to Matthew Parker and now London, 
British Library, Cotton MS Claudius B VII. With relation to the importance of this text in a sixteenth-
century library such as Dee’s or Parker’s I’d refer to Ingham’s suggestion that ‘Prophetic texts link 
history’s imagination of the past with its claim on the future, a fantasy of what will be as a return to a 
past now gone’ (53). This corresponds to the continued argument that ‘English nationhood in the 
Renaissance […] was linked to a perception of historical loss, the sense that the past was 
incommensurate with and possibly lost to the present (Escobedo, Intro 3). Creating a fantasy based 
on a prophetic text highlights that grasping need for something more than materially substantial to 
support one’s present and future, after the Reformation’s devastating effect on historical 
documentation.  
 
121 Bruce Ward Henry argues the case for Llwyd using the term some 8 years before Dee, in a tract 
entitled Commentarioli Britannicae Descriptionis Fragmentum (1568), ‘one of several sixteenth-
century apologies for the Brut History’ (189). 
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Edwyn, what race he ca[me] of’,122 chastising the author for his obscurity.123  The 

most notable reading practice that Dee demonstrates in this manuscript is its use 

for genealogical purposes, filling spaces with diagrammatic name trees, sometimes 

accompanied by his own initials “J.D” where he has emended or added information.  

Dee’s obsession with sigils and symbolism is apparent in his commonplace use of 

the Delta (Δ) as shorthand for his own signature. These annotations point to a direct 

engagement with the text – utilising, augmenting and correcting its contents as 

opposed to preserving its integrity.  This is no unusual thing when we recall the 

dynamic of Mortlake library, a place for putting these historical ‘monuments’ to use 

in all manner of tracts and treatises. Therefore, it is with a degree of insincerity, if 

not hypocrisy, that Dee writes, 

And I my selfe ame assured that some ignorant or negligent copiers of 

written bookes and some overbould writters of their coniecturs or opinions 

in the margents of their bookes, yea in the text […] have by sundrie their 

undiscre meanes both confounded the truth with their vntruthes, and also 

have made the truth yt selfe to be doubted of or the les regarded for the 

aboundance of their fables, glosinges, vntruthes, and impossibilities incerted 

in the true historie of Kinge Arthur (Limits 53).  

                                                           
122 The foliation and later paginated numbers appear to have changed more than once, making a 
folio reference difficult to determine from the microfilm images.  I have not completed a full foliation 
of the microfilm to date although Ieuan M.  Williams concurs that the “numbering of folios has been 
altered more than once [and] there has been a serious misplacing of folios” (4).   
 
123 In a letter by Philip Sidney replying to Languet’s critical discussion of Humphrey Lhuyd (LLwyd), 
Sidney puns on Dee and suggests he would, in fact, have been supportive of his Welsh countryman:  
‘But of course the important thing, as my affection compels me to warn you, is for you to remember 
that our “unknown god” (ignotum Deum nostrum) is of the same land and substance, and will take 
amiss your arousing so much laughter at the expense of his blood brother; otherwise in his anger he 
may perhaps brandish his hieroglyphic monad at you like Jove’s lightning bolt – for such is the wrath 
of the heavenly spirits’ (trans. in Osborn 146).  
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In this Dee rails against those who would ‘flatter and gloss’, ironic considering he is 

guilty of all the things he here condemns. Dee is plainly concerned with the 

implications of this kind of language. He writes of the Scottish Hector Boethius’ 

Arthurian tract, concerned by the line he quotes ‘Arthur is falsely said to have 

conquered very many regions’. Of this line he says ‘this glosing register hath very 

fallsly there put in the worde falsely’ (Limits 62), ironising by using the very same 

term to undermine Boethius. As noted by Charlotte Artese above, Dee was no 

stranger to filling the ‘gaps’ he came upon in Arthurian historiography with his own 

constructed ‘fictions’. For example, in Limits, Dee suggests that the unknown 

provenance of some Latin books in the library of the King of Estotiland ‘they so 

longe before brought thether that none of the ile could either tell how they can 

thether first’ (Limits 46), must be ascribed to the fact that Arthur and his subjects 

once possessed the land and brought the books there. This claim even makes its 

way on to the description of a map he prepares of the Northern hemisphere 

(London, British Library, MS Cotton Augustus I.i.1).124 His logical reasoning -  

And all this is so much the rather to be ascribed vnto Kinge Arthur his actes 

and ordonaunces, seinge to no other man by any other meanes or in any 

other thing eels, all the former circumstaunces so reasonablie can agree or 

                                                           
124 MS Cotton Augustus I.i.1 is a single roll. Fol.1r is Dee’s hand-drawn map of the Northern 

Hemisphere while fol.1v provides a summation ‘To the Queenes Majesties Title Royal to these foreyn 
regions […]’. One of the points provided, hence one that Dee finds important enough to include in 
this short piece of writing, concerns Arthur and the Latin books found in ‘Estotiland’. Dee seems to 
focus on this aspect of Arthur’s supposed conquest because he seeks to claim the island in the name 
of Elizabeth. Recorded in his diary, Dee has two meetings with the Queen, on 22 and 25 November 
1578, culminating in a meeting with her and Walsingham on the 28 Nov in which Dee ‘declared to 
the Quene her title to Greenland, Estetiland and Friseland’ (Private Diary).  
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be appropriated. Nay, seinge no historie or recorde (yet in our hands) doth 

make mention of any other prince […] discoverys (Limits 46-7). 

- is that there is indeed a gap in the historiographical knowledge of the land. With 

this gap, and no extant records to fill it, Arthur must logically have been the last 

settler of the island and therefore the Latin books can only have come from him and 

his party. In the introduction to the English translation Ken MacMillan and Jennifer 

Abeles highlight the importance of remembering the intended audience of a text 

and praise Dee for his restraint: ‘Although Dee, like many of his contemporaries, 

was well prepared to treat Elizabeth as a celestial object of worship, and her court 

as the embodiment of a new code of chivalry whose knights were responsible to 

spread national sentiment and Protestant fervor, in Limits Dee restricted himself (as 

much as he was able) to providing sound, practical advice.’ (MacMillan and Abeles 

12). Considering Dee’s propensity for tenuous connections between his evidence 

and his asserted ‘facts’ we might question just how ‘sound’ that advice really was.  

Dee writes: 

Ytt is agreed vppon amonge all the best, more circumspect, and vnpartiall 

serchers of ancient monimentes and notable historis perteininge [to Arthur] 

that he both restored and for certaine yeares heald this Brytish Monarchie 

(Limits 52-3). 

The reference to ‘ancient monimentes and notable historis’ recalls the post-

Reformation scramble to obtain all such monuments to establish a linear history.125 

                                                           
125 In Bale’s Kynge Johan Veritas also invokes the imagery of ‘monymentes’, found in ‘Yppeswych, 
Donwych and Berye’ (85) and cites London Bridge as a physical example, ‘In hys dayes the brydge the 
cytizens ded contryve’ (85). He recalls how such material edifices commemorate King John and notes 
‘Though he now be dead, hys noble actes are alyve’ (85). There is a conflation then between the 
textual and nontextual meaning of ‘monument’. As Dan Breen notes the ‘monymentes’ refer to 
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Charlotte Artese affirms that ‘humanist historiography […] emphasized awareness 

of the provenance of documentary evidence, by noting the corruption of the 

existing record, introduced through the reproduction of manuscripts’ (Artese 127). 

This concern with ‘reproduction’ is one that is particularly relevant to Dee.126 We 

know from Dee’s vast library holdings that he gathered as many of those ‘excellent 

jewells’ as possible. As Peter French puts it, ‘He desperately wanted to salvage the 

remnants of a rich heritage that was almost obliterated by the social convulsions 

that racked the country during the English Reformation’ (189). However, it is the 

inclusion of primary source ‘blocks’ separated off from the text in boxes, which Dee 

describes as ‘monuments’ (Perfect Art of Navigation 59, see figure 7), within his 

imperial writings that is most pertinent here. As Escobedo notes, the word 

‘memorial’ was synonymous with ‘monument’ (58) in the sixteenth century and 

these sectioned off boxes do evoke the sense of a memorial in a physical way, 

bearing a strange similarity to an inscribed grave marker or tomb stone. There is 

also a tension in how to utilise them, as we note from Artese above. Escobedo 

writes, ‘Dee’s fear that the monument as a means to historical knowledge leads as 

                                                                                                                                                                     
charters granted by John to those towns. The close proximity between their mention, that of the 
bridge, and of John’s ‘noble actes’, just a few lines apart, suggest that Veritas equates the physical 
memorial with the textual ‘actes’, both remaining as testaments to the King’s life and work, and 
establishing that same kind of lasting ‘history’.  
 
126 A more recent issue of ‘reproduction’, such as that which Artese addresses, can actually be 
exemplified with the Huntington Library’s copy of Dee’s Perfect Art of Navigation (Huntington 
#82497). The early printed book contains Elias Ashmole’s additions and corrections made using a 
manuscript copy of Dee’s. A hand-written note on the first fly-leaf reads ‘Trebon is the kingdome of 
Boemia the 10 of Nove’bre A. Dn 1588 John Dee’ with another hand beneath reading ‘The 
handwriting of the celibrated Dr John Dee’. The annotation attributed to Dee is, in fact, a pasted-in 
forgery, according to the catalogue details. Without this catalogue description, particularly as the 
digitised book is not of sufficient quality to determine the handwriting is not on the actual fly-leaf 
itself, a reader could easily be duped in to believing the provenance which that note attaches to the 
book. In reproducing Dee’s hand-writing and inserting it as a ‘monument’ of sorts we see Artese’s 
concern in action.  
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often to the loss of the past as to its recovery [suggests that] he is torn between an 

intense commitment to empirical evidence and a pervasive anxiety about this 

evidence’s transience’ (61) and Dee’s inset ‘memorials’ go some way to highlighting 

that ‘fear’.  Dee also references Leland’s and John Prise’s (whom he calls John ap 

Rhese) Arthurian tracts saying he will not cite their arguments (although he goes on 

to borrow from them). Leland also utilised the style of inset ‘memorials’ to add 

authority to his writing and there is a possibility that this influenced Dee.127 

 

Figure 7: Perfect Art of Navigation p60, an example of an inset 'monument' 
 

 

                                                           
127 Like Leland, Dee also uses bibliographical references to better convince his reader of his authority 
and authenticity. This is particularly notable in the ‘Discoveries’ which Ken MacMillan calls an 
‘empirical edifice’ (2001: 8). Indeed, the synthesis of argument from historical, 
geographical/navigational, and legal sources evidences Dee’s impressive skill in the collation of 
substantiating evidence.   
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As one of his ‘monuments’ Dee includes in the Limits a reproduction of a 

letter sent to him from Gerard Mercator, concerning the writings of Dutchman 

Jacob Cnoyen of s’Hertogenbosch who travelled the world ‘like Mandeville’.128 

However Mercator believes Cnoyen’s comments ‘on what he saw show a little more 

judgement [than Mandeville]’ (83).129 He continues ‘He [Cnoyen] wrote in Belgic, 

but I have given literal extracts […] as follows (but that, because I have for the sake 

of brevity and speed) translated things into Latin, if I have not always translated 

literally, yet I have always retained the sense’ (83). Mercator seems to admit that 

his translation from Dutch (‘Belgic’) to Latin for the benefit of his English-speaking 

but Latin-fluent correspondent Dee is an interpretation. However, the letter had 

previously been included in Dee’s ‘Discoveries’ as he mentions himself to explain 

why the text is so truncated (Limits 85), and the version contained in ‘Discoveries’ 

remained in Dutch. In MacMillan’s edition of the Limits the footnote to the text 

suggests that it was in fact Dee who translated Mercator’s letter into Latin ‘in 

consideration of Elizabeth’s ease in reading’ (138). The highly edited version of the 

letter and the confusion of who to attribute with the translation creates a tenuous 

genealogy for the information, of the sort Dee appears to dislike in his handling of 

                                                           
128 Dee owned a copy of Mandeville’s Travels, R&W catalogue DM122 – London, British Library, MS 
Harley 212. The annotations of Harley 212 are mainly in French. Some are also accompanied by 
deltas. However, the hand and shape of the delta are inconsistent with Dee’s usual style. This is 
particularly noticeable on fol. 53v where Dee’s initials and a ‘canonical’ delta are found further down 
the page. The annotation which can therefore be confidently assigned to Dee is the one in Latin 
beside this delta (‘forte Euilat’, that is, ‘perhaps Evilat/Havilah’, referring to a Biblical land watered by 
the river of Eden (see Genesis 2:10-11)). The inconsistency of language in the annotations may be 
explained by his reading of the text at different times, but it seems unusual that he would add later 
annotations in a different language from his originals. Combined with the unusually curved delta I 
cannot therefore confidently assign the French annotations of the manuscript to Dee.  
 
129 Perhaps a pertinent quote from Mandeville ‘[a]lle here lust and alle here Ymaginacioun … for to 
putten alle Londes undre hire subjeccioun’ (from Halliwell’s edition, 251), may highlight what 
Mercator believes to be Mandeville’s bad judgment. The reliance on ‘lust’ and ‘ymaginacioun’ is not 
a sufficient source for Mercator.  
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Monmouth, as will be discussed.130 However, as with all things, Dee’s hypocrisy 

serves his needs and he notes that ‘the very originall Autographum is redie to be 

showed at your Highnes pleasure and commandement’ (Limits 86). It is not to 

suggest that Dee purposefully deceives his readers with any malicious intent, but 

such an inclusion could be made comfortably knowing that the queen would be 

unlikely to verify his extracts against the original source. 

The concern with ‘translation’ is not restricted to linguistic attempts, but 

refers also to the translation of meaning. As Katharina Reiss and Hans J. Vermeer 

suggest ‘translational action is not only a linguistic but also cultural transfer’ (3). 

They continue that ‘[n]ew paradigms use new terminology, or confer new meaning 

to existing terminology’ (3). This is one of the main apprehensions, and yet also one 

of the main ‘benefits’, with perhaps the most notorious Arthurian source used in 

the sixteenth-century, Geoffrey of Monmouth’s Historia Regum Britanniae. In fact, 

John Bale in his Illustrium Maioris Brittaniae Scriptorum (1548) writes ‘interpres 

aute[m] Galfridus erat non factor historie’ (But Geoffrey was an interpreter, he was 

not a history-maker). The suggestion is that Monmouth was not a creator of history 

but was a ‘translator’, or ‘interpreter’. In a way this appears to absolve Monmouth 

for any fabrications he might add in the free act of translating Arthur’s history. Dee 

is particularly unsure of how to treat Monmouth with this in mind.131 As per Reiss 

                                                           
130 It should also be highlighted that the English quoted above is the modern editor’s translation of 
Mercator’s/Dee’s Latin, which adds a further layer of translational provenance. A full transcription 
and examination of the letter can be found in E.G.R. Taylor, ‘A Letter Dated 1577 from Mercator to 
John Dee’, Imago Mundi 13 (1956): 56-68.  
 
131 Karen Jankulak raises multiple questions about our approach to Monmouth’s text: ‘how much of 
the Historia Regum Britanniae is Geoffrey’s invention […]? How much, if any, does Geoffrey’s 
distortion of his source material owe to his own vision of British history (and to what extent was this 
vision affected, moreover, by contemporary political machinations)? How much is due to the need to 
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and Vermeer, the meaning of Monmouth’s text is not only linguistically translated 

for a sixteenth-century court audience but the meaning of that text is appropriated 

to ‘confer new meaning’. Dee approaches with text with some hesitancy, and yet 

sees in it an opportunity to support his own socio-political machinations.  

We know that Dee and his companions discoursed on the Historia 

together.132 Dee owned several copies of Monmouth’s text that are still extant. One 

is Dublin, Trinity College, MS 515 bound with other historical treatises, where a set 

of four Jupiter marks can be found on fol.9r and a ladder mark on fol.41r.  Another is 

London, British Library, MS Harley 6358, where his Jupiter marks and annotations 

can be found on fols.58v, 60r, and 83r.133 Unfortunately the two annotations most 

likely in Dee’s hand are illegible, that on fol.58v partially erased, and that on fol.83r 

lost due to the trimming of the page. The only remaining legible part are the 

underlined words ‘diadema portavit’ (‘He wore the crown’), clearly a reference to a 

monarch, but that is as far as can be determined.134  

                                                                                                                                                                     
tell an exciting and convincing story?’ (13). These are precisely the questions raised by Dee’s own 
treatment of the Arthurian past.  
 
132 Quoted at the beginning of this chapter, but for ease of reference: On 15 June 1578 Dee writes, ‘I 
told Mr Daniel Rogers, and Mr Hackluyt of the Middle Temple being by, that Kyng Arthur and King 
Maty, both of them, did conquier Gelindia, lately called Friseland, which he so noted presently in his 
written copy of Monumethensis, for he had no printed boke thereof’ (Private Diary). 
 
133 MS. Harley 6358 contains 3 separate texts that were bound together by the sixteenth century. 
These are the Historia regum Britanniae (ff. 2-58v), Historia Turpini (ff. 60-83v, see images below) and 
extracts from the chronicle of Chester (ff. 84v-86v). See Watson 1966, 245. Another Monmouth 
manuscript with links to Dee is Cambridge, Trinity College, MS O.2.21. The title on f.5 is in his hand 
while there are three Jupiter marks on f.1 and two on f.2. See Roberts & Watson ‘Additions’. Another 
is College of Arms London, MS Arundel 1, where Dee’s signature can be found at the top of f.91r. 
           
134 Dee also owned Gildas’ De excidio & conquestu Britanniae, ac flebili castigatione in reges, 

principes, & sacerdotes epistola (London, Royal College Physicians, Dorchester No. D150/3) where 
there is an illegible note by him on King Arthur (sig. B8). 
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 Dee’s opinion of Monmouth’s text is somewhat difficult to determine when 

he writes in the Limits: 

I will presentlie bringe forth sundry other witnesses wherby yt wilbe evident 

that this royall record is not doutfull or vntrue. And also clere it is that this 

record is not of Galdridus Monumuthensis, either his framing or in the 

British ancient monument of the translating (whifch sondry tymes I have 

sene, thoughe some Englishmen thinke that booke not to be extant […] But 

nowe it wilbe manifest, that many good and credible authors have written of 

Kinge Arthur (Limits 61).  

Here Dee seems to take pains to confirm that he will not be using Monmouth’s 

translations, juxtaposing the naming of him with the following lines mentioning 

‘credible authors’. Yet, he also troubles to state that he has seen Monmouth’s 

original source text, lending his authority and credence to its existence and thus 

perpetuating the belief in its existence. It is possible that Dee personally places his 

faith in Monmouth’s book, but is aware that Monmouth as an author or translator 

cannot be cited as reliable, at least until other sources are supplied first, as he does 

return to and cite the ‘Monemuthensis’ a few folios later (68) calling the writing 

‘sufficient confirmations of the verity conteyned in these few parceles recited’ (69). 

This suggests that Dee acknowledges his own word is not authoritative enough to 

confirm Monmouth’s veracity.  

Although Dee admits ‘no corroborating textual records exist to confirm the 

vast foreign conquests Arthur is alleged to have made’ (Artese 127), it does not stop 

him supplying as many textual records as he can to mask this and support his 

writing. Richard Deacon suggests that: 
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in his researches into the Arthurian legends John Dee had found that the 

myth that King Arthur had discovered lands in the North-West was more 

insubstantial than he had first imagined (99). 

Dutifully researching the many legends surrounding the journeys of Arthur, and of 

the Welsh prince Madoc, he had no doubt begun to find them confused and 

overlapping with the unconfirmed exploits of other adventurers.  In the Limits Dee 

bemoans the confusion of fact and fiction, writing ‘some ignorant or negligent 

copiers of written Bookes […] hav by sundrie means, both confounded the truthe, 

with their untruths: and also, hav made the truthe ytself to be doubted of’ (quoted 

in Artese 129).  In the ‘Famous and Rich Discoveries’ (1577) Dee criticises the very 

corruption of the term ‘Britain’ writing, ‘these Isles of Albion and Ireland sho[uld] be 

called Bruttanicae, and not Brittanicae… a good confirmation… that the text is not 

c[or]rupt […] But to reform the untrue orthography and pronunciation of that work 

Ethicus thought it good’ (fol.202r). He notes similar consternation in London, British 

Library, MS Cotton Domitian A.I.I, fol.142r, a summary of the Brut. Dee has added 

the title in the top margin but most has been trimmed, only remaining ‘factum Ed I 

Regi Anglicae’. In the bottom margin the Delta symbol is placed beside the 

annotation ‘Notwithstanding in Ca[illegible] the brits yet, as in Brutus, you may 

[use?] the word Bruts or Brits, to be [?] in the treuth’. Like many of his manuscript 

annotations his concern with MS Domitian A.I.I is of the integrity and veracity of the 

facts contained within. For example, on fol.140r Dee has crossed out the date 1281 

and corrected it to 1291 in the margin. Although Dee appears to hold strong views 

on the integrity of his findings, again, he holds himself to a different standard. He 

did, after all, purloin his own ‘coining’ of the term ‘British Empire’ from Humfrey 
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Llwyd.135 Interestingly, and perhaps answering the question of Dee’s pro- or anti-

Galfridian tendencies, the rhetoric he uses in regards to the terminology of ‘brut’ 

versus ‘brit’ is lifted from Vergil: ‘Wherefore that same Brutus or Brito, for soe he 

shoulde have been termed (if bie enie meanes Brittaine shoulde soe have ben called 

bie his name’ (Book 1, 34). It seems safe to say that Dee is not as concerned with 

aligning himself with a specific tradition as he is with the synthesis of any relevant 

source to his argument.  

 On fol.48r of MS Cotton Domitian A.I.I, beside part of the Liber situ ecceslie 

Belli, Dee has written ‘Arun [et] Helios ordinem invertit Bibliopegus’ (‘The 

bookbinder has inverted the order of Arun and Helios (gods of the sun))’. Again, he 

appears to have been concerned with the correct order of things and the potential 

confusion that might be drawn from misinterpretation. The bookbinder’s oversight 

has metaphorical repercussions. In inverting the place of the sun gods, he has not 

only changed the chronology of the book, but has also toyed with temporality itself. 

As the reader progresses through the book, the sun gods’ journeys across the sky 

are interrupted. The linear narrative has been contravened. The reader must pause 

to assess the correction. The continuity of time itself is ruptured by the error. The 

book must literally be ‘re-formed’ if the ‘truth’ is to be recovered. 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
135 See fn.121.  
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Conclusion 
 

the past is not surpassed but revisited, repeated, surrounded, protected, 
recombined, reinterpreted, and reshuffled.  

- Bruno Latour, We Have Never Been Modern, 75. 

 

At the beginning of this chapter I asked the following questions: was Dee uncritically 

accepting of medieval accounts of the past? Or did his polymathic tendencies 

extend to the manipulation of source materials in such a resounding way that he 

was able to convince a queen and her court that he had uncovered irrefutable 

evidence for her claim to an Arthurian British Empire? In the search for a 

historiographical ‘truth’ it is clear that many sixteenth-century writers, Leland, Bale 

and Dee amongst them, revealed a fervent endorsement of the medieval ‘legends’ 

of Arthur. Leland in particular champions a Galfridian Arthurian past, defending it 

staunchly against detractors such as Vergil. Bale and Dee are perhaps more non-

committal, or at the very least, their motives are a little clouded. Bale’s polemical 

Kynge Johan evidences how ‘veritas’ is not always a clear-cut definitive ‘truth’, but 

depends on the interpretation of it as such by the audience. The character of 

Imperyall Majestye announces ‘Of Verytees wurdes the syncere meanynge I grope’ 

(91). That ‘syncere’ meaning can only be reached for, it is not what is presented on 

the surface. This also holds true for Dee’s writings. Although proclaiming his queen’s 

imperial rights to far-off lands in the name of prior Arthurian conquest, his evidence 

is based on a range of sources which he does not always faithfully, or critically, 

present. Of Monmouth, his approach is ostensibly that he acknowledges the 

chronicle but does not utilise it because of ‘translating’ and textual corruption: ‘this 

record is not of Galdridus Monumuthensis, either his framing or in the British 
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ancient monument of the translating’ (Limits 61). In this manner he actually 

assumes something closer to a Vergillian approach. However, Dee’s distrust of a 

source because it is not verifiable is somewhat undermined by his own style of 

imperial writing. Dee combines multiple sources, as we have seen often placing 

‘monuments’ into the text to improve his textual authority. Carefully crafting his 

narrative in such a way that he fills the historiographical ‘gaps’ left by a lack of 

extant sources he finds a way to present the materials that garners him personal 

and political support. Although some of these texts were written at the request of a 

patron, Dee never missed an opportunity for self-promotion and, as we note in the 

exchanges with Cecil, his writings are sometimes dismissed for their misplaced 

enthusiasm. Although his oft-intended audience, Elizabeth and her court, were as 

interested in the propagandistic role that could be played by Arthur as her Tudor 

predecessors were, Dee’s imperial writings were full of largely uncorroborated 

claims. The claim in Limits and the MS Cotton Augustus I i 1 map in particular, that 

Estotiland belonged to the Tudor line because of the collection of books supposedly 

placed there by Arthur, demonstrates the very tenuous connections being 

presented as evidence.  

The appropriation of both Arthur and of the medieval past evinced 

throughout these sixteenth-century writings establishes that these authors did not 

uphold the conventional view that the Middle Ages were ‘barbarous’ and the 

writings of the past thus worthless. In fact, these medieval chronicles and writings 

provided the basis for re-establishing a linear historiography that smoothed over 

the temporal and cultural schisms of the recent past. The deleterious effects of the 

destruction, or even the removal from circulation, of many medieval manuscripts 
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during the Dissolution and Henry’s break with Rome created a perceived epochal 

change which, it seems, many writers found unsettling. Jon Whitman notes that 

‘the realm of Arthur was elaborately situated in a history that ended in calamity’ 

(247). Thus the repetition of Arthurian legend ‘provides a kind of holding action, 

suspending that fatal denouement by fashioning a “timeless” epoch’ (Whitman 

247). Arthur provided a means of harnessing that nearly-lost past, a figurehead 

which was familiar and which represented a ‘British’ imperial ideal. In utilising this 

totemic character, and the chronicles which ostensibly recorded his exploits, these 

sixteenth-century authors enacted a textual ‘memorial’ or ‘monument’ which 

sought to find a place for the past in the present. There is a sense of epochal or 

temporal awareness, and sensitivity towards the medieval past, which is not always 

deemed consequential in modern perceptions of writers such as Dee. Jesse Lander 

suggests that the ‘account of the Middle Ages offered by […] Protestant reformers 

promoted a perception of historical change that served to confirm their claim that 

the world was witnessing the dawn of a new age’ (94), but as we have seen the 

temporal rupturing experienced in the sixteenth century strengthened an appeal to 

the past. Historiographers drew on this past not to highlight a ‘historical change’ but 

to try and recuperate a historical continuity. The ‘dawn of a new age’ suggests an 

unknown future, another period of insecurity and change. Whether this is a 

statement of impending calamity or utopian improvement it speaks more for the 

concerns of the present. Anything other than continuity and stability would force 

Tudor England to to contemplate not only its imperial position in the world, but its 

identity in a larger transhistorical narrative.  
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Chapter Three  

Dream House: Shaping Dee’s ‘Selves’ in Mortlake and Prague, 1574 – 

1600.  
 

but a man who has any intercourse with infernal spirits, does not dare to make use 
of those tremendous and holy words.  

- Horace Walpole, The Castle of Otranto, 74.  
 

Over a four-week period in 1590, John Dee’s household was subject to a protracted 

‘spiritual’ assault. It was one of the most chilling incidents in a long series of 

disturbing events and is perhaps the most detailed and most shocking (to modern 

sensibilities) happening depicted in all his extant diaries. Records of the incident 

begin on 22 August 1590 when Dee records how ‘Ann my nurse had long byn 

tempted by a wicked spirit: but this day it was evident how she was possessed of 

him. God is, hath byn, and shall be her protector and deliverer!’136 Perhaps 

bolstered by his angelic protectors, Dee assumes for himself a new role, that of 

exorcist. Hilaire Kallendorf describes that the theatricality of exorcism in the 

sixteenth century, employed in many stage productions, ‘was understood 

metaphorically [as] an apt vehicle for the cathartic experience’ (139). Despite Dee’s 

seeming enjoyment of the performativity of his angelic experiments, this incident 

seems to have been taken with the utmost gravity. On 26 August Dee ‘anointed (in 

the name of Jesus) Ann Frank her brest with the holy oyle’ (Private Diary). Glynn 

Parry notes that this action would have been familiar to Dee from the ‘Catholic 

priests in his childhood [who] had used consecrated oil as an exorcist’s charm’ 

                                                           
136 Demonic possession aside, Dee’s consciousness of temporality is emphasised in his 
acknowledgement that everything ‘is, hath byn, and shall be’. 
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(212).137 On 30 August, ‘in the morning she required to be anointed, and I did very 

devowtly prepare myself, and pray for vertue and powr and Christ his blessing of 

the oyle to the expulsion of the wicked; and then twyse anointed, the wycked one 

did resest a while’ (Private Diary). The religious preparations which Dee undertakes 

for the practice are reminiscent of those before his angelic actions, evidencing that 

he perceived his role in both as a man of spiritual purity and one who could harness 

the power of the divine.138  

Dee adopts this role of exorcist with enthusiasm and confidence, using the 

important signifiers of liturgical language and relevant ‘props’, to portray the role 

with accuracy. In the same way, we associate certain archetypal symbols with 

certain professions – a stethoscope connotes a doctor, for example. These semiotic 

stereotypes are so ingrained in the cultural consciousness that they are immediately 

recognizable. This kind of association can be seen in the Glindoni painting which I 

discussed in Chapter One. From the piles of books and scientific instruments the 

reader of the painting – for surely we are more than simply passive viewers - 

understands that the setting is the home of an intellectual. From the clothing of the 

painting’s subjects we infer they are of a middle-to-upper class background. From 

the dark lighting and magical paraphernalia, we understand this is a private, 

perhaps taboo, event. We infer meaning and interpret based on what information 

                                                           
137 Some 14 years later English canon law, under James I, would make exorcism performed without 
the explicit authority of a bishop illegal (Witchcraft Act of 1604, see Shapiro 2015: 92). See Chapter 4 
for Dee’s petitions to James to clear him of any slander. Perhaps the new laws implemented under 
James reminded Dee of these earlier attempts at exorcism and encouraged his petitions, particularly 
as his interest in angelic communication could arguably fall foul of the decree.  
 
138 Dee prepares for an action in April 1586 by making the sign of the cross, detailing the precise 
movements ‘taking my extended right hand from the forehead to the navel and from the left 
shoulder to the right, thus tracing two invisible lines. At the upper end of the first I speak the name 
of the Father [etc.]’ (Quoted in Parry 253).  
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we have before extrapolating this to ‘flesh out’ the narrative. Thus, powerful 

signifiers can also be appropriated to construct an identity by one who is privy to 

their symbolic meaning.139 We have seen this manner of appropriation in the 

previous chapter whereby the figure of Arthur is used to (re-)fashion a national 

historical identity. When Dee uses ecclesiastical language and anoints his nurse with 

a blessed oil his household would have recognized these elements for their religious 

significance and the associated power that goes along with it. It is doubtful they 

would have questioned the authenticity of his ritual; to do so would disrespect not 

only their master, but the symbols so entrenched in their collective consciousness. 

In essence, symbols can be used to self-fashion in such a way that the meaning 

becomes embedded and thus perceived as authentic and unquestionable.  

On 8 September, ‘Nurse Anne Frank wold have drowned hirself in my well, 

but by divine Providence I cam to take her up befor she was overcome of the water’ 

(Private Diary). Dee’s faith is seemingly unwavering, and yet his ‘exorcisms’ prove 

failures for on 29 September: 

Nurse Anne Frank most miserably did cut her owne throte, afternone abowt 

four of the clok, pretending to be in prayer before ner keeper, and suddenly 

and very quickly rising from prayer, and going toward her chamber […] 

behinde the doore, did that horrible act [until the maid] hard her rattle in 

her owne blud (Private Diary). 

Frank’s grisly end receives no further mention by Dee. His failure to ‘exorcise’ her 

must have come as a blow to a man who had been consulted just three years 

                                                           
139 For an extended discussion of this kind of symbolism in artwork see Stephen Greenblatt’s 
Renaissance Self-Fashioning, Chapter 1, in which he analyses Holbein’s painting ‘The Ambassadors’, 
pp.17-22. 
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previously by the leading figures in the demonic possession trials of the Lancashire 

Seven (see Parry 257-8). In fact, Dee had lent Justice Edmund Hopwood several 

books on the subject including one ‘describing elaborate Catholic exorcism rituals’ 

(Parry 259). The ‘superstitious’ Catholic rituals being used by one of the Protestant 

queen’s closest advisors did not sit well with those in the upper echelons, including 

Archbishop Whitgift (Parry 259). For John Bale the acts may have been comparable 

to ‘Popish’ fallacies: ‘The pope in his church hath ceremonies without number. No 

end is here of their babbling prayers, their portasses, beads, temples, altar-songs, 

hours, bells, images, organs, ornaments, jewels, lights, oilings, shavings, religions, 

disguising […] fastings, processions, and prattlings that a man would think they are 

proctors of paradise’ (Image of Both Churches 262). ‘Exorcist’ was not the only role 

Dee fashioned for himself, nor was it his only self-representation to fall flat, 

damaging Dee’s reputation and self-confidence in a sequence of detrimental 

failings.  The spiritual attacks on Dee’s library and household parallel Dee’s crises of 

confidence, his failings are highlighted in his inability to protect those under his 

ward, and are reflected in a sense of temporal disorientation. The future is suddenly 

a lifeline for the present. Despite a lifetime of fashioning himself as a worthy 

acquaintance of the Queen and her court he had not satisfactorily succeeded and at 

the age of 63, with fewer prospects and patrons than ever, time was no longer his 

ally.  

A decade earlier, the limits of the temporalities constructed by, and within, 

Dee’s Mortlake library were constantly tested. The books contained there 

represented physical manifestations of the past, enduring evidence of seemingly 

bygone times that supported many of Dee’s needs in his sixteenth-century present. 
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It has been noted how he put the cumulative authority of ancient and medieval 

authors to use to substantiate the claims of the Tudor monarchy, and to support 

and romanticise his own lineage. The ‘universal’ library was limited only by the 

physical restrictions imposed upon it, those being chiefly architectural and 

monetary. The constraints of the physical world – of the human capacity to inherit 

and understand the knowledge of the past, and of the future – seem to have 

frustrated Dee. He appears to have been unfulfilled by the knowledge he gained 

within the tangible confines of his library: 

I have from my youth up, desyred & prayed unto the[e] for pure & sownd 

wisdome and understanding of some of thy truthes natural and artificiall […] 

And for as much as, many yeers, in many places, far & nere, in many bokes, 

& sundry languages, I have sowght, & studyed; and with sundry men 

conferred, and with my owne reasonable discourse labored, whereby to 

fynde or get some ynckling, glyms, or beame of such the forsaid radicall 

truthes: But, (to be brief) after all my forsaid endevor I could fynde no other 

way, to such true wisdome atteyning, but by thy extraordinary gift: and by 

no vulgar schole doctrine, or humane Invention (London, British Library, MS 

Sloane 3188, fol.7r). 

Dee repeats these feelings during an audience with Rudolph II in Prague on 3 

September 1584, ‘I began to declare that all my lifetime I had spent in learning […] 

And I found (at length) that neither any man living, nor any book I could yet meet 

withal, was able to teach me those truths I desired and longed for. And therefore I 

concluded with myself to make intercession and prayer to the giver of wisdom’ (in 
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Fenton 142-3).140 Despite his best efforts, no library on earth could provide access 

to the divine or the universal knowledge which he sought. He needed to seek out 

more cosmic inspiration: 

The cause of thy desire now at this time, John Dee, as thou art an earthly 

man, if thou dost desire to have help from God of such things as earthly men 

cannot be without while they have time here in this mortal life, thou 

desirest to have knowledge as concerning things hid, the which I Raphael 

have no delight, neither pleasure in speaking of any such earthly matter, or 

earthly cases (True & Faithful Relation 33).141 

According to this entry, even the archangel Raphael has no patience for ‘earthly 

cases’. However, the familiar Neoplatonic and Hermetic dictum ‘as above, so below’ 

indicates that life on earth is the tangible microcosm to a divine macrocosm. Earthly 

things are tied to a linear temporality, although Dee seems cognisant that this 

linearity is fluid (‘Yea, as it, yet, is: or, rather, as it may [be]’ (Perfect Art of 

Navigation 3)). Temporality is thus linked to a cosmic divine path, understanding of 

which must be gained via communication with the divine itself, yet the concept of 

predestination is also fluid in Dee’s understanding. Deborah Harkness has stated 

that in the sixteenth century it was generally thought that ‘increased 

communication with God through angels or other messengers was one of the most 

commonly anticipated signs that the world was ending’ (2006: 279). Indeed, one of 

the thematic tropes of the apocalypse genre of writing is increased communication 

between man and the divine. Although in receipt of angelic prophecy which 
                                                           
140 Entries cited as ‘Fenton’ refer to The Diaries of John Dee, ed. by Edward Fenton (Oxford: Day 
Books, 1999). 
 
141 This action took place on 24 March 1587. 
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supposedly places him in a pivotal apocalyptic role, Dee strives through his own 

human agency to put that role into effect, and yet that very act of approaching the 

angels adheres to apocalyptic convention.142  

 For sixteenth century Catholics and Protestants alike, the idea of an 

impending apocalypse was a significant temporal marker. For some, such as the 

chronicler Raphael Holinshed, the apocalypse signalled a literal ‘finall ouerthrowe 

and destruction of the whole world’ (1372) - a rupturing of time which could never 

be recuperated. For Protestant reformers such as John Bale, they indebted 

themselves to Augustinian eschatology, mapping the Biblical temporality of a 

thousand years of Revelation on to the ages of the church and polemicising the 

event as a metaphorical expulsion from God’s grace for those still adhering to the 

rule of Rome. As Crawford Gribben has pointed out, this pessimism in fact spurred 

millennial Puritans to believe in that demarcated, periodising, view of history where 

they ‘would ultimately prise the millennium free from past history to catapult it into 

the future as a golden age of imagined social harmony and ecclesiastical purity’ 

(35). Of course, this supersessionary outlook is undermined by their continued 

desire to repair historical ruptures - one cannot be catapulted to a future ‘golden 

age’ when a golden age is itself a recuperation of a rose-tinted past.  

With an impending apocalypse and his loss of favour at the English court, 

Dee is provided with forceful motivation to set himself up as a kind of prophet, 

                                                           
142 Dee’s eschewal of earthly knowledge in favour of his quest for divine understanding is 
reminiscent of a passage in John Bale’s ‘Image of Bothe Churches’ in which ‘fleshly understanding’ 
cannot be made of God’s work: ‘This book is written within and without. The world containeth 
creatures visible and invisible, powers open and hidden […] but that book is surely sealed with seven 
strong seals from the fleshly understanding of me’ (Bale 304). According to Bale’s discussion Dee 
would have been only the most recent in a long line of human men who tried, and failed, in the 
attempt: ‘And indeed no man was found able to do it, neither in heaven, nor in earth, nor under the 
earth; yet was there a diligent search made, and many did attempt it’ (Bale 305). 
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Merlin re-incarnate, ready to stand beside whichever ruler would usher in the dawn 

of a New Age. Dee, like those Puritans, saw the apocalypse as an opportunity to 

begin a future that was, in fact, rooted in the desire to return to his more stable, 

respectable, past.  For all his façade of grandiose self-importance, Dee often reveals 

himself as this ‘man’ behind the ‘magus’. We might note that Dee’s obsession with 

the constraints of physical temporality is also a struggle against human mortality. 

The angelic experiments increase in frequency from 1580 onwards. Although only in 

his early fifties, this ailing man who found himself pushed towards the edges of the 

court at which he was once revered might well be desperate to transcend the 

restraints imposed by that failing human body by seeking out a more spiritual 

existence.143 Perhaps more likely, seeing his political and social failures mount, Dee 

initiated his spiritual endeavours to replace one form of social capital with another, 

more grandiose form, as an agent of historical revelation. He therefore welcomed 

the 27-year-old scryer Edward Kelley, in 1582, as a literal godsend. As a well-read 

alchemist Dee’s pursuit echoes that of the philosopher’s desire to create the elixir 

of life. Yet, it was not immortality of the body that Dee sought, but rather 

immortality by reputation. It is the repute of a Faustian conjurer or necromancer 

that popularly endures from these entirely theurgic pursuits.144 Outwardly, Dee was 

his own biggest supporter, something which William Sherman calls a ‘breach of 

decorum represented by Dee’s polemical, autobiographical rhetoric’ which has 

                                                           
143 Dee was plagued by kidney stones throughout the 1580-90s, for which he found little relief.  
 
144 Frank Borchardt, for example, suggests that by attempting to conjure spirits Dee ‘forfeited his 
credentials as a Renaissance magician and became indistinguishable from his predecessors in the 
Middle Ages’ (61) while Peter French notes that ‘in court circles Dee enjoyed almost universal 
esteem [but] the commonalty feared him as a sorcerer and a necromancer, a black magician left over 
from the medieval past’ (4). 
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resulted in a ‘scholarly embarrassment’ to address or utilise certain of Dee’s works 

fully (1995: 11). Yet the frequent symbolism in Dee’s diary entries, of dreams and 

incidents of spectrality, conjures images that speak to his deep-rooted insecurities 

about his work and library. To date, these have largely been ignored and James 

Orchard Halliwell admits in a footnote to his edition of the diary that ‘[t]here are a 

great many brief notices in this diary […] most of which are expressed in astrological 

symbols; and as they are exceedingly difficult to decipher satisfactorily, and are 

certainly of very little, if any importance, I have thought it expedient to omit them’ 

(33).145 This chapter will examine the semiotics of Dee’s ‘self’. It will scrutinise 

aspects of the copious symbolism, and ‘sigilism’, within Dee’s corpus, taking into 

account the ramifications of apocalyptic significance. Dee’s dreams and self-

perception reveal deeper insight into the multiple roles which Dee fashioned for 

himself in his socio-political circles. When Stephen Greenblatt describes Thomas 

More’s Utopia as presenting ‘two distinct worlds which occupy the same textual 

space while insisting upon the impossibility of doing so’ (22), we might reflect upon 

Dee’s ability to synthesise various, seemingly dichotic, threads of interest to weave 

himself into the fabric of whichever social tapestry he wished to inhabit. The 

chapter will continue to engage with the overarching theme of the thesis that Dee 

cannot easily be periodised, being part of a poly-temporal sensibility resulting from 

the temporal disorientations of the Reformation, and his own social and political 

failings. 

                                                           
145 Many of these symbols, he notes, relate to Jane Dee. This is interesting as Jane is rarely 
mentioned in the diaries, though whether this is Dee’s neglect or Halliwell’s imperative is unclear. 
Certainly, Fenton’s edition has sought to re-incorporate mentions of Jane’s dreams, to be discussed 
later in this chapter. 
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The Delta: Symbolising the Self 

 

As we have seen in the Introduction chapter, Dee assimilated the knowledge of the 

past into his contemporary rituals, borrowing performative and preparatory 

elements from earlier magic and religious practices alongside symbols and sigils 

adapted from earlier texts.146 For Dee, certain symbols held meanings of personal 

import and they serve as temporal, and personal, ‘anchors’ which appear 

throughout his lifetime. Dee utilised three main sigils to mark his books and 

annotations. The ladder symbol, something like an octothorpe (#), is likely a 

representation of Jacob’s ladder and thus Dee’s desire to connect with the divine.147 

The second is the astrological symbol for Jupiter (♃), sometimes on its own and 

sometimes thrice repeated in a loose triangular formation. The symbol is perhaps 

significant for its similarity to the Roman numeral 4. The triangular Delta (Δ), the 

fourth letter of the Greek alphabet, serves as Dee’s most prevalent symbolic 

representation of self.  As with many symbols, one sigil can provide multiple 

meanings.148 Dee’s use of the delta serves as a starting point from which to explore 

his own perception of self and his role in the world, both contemporary and for the 

oncoming apocalypse.  

                                                           
146 Something which Jason Lawton Winslade rather aptly terms ‘occult poaching’ in Thinning the 
Veils: Initiation and the Performance of Occultism, PhD Dissertation (Northwestern University, 2008). 
 
147 Also known as the Tree of Life, its meaning recounted in Genesis 29: 10-19, it demonstrates God’s 
connection to the Creation via paths numbered using the Hebrew alphabet (Harkness 1999: 173). 
 
148 Studies examining the early modern interest in hieroglyphics and symbols: Wittkower, Rudolf, 
‘Hieroglyphics in the Early Renaissance’, Developments in the Early Renaissance, (Albany, 1968), pp. 
58-97; Singer,  Thomas, ‘Hieroglyphs, Real Characters, and the Idea of a Natural Language in English 
Seventeeth-Century Thought’, Journal of the History of Ideas 50 (1989): 49-70; Ashworth, William B. 
Jr., ‘Natural History and the Emblematic World View’, in Reappraisals of the Scientific Revolution, ed. 
David Linberg and Robert Westman (Cambridge, 1990), pp. 303-32. 



174 
 

The most obvious theory would be that Dee selected the delta as shorthand 

for his name as the lower case delta (δ) resembles the letter ‘d’ and thus also a 

phonetic representation of his surname.  Dee explains the significance of the delta 

in a letter written to his ‘singular friend’ William Camden, on 7 August 1574, from 

‘Mortlaco’.149 It is striking that Dee’s letter to Camden has been copied so many 

times but to my knowledge has never been transcribed nor translated before now, 

although it is mentioned by several Dee scholars.150  Presumably the copies were 

made by antiquarian scholars in the years after Dee’s death due to the personal 

insight the letter gives to Dee’s life. It is unlikely they saw the need to translate the 

letter into written English, being generally fluent in Latin. The original letter, in 

Dublin, Trinity College Library MS 631, is found with various tracts and treatises on 

astronomy and astrology.151 A copy is the fourth article in Dublin, Marsh Z3.5.24, 

bound with two texts by Thomas Durant, one by Thomas Haynes and a fourteen 

                                                           
149 This is mistakenly named in several catalogues as ‘Mortlaro’, due to a massive similarity between 
r and c shapes throughout the letter. It is clear that, in this case, it should read as a c, for Mortlaco 
(i.e. Mortlake).  
 
150 Sherman notes that this letter can be found in Thomas Smith’s edition of Camden’s ‘Epistolae’, V. 
Cl. Gulielmi Camdeni, et illustrium virorum ad G. Camdenum Epistolae, (London: Richard Chiswell, 
1691), p38, however, the only letter from Dee to Camden in Smith’s edition, dated 22 May 1592, 
records Dee telling Camden of his son Arthur’s temperament being ‘of an exceeding great and 
haughty mind’ according to the influence of his astrological horoscope (Smith 48, it is not on page 
38, nor is it article 38). The letter which Sherman describes is an eight folio letter, the original now 
Dublin, Trinity College Library MS 631. Quotations from this letter have been taken from my own 
transcription of Dublin, Marsh Z3.5.24 (4), a copy of the original letter. This is purely due to Marsh’s 
Library having more flexible policies in regards to photographing manuscript material in their reading 
rooms. My transcription of the relevant folio (fol.6r-v) can be found in the appendix.  
 
151 This manuscript likely came to Trinity via the Archbishop of Armagh, James Ussher who took a 
great interest Dee’s work and collected many of his books. Another of Dee’s manuscripts, now 
Trinity College Dublin MS 441 (D.4.27), is a combination of various treatises, chiefly on astrology and 
chiromancy, and provides another example of Dee’s enthusiasm for astrological texts. It contains 
Dee’s signature and date of January 18 (no year). There is some underlining throughout and 
occasional ‘nota’ written in margin (for example, f106r beside a text on the solstice and equinox). 
However, the manuscript is perhaps more note-worthy for its fold-out diagrams of hands (fols.264-6) 
for use in the practice of chiromancy, and a selection of doodled faces drawn on to curly brackets on 
fols.72v, 80v and 87r, where the lips have then also been rubricated!  
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folio anonymous text on the Antichrist. It can also be found in British Library, Cotton 

MS Julius C V (fols. 45–46) which contains a variety of correspondence sent to 

William Camden and Oxford, Bodleian Library, Ashmole MS 1788 (4) (fols. 70-76), 

where it is bound with a gathering of Dee’s works, letters, and nativities, many 

copied in Ashmole’s own hand. The Bodleian’s catalogue description mentions the 

letter’s contents to include a discussion ‘de charactere mystico Δ’. Dee’s letter 

describes the delta thus:   

Quem in Dodecatemoriorum Ternario, (Quaternario tamen ubique interiecto 

spacio,) simili semp conspirantium virtute, absolute formatur; hocque Δ sin 

arcanum symbolum habet: triplici ipsorum radiorum eiaculatione, reram 

hanc nobis describente figuram. Quod etiam omnipotentis Divinae 

maiestatis, hieroglyphisicum agnoscitur esse umbraculum: hypostatium et 

qualium Trinitatem, in unius Dei essentia, nobis representaris. Pithagorici 

(olim) hanc figuram, Mineruam vocitabant est praeterea (trium 

praecipuarum linguarum secundae) Alphabeti quidem graeci [D] litera 

ordine quarita ab ipsis Graecis, nominata δελτα: hebraici, Romanique 

Alphabeti eiusdem potestatis literae correspondens, etiam Quartae: Quae 

ab hebraeis, Daleth vocitatur at à Romanis, monosyllaba cognominis 

cuiusdam mei offertur appellationem. (fol. 6r)152 

[This figure is formed completely by the Ternary signs in the Zodiac (with the 

Quaternary signs inserting space between),153 with like powers working 

                                                           
152 My translation has kindly been reviewed by Dr. Ivan Herbison of Queen’s University Belfast.   
 
153 The dodecatemoria (‘The Twelve’) to which Dee refers, are degree segments of zodiacal signs, 

used in the context of astrolology, for example in horoscope calculations. In his Propaedeumata 
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together with like.154 And yet this delta has a hidden symbolism by our 

delineation of the figure with a threefold emission of its rays. It is also 

acknowledged to be a symbolic shadowing of the omnipotent Divine 

Majesty, representing to us the Trinity of hypostaseis and kinds in the Being 

of one God. The Pythagoreans used to call this figure Minerva.155 It is 

besides the fourth letter in the sequence of the Greek alphabet, the second 

of the three chief languages, called delta by the Greeks themselves. In the 

Hebrew and Roman alphabets it corresponds to the letter with the same 

sound, and is also fourth in position. This letter is called Daleth by the 

Hebrews, but by the Romans is called a certain name of mine.] 

In Dee’s own words the delta has astrological meaning and religious significance in 

its relationship to the Holy Trinity. In designating it as a hypostatic emblem - 

connoting the fundamental support for everything in existence and the shared 

                                                                                                                                                                     
Aphoristica, theorem LXXXVI, Dee notes that ‘some places are moved about by a dodecatemorion 
[…] the divisions of that progression’ (171), in reference to astrological calculations. The frontispiece 
of the same book depicts the monad, a delta, and the phrase ‘quaternarius in ternario conquiescens’, 
that is, ‘The quaternary resting in the ternary’. In the Zodiac there are three Quaternaria and four 
Ternaria. Each of the four Ternaria forms a delta, which may be what Dee is referring to both in the 
Propaedeumata and the letter: 

 
 
154 ‘conspirante’, from ‘conspirans’, may be taken in the astrological sense of acting together with 
one another, as in the above diagram the three earth signs act together to form the delta. 
 
155 Antonio Ricciardo Brixiano in the Commentaria Symbolica [1591] explains the use of the goddess 
Minerva’s name as a synonym for wisdom: ‘Minerua sign. ipsam sapientiam quae est in termino […] 
& Minerua sign. Intellectum adeptum vel. Quando nos vt ait Trismegistus consequimur mentem.’ (22) 
[Minerva means the possession of wisdom [...] & Minerva means an adept’s intellect when we said 
that we obtain Trismegistus’ mind]. 
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existence of both corporeal and spiritual entities in the Neoplatonic trinity of the 

Soul, the Intellect, and the One (the Monad) - Dee indicates that his symbol, and 

thus he himself, is an important factor in combining the temporal, tangible realm 

with the spiritual enlightenment he seeks from the divine. The letter demonstrates 

Dee’s interest in assimilating different schools of thought and foregrounds his 

interest in mathematics, languages and their crossovers. For all this intellectual 

significance, as I theorised above he also reveals that he finds pleasure in the fact 

that the delta provides him with a concise nickname (monosyllaba cognominis 

cuiusdam mei offertur appellationem).  

Dee’s letter also explores the significance of the number 120 as 

philosophised by Moses (see appendix for transcription). As mentioned in the 

discussion of Mortlake library’s layout in the first chapter, Dee held a penchant for 

hiding meaning within numbers and letters, influenced by Trithemius’ 

Steganographia, and frequently plays with this ‘layering’ of meaning.156 The delta 

finds meaning not only in mathematics but as a metaphor in alchemy.  In alchemical 

texts the upward pointing triangle, or ‘blade’, represents fire and is thus symbolic of 

upward rising energy (Gettings 115-6).  If Dee’s use of the delta is indeed self-

reflexive this would point to a strong sense of conviction in his own ability to 

surmount his current socio-political standing and strengthen his reputation. We 

have seen this desire for social mobility in the previous chapters, in the forging of 

politically pertinent relationships and attempted demonstration of his lineage from 

                                                           
156 Indeed, according to French ‘Dee was so excited about obtaining the cryptographical 
and magical Steganographia by the alchemist Trithemius, Abbot of Sponheim, that he spent ten 
straight days copying it’ (52). Daniel Huws has identified the copy in the National Library of Wales, 
Peniarth MS 423D as being in Dee’s hand.  
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Welsh royalty. The association of the delta with this positive energy can also be 

applied to Dee’s more occult dealings, specifically his alchemical career and his 

angelic rituals. As per his goal to assemble a ‘universal’ library these practices were 

undertaken with the motivation to attain perfect, universal knowledge. Thus, it 

should also be noted that the fire sigil is derived from the medieval Seal of Solomon, 

a hexagram, or six-pointed star, formed from the combination of the upward-

pointing triangle with a downward-pointing triangle.  Combined, these symbols are 

representative of divine perfection: the union of male and female and the four 

elements, and believed to be a powerful seal for trapping spirits.   

During one of the earliest of Dee’s angelic scrying experiments with Edward 

Kelley (then going by Talbot), on 10 March 1582, the angel Uriel reveals a symbol to 

be used as a ‘lamine’, a protective talisman: ‘sigillum hoc in auro sculpendum, ad 

defensionem corporis, omni loco, tempore et occasione: et in pectus gestandum’ 

(‘This symbol carved in gold, for the defence of the body, in any place, time and 

occasion, and worn on the breast’, MS Sloane 3188, fol. 10v , figure 8 below). The 

triangular lamine was not an uncommon shape for use in charms, mentioned in 

Agrippa’s De occulta philosophia (IV, 61-2). According to Christopher Whitby, it was 

not, however, a typical angelic seal. For this reason Dee likely perceived great 

personal significance in being presented with a talismanic representation of his 

delta (Whitby 130). 
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The three sides of the triangle may also represent the alchemical trinities, or tria 

prima, the ‘ingredients’ which constitute all earthly substance and recall Dee’s 

description of the delta as representative of hypostasis. Salt, sulphur, and mercury 

parallel the body, soul, and spirit and their balance equates to health and prosperity 

(Marshall 91). In the correct combination they are also the necessary components 

to achieve the alchemical goal of transmutation (Gettings 184).  Dee’s library 

abounded with alchemical texts and thus he would have been aware of the 

alchemical and magical meaning of the sigil which he chose as a representation of 

himself. It is indeed reflective of his character that his choice depicts his own 

perceived embodiment of upward rising energy and the perfection of knowledge.  

Figure 8: Angelic lamine, Sloane 3188 
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The association with energy, and particularly fire, is evocative of the power of the 

catalyst in alchemical and scientific processes.  Fire is depicted in the Monas 

Hieroglyphica as being the driving force behind important changes, ‘Therefore, we 

have added the astronomical sign Aries to signify that in the practice of this Monad 

the use of fire is required’ (Theorem X).  Although in this text Dee now renders the 

fire symbol as that of zodiacal Aries () instead of a triangle, the importance 

placed on the application of fire to complete the Monad symbol might suggest that 

Dee is creating an analogy between the importance of fire in catalysing the 

alchemical reaction and his own importance in completing his goal of attaining 

power and knowledge, both political and intellectual.  

The relevance of fire, and of the astrological impact of Aries, recalls Deborah 

Harkness’ declaration that the ‘new world’, the impending apocalyptic era, would 

be heralded by a ‘grand conjunction’ or ‘fiery trigon’ under the zodiacal sign of Aries 

(Harkness 1999: 70).  This is supported by Dee’s understanding that Aries ‘indicates 

the origin of the fiery triplicity in that part of the sky’ (Monas, Theorem X). Dee 

owned and annotated a copy of Cyprian Leowitz’ De coniunctionibus insignioribus 

superiorum planetarum (1564), now Cambridge, University Library, R*.5.21, which 

prophesied the upcoming trigon as leading to ‘sudden and violent changes in 

European society’ (Clucas 2012: 514).157 Raphael Holinshed’s Chronicles record the 

                                                           
157 See also Clulee 1988, pp. 222-223 and Harkness 1999, pp.70-71 for further discussion on the 
trigon.  
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connection between the conjunction and an impending apocalypse, and the 

increase in prophetic discussion and activity:158  

The publication, of reading, and talking of this coniunction, with the 

remembrance of the instant wherin it should be, made manie (when the 

daie foretold was come) to looke for some strange apparition or vision in the 

aire; and withall, put them in mind of an old and common prophesie, 

touching the yeare 1588, which is now so ri[p]e in euerie mans mouth […] 

either a maruellous fearfull & horrible alteration of empires, kingdoms, 

segniories and estates, togither likewise with other most woonderfull, and 

verie extraordinarie accidents, as extreame hunger and pestilence, desperat 

treasons and commotions shall then fall out, to the miserable affliction and 

oppression of huge multitudes: or else, that an vtter and finall ouerthrowe 

and destruction of the whole world shall insue: which prophesie is conteined 

in these verses […] So that by this prophesie, either a finall dissolution, or a 

woonderfull horrible alteration of the world is then to be expected (1372). 

For Holinshed, the apocalypse is quite literal – a ‘finall ouerthrowe and destruction 

of the whole world’ (1372). Others, including Dee, were less fatalistic. John Bale’s 

paraphrase of Revelation makes clear that falling stars, portents of the impending 

apocalypse, are metaphors: ‘a star fallen down clean from heaven […] representing 

the spiritual church’ and ‘betokening the worldly people’ (350). The significance of 

the apocalypse to Dee, and indeed the significance of Dee’s role in the ‘new age’, 

will be further explored as this chapter progresses, but we might note the related 

                                                           
158 Holinshed actually used Dee’s collection for source material: `Out of a French pamphlet that 

belongeth to master John Dee’ (850).  
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astrological significances at this point. The imminence of the apocalypse was 

thought to be signalled by a nova in 1572 and comets in 1577 and 1580.159 Dee 

makes reference in his diary, on 22 November 1580 to ‘the blasing star I cold see no 

more, though it were a cler night’. He has also drawn the long-tailed comet in the 

margin. The same ‘doodle’ appears in his diary notes on a page of Joannes Stadius’s 

Ephemerides novae (Bodleian, MS Ashmole 487, sig. Pppp2v-Pppp3r), relating to the 

planetary positions for November 1577 and again on a flyleaf in Dublin, Marsh MS. 

Z1.2.51(2), a copy of the Compilatio Leupoldi ducatus austrie filii de astrorum 

scientia decem continentis tractatus, first signed and dated by Dee 9 February 1551 

(see figures 9 and 10).160 The identical style of the drawings indicate that they are 

both in Dee’s hand and that he was particularly interested by these astrological 

occurrences and their meaning.161  

                                                           
159 Astrological events are still perceived as having apocalyptic significance, with reference to the 
Huffington Post’s headline on 9 September 2015 ‘Blood Moon To Coincide With Asteroid Apocalypse 
On 28 September’ <http://www.huffingtonpost.co.uk/2015/09/08/blood-moon-coincide-asteroid-
apocalypse-28-september_n_8104668.html?1441737509> 
 
160 Formerly Marsh MS N3.2.19(1).  
 
161 Dee’s diary is littered with similar records of astronomical events, for example on 26 August 1581 
he also notes, ‘a strange meteore in forme of a white clowde crossing galaxiam, whan it lay north 
and sowth over our zenith; this clowd was at length from the S.E. to the S.W. sharp at both endes, 
and in the west ende it was forked for a while; it was abowt sixty degrees high, it lasteth an howr, all 
the skye clere abowt, and fayr starshyne’. Although NASA’s ‘Sky Events Calendar’ does not provide 
details for this year, the meteor Dee saw was likely part of the Perseid showers of that summer. 
Records of Perseid meteors from late July - August 1581 have also come from China (Matheus and 
Jenniskens 602), and Thuringia, Germany where a ‘blue and brownish’ stone made impact upon the 
earth in the form of a ‘fireball’ (Brewster 117).  
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Figure 9: Bodleian, MS Ashmole 487, printed in Sherman p102. 
 



184 
 

 
Figure 10:  Dublin, Marsh MS. Z1.2.51(2), image mine 
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It should be noted that Dee’s use of almanacs as his diary pages signify not 

only his interest in the original contents of the book, but his insistent consciousness 

of temporal importance. Paul Glennie and Nigel Thrift have examined many diary-

keepers contemporary to Dee (195), such as Lady Margaret Hoby (diary from 1599-

1605), Simon Forman (late C16th), and William Honeywell (1596-1614). These three 

contemporaries wrote their entries in short prose diaries, books that seem to have 

been set aside for the task. Although it was not at all unusual for daily notes, 

including recipes and shopping lists, to be written in whichever book came to hand, 

Dee’s use of almanacs for his diary suggests a more deliberate approach relative to 

his intellectual understanding of time-keeping. It is logical that he would record 

timed and dated happenings of his life in the space around an almanac’s tables 

which by their nature are concerned with precise temporal positioning. As Glennie 

and Thrift put it ‘almanacs were time-tables’ (207), while Bernard Capp has 

observed that ‘the popularity and survival of almanacs was due to their suitability as 

diaries’ (61-2). In the example above, Dee uses his almanac pages on the comet to 

record his daily observances for that date. This follows Glennie and Thrift’s note 

that ‘diarists’ use of clock times in describing eclipses, other astronomical events, or 

striking natural events, followed from the predicted times given for such events in 

almanacs’ (209). It may be pertinent to observe that Dee’s work and interests rely 

heavily upon an awareness of temporality and its objective measurement.  

For example, Glennie and Thrift provide a table comparing the precision of 

diarists’ time-keeping which identifies a tangible link between the use of clock times 

and the writers’ profession (199). For Dee and those three contemporaries, only 

Dee and Forman, an astrologer and physician, keep notes according to hour, half 
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hour, and quarter hour durations.162 Hoby, a gentlewoman, and Honeywell, a 

yeoman farmer, only use the nearest hour. This suggests that professional 

requirements to observe the passing of time might correlate to a more general 

temporal awareness. Alchemical experiments and medical practice require an 

attention to detail in the timing of experiments, as an example, or the recording of 

births. Glennie and Thrift note that ‘many of [Dee’s] interests fostered considerable 

time-awareness’ (202); astrology and navigation provide two more illustrations of 

this point. They provide an interesting statistic. From 1577 to 1581, in over 250 of 

Dee’s diary entries, about one quarter include mention of a clock time (202). They 

suggest that ‘use of half and both quarter-hours probably implies an audible 

quarter-striking clock’ (203). However, Dee also uses other fractions such as ‘hora 8 

2/3’ (Fenton 13). These ‘probably involved calculation rather than a direct time-cue’ 

(Glennie and Thrift 203). This suggests that while some entries may be tied to the 

routine of a clock striking, others involved Dee actively checking the time to record 

it accurately. Indeed, on 3 September 1584, in Prague, Dee notes that he sent 

someone ‘to see what was of the clock’ (Fenton 142), that is, to check the time 

rather than him making a potentially incorrect estimation.  

 The link between temporal awareness and professional identity can be thus 

connected in the act of diary keeping. Beyond this, ‘John Dee’s diary entries range 

from a few dozen words a month to several hundred a day, with immediate 

consequences for the visibility and content of temporalities’ (Glennie and Thrift 

202). That is to say, diarists ‘are explicitly situating themselves in ongoing events’ 

                                                           
162 Forman also kept track of his dreams, as Dee did. See Carole Levin’s chapter 2 in Dreaming the 
English Renaissance (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2008), pp. 33-60.  
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(Glennie and Thrift 202). The keeping of a diary materialises Augustine’s conception 

of temporality:  

At any rate it is now quite clear that neither future nor past actually exists. 

Nor is it right to say there are three times, past, present and future. Perhaps 

it would be more correct to say: there are three times, a present of things 

past, a present of things present, a present of things future (Confessions 

244). 

Dee’s own Propaedeumata Aphoristica considers the passing of time as a natural, 

astrological, function alongside its association with the tripartite/Trinitarian view of 

history as a whole. Theorem CVII: 

We see the general regulation of the year is to be shown, through a kind of 

analogy, certainly, by any day. For any natural day has first its spring, then its 

summer, then its autumn, and finally its winter […] if we distinguish 

beginnings, middles, and ends in these, we perceive the plan [and] it is 

beautiful to consider, finally, in what way, under the celestial poles, the year 

itself is nothing other than an image of a single natural day. Apply this 

aphorism to higher matters, you who investigate the physical mysteries in 

the unity of the Trinity, and you will have the greatest secret of all (186-7).   

It is important for diarists such as Dee to record their presence in a certain 

historical, or temporal, context for posterity. It permits Dee to reflect on his own 

past as well as his future. A diary entry recording his whereabouts, his current 

experiment, or the birth of a child, for example, places him in an historical moment 

which he could objectively measure but which is now passed except for that 
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enduring written record. The almanac diary records astrological observances in the 

margins surrounding previously-printed predictions of those same astrological 

events. Thus a diary such as Dee’s represents the collision - and collusion - of past, 

present, and future.  

Returning to Dee’s self-fashioning, Glyn Parry suggests the influence of 

cabalist Guillaume Postel upon the selection of the delta. For Postel ‘the number 

four connoted God’ (Parry 21).  The Jewish mystical tradition of Cabala predates 

‘early modern’ traditions with at least one of the most influential texts, Moses 

Leon’s Zohar, dating to thirteenth-century Spain. The Zohar, and cabalistic texts in 

general, contemplate the meaning of letters and use the art of gematria to 

associate numerical values with Hebrew letters. The intent is to meditate upon, and 

therefore understand, the divine. As Marshall puts it, ‘the purpose of the Cabala is 

to bring God down to Man, and to raise Man up to God’ (91). The appropriation of 

the Cabala to Renaissance occultism seems to be reflected in the similar Hermetic 

and Neoplatonic dictum ‘as above, so below’. The relevance of Cabalistic thinking to 

Dee is noted in his similar reflections on the importance of letters, numbers, and 

symbols to approach understanding of the divine. This is most notable in his 

supposed reception from the angels of the antediluvian ‘Enochian’ language, and in 

the creation of his Monad. According to Marshall ‘The social message of the Cabala 

was apocalyptic, prophesying a new harmonious age based on moral and spiritual 

regeneration’ (91). As Sherman notes, Dee had a ‘constant need to situate himself 

in relation to physical places and socioprofessional configurations’ (1995: 10). As we 

have seen, Dee was fixated on his own lineage and social standing. This is 

epitomised in the way that Dee inserts himself into his works, providing an enduring 
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reference to himself and his name, often to the point of extremity. For instance, his 

Mathematicall Preface to Euclid opens with a large letter D, a delta symbol, the 

monad sigil, and a variation of Dee’s coat of arms, all on one page. Similarly London, 

British Library, MS Cotton Charter XIV (article 1) contains Dee’s lineage, his motto, 

coat of arms, and a self-portrait.163 In regards to the political climate of the late 

1580s, we might contextualise Dee’s selection of self-representative symbols in 

terms of the need to be physically and temporally situated, the expectation of an 

oncoming apocalypse, and his personal attitude towards his own role in the 

associated events.  

 

Apocalyptic Beliefs: Temporality and Textuality 

 

Throughout his later life, Dee feared for his reputation. As will be discussed in the 

following chapter that fear extended to how his reputation would be handled after 

his death. An impending apocalypse spurred an evaluation of one’s self, and one’s 

physical and spiritual position in the world. Dee’s apocalyptic interests can be 

framed by this awareness of the transience of time and a desire to effect some kind 

of control over one’s future (or even the posthumous future of one’s name). A key 

recurring feature of apocalyptic literature is the periodisation of history - the 

division of history into significant segments which must pass before the prophesied 

event(s). John Collins explains that the periodisation trope in apocalypses supports 

two important impetuses: ‘it enhanced the deterministic sense that history was 

measured out and under control’ and ‘it enabled the reader to locate his own 

                                                           
163 For reference, this manuscript folio is printed in Sherman (1995: 106). 
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generation near the end of the sequence’ (1984: 11). It is no surprise then that the 

prominence of apocalypticism is often amplified at specific moments of cultural 

strife or political turbulence. It creates a sense of urgency that situates the current 

epoch in a ‘pre-determined’, and thus seemingly unavoidable, state. As a general 

perspective, James Palmer has written ‘[t]he world changed, and changed often; 

and as it did so people drew on apocalyptic hopes and fears’ (4).164 The fear and 

contemplation of ‘The End’ is not tethered to specific temporalities or geographies. 

Palmer notes that ‘since everyone has an ending, even if the end of time or the 

world is too abstract to conceptualise fully, then it really is a universal in human 

experience’ (2).165 In part, apocalyptic literature can be propagandistic. As Palmer 

puts it ‘Apocalypse and Judgement were reasons to act and, consequently, things 

which could be employed to persuade people into action […] the penalties for 

inaction are doom’ (2). A ‘heightened interest in apocalyptic thought fed into a 

panorama of political, social and religious change’ (Palmer 5). Apocalyptic rhetoric 

can thus be persuasive as a politico-religious tool and it was one that benefited 

post-Reformation writers and polemicists in their attempts to restructure and 

recuperate a stable temporal continuum, and ensure their reader bought in to that 

rhetoric fully. Robert Crowley’s 'The opening of the wordes of the prophet Ioell' 

                                                           
164 John Collins concurs ‘Apocalypticism is born of fears and hopes that are endemic to the human 
condition’ (Collins 2014: 13).  
 
165 For example, I note that at the time of writing this chapter, when the Syrian refugee crisis is 
holding the world media’s attention, there has been a raft of newspaper headlines sensationalising 
these massive socio-political changes. Coincidentally these changes are occurring at the same time 
as a Blood Moon, which several news outlets have promoted as heralding the apocalypse. On 8 
September 2015 the popular tabloid The Mirror announced, ‘Blood Moon and asteroid impact 
WON'T herald biblical Apocalypse on September 28, says NASA’. 
<http://www.mirror.co.uk/news/technology-science/science/blood-moon-asteroid-impact-wont-
6402480>. This is despite Christian Today’s article ‘Blood Moon this September could be biblical sign 
of Apocalypse, pastors say’, citing Biblical verses Acts 2:20 and Revelation 6:12 to the contrary. 
<http://www.christiantoday.com/article/blood.moon.this.september.could.be.biblical.sign.of.apocal
ypse.pastors.say/63472.htm> 
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[1564] for example, takes the opportunity to admonish his reader in a 60-page 

poem entitled the 'Signes and Tokens of the Last Day':  

Repent, Repent, | I say repent | Your misse, & it amende: | Christes 

prophecie, | Doth shew plainely | This world shall shortly ende. | Darke is 

the sunne | Bloud is the moon | From heauen are fallen the stars: | 

Earthquakes are seene | Pestilence, famine / Rumors tell nought but wars 

(lines 1-12).  

Crowley’s attitude is echoed in Stephen Batman’s The Doome Warning all Men to 

the Iudgement [1583], which records previous apocalyptic events in a warning not 

to repeat their mistakes. Batman notes that during the reign of Henry V, '[i]n 

England, the earth quaked so horriblye, that buildings fell downe everywhere: the 

fayling of the Sunne and Moone, which the Greeks call Eclipsus, happened at this 

time wonderfullye' (223) while in 'Spayne' they had it worse off 'it rayned fleshe, 

Comets were seen [and] a Wolfe devoured thirtie men' (223-4). These images of 

horror and mayhem serve as brutally graphic visuals to encourage the reader to 

repent and be saved lest he witness and experience the same terrors. However, it 

would be dismissive to suggest that all contemporaries held this same staunch 

politico-religious ‘fire and brimstone’ stance. 

 Richard Bauckham argues that ‘the apocalypticism of the sixteenth century 

belonged predominantly to the unworldly strain of sixteenth century religion’ (12), 

and yet the medieval conception of apocalypticism permeates the sixteenth-century 

view. The Augustinian position is to conceive of the apocalypse as ‘a conflict of good 

and evil moving towards a predestined climax at the eschatological separation of 

the elect and the damned’ (Bauckham 17), and Bauckham claims that John Bale is 
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significant ‘for his role in redirecting medieval apocalyptic into Protestant teaching’ 

(21). Bauckham also admits that the ‘prophetic exegesis which sprang from the 

work of Joachim of Fiore in the twelfth century […] became the characteristic 

method of Protestant apocalyptic exegesis [in the C16th]’ (Bauckham 19). In fact, 

this argument that sixteenth-century apocalypticism specifically ‘belonged […] to 

the strain of sixteenth century religion’ is undermined by the fact that many ‘early 

modern’ writers echo the Augustinian view above. An example of this attitude is 

Thomas Brightman’s Revelation of the Revelation which stresses that after ‘this 

storme (of Antichrist) has blowne over, there shall followe presently gawdy days’ 

(quoted in Reeves 1999a: 154), i.e. the world is changing, but not coming to an 

imminent literal end. John Foxe’s treatment of the subject in his Eicasmi, seu 

Meditationes in sacram Apocalypsim (Meditations on the Sacred Apocalypse, 1587) 

establishes a Joachimist interpretation of the apocalypse, that is ‘a sense of history 

rising to a positive climax before the end, rather than dissolving into failure’ (Reeves 

1999a: 154)166. John Hall suggested that Joachim of Fiore (c.1132-1202) ‘shifted 

away from Augustine’s transcendentalist and metaphorical displacement of the 

apocalypse, back to a more worldly theology connected to unfolding human history’ 

(63). William Cecil, Lord Burghley, took the view that human agency can influence 

apocalyptic imminence for the worse. In reference to Dee’s work on calendar 

reform he suggests the new manner can only serve if ‘the sins of the world do not 

haste a dissolution’ in the meantime (quoted in Parry 151), providing evidence for a 

view of the apocalypse as having a physical effect on the world that is not entirely 

subject to predestination. Dee’s own experience with the revelations of the angels 

                                                           
166 Dee was also familiar with the work of Joachim of Fiore (Ashmole catalogue, item 18).   
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dismisses the notion of unchangeable predestination. On 22 May 1584, Krakow, 

Gabriel reveals to him: ‘It hath been said unto you … Continue to the end. It hath 

been also told you … That the determinations of God are not as yet established unto 

you. For it is written, it may again be undetermined’ (146, ellipsis original). Although 

he is marked as having a significant role in the apocalypse it is dependent on many 

factors (his obedience, ability to learn and understand etc.), as well as God’s 

prerogative to change his will as he sees fit.  

The examples here provide an overview in a belief that the apocalypse will 

usher in a period of great upheaval, whether that is spiritual or physical seems 

dependent on the writer’s personal opinion and experience.167  Marjorie Reeves 

points to the medieval precedents for apocalyptic interpretation stating that it 

gathered momentum in the fourteenth century but ‘perhaps Roger Bacon and the 

Oxford Franciscans anticipated this development in the thirteenth century’ (1999b: 

xii.259).  She suggests that the continued persecution of heretics in the sixteenth 

century evidences a ‘continuing focus on the cosmic conflict between the true 

church and the church of Satan, the imminence or presence of Antichrist and the 

approaching Day of Judgement’ (1999b: xii.260-1) which began in the Middle Ages. 

The timeline is therefore continuous. There is no break between the ‘medieval’ and 

‘early modern’ conceptions of apocalypticism - one develops organically in to the 

other, without a perceivable schism.  

 While Reeves stresses ‘cosmic’ tension, apocalyptic thought also revolves 

around the perception of secular time and temporality. John Hall suggests that to 

                                                           
167 See Bauckham pp.162-3 for a further list of C16th apocalyptic tracts 
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examine the apocalyptic ‘offers a rather unconventional facet through which to 

view early modern history’ (63), and yet it cannot be all that unconventional when, 

as noted above, sixteenth-century thinkers were frequently engaging with the idea. 

For Hall, ‘[t]he Reformation amounts to something like a hinge holding two screens 

together: its apocalyptic aspects connect the world of medieval Europe with 

modernity’ (80). This analogy situates the sixteenth century as that oft-perpetuated 

‘bridge’ between the medieval and modern, but serves to highlight the continuity of 

apocalyptic thought throughout time. Hall suggests that the Reformation era 

connects temporalities by making some adjustments to the perception of 

apocalyptic time. Three of his points follow: 

 ‘Objective time (i.e. of the clock and calendar) reconstructs social identities, 

rechannelling apocalyptic mentalities into rationalized routines of time-

bound everyday life’ 

 ‘Religious, and sometimes apocalyptic, philosophies of history becomes 

relocated within a secular construction of historical times’ 

 ‘Apocalyptic violence becomes replicated within the domain of secular 

politics’ (80). 

The first point he seems to undermine, by providing examples of how objective time 

was not an ‘early modern’ construct at all, but that in Augustine’s era (C5th) there 

was objective measurement of time, via solar and lunar cycles, marked candles, 

sundials, religious orders having daily schedules of prayer, etc. (Hall 80). As can be 

seen in the quotation earlier in this chapter, Augustine also demonstrates an 

incredibly complex awareness of temporality that goes far beyond simple ‘routines 

of daily life’ (244). This does situate the awareness of apocalypticism bearing 
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relation to a temporal, physical world, rather than a specifically ontological one. The 

second point follows on, highlighting the secularisation narrative of the sixteenth 

century. The third point addresses the argument that the cosmic, ‘religious’ 

violence of the apocalypse is paralleled by a ‘secular’ earthly violence, fought out in 

the political realm of monarchies and dynasties. Thus this ‘hybridic’ character of 

time ‘is constituted in relation to multiple temporalities’ (Hall 80) and like a 

palimpsest or the cumulative authority of medieval and early modern texts, ‘[w]e 

may define historically oriented action as action that builds upon other action to 

produce change rather than only to maintain the status quo, reaffirm the past, or 

sustain domination’ (Hall 87). Hall goes on to refute claims that ‘Reformation 

ideology required a new historical consciousness that broke with the older model of 

history’ (88). Instead, he argues that ‘with the onset of the Reformation, history 

became engaged [in] increased interest in annals, chronicles, and historical 

periodization’ (89). Rather than breaking with the older model of history, the new 

historiographers put those models to use in recuperating a stable temporal 

continuum, as we have seen in the previous chapter.   

Moving from the temporal to the textual, ‘apocalypse’ is also used as the 

descriptive term for a specific genre of text. John Collins provides a thematic 

definition of an ‘apocalypse’ as a ‘combination of the themes of revelation and 

reversal (of the fortunes of a group)’ (2014: 5). Indeed, the Greek verb apokalyptein 

translates as ‘unveil’, ‘reveal’, or ‘disclose’. It is this association with ‘Revelation’ 

that connects apocalyptic thought to the ‘apocalypse’ as a genre. Stephen Cook 

suggests that although texts are not always ‘apocalypses’ according to definition, 

many texts ‘adopt the cosmological and eschatological perspective of the 
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apocalypse genre’ (21).168 Dee’s Theorem XXIV of the Hieroglyphic Monad recounts 

that which was witnessed by ‘John the Archpraesul of the Divine Mysteries, in the 

fourth and last part of the fourth chapter of the Apocalypse’ (44-5).  It concludes 

with the lines ‘Amen.  Says the Fourth Letter D’ (45).  With reference to Dee’s self-

representation this passage suggests that he is concurring with the apocalyptic text 

to which he refers – St John’s Apocalypsis, or the Book of Revelation – a text which 

an angelic voice recommended to Dee and Kelley (see below). The fourth chapter of 

the Book recounts the vision of the throne of God and four living creatures ‘plena 

oculis ante et retro’ (‘full of eyes before and behind’, 4.6). Depending on our 

exegesis, this may be representative of temporal awareness, particularly when read 

with the following verses, ‘Dominus Deus omnipotens qui erat et qui est et qui 

venturus est […] viventi in saecula saeculorum’ (‘Lord God Almighty, who was and 

who is and who is to come […] who liveth for ever and ever’, 4.8-9). John Bale’s 

Image of Both Churches, a reading of Revelation, maintains a strong focus on 

temporality throughout. The text ‘is a full clearance to all the chronicles and most 

notable histories which hath been wrote since Christ’s ascension, opening the true 

natures of their ages, times, and seasons […] diligently search them over, conferring 

the one with the other, time with time, and age with age’ (Bale 253). Bale takes into 

account that apocalyptic time is not easily measured, divine and earthly time being 

different concepts. After the seventh seal is opened ‘there shall be in that age that 

peace in the Christian church which Christ brought […] This silence shall endure but 

                                                           
168 For example Piers Plowman has been treated as an ‘apocalypse’ by Morton Bloomfield, and is 
made explicit in Robert Crowley’s preface to his printed edition where the text is appropriated as 
post-Reformation polemic. See Bloomfield, Piers Plowman as a Fourteenth-Century Apocalypse, 
(New Brunswick: Rutgers University Press, 1962).  
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half an hour space, which may be the thousand years that are spoken of here alone, 

considering that all the after Christ is but the last hour, and a thousand years before 

God is but as the day that is past’ (Bale 341), and later, ‘this must they do […] till the 

forty-two months be finished, and the half time, or the thousand, two hundred and 

sixty days, in that God shall shorten the time for his chosen’s sake’ (Bale 386). This 

reading of Revelation alongside the passage recommended by the angels would 

suggest that post-Reformation scholars such as Bale and Dee were not expecting 

the world to come to a literal end but rather a philosophical, intellectual (and 

astrological) rebirth of thought; a world changing rather than ending.169  

As per Bale, Dee’s experience with the angels taught him not to trust their 

perception of human temporality. On 12 April 1584, Krakow, Nalvage explained: 

‘For lo, the time is come, And he that is the Son of Unrighteousness, is and liveth’ 

(True & Faithful Relation 76). That Son was the foretold Antichrist. Nalvage tells Dee 

and Kelley of the need for 49 keys which will be presented to them, but refuses to 

be pinned down on a timeline for the revelation, ‘But behold, this charge of mine is 

tied unto time […] As for me, I am tied to time, and am ready at all times: For I 

measure not your night, nor day’ (True & Faithful Relation 77). The angels consider 

themselves conscious of, but outside, human temporality. Kelley asks in a later 

communication if the prophesies will be enacted before next August, Gabriel replies 

‘What if it were a hundred Augusts? You may be aweary before August next’ (True 

& Faithful Relation 92). Dee learns to press the angels on their inconsistency of 

time. When Mapsana suggests Dee will ‘be able to practise by Sunday’ he sharply 

                                                           
169 With reference to an Augustinian tripartite view of history (see Augustine’s Confessions and 
Reeves 1999a: 140). 
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responds, ‘By which Sunday?’ (True & Faithful Relation 145). The polytemporal (and 

extra-temporal) nature of the angels leads to such inconsistent, and frustrating, 

interactions for Dee. 

The Angelic Actions  

 

I, thus neglecting worldly ends, all dedicated / To closeness and the bettering of my 
mind. 

- Prospero, The Tempest I.ii. 89-90. 
 

John Dee was fascinated with, what seemed to him, the very real possibility of 

attaining perfect, universal knowledge in the form of scholarship and book-learning 

- ‘knowledge, after my long search and study, great cost and travail’ (letter to 

William Cecil qtd in Suster 27). However, even these earthly options involving 

arduous research and expense seemed restrictive and unrewarding and so Dee 

turned to the divine to attain that which could not be found in books. Having 

explained Dee’s interest and treatment of works of translation in the previous 

chapter, we now turn to perhaps the most important and most personal translation 

of his own – that of the angelic conversations.  

The angelic diaries, known collectively as the Mysteriorum Libri, are found 

chiefly in London, British Library MS Sloane 3188, with further communications in 

MS Additional 36674, and MS Cotton Appendix 156 (2 vols.). Oxford, Bodleian MS 

Ashmole 1790 also records some of these sessions. The ‘Book of Enoch’, seemingly 

a translation of angelic speech made by Kelley also appears in British Library, MS 

Sloane 3189. The angelic language itself is laid out in MS Sloane 3191, known as the 

Claves Angelicae, or the Key of the Angels. The angelic diaries have received much 
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attention in Dee scholarship and have been interpreted variously as theatrical 

performance (Harkness),170 a power play of masculinity between Dee and Kelley 

(Timbers),171 and the delusions of an ailing man (Casaubon 18).  

Deborah Harkness has written that the conversations were ‘often prophetic 

in tone, they suggested a role for Dee […] in an apocalyptic redefinition of the 

relationship between humanity and the natural world’ (Harkness 1996: 710). 

Apocalypticism became most prominent in the later angelic conversations, during 

the early 1580s. One instance of the apocalyptic narrative found in the exchanges 

unfolds as follows:172 

Sonday 12 Januarii 1584, Stetin, 

Δ. After Dinner we were talking together of our affairs. A voyce in E.K., his head 

said, 

Iam venit hora173 

Δ. After Supper, as I had a desire to shew to E.K. some places of St. Johns 

Apocalypsis, a voyce said to him, 

Equus albus est initium Doc[t]rine vestras Et est verbum Dei. 

                                                           
170 ‘Striking parallels exist between the images, special effects, and settings employed in the angelic 
conversations, for example, and those common to Elizabethan theatrical practices’ (Harkness 1996: 
710). 
 
171 Timbers describes the scrying experiments as a sort of powerplay of masculinity, with Kelley’s role 
of scryer akin to that of the ‘female’, being the vessel for receipt of God’s wisdom. Timbers suggests 
that Kelley struggled to subvert the acknowledged roles of scryer as subordinate to the dominant 
magus (i.e. Dee). This is, apparently, the reason that Kelley reported the instructions of the angels 
that the two men should share wives (84), as a means to assert his masculinity by cuckolding Dee.  
 
172 I have reproduced the formatting as it appears in the True and Faithful Relation.  
 
173 Although not so specifically in this example, the precise clock time of an angelic action is often 
given. Glennie and Thrift note that Dee is so ‘comfortable’ with clock-times that he does not 
question it when the angels also use them. He ‘supposes it natural or self-evident for angels to use 
clock times’ which ‘nicely demonstrates how thoroughly he took clock times for granted’ (212).  
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10. & 9. sunt Novemdecim 

Δ. Hereupon seeking in the 19. Chapter of the Apocalypsis : we found the Text, 

Equus al- 

bus &c. versu 11o 

A voyce. Ne dubites. Sum enim servum Dei. To this purpose appertain these places of 

Scrip- 

Ture, &c. These are the dayes wherein the Prophet said, No faith should be found on 

the earth. 

This Faith must be restored again, and man must glorifie God in his works. I am the 

light of God. 

Δ. Then, by like, He is URIEL. 

.....I am a witnesse of the light. These are the times when Justice and truth must take 

place. 

Behold, I touched him, and he became a Prophet. 

Δ. Mean you Esdras? 

Uriel. Yea, in his ninth Chapter of the fourth book. There you shall finde manifestly 

the Pro-phesie of this time, and this action. 

Δ . Alak, we think this time very long, before we entred in the right trade of our true 

lessons. 

Ur. When you have the book of God before you, Then I will open the Secrets unto 

you. 

Δ. But Alak, the time is very long thereunto, the more is our grief (True & Faithful 

Relation 59-60). 
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Kelley is the instigator of the action, declaring a voice has told him ‘now comes the 

hour’. When Dee suggests a text, Kelley’s ‘voice’ states in Latin that the ‘white horse 

is the beginning of your doctrine and is the word of God’. The voice has revealed 

the corresponding passage of the text. Again, they are told ‘Do not hesitate. I am a 

servant of God’. This kind of ‘insider’ knowledge and manipulative speech casts 

doubt on Kelley’s motives. Uriel’s reference to Esdras’ ‘ninth chapter of the fourth 

book’ refers to a non-canonical apocalyptic Biblical text. In fourth book of Esdras 

Uriel answers the scribe Ezra’s questions in the form of visions. Dee’s frustration 

when he says ‘But Alak, the time is very long thereunto, the more is our grief’ 

perhaps indicates more of Kelley’s manipulation, knowing just how much 

information to drip-feed to ensure Dee’s interest is captured. The blatant 

connection drawn between Ezra and Dee as recipients of Uriel’s aid may have made 

Dee feel legitimised as a prophet, supported by the Biblical auctoritas of the 

association. 

Uriel returns the following night and councils them to read more of Esdras 

saying that ‘The world is rotten, and is skalden in their own sins’. On Monday the 

13th, the tone becomes increasingly apocalyptic. Luckily for Dee and Kelley, Uriel 

reveals that they will play an important role in the unfolding events and thus be 

saved. The angel tells them: 

And I have seven books, such as shall be delivered unto one of you. And I will 

meet thee walking in the fields. And will stretch forth my hand, saying, Come: 

Then shall thine eyes see these things, that thy spirit doth, And thou shalt 

become a man of understanding: For I will give thee bread, and thou shalt 
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eat it, such, as shall be the bread of sufficient comfort (True & Faithful 

Relation, italics original, 61). 

One might wonder if Dee thought it odd that the knowledge would be delivered 

only ‘unto one’ of them. Presumably he perceived himself as the ‘man of 

understanding’ who Uriel addressed. The next conversation is one of the most 

revelatory in tone. Uriel reveals: 

This monthe in the fourth year, shall Antichrist be known unto all the world. 

Then shall wo, wo, dwell amongst the Kings of the earth: For they shall be 

chosen all anew. Neither shall there any that ruleth now, or reigneth as a 

King, or Governour […] live until the end of the third year: But they shall all 

perish. Their Kingdoms be overthrown. The earth wasted. The Rivers become 

bloud, with the bloud of men and beasts mixed together […] (True & Faithful 

Relation, italics original, 60-61). 

Uriel thus prophesies the coming of the Anti-Christ in January 1588.174 At that time 

the present monarchies on earth would be disrupted, ‘overthrown’ and ‘perish’. 

With this knowledge it is unsurprising that such a mercurial man as Dee was seeking 

favour elsewhere than England. There is an aspect of wish fulfilment to this 

revelation: those who were not supportive of Dee would be amongst those to 

perish. Two decades earlier, in Dee’s Monas Hieroglyphica [1564], similar 

prophecies ‘sought to promote millennial expectations in connection with the 

house of Habsburg’ (Clucas 2012: 516) and Dee re-appropriates this earlier 

publication in light of the ‘new’ revelations. Writing to Rudolph II on 17 August 

                                                           
174 Later that same year the Spanish Armada would set sail for England, although England would 
prevail and Elizabeth’s reign would continue without ‘overthrow’ or peril.  
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1584,175 while in Prague, he notes how he met the emperor’s grandfathers, and 

thought Rudolph’s father Maximillian (to whom he had dedicated his Monas) was 

‘worthy of immortal glory’. He then refers to the Monas, which was written with the 

Habsburgs in mind, ‘in the protracted performance of this work, my mind had a 

presentiment of the House of Austria’ (trans. Woolley 249). Thus, in much the same 

way as Dee put to use his Welsh ancestry to try and form links to Elizabeth and the 

Tudor monarchy, Dee now forges an extraordinarily tenuous link to Rudolph II, 

using his delta: ‘to your Caesarean Majesty, the fourth of the Roman Emperors from 

the noble family of Austrian princes who were flourishing in my lifetime, here am I, 

also the fourth letter of each of the three alphabets’ (True & Faithful Relation 212, 

trans. Woolley 249). The frontispiece of the Monas is comprised of multiple layers 

of symbols and meaning, alchemical and otherwise, as befitting Dee’s cryptic 

standards (see figure 11 below).  

                                                           
175 The Latin letter is reproduced in the True and Faithful Relation, p.212. Benjamin Woolley has 
provided partial translations in The Queen’s Conjurer, p.249.  
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Figure 11: Frontispiece to the Monas Hieroglyphica 

 

The Monad itself is surrounded by intricate representations of the zodiacal signs, 

with what appears to be two rams, a bull and a clawed creature which is likely a 

scorpion. These are intertwined with wreaths bearing fruit. The image is surrounded 

by a Latin motto, translating as ‘Mercury, when made perfect by a sharp, stable 

point becomes the parent, and king of all the planets’. Dee perhaps viewed himself 

as the ‘sharp, stable point’ making perfect the ‘king of all planets’, i.e. Maximillian. 
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The entire graphic is centred underneath a proscenium arch, a commonplace of 

sixteenth-century frontispieces (Goldschmidt 66),176 and perhaps emblematic of the 

performativity of the act of presenting the text to a patron in the same way as 

presenting a show to a special audience.177 This imagery recalls Harkness’ work on 

the theatricality of Dee’s actions, ‘Many of the shows, then, may be seen as a 

theatrical expression of philosophical ideas mediated through a figural language of 

signs, colors, and symbols’ (1996: 727). The frontispiece enacts this same semiotic 

gesture. The pillars of the arch support the components represented by the Monad 

sigil, the four elements in the corners with the sun and moon and illustrate the 

contents of the text. Despite labouring over a design which would associate his 

work with his necessity to the Habsburg crown, the text was generally considered 

too obscure. On regurgitating these associations to Rudolph II, Dee was desperately 

trying to gain favourable ground on the Continent. Unfortunately, Rudolph 

eventually grew displeased with Dee.178 Dee sent a letter to Francis Walsingham, 

the Queen’s secretary, about his fear that Rudolph and his retinue had turned 

against them, ‘Secretly they threaten us violent death, and openly they fawn upon 

us’, and also asking for recompense for the damages upon his Mortlake household, 

                                                           
176 E.P. Goldschmidt notes that this ‘frequently employed conception’ is used in ‘quite one-half’ of all 
title borders in the early sixteenth century (66).  
 
177 Jerzy Limon, writing on early seventeenth-century masques, notes that stage plays were enclosed 
by emblematic proscenium arches as a nod to book frontispieces: ‘the proscenium arch and the 
curtain would create a theatrical equivalent, or transmutation of a title-page, being a formal entry to 
the worlds within’ (224). Thus, the physical act of the play is a projection of the words contained 
within the book, or play-script.  
 
178 Rumours against Dee’s experiments began to circulate, as reported in a letter to the Pope by 
Filippo Sega, the papal nuncio at Rudolph’s court: ‘John Dee and […] his companion have been in the 
court for some time, and setting out on the path to become authors of a new, superstition, not to 
say heresy, they have come to the attention of the Emperor and all the court’ (29 April 1586, qtd in 
Marshall 121).  
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‘I trust I shall have justice for my house, library, goods and revenues’ (11 May 1586, 

Fenton 196). It seems clear that Dee was concerned he was no longer welcome in 

Bohemia and wished to ensure his return to England would be supported. Indeed, 

anxious about his standing Dee asked the angels ‘I wish to hear something about my 

private situation and that of England: both out of patriotism and on account of my 

own reputation’ (Fenton 114-5). Gabriel replied ‘In England, they condemn thy 

doings, and say thou art a renegade’. Gabriel offers Dee the opportunity to send a 

plague of his choosing in revenge. In what Fenton describes as ‘a sign of Dee’s 

continuing level-headedness’ (115), Dee declines stating ‘Let God’s will be done, not 

mine’ (115). This somewhat contradicts his desperate plea to Walsingham to ensure 

that his, Dee’s, will would be done. Although he became a relatively prominent 

figure in Bohemia, it was Kelley who was favoured as the better alchemist and Dee’s 

apocalyptic role beside the emperor never materialised.  

 

‘Without me you can do nothing’: Dreams and Destinies 

 

Dee’s new role as a prophet, a ‘man of understanding’ who received direct 

communiques from the angels, found him favour with Roger Edwardes who was 

also concerned with apocalyptic interpretation.179 London, British Library, Cotton 

Vitellius C.VII, containing a letter from Edwardes to Dee, relates how Edwardes was 

aware of Dee’s reputation: ‘it is telde me that you ar a depe divine, the bare woorde 

with the spirit of vnderstandinge maketh a holy minde full of cleere knowledge: the 

                                                           
179 Edwardes had a rather ill-fated political career in England, having been imprisoned for his writings 
on the Elizabethan Succession issue.  
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vaguose interpretations of men doe folde vp the th veritie in so many clowdes, that 

by them it is harde to comme to the lighte’ (fol.321v). Although Dee’s angelic 

dealings found favour with other apocalyptics such as Edwardes, many others were 

concerned with the spiritual pitfalls of contacting unknown creatures.180 Dee was 

obsessed with this perception of his exhibitions of knowledge being treated as 

suspicious and ‘occult’, as noted in his rebuttal to those who feared the prowess of 

his theatrical engineering. The persona of Dee the magus is thus at odds with the 

man who, although polymathic in his abilities both scientific and magical, was 

absolutely terrified of how others viewed him. This fear manifests itself in the 

dreams and nightmares visited upon him and reported in his Private Diary. They 

betray deep-rooted insecurities that his books, and thus his knowledge, would be 

lost forever. On 24 November 1582 he reports, ‘Saterday night I dremed that I was 

deade, and afterward my bowels wer taken out I walked and talked with diverse, 

and among other with the Lord Thresorer who was com to my howse to burn my 

bokes when I was dead, and thought he loked sourely on me’. The Somniale Danielis 

analyses a dream of fire as follows: ‘Incendia in quocumque loco viderit: aliquod 

periculum significat’ (Martin 136), [‘In whichever place he shall see the fire, it 

means some danger is there’].181 The relevance to the destruction of Dee’s library is 

apposite. This dream reveals Dee’s fear of others’ reprimands and there is recourse 

to the image recurring throughout Post-Reformation writing, of burning books, and 

                                                           
180 This is one of Meric Casaubon’s reasons for publishing the angel diaries, to caution that even 
though Dee’s motives were pure, he was deluded by spirits who were not necessarily angels, see 
sig.[D4]R.  
  
181 Conversely, the Somniale suggests that a dream ‘mortuum videre vel cum ipso loqui’, of walking 
and talking with the dead ‘gaudium et letitiam significat’, means joy and happiness. Not entirely apt 
for Dee’s uncomfortable dream of disembowelment!  
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the resulting substantial historical and intellectual loss, as well as the connection to 

book burning as a symbolic punishment of the author himself.182 Dee’s dreams play 

in to this arc of temporal awareness that what is past cannot always be recovered.  

S.J. Wiseman suggests that rather than taking a modern psychoanalytical 

approach to pre-modern oneiricism, in the vein of Freud or Jung, there should be an 

‘emphasis on the specifically historical characteristics of early modern dreams and 

dream interpretation, seeing dreams in the context of early modern political and 

religious culture, and emphasising the centrality of supernatural ways of thinking to 

early modern approaches to dreams’ (5). Clucas, in his chapter on ‘Dreams, 

Prophecies, and Politics: John Dee and the Elizabethan Court 1575-1585’, similarly 

proposes to treat Dee’s dreams in terms of their cultural context, that is, what was 

happening at court and in Dee’s socio-political circles that might induce dreams 

which seem to heavily reflect an anxiety about his self-worth. As above, Dee was 

‘constantly anxious about [his] precarious status’ (Clucas 2008: 69) and Wiseman 

suggests that the contents of a dream can represent ‘a compromised sign of human 

status itself, as the dream was called upon to articulate crucial desires and problems 

in the early modern experience’ (6). Thus, we must look to the contemporary 

perception of dream interpretation in the sixteenth century and approach Dee’s 

                                                           
182 On historical loss, Cornelius Tactius: ‘The Fathers decreed the Books to be Burnt, but they were 
not all found; some being hid up, and Publish'd afterwards. Which gives us an occasion to deride the 
Simplicity of those People, who think that the Memorials of Posterity can be stifl'd by present 
Dominion [and] laugh at their Impertinency, who think by vertue of a soon Expiring Power, to 
extinguish the Memorials of Future Ages’ (65-66). On the book as placeholder for the author, John 
Toland in ‘An Apology’ remarks: ‘I forbear making any Remarks here either upon the design 
of burning Books in general, or this in particular; nor will I shew, as well I might, how fruitless this 
sort of proceeding has prov'd in all Ages, since the Custom was first introduc'd by the Popish 
Inquisitors, who perform'd that Execution on the Book when they could not seize the Author whom 
they had destin'd to the Flames’ (26). John Ufflet similarly notes: ‘Labienus of Rome was the first on 
whom the punishment of burning bookes, or writings, was excluded upon. Bookes are living Ideas of 
the Authors mind’ (30).  
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dreams not only as manifestations of insecurities brought about by the socio-

political occurrences of his cultural environment, but also as a product of his 

‘otherworldly’ dalliances.  

According to Charlotte Fell Smith, Dee ‘spent twenty years in considering the 

subject [of dreams]; people from all parts have consulted him about dreams, 

visions, attractions and demonstrations of sympathia et antipathia rerum’ (24). 

However, the interpretation of dreams was viewed as dangerous, buoyed by the 

Biblical distrust and condemnation of such practice, found in Deuteronomy 18:9-12: 

When thou art come into the land which the Lord thy God shall give thee, 

beware lest thou have a mind to imitate the abominations of those nations. 

Neither let there be found among you any one that shall […] consulteth 

soothsayers, or observeth dreams and omens, neither let there be any 

wizard, Nor charmer, nor any one that consulteth pythonic spirits, or fortune 

tellers, or that seeketh the truth from the dead. For the Lord abhorreth all 

these things, and for these abominations he will destroy them at thy coming 

(Douay-Rheims Vulgate parallel text). 

The condemnation of oneiric practice being in the purview of ‘soothsayers’, 

‘wizards’, ‘fortune tellers’ and those that ‘seeketh the truth from the dead’ parallels 

the negative reception of Dee’s angelic communications. The two seem to go hand-

in-hand as superstitious magics which meddle in the realms of the preternatural. 

However, as with Biblical dreamers such as Daniel, this connection to the unknown 

can be beneficial. Frances Flannery writes that ‘special access to divinity is the result 

of an expansive use of “dream logic” or “vision logic” in which the dreamer or 
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visionary is freed from the temporal, spatial, and physiological constraints of the 

ordinary world’ (104). Through Dee’s angelology he seeks to overcome these same 

boundaries, attaining the ‘understanding’ promised by Uriel which would see him 

transcend the ‘temporal, spatial, and physiological’, i.e. ‘human’ limitations. Could 

Dee have viewed his dreams as extensions of his angelic experiments? Steven 

Kruger points out that ‘Medieval discussions clearly recognize the power of the 

dream – its ability, in predicting the future, to escape temporal restraints, its 

potential access to a divine realm’ (Kruger 150) and furthermore ‘[d]reams in 

Augustine, as generally in Neoplatonic thought, are double, either heavenly or 

earthly’ (Kruger 36). Dreams could therefore act as a conduit between human 

temporality and that of the divine.  

 Despite the Biblical warning to those who sought to interpret dreams, the 

practice was of widespread interest throughout the Middle Ages and later. Thomas 

Hill in his ‘The Most Pleasaunte Arte of the Interpretacion of Dreams’ [1576] 

concurs with the general outlook that ‘for that ther be so few parsons that see true 

Dreames, and fewer which vnderstande or obserue them, yea and most few which 

can interpret them, therefore of this, is the arte now come into a contempt with 

most persons’ (sig.A4). The practice is found superstitious because it is not easily 

understood.183 Thomas Browne’s essay ‘On dreams’ [c.1650] declares the dream 

state to be one of contentment: 

Happy are they that go to bed […]whereby the impressions on imaginarie 

formes arise into sober similitudes, acceptable unto our slumbring selves, 

                                                           
183 This is a point with which Dee takes umbrage in the reception of his own works, particularly the 
Monas whose title page declares ‘qui non intelligit, aut taceat, aut discat’ (he who does not 
understand should be silent and learn).  
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and preparatory unto divine impressions: hereby Solomons sleepe was 

happy. Thus prepared Jacob might well dreame of Angells upon a pillowe of 

stone, and the first sleepe of Adam might bee the best any after (n.p.). 

Thus, dreams are the preparation for ‘divine impressions’. Browne takes care to 

caution that: 

However dreames may bee fallacious concerning outward events, yet may 

they bee truly significant at home, & whereby wee may more sensibly 

understand ourselves. Men act in sleepe with some conformity unto their 

awaked senses, & consolations or discoureagments may bee drawne from 

dreames, which intimately tell us ourselves (n.p.). 

Browne seems to suggest that dreams are not to be interpreted for the macrocosm 

of worldly events, but the microcosm of one’s own home and life. Only the dreamer 

can understand his dreams in relation to the events playing out in his own personal 

realm. This is reflected in the mundanity of dreams such as that of Dee’s on 7 

August 1600: 

I dreamed that along betwene Aldgate and the postern on Tower Hill did 

men stand in a lane, with pikes in theyr hands, as though more should come 

to them, or that they wayted for somebody. But theyr regard and looking 

was directly to Y Towre, where certeyn great personages dyd stand; and one 

of them as upon a stage did declare with a loud voice to the pikemen, 

matter of importance, very loud (Private Diary). 
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Dee dreams of specific geography and landmarks, determining that the locale of the 

dream is London. The areas may have been those which he passed frequently and 

thus recognises even in his sleep.  

Dream interpretation did, of course, have its detractors. Thomas Nashe in 

The Terrors of the Night [1594] dismisses the practice stating that ‘A dream is 

nothing else but a bubbling scum or froth of the fancy, which the day hath left 

undigested’ (14). However, Dee himself seems to have been interested in dream 

interpretation, at least casually. Sophie Page remarks that in the Liber de septem 

figuris septem planetarum Dee ‘underlined the instructions where the operator 

prays and is rewarded with a dream vision after sleeping with a magic square under 

his pillow’ (136). Dee also owned several copies of works by Albertus Magnus, the 

‘medieval magus’. In Magnus’ The boke of secretes he treats the topic of dream 

interpretation thus: 

If thou wilt ouercome beastes and interprete, or expounde all dreames and 

prophecye of thynges to come, Take the stone, whiche is called Esmundus or 

Asmadus, it is of diuers colours, it putteth out all poyson, and maketh a man 

to ouercome hys aduersaries, & geueth Prophesieng, and interpretation of 

all dreames, & maketh a man to vnderstande darke questions, harde to be 

vnderstad or assoyled (22).  

Magnus provides a guide as to which stones will aid the dreamer in ‘Prophesieng’, 

an indication that dreams can be controlled or focused using specific practices and 

aids. This is similar to the preparatory rituals in the medieval magics which influence 

Dee’s angelic practice, where certain herbs are suffumigated, and other natural 
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elements are harnessed according to the user’s intent. Dee also owned Claudius 

Campensis’ In Librum Aristotelis de memoria et recordiatione commentarij (Dee’s 

copy is British Library MS 1030e.1(2)) and Roger Bacon’s De somno et vigilis (Oxford, 

Bodleian, Digby MS 190), which Clucas notes contains Dee’s annotation on fol. 86v 

that prophetic dreams were ‘a great secret of magic (Magicae secretu[m] 

magnu[m])’ (2008: 67). One of the chief texts of oneiric practice, the alphabetised 

dictionary of common dreams used above, was the Somniale Danielis. Although this 

title is not, as far as I can tell, cited specifically in Dee’s library catalogue there are 

two anonymous dream books listed, entry 133. Alphabetum somniale and entry 137. 

De interpretationibus somniorum. The Alphabetum is almost certainly an alternative 

title for the Somniale Danielis, or at the very least followed the same structure and 

likely a very similar list of dream meanings. These types of dream books sought to 

legitimise their practice by drawing connections to ancient, often Biblical, sources. 

In fact, the Somniale Danielis’ incipit ‘invents for itself a direct connection [to] 

Daniel’s divinely-inspired interpretation’ (Kruger 10), which gives itself authority 

based upon ‘biblical sanctions [which] bolster their credibility’ (Kruger 10). Dee’s 

interest in dream interpretation spans the entire period from these Biblical sources 

(see his catalogue entries 30. Epistolae de somnio pharaonis, seu Pharaonis et 

Josephi epistolae and 127. Macrobius in somnium Scipionis), through the Middle 

Ages (66. Joh. Dastini chimici somnium, seu visiones, Anglice),184 to popular 

sixteenth-century circulations of earlier dream books such as the somniales.  

                                                           
184 John Dastin was a fourteenth-century alchemist whose work was included in John Dee’s son 
Arthur’s publication on alchemy, Fasciculus Chemicus, circa 1629. 
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Despite ownership of several oneiric texts, Dee does not provide his own 

interpretations for his own dreams, although the fact he chronicles them so 

meticulously would suggest he considered them important enough to record for 

posterity. Little has been written on Dee’s dreams. Stephen Clucas, for example, 

treats only one, that recorded by Dee in the Private Diary on 10 September 1579:  

my dream of being naked, and my skyn all overwrowght with work like some 

kinde of tuft mockado, with crosses blew and red; and on my left arme, 

abowt the arme, in a wreath, this word I red – sine me nihil potestis facere: 

and another the same night of Mr. Secretary Walsingham, Mr. Candish, and 

myself. 

Clucas contextualises this dream in regards to Dee’s ‘vulnerability and his political 

indispensability’ to the court in 1579 (2008: 69). This ‘indispensability’ relates to 

Dee’s investment in and advice to the Cathay Company and Frobisher’s voyages 

(touched upon in the previous chapter). As Clucas emphasises, this is a dream of 

ambivalence and paradox (2008:70). The Latin phrase sine me nihil potestis facere, 

that is ‘without me you can do nothing’ is one of these ambivalent phrases. It either 

suggests Dee’s self-assurance of relevance and importance to the socio-political 

events of the year, or perhaps his reliance on God and the angels. It is, as Clucas 

points out, a reference to John 15.5 ‘I am the vine, ye are the branches: He that 

abideth in me, and I in him, the same bringeth forth much fruit: for without me ye 

can do nothing’. Dee’s mention of a ‘wreath’ seems to correspond to the same 

Biblical imagery and potentially reveals the meaning of the fruit-bearing vines found 

in the frontispiece to the Monas Hieroglyphica. However, this seeming confidence is 
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undermined by the vulnerability associated with nakedness. Paradoxically, his skin is 

‘overwrowght with work like some kinde of tuft mockado’, a rough cloth with 

associations of paucity. He is naked, clothed in the poorness of his own skin. Clucas 

highlights the mention of ‘crosses blew and red’, these return to the Biblical 

connotation mentioned previously, an ‘allusion to his sense of vocation’ (2008: 71). 

This is perhaps more significant for the image of Dee covered in words. In essence, 

he becomes a book. This ‘sense of vocation’ might then be read as Dee’s desire to 

contain a universal knowledge within himself. It also reflects the later associations 

of Dee with his work as a commodity.185 As if to expose and clarify the dream’s 

meaning, Dee has a further dream that night, ‘of Mr. Secretary Walsingham, Mr. 

Candish, and myself’. The connections between his self-assurance and his greatest 

insecurities are tied up in his interpersonal associations and reiterates Kruger’s 

point that dreams seem to be both ‘heavenly and earthly’.  

His closest relationship at this time, and thus perhaps the biggest influence 

upon him, was Kelley, and if anyone could manipulate Dee from both a ‘heavenly 

and earthly’ angle it was him. A few years after the dream discussed above, on 14 

March 1582, in an action with the archangel Michael, the dream is oddly echoed: 

‘Now Michael thrust out his right arm, with the sword, and bade the skryer to look 

[…] Then he took a ring out of the flame of his sword, and gave it to Uriel and said 

thus: “I will reveal thee this ring […] This is it, which philosophy dreameth of […] 

Without this, thou shalt do nothing”’ (MS Sloane 3188 fols.11r-12v). Fenton suggests 

that this ‘coincidence’ is ‘evidence that Talbot/Kelly had been reading Dee’s diary’ 

(35). Indeed, the similarities suggest inside knowledge of something personal to Dee 

                                                           
185 See chapter four’s discussion of a letter written to Samuel Hartlib concerning the acquisition of 
‘Dr Dee’, meaning Dee’s books.  
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which would surely remind him of the dream and his anxieties. As evidence of 

Kelley’s ability to use personal insight is a fascinating inclusion, or rather intrusion, 

in Dee’s diary. In another hand, presumably Kelley’s, there is an annotation beside 

Dee’s entry. On 9 March 1582 Dee writes ‘Mr Talbot declared a great deale of 

Barnabas nowghty dealing toward me’, seeming to confirm foul play by Dee’s 

previous scryer. Above this is written in another hand ‘you that rede this 

underwritten assure yourselfe that yt is a shamfull lye, for Talbot neither studied for 

any suche thinge nor shewed himselfe dishonest in any thinge’. Dee has then 

rebutted, ‘This is Mr. Talbot (Kelley), or that lerned man, his own writing in my 

boke, very unduely as he cam by it’. This interplay very tangibly demonstrates 

Kelley’s insidious intrusion into Dee’s life, as an incursion in to his private diary, and 

establishes how much influence Dee’s scryer held over him.186  

On 3 June 1583, Dee petitions an angel for assistance in the matter of 

another’s dream.187 He asks on behalf of a ‘woman, who hath great need […] who 

by dream is advertised of a place of treasure hid in a cellar’ (Fenton 89). The angel, 

Murifri, responds that is only ‘vanity, for it is not so, but to the intent that after 

great hope of this world hath infected the weakling’s mind, desperation might have 

                                                           
186 We might also query the motives of Dee’s previous scryer Barnabas Saul. Dee records on 9 

October 1581 that ‘Barnabas Saul, lying in the [blank] hall was strangely trubled by a spirituall 
creature abowt mydnight’. Whether this ‘spirituall creature’ was malicious or not is uncertain. The 
term is used again some months after in the context of the angels: 6 March 1582 ‘Barnabas Saul cam 
this day agayn abowt one of the clok and went to London the same afternone. He confessed that he 
neyther hard or saw any spirituall creature any more’. It might be that Dee’s scryer was so bent on 
convincing his master of the truth of the angelic projects that he employed a theatricality we might 
still associate with mediums and staged séances.  
 
187 There is some evidence that Dee was known as a mediator in the interpretation of dreams. On 11 

February 1581, Dee records in his diary: ‘Harry Prise, of Lewsam, cam to me at Mortlak, and told of 
his dreames often repeated, and uppon my prayer to God this night, his dreame was confirmed, and 
better instruction given’. Dee does not look to a dream book for the interpretation of Prise’s dream 
but instead prays for a revelatory answer.  
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the more open and ready entrance’ (Fenton 89). The dreamer thus dreams because 

of the necessity of her circumstances. The dream is one of wish-fulfilment to which 

no heed should be paid. If we are to take Murifri’s response as that of Kelley’s 

opinion it would seem that Kelley is subtly chastising Dee for his involvement in 

dream divination, particularly for such a vulgar act as treasure-seeking. It is 

therefore interesting, but unsurprising, that Dee’s own dreams suggest a security in 

regards to his spiritual or religious self but reveal deep anxieties about his current 

earthly situation, reputation, and those close to him. For example, on 2 August 

1589, he records ‘veteri stilo, the nyght following, my terrible dream that Mr Kelley 

wold by force bereave me of my bokes’ (‘old style’ may be a reference to the 

calendar reformations). Yet again, Dee is troubled by nightmares of his books. The 

dream indicates a distrust in Kelley and a fear that Kelley will overpower him. Not 

all of Dee’s book dreams are nightmarish. In fact, two examples are dreams of 

inspiration. 6 August 1597: 

this night I had the vision and shew of many bokes in my dreame, and 

among the rest was one great volume thik in large quarto, new printed, on 

the first page whereof as a title in great letters was printed “Notus in Judaea 

Deus”. Many other bokes methowght I saw new printed, of very strange 

arguments (Private Diary). 

Katharine Eggert notes that this concept of ‘Notus in Judaea Deus’, that ‘God is 

known in Judea’, is ‘not news’ (134). However, she reminds us that Dee often signed 

his name as Deus (or Deeus). With this replacement then ‘what is known in Judea’ 
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is, in fact, ‘the reputation of that learned man […] John Dee himself’ (Eggert 134).188 

This less-than-humble result is suggestive of both Dee’s subconscious and conscious 

desires to expand his universal learning, and attain a universal reputation. The next 

bibliophilic dream recorded occurs on 7 July 1600, ‘this morning, as I lay in my bed, 

it cam into my fantasy to write a boke “De differentiis quibusdam corporum et 

spirituum”’. This book on ‘some differences between the body and spirit’ appears 

never to have become reality. These two dreams seem typical for someone of Dee’s 

interests, and following the discussion of interpretation above, they serve as 

manifestations of the dreamer’s microcosm. The dreams therefore befit a man 

surrounded by books physically and absorbed by them intellectually.  

 It is easy to forget, amongst his myriad scholarly interests, that Dee was also 

a husband and father. Although diary entries on his wife and children are sparse, 

often regarding nativities, church attendance, and various mundane happenings, 

Dee does record several of his wife’s dreams. On 26 August 1578 he records: ‘my 

wife dreamt that all her rings were broken (as it were in one place cracked). 

Perhaps she is about to have as many children as there are rings: since the bone 

always appeared from a bag: but to others it may signify that great gifts will follow. 

Christ is propitious’ (Fenton 3). For Dee to actually provide an interpretation is 

unusual; he does do not so for his own dreams. The fact that he provides not only 

an interpretation personal to his wife, but suggests what ‘to others it may signify’ 

indicates the use of a dream manual that has given more than one meaning to that 

specific image. The next year, on 9 December 1579, ‘The strange dream of Zacharias 

conceived’ (Fenton 7) followed by his Greek cipher translating as ‘This night my wife 

                                                           
188 It has been noted that the (unknown) vocative of deus may be ‘dee’ (see Rauk, John, ‘The 

Vocative of Deus and its Problems’, Classical Philology, 92.2 (1997): 138-149. 
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dreamed that one came to her and touched her, saying “Mistress Dee, you are 

conceived of child whose name must be Zacharias: be of good cheer, he shall do 

well as this doth"’ (Fenton 18).189  There is a strong semblance here to the Virgin 

Mary’s revelation of her miraculous conception. For Dee to dream of the titles of his 

unwritten books in the same way his wife dreams of the name of her unborn child is 

perhaps suggestive of the nature of Dee’s relationship to his library, as important, if 

not more so, than his family.  

 

The Spirits in the Stacks 

 

The case of nurse Ann Frank was only one of many ‘spiritual attacks’ which followed 

Dee’s household (at Mortlake, Prague, and later at Manchester). He and his retinue 

seem to have been plagued by the presence of ‘evil’ for many years, the first main 

instance of which was recorded by Dee on 3 November 1577, when ‘William Rogers 

of Mortlak, abowt 7 of the clok in the morning, cut his own throte, by the fende his 

instigation’. In the years following, the household was seemingly a hive of what 

would now be characterised as poltergeist-like activity. It must be noted that it was 

not only Dee himself who experienced the events, but others in his household: 

Feb 26 1580: this night the fyre all in flame cam into my maydens chamber 

agayne, betwene an eleven and twelve of the cloke; and continued half an 

howr terribly, so it did a yere before to the same maydens, Mary Cunstable 

and Jane Gele. 

                                                           
189 Dee’s next child was not born until two years later, a girl, named Katherine.  
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Dee is troubled on 8 March 1581 by ‘the strange noyse in my chamber of knocking; 

and the voice, ten tymes repeted, somewhat like the schrich of an owle, but more 

longly drawn, and more softly, as it were in my chamber’ and twice more, on 3 

August 1581 ‘all the night very strange knocking and rapping in my chamber. Aug 

4th, and this night likewise’. Is it a coincidence that these noises and strange 

occurrences seem to have manifested around the same time as Dee’s increased 

communication with the angels bringing their apocalyptic prophecies? It would be 

easy to attribute Dee’s hearing of strange knocking and ‘noyse’ to an over-

stimulated psyche, excited and influenced by these conversations, but what of the 

maids? A question for conspiracy theorists perhaps. It seems that as head of the 

household, Dee’s fears and insecurities manifested in such a way that they affected 

his family and servants, whether in his treatment of them, their conversations, or by 

participation in his experiments and rituals, it would be difficult to determine.  

In Lasko Town, Poland, on 18 February 1584, Edward Kelley reported a vision 

from the angel Nalvage in which ape-like shadows with eagle claws set a fire upon 

Dee’s house. They chased Dee’s wife who ‘seemeth to leap over the gallery rail, and 

to lie as dead […] Your wife is dead, all her face is battered’. So, too, his daughter 

Mary is carried away by the shadows (Fenton 111). This plays on Dee’s fears that 

not only is his family and household under threat, but the angelic protection 

promised to him is a lie. He asks ‘What should this mean of terrible destruction 

threatened to my wife and maiden? And as it were frenzy, to light on me for 

sorrow. These things cannot well agree with our former assured protection’ (Fenton 

111). This assault on his home and family, graphically described, suggests that 

Kelley knew exactly how to manipulate his master, implying a spiritual attack would 
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manifest against them. Spectral apparitions followed the household to Prague. On 

30 April 1586, a few weeks after the angels commanded Dee and Kelley to burn all 

their transcriptions of the communications to date, a phantom gardener resurrects 

the burned manuscripts from the furnace: ‘This gardiner went before E.K. and his 

feet seemed not to touch the ground by a foot height. And as went before E.K. the 

doores did seeme to open before him’ (Casaubon 419). Whether Dee witnessed this 

episode himself is unclear. Dee admits he saw the ‘self-same Gardiner like person’ 

(418) but waited in the garden for their return. Thus the rest of episode is evidently 

related to Dee by Kelley who tells him the gardener reached in to the furnace and 

‘there appeared a great light’ (419) from whence the books were drawn unscathed 

and returned to Kelley. That the apparition seems to have been visible to Dee and 

Kelley, but not admittedly by Kelley’s wife (418), suggests a level of mental 

manipulation or suggestive power held by Kelley over a willing, susceptible Dee. The 

return of his ‘perished’ books fills Dee with such relief that he ‘fell on [his] knees 

with great thanks’ (418). This spectral encounter seems to have consolidated Dee’s 

trust and belief in Kelley’s ability, buoyed by the ‘resurrection’ of the incinerated 

texts. We might assume their initial casting in to the furnace was some sort of grand 

illusion on Kelley’s part. Dee’s emotion at the return of his manuscripts betrays him 

as bearing much more insecurity and grief over the loss of his precious books than 

over the death of the possessed maid he could not save. If we recall his dream in 

which his own skin is wreathed in words, it could be suggested that Dee fears more 

for his books being that he perceives they are an extension of his own being.  
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Conclusion 

 

Dee the magus. Dee the Renaissance Man. Dee, that paragon of early modern 

intellect whose angelic endeavours led Meric Casaubon to declare ‘O what pity that 

such a man should fall into such a delusion’ (19). Despite such lofty nomenclature 

Dee appears to have been incredibly self-conscious, and equally self-aware. The 

selection of his personal sigil, the delta, signifies his intellectual studies in alchemy, 

ciphers, mathematics and cabala. Yet, he also states to Camden that he enjoys using 

it because it gives him a convenient ‘nickname’. These semiotics of self have rarely 

been touched upon in Dee scholarship and combined with his private diary entries 

on dreams reveals a much more relatable figure in the man known universally as 

the Arch-Conjurer of England. This treatment demonstrates that Dee was obsessed 

with how others perceived him, his mercurial attitude to political allegiances a 

manifestation of these personal concerns and fears. In noting an increasingly 

apocalyptic narrative we see how Dee was also concerned with human temporality 

and the limitations of the knowledge he could attain as a fallible being.  

 The performativity inherent in Dee’s life and work - presenting himself 

symbolically in texts and the theatricality of the angelic actions - appears grandiose, 

pompous and, as Sherman notes, somewhat embarrassing (1995: 11). Yet, it is also 

possible that these displays masked the insecurities of a debt-ridden, aging man 

whose fervent avowal that ‘I feigne nothing, neither am I an Hypocrite, an 

Ambitious man, or doting, or dreaming in this Cause’ (True & Faithful Relation 231), 

evidences a lucid approach to his more socio-politically damaging experiments (i.e. 
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the angelic actions). Dee does not consider himself to be deluded, nor deceived, but 

practical and forthcoming about the nature of his belief. 

Perhaps the most jarring aspect of this narrative is the apocalyptic prophecy 

and Dee’s fervent support of his scryers’ visions. Harkness notes, ‘[i]n Dee’s 

conversations angelology, apocalypticism, and alchemy collapse into a single 

narrative designed to present one message, concealed among layers of imagery and 

symbolism: that Dee and Kelly, together, were to be instrumental in the world’s 

progress toward Apocalypse’ (Harkness 1996: 729). Furthermore ‘Dee was cast into 

this drama as the catalyst for human redemption and a cosmic force facilitating 

apocalyptic change’ (Harkness 1996: 732). Buoyed by the revelations that he was 

not just another insignificant being, but in receipt of divine wisdom and poised to 

become ‘instrumental’ and a ‘catalyst’ for apocalyptic upheaval, Dee tries on this 

new role in various political milieux. The ‘spiritual attacks’ on his households seem 

to be a manifestation of his psychological struggles. Failing to gain the appropriate 

standing in either England or in Rudolph II’s court abroad, Dee’s reputation was 

trounced by that of Kelley and his importance to the Apocalypse-to-come was never 

realised. 1588, the year in which Uriel said that kingdoms would fall, passed with 

the ruination of only one. On 24 December 1588, Dee returned to find Mortlake 

ransacked. The apocalypse had come to pass, unfelt by anyone but Dee. 

Now validated by his fear, those restless nights, his dreams of both 

insecurity and self-importance, the manifestations of unexplained spectral activity 

seem to have come from a mind occupied with the tribulations of maintaining an 

outward appearance of confidence and universal aplomb while his world was falling 



224 
 

apart. Dee’s fractured social position is reflected in his sense of temporal 

disorientation – he clung to the idea that in the apocalyptic future he would have a 

stronger social identity, closer to that he had known in the past. We might recall 

that as a teenager his father was gentleman sewer to Henry VIII and they knew 

wealth and privilege. In his 20s he was a ‘rising star’ in the academy, his lectures 

attended by scholars vying to hear him. He was Elizabeth’s confidante under Mary 

and later asked to choose her coronation date. Those social crests had long since 

crashed.  

 Dee undertook many different roles in his lifetime, none of which sufficed 

for him. As a collector and intellectual, his library could not expand fast enough nor 

contain the universal knowledge he sought. As a political figure he remained on the 

fringes despite the generally positive reception of his navigational, calendrical and 

otherwise ‘secular’ engagements. Yet, in bridging the gap between science, religion 

and more ‘occult’ practices Dee seems to have been at his most vulnerable to 

criticism and failure. Despite failing in his apocalyptic role, and later failing in the 

role of pseudo-Catholic-exorcist, there is little mention of Dee’s disappointment 

with these dealings in the spiritual realm. It is the restrictions of his ‘lived’ 

temporality (i.e. the imposition of time upon his inevitable aging) and the close-

mindedness of his, as he sees it, less-intellectual peers which Dee distains most 

blatantly when he records on the front of the Monas ‘He who does not understand 

should remain silent and learn’. As we shall see in Chapter Four, Dee was deeply 

concerned with his popular reputation as a conjurer which belittled his more 

academic pursuits. It should be noted then, that for all Dee’s insecurities in regards 

to his various roles, these are concerns for personal approval, not intellectual. In 
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that regard, Dee was self-assured in his intellect, content that ‘sine me nihil potestis 

facere’. 

 

Chapter Four 

 

‘Past, present and hereafter to be written’: John Dee, from Mortlake 

to Memory. 
 

For who would bear the whips and scorns of time / […] / But that the dread of 
something after death / The undiscovered country from whose bourn / No traveller 
returns  

- Hamlet, III.i.72-82. 
 

The dissolution of John Dee’s 'secular monastery' occurred mere weeks after he left 

Mortlake to travel the Continent. Less than a year after his departure Dee received 

some delayed letters, on 27 August 1584 he records: ‘At noon, this day I received 

Letters from the Lord Laskie, from my wife, and from my brother Nicholas 

Fromonds in England: how Mr. Gilbert, Mr. Sled, Mr. Andreas Firmorshem (sic), my 

book-seller, vsed me very ill in divers sorts’ (Private Diary). It wasn’t until Dee 

returned home on Christmas Eve 1588 that he could assess just how much 

destruction had been rained upon his library and just how ill he had indeed been 

used, by those friends, family, and colleagues who had despoiled his ‘excellent 

jewells’. There is no doubt that the raids took place. What is less clear is why, and 

by whom?  

 M.R. James noted that ‘[a]s soon as [Dee] was fairly off, a raid was made 

upon his house by the less respectable residents in Mortlake […] The cause of the 



226 
 

raid was no doubt Dee’s dealings with spirits, which not unnaturally earned for him 

the reputation of being a sorcerer’ (James 4). This legend rather evokes the 

cinematic image of the angry mob of townsfolk, brandishing pitchforks and burning 

torches, laying waste to the sanctuary of the monstrous conjurer and razing his 

home to the ground in an act of purgation and punishment. This ‘mob’ attack can 

be characterised as an (early) modern fiction, perpetuated because it is more 

sensational than the reality. Despite this appealingly dark narrative it is likely that 

the ransack was not the work ‘of an angry mob suspicious of Dee’s learning, but 

rather […] of associates appreciative or envious of its power’ (Sherman 1995: 52). 

Glyn Parry concurs that the ‘riot’ by a ‘furious mob’ is nothing but ‘hoary legend’ 

(171). Rather, Dee’s associates were ‘thwarted creditors’ who pillaged the library 

(Parry 171). Indeed, the letters which Dee received name some of the pillagers – 

Gilbert, and Dee’s book-seller Fremonsheim – who could not be considered to be 

‘less respectable residents’ as per James. However, Dee’s own response to the 

attack suggests the reason why, he believes, they targeted his library: ‘the spoile 

made of my Librarie, and of all my movable goods here: &c. Anno 1583 […] But the 

great losses and damages which in sundry sorts I have sustained, do not so much 

grieve my hart, as the rash, lewde, fond, and most untrue fables and reports of me’ 

(Compendious Rehearsall).190 The ‘untrue fables and reports’ he speaks of are very 

likely to concern his reputation as a conjurer, a label which Dee spends his lifetime 

trying to shed. The ransack may have been fuelled by dual intentions, of those who 

were owed money and took books as recompense, and those who were also 

envious or suspicious of his wisdom. David Robson has suggested that ‘Dee’s 

                                                           
190 Halliwell edition, p.78.  
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magpie curiosity was ultimately his downfall’ (44), and this curiosity can be applied 

both to his pansophic book collection, and his more esoteric activities. Despite 

Dee’s pleas and the eventual return of some of his books and goods, Mortlake was 

never fully restored. After Dee’s death in 1608/9 the collection was eventually 

dispersed and the building was adapted to other purposes.191 Mortlake, our 

temporal marker, loses its guardian. Cut loose from his ‘lived’ time - just another 

temporal blip - Dee’s reputation is given over to the purposes of those who came 

after him, any control over his posthumous identity now lost. Fittingly, in the year of 

Dee’s death, Pierre Charron wrote in his Of Wisdom:  

in this whole visible world [there is a] generall and constant varietie in all 

things, so many humours, iudgements, beleefes, customes, lawes; so many 

alterations of states, changes of fortune; so many victories and conquests 

buried and forgotten, so many pomps and greatnesses vanished, as if they 

had neuer been. Heereby a man may learne to know himselfe […] The diuers 

opinions, reasons, sayings of Philosophers, touching the vnitie and pluralitie, 

the eternitie and temporalitie, the beginning and end, the durance and 

continuance, the ages, estates, changes, and interchangeable courses of the 

world and the parts thereof (244). 

Charron’s words serve as an unintended, but resonant, eulogy to our polytemporal 

Dee. Dee’s experience with so ‘many of alterations of states, changes of fortune’ 

now potentially ‘buried and forgotten’ as if he ‘had neuer been’. Charron 

determined that an awareness of the inconstant nature of one’s place and an 

acceptance of the ‘pluralitie’ and ‘interchangeable courses’ of one’s journey was 

                                                           
191 See Chapter One.  
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how a ‘man may learne to know himselfe’. A lifetime of those alterations and 

changes, of ruptures in the ‘eternitie and temporalitie’, and arguably a cognisance 

of some polytemporal ‘continuance’ of one’s memory only bolstered Dee’s fear for 

how his reputation would endure in his posthumous future.  

One’s posthumous reputation - how one would be treated (or indeed 

mistreated) by posterity - was of concern to many ‘early modern’ writers. Lisa Neal 

has noted that, for the sixteenth-century intellectual, ‘death is to be understood as 

a standard by which posterity should judge a person; in other words, death is a 

point before which nothing definitive can be determined about a life’ (Neal 46). The 

end of one’s ‘lived’ history is not the end of one’s temporal existence. The 

connection between posterity, history, and polytemporality was further drawn out, 

the year after Dee’s death, in 1609, by Ammianus Marcellinus: 

well I wote I say, what adverse and wofull cases of the Commonwealth, 

when it was in manner remedilesse and given as lost for ever, the concord of 

princes yeelding by turnes one unto another, hath reduced into better 

tearmes; considering it is evident by the example of our auncestors, That 

rulers when they thinke of these and such like courses, find in some sort the 

way to lead a fortunat and blessed life, and so commend a most pleasant 

remembrance of themselves unto posteritie and future times for ever (157). 

The rupturing of time, each age ‘yeelding by turnes’, can only be recuperated by the 

‘example of our auncestors’, and in so looking to the past one can establish a 

positive posthumous memory ‘unto posteritie and future times for ever’.  
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Shakespeare’s treatment of posthumous remembrance recalls the 

discussions of monuments elsewhere in this work, associating material memories 

with both the written word and popular memory, in Sonnet 81:  

When you entombed in men's eyes shall lie. 

Your monument shall be my gentle verse, 

Which eyes not yet created shall o'er-read, 

And tongues to be your being shall rehearse, 

When all the breathers of this world are dead; 

 You still shall live (such virtue hath my pen)  

 Where breath most breathes, even in the mouths of men (lines 8-14). 

Shakespeare’s verse reiterates the polytemporal significance of one’s reputation, 

the subject ‘shall’ affect those whose eyes are ‘not yet created’, and will be spoken 

of by ‘tongues to be’. He even casts the subject’s memory so far in to the future 

that the poetic monument will revive him even ‘when all the breathers of this world 

are dead’. One of Dee’s own forays into poetics, although not so sophisticated, is 

thematically similar. In his verse afterword to Robert Record’s Arithmetick, Dee 

writes: 

That which my friend hath well begun 

For very love to Common-weal, 

Need not all whole to be new done, 

But now encrease I doe reveal (A1). 
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Dee recognises that the contribution of the work to posterity does not terminate 

with the author’s involvement. It ‘need not’ be ‘new done’, but will serve as a basis 

for his own amendments and additions. It becomes polytemporal through the 

collaboration between the written word of the past (his friend), that of the present 

(his own) and that of the future (the reader).  

 This chapter is concerned with Dee’s polytemporal ‘selves’, exploring the 

ways in which he perceived himself and how he desperately sought to be perceived 

by others, both during his lifetime and posthumously. It will expound the value of 

polytemporality in understanding Dee by examining contemporary and later 

antiquarian perceptions of Dee, and how these echo in more modern ‘afterlives’ of 

the Magus of Mortlake. As discussed in the previous chapter, Dee was keenly aware 

of his changing reputation. He despised being named a ‘coniurer of devils’ by his 

contemporaries, whom he believed did not understand his intellect and should thus 

‘be silent and learn’.  Despite his many protestations and petitions to clear his 

name, which will be surveyed in due course, his occult dealings have long tarnished 

his more ‘orthadox’ reputation as a respected mathematician, geographer, and 

philosopher. The polytemporal ‘pleats’ of Dee’s reputation, from the antiquarian 

movement of Robert Cotton, Elias Ashmole, and others to gather his dispersed 

library, to modern-day appropriations in popular culture, determines that Dee’s fear 

for his posterity was not unfounded.  

The perception of Dee as ‘the great Coniurer’ was observed by Ashmole in 

the seventeenth century as a disgrace to his memory, stating he ‘deserves much 
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better esteeme of our Nation than yet he hath obtein’d’ (Ashmole III.1289).192 

Ashmole and his successors examined Dee in depth, but ultimately commodified 

him, his books, and belongings, as antiquarian objects, ‘sanitised’ in order to 

legitimate their collection of his various paraphernalia.193 Dee is thus representative 

of temporal ambiguity. For us he may be ‘early modern’, yet for those writers which 

we’d generically branch under the same term he was already becoming 

representative of a time past. Dee becomes difficult to temporally locate; he resists 

being anchored, moving fluidly from medieval, to ‘early modern’, and beyond.  For 

Dee, the end of his ‘lived’ temporality simply set in motion more ‘ripples’ or ‘pleats’ 

of time. 

 

The ‘Great Coniurer’ against the ‘folly of Idiotes’: Rehearsals and Petitions 

Even in Dee’s university days there was an air of both intrigue and suspicion 

surrounding his vast learning. While a student at Cambridge he engineered a 

production of Aristophanes’ Pax, in which a constructed scarab beetle was hoisted 

by pulleys to ‘fly’ above the scenery with an actor upon its back. The special effect 

was so advanced and convincing that many in the audience feared Dee had used 

some dark art to achieve the effect, rather than mathematical calculations.194 The 

confusion of mathematician for conjurer is one which plagued Dee and some of his 

contemporaries. During Puritan raids on Oxford’s libraries in 1550, books in Duke 

                                                           
192 From Oxford, Bodleian Library MS Wood F.39 fol.59 
 
193 This will be further elaborated upon as the chapter continues. 
 
194 ‘Fame as a man who produced wonderful machines and who attempted to delve into the secrets 
of nature would not bring him the esteem of his neighbours’, it is this which Peter French directly 
attributes to the ‘plundering’ of Mortlake (French 8). 
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Humfrey’s library containing mathematics were burned as superstitious (Wagner 

and Schmid 131). Peter Zetterberg recounts how Elizabethan mathematician 

Thomas Allen was similarly perceived to be a conjurer, ‘the vulgar did verily believe 

[Allen] to be a Conjurer [because there were] a great many Mathematicall 

Instruments and Glasses in his Chamber’ (Zetterberg 95).195 John Aubrey’s anecdote 

on Allen’s misfortune of leaving his watch  lying on the window (watches being then 

‘rarities’, 5) explicates this mistrust of unknown technology and mathematical 

devices as being something magical: ‘the maydes came in to make the Bed, and 

hear a thing in a case cry Tick, Tick, Tick [and they] presently concluded that that 

was his Devill, and tooke it by the String with the tongues, and threw it out of the 

windowe into the Mote (to drowne the Devill)’ (Aubrey 5).  In the seventeenth 

century, the overlap was discussed by clergyman and scientist John Beale. In a piece 

of correspondence, he writes: 

Of Dr Dee I can say nothing haveing not yet seene the late impression, but 

by some of his workes which haue been long abroad, I find him a greate 

abettor of our famous Roger Bacon, who as hee was a very profounde 

Philosopher, & especially in those Opticall, Mathematicall & Chymicall arts, 

which are oftimes traduced as Branches of Magick; soe in some of his 

writings; Hee does most apparently inveigle into the superadditions of 

superstitions & abominable rites. And that Satan is not wanting to waite the 

season of his overofficious intrusion.196 

                                                           

195 Despite this example in his own work, Zetterberg assures us that ‘Dee was, without doubt, a 
conjurer’ (Zetterberg 83). 
 
196 John Beale To [William?] Brereton, 18 January 1659. Sheffield, Hartlib Papers 51/61A-64B, fol. 62r.  
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It is possible that the ‘late impression’ refers to Meric Casaubon’s publication, which 

will be discussed in more detail later in this chapter. Beale draws the association 

between Dee and Bacon as ‘abettor’, or accomplice. The connotation is one of 

suspicious or criminal activity. Beale concedes that mathematical accomplishments 

are ‘oftimes traduced as Branches of Magick’. Roger Bacon’s own Mirror of Alchimy 

[trans. 1597] noted that ‘simple people suppose manie things to bee wrought by 

Magicke, which [are] nothing else but the secretes of Art and Nature’ (56). Beale’s 

use of ‘inveigle’ also connotes something untoward and it is unclear if he believes 

Dee is actually guilty of these ‘abominable rites’ or if he is hyperbolically stating 

what he sees as a ridiculous comparison between mathematics and magic.197 One of 

Beale’s earlier letters, addressed to Samuel Hartlib, suggests the latter conclusion is 

more apposite: 

I pray you lay hold on Dr Dee for mee.198 If his conscience had beene guilty of 

a diabolicall familiar, could hee have published to posterity such a fowle tale 

against himselfe […] Had wee the booke which Iohn Dee citisen of London, a 

very greate philosopher & Mathematician sayes hee had written in defence 

of Roger Bacon, where hee shewes that whatever was said of his miraculous 

operations, is rather to bee attributed to the knowledge of nature & the 

                                                                                                                                                                     
 
197 In the eighteenth-century Biographia Britannica the entry on Dee reads: ‘a person famous in the 
XVIth century for his extensive learning, more especially in the Mathematical Sciences; but withal 
extreamly credulous, extravagantly vain, and a most deluded enthusiast’ (3:1633). There is no 
mention of his occult dealings, only his mathematical, which suggests the editors perceived his 
‘deluded’ enthusiasm to be in regards to mathematics.  

198 This statement ‘I pray you lay hold on Dr Dee for mee’ is suggestive of the objectification and 
commodification of Dee that occurred in the seventeenth century. Dee, now deceased, becomes an 
‘item’ to be acquired. When Beale desires to ‘lay hold’ on Dee, he uses Dee’s name as a synecdoche 
to encompass Dee’s written corpus. This antiquarian interest will be further discussed later in this 
chapter.  
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Mathematiques, than to any comerce or conversation hee had with 

dæmons.199 

In this letter there is more clarity as to Beale’s position on Dee. He describes him as 

‘very greate’ and explains Dee’s defence that the ‘miraculous operations’ are due to 

mathematical knowledge rather than necromancy. Dee indeed protested reports of 

this nature in a ‘Digression Apologeticall’, inserted toward the end of the 

Mathematicall Preface [1570] to Euclid’s Elements of Geometrie: 

Shall the folly of Idiotes, and the Mallice of the Scornfull, so much prevaile, 

that He, who seeketh no worldly gaine or glory at their handes: But onely, of 

God, the threasor of heavenly wisedome, & knowledge of oure veritie: Shall 

he (I say) in the meane space, be robbed and spoiled of his honest name and 

fame? […] shall that man, be (in hugger mugger) condemned, as a 

Companion of the Helhoundes, and a Caller, and Conjurer of wicked and 

damned Spirites? (Aiv-Aiiv). 

The defence of Bacon which Beale references comes from Dee’s The Mirror of 

Unity, or Apology for the English friar Roger Bacon, in which is it taught that he 

nothing by the aid of demons but was a great philosopher and accomplished 

naturally and by ways permitted to a Christian man the great works which the 

unlearned crowd usually ascribes to the acts of demons [1577], an unpublished work 

now lost except for its title. This frustration felt by Dee echoes the discussion in the 

previous chapter in regards to his feelings towards those who find suspicious the 

                                                           
199 Letter, John Beale To Samuel Hartlib, 21 December 1658. Sheffield, Hartlib Papers 51/52A-54B 
fol.52r. The Hartlib group shared Dee’s pansophic ambitions.  
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things they simply cannot comprehend, as discussed previously, such as dream 

interpretation and particularly his Monas Hieroglyphica whose title page declares 

‘qui non intelligit, aut taceat, aut discat’ (he who does not understand should be 

silent and learn). This attitude is suggestive of a man who had no time for people 

who did not care to be educated in, or at least open to, his ideas. It must be noted 

that this was not a general disparagement of those of a less-educated background. 

Dee’s venom is specifically directed towards those who simply did not try. Dee was 

happy to devote his time to educating those who did wish to learn from him. There 

is a note in his Private Diary which records how Elizabeth I was keen to understand 

the Monas repeating the same language as above, ‘her Majestie very graciously 

vouchsafed to account herselfe my scholar in my booke […] if I would disclose unto 

her the secretes of that booke she would et discere et facere’ (14 June 1564). It is 

unclear if the phrasing used is by Dee or Elizabeth. If Elizabeth's choice of words, it 

would be interesting to posit that she uses the language of the Monas in an effort 

to be viewed favourably by a man she respects enough to approach for study. 

Despite Dee’s seeming disregard for naysayers, he was perplexed by their lack of 

comprehension and the frustration gnawed at him. So much so that he spent much 

of his life writing protestations and defensive statements against those whom he 

considered simply ‘idiotes’ (Digression Apologeticall, Aiv).  

 This dismissal complements his attitude of being constantly wronged: ‘yf in 

the foresaid whole cours of his tyme, he had found a Constant & Assistant 

CHRISTIAN ALEXANDER: BRYTAN, should not have bin, now, destitute of a 
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CHRISTIAN ARISTOTLE’.200 The implication is that should the court have recognised 

his necessity earlier, his great intellect would have benefited everyone. Mordechai 

Feingold suggests that ‘[i]t was owing to Dee’s high estimation of himself, as well as 

to his early establishment of a high reputation in court, that he sought loftier 

rewards than had traditionally been bestowed on learned men’ (Feingold 558). 

Despite this apparent condescension on an intellectual level, Dee was terrified of 

being considered connected to any kind of personal impropriety. Public politeness 

and personal comportment were integral to one’s good reputation (Braddick and 

Walter 171). Far from the cries of ‘conjurer’, the very thought of a fellow scholar 

believing him to have poached a servant was enough to prompt a thorough defence 

of his integrity. Dee wrote to Robert Cotton on this matter in 1596, while he was 

positioned as a Warden at Manchester:  

Truely for my part I will receyue none to my simple service, (man or woman) 

vnleast they come from theyr Maistirs or | Mistrisses with theyr well liking 

of surs theyr departure from | them. Therfore, I wold, by this bearer, gladly 

receyue | your answere herein, by word of mouth, or by your letter: And | 

so shall I be free from all offence giving to your wurship | or any els, in this 

cause: as I am most free for covetry| desyring or Longing after my neigbors, 

wife, or any servant | or his. Yf I might haue a thousand pound to lolliate | 

or procure any mony servant to forsake his master, or | mistres, and to 

come to me, or any other, I wold not | do it: God knoweth (London, British 

Library, Cotton MS Julius C.III, fol. 136r, full transcription in appendix). 

                                                           
200 From a letter, ‘Dr. John Dee to Sir William Cecyl’, Philobiblion Society 1 (1861): 6–7. 
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This perceived breach of etiquette offends him and he hurries to make amends with 

Cotton and his wife. This insecurity is one which I highlighted in the discussion of 

Dee’s dreams. For all his loftiness when it comes to matters of intellect, he is 

absolutely obsessed with his reputation and how others perceive him. 

Unfortunately, so many aspects of his reputation came under scrutiny during his 

lifetime, engendering a sense of bitterness and reproof that his protestations seem 

to a modern reader to be hyperbolic and entitled. Yet we must put in perspective 

the utmost importance of one’s reputation in Tudor England. Michael Braddick and 

John Walter have noted that ‘[h]onour, reputation, and dignity were public qualities 

[…] Public insult could have a dramatic effect on reputation, and early modern 

people seem to have been quite willing to go to law in order to defend their public 

reputation’ (171). Matthew Dimmock concurs that the prevalence of ‘defamation 

cases demonstrate the importance of speech in establishing credit and reputation in 

the early modern period’ (21). This goes some way to explaining Dee’s public 

decrials of his slanderers and defences of his name. Slander and gossip could be 

more than detrimental to one’s good public standing – they could obliterate it. For 

Dee, his reputation was affected by the fact that he assumed so many different 

‘selves’, his identity becomes fractured. Indeed, Anthony Fletcher has commented 

on the connection between public reputation and personal identity: ‘a man’s 

reputation is a composition of various elements […] a man’s honour, in this period, 

was the essence of his reputation in the eyes of his social equals: it gave him his 

sense of worth [and] contributed to his sense of identity’ (93).  

On top of the suspicions formed by his mathematical accomplishments, Dee 

was never in an entirely secure position with regards to his religious practices. In 
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1553, Dee was in the unfortunate position of having to ‘ingratiate himself with 

Mary’s regime’ (Parry 28), due to his father Roland and several of his patrons 

associating with a traitorous coup against the queen (Parry 26-29). In order to 

display a ‘conspicuous orthodoxy’ Dee took steps to become a Catholic priest. On 17 

February 1554 Dee was ordained, taking all six steps to priesthood in a single day, 

an act which Parry notes was highly unusual and would have required the personal 

approval of the Bishop of London (29).201 That approval was granted by the recently 

reinstated Bishop, Edmund Bonner. Parry notes that this exception signalled ‘an 

existing friendship’ with the Bishop (29). Not only that, but there is evidence to 

suggest that the two men were distantly related (Parry 29). Unfortunately, the 

following year, Dee was arrested on suspicion of casting horoscopes regarding 

Mary, a potentially heretical and treasonous act.   

In the Acts of the Privy Council, written at Hampton Court on 5 June 1555, a 

‘further examinacion’ of Dee and his fellow accused is noted to have taken place, 

‘uppon suche poyntes as […] towching thiere lewde and vayne practices of calculing 

and conjuring’ (143), and on 7 June there was a further examination of Dee and 

others ‘towched in those matters of conjuring or witchecrafte’ (143). Furthermore, 

on 29 August 1555, a letter is issued from Greenwich to the Bishop of London 

(Bonner) regarding Dee, to cause him ‘remayning in his custodie, to be bounde for 

his goode abearing betwixt this and Christmas next, and fourthcommyng whenne 

he shalbe called, and thereuppon to set hym at libertie’ (176). Dee was, during this 

period, under house-arrest in the home of Bishop Bonner. Despite Dee’s 

examination for the charges that he ‘endevored by enchantmentes to destroy 

                                                           
201 See London, Guildhall Library MS 9535/1 fols.26v-27r. 
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Queene Mary’ (Compendious Rehearsall 105) being passed to the Star Chamber and 

some of his fellow accusees being tortured (Parry 34),202 he was cleared of treason. 

In fact, during his time in Bonner’s household Dee seems to have continued his day-

to-day studies without trouble. In London, Royal College of Physicians, Dorchester 

Library D1/48-b-19, a copy of Andreas Alexander’s Mathemalogiu[m] prime p[ar]tis 

[1504], is the autograph on the head of the title-page of 'Joannes Deeus', dated 

1551 at ‘Londini’. The relevance of this book is a marginal note by Dee on the last 

page, under the colophon: 'Perlegi anno 1555 inter 18 et 24 septebris fullhamiae in 

aedibus singularis amici meu Rever[en]di ... Edmu[n]di Bonar Londinesis episcopi.' 

This note provides evidence that Dee read the book between 18 and 24 September 

1555, while in the home of his ‘singularis amici meu’ (my singular friend), Edmund 

Bonner. Not only was Dee quite happily reading and annotating his books while 

under house-arrest for conjuring, he was quite willing to call his prison-warden his 

friend (see also Roberts & Watson 79). True to form, he had managed to turn the 

tables entirely, from accused to inquisitor, soon participating alongside Bonner in 

the examination of heretics (Parry 39). However, both these ‘Dees’ – the accused 

conjurer and persecuting Catholic chaplain – caused harm to his reputation. In John 

Foxe’s 1563 publication of Actes and Monuments Dee's dual roles are called out, to 

a now Protestant England.  

In both the 1563 and 1570 editions of Foxe’s book he calls him ‘Doctour dee 

the great Coniurer (V, 1514; XI, 2027 respectively). However, this reference is 

removed in the 1576 edition and is also absent in 1583. What changed between 

                                                           
202 Dee does not mention any acts of torture used against him but mentions a fellow prisoner 
‘Barthlet Greene’ who ‘was burnt’ (Compendious Rehearsall 105). 
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these publications in the nature of either Dee’s reputation, or Foxe’s regard for 

him? In the preface to the Arte of Navigation Dee writes of ‘divers vntrue and 

Infamous Reports, by their Sinister information, haue bin giuen vp to such, as haue 

gathered Records, of those Mens Acts, who dyed in the Cause of Veritie’ (iij), and 

asks that the author of such records: 

vse due Carefull, and Charitable Discretion, From henceforth, to repres, 

abolish, and vtterly extinguish this very Iniurious Report […] That the Forsaid 

Ientleman, is, or was, Not Onely, a Coniurer, or Caller of Diuels: but A Great 

doer therin: Yea, The Great Coniurer: & so, (as some would say,) The Arche 

Coniurer, of this whole kingdom (iijv).  

It is perfectly plain that Dee is referring to Foxe and his Actes and Monuments and 

bemoaning the treatment given to him in that volume. The annotator of the 

Huntington’s copy of the Arte of Navigation (MS #82497), Elias Ashmole, quite 

evidently concurs with Dee and has underlined much of the preface, adding 

comments of support and expounding Dee’s poor treatment. It is notable that 

Foxe’s 1576 edition does indeed remove the references which offended Dee. 

However, the Arte of Navigation was not printed until 1577. There are two possible 

explanations for this overlap which centre on the publisher John Day. Day published 

both Dee’s and Foxe’s works and was a good friend to both (Evenden and Freeman 

267). Elizabeth Evenden suggests that ‘Foxe heard of Dee’s outrage through John 

Day’ (Evenden 159), therefore Foxe may have emended his Acts before it went to 

print. However, Evenden and Thomas Freeman also suggest, based on evidence of 

annotation in Privy Council manuscripts, that it was Day’s printing house which 
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made the amendment (267, n.184), possibly also due to the ‘sensitivity of the Days’ 

to Dee’s distress (Evenden and Freeman 268). It is therefore unclear whether or not 

Foxe himself changed his opinion of Dee, or whether the Day publishers respected 

Dee enough to omit the reference to his charge of ‘coniurer’. There is not much 

evidence to suggest that Dee and Foxe were well acquainted, or indeed shared any 

connection other than a publishing house, but what this incident does imply is that 

those who had a tangible working relationship with Dee considered his reputation 

to be worth salvaging. Goodwife Faldo, a resident of Mortlake interviewed by 

Ashmole in the seventeenth century, remembered Dee as being ‘welbeloved & 

respected of all persons of quality thereabouts; who very often invited him to their 

houses, or came to his’ and that he ‘kept a plentifull Table, & a good House’ 

(Ashmole IV.1335, transcribed from Ashmole MS 1788, fol.149v). As discussed in 

the first chapter, Dee maintained a network of friends, colleagues, and 

acquaintances at Mortlake who sought collaborations and advice, therefore he did 

have those contemporaries who could be named allies.  

Thomas Nashe, writing in 1593, said ‘[u]nder Maister Dees name [….] the 

lyke fabulous divinations have they bruted, when (good reverend old man) hee is as 

farre from any such arrogant prescience, as the superstitious spreaders of it are 

from peace or conscience’ (Nashe 2.172). Julian Roberts and Andrew Watson note 

that ‘despite his association with one of the most hated of all Queen Mary’s 

bishops, Dee was able to make the transition from one regime to another with 

remarkable ease’ (8). Indeed, we must also remember that Elizabeth and her court 

called upon him in many matters of state business and trusted his opinions. So, how 
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did this reputation of a ‘welbeloved & respected’ man drastically alter to that of the 

‘Arch-Coniurer’?  

Even though Dee’s reputation had been marred by his association with the 

proceedings of the Star Chamber, which he characterised as ‘circumstances of grief, 

loss and discredit’ (Compendious Rehearsall 20), it seems reasonable to connect the 

principal upheaval in his reputation to his working relationship with Edward Kelley. 

Kelley was a less-than-reputable character in his own right, with rumours and myths 

surrounding his own necromantic activities and prior crimes such as counterfeiting 

and forgery. At first, Dee and Kelley’s relationship was fruitful, and bore for them 

both an international regard which saw them invited to the courts of many 

emperors and noblemen. It was to embark on one of these trips that Dee left his 

Mortlake library in the hands of his brother-in-law, in 1584, not knowing that when 

he returned both his books and his reputation would be in tatters. During his time 

abroad, Dee initially found favour with royalty and nobility, impressing them with 

his learning and alchemical skill.203 As previously noted, Dee was welcomed at the 

court of Rudolph II in Prague, having dedicated the Monas Hieroglyphica to 

Rudolph’s father Maximillian. However, suspicions soon arose regarding the 

religious orthodoxy of his experiments, no doubt recalling memories of his previous 

incarceration with Bonner for similar accusations. At the same time as his library at 

home was being rifled by those to whom he owed money or who were suspicious or 

                                                           

203 John Aubrey records, ‘He was sent Ambassador for Queen Elizabeth (Goody Faldo thinkes) into 
Poland. The Emperour of Muscovia, upon report of the great learning of the Mathematician, invited 
him to Mosco, with offer of two thousand pounds a yeare, and from Prince Boris one thousand 
markes; to have his Provision from the Emperor's Table, to be honourable received, and accounted 
as one of the chief men in the Land. All of which Dee accepted not’ (Aubrey 90). 

 



243 
 

envious of his knowledge, those on the Continent began questioning his veracity. 

The Papal Nuncio, Germanico Malaspina, questioned the nature of the spirits with 

which Dee and Kelley reported to have dealt: ‘at the table of the said Lord Nuncio 

various rumours were spread about Mr. Dee and various opinions and judgements 

concerning him. He was blamed for […] an apparition of blessed spirits […] 

regardless of the church’s disapproval […]’ (in Josten 228). He called upon the men 

to defend their actions and their orthodoxy, but Dee initially refused: 

I answered [to the Nuncio] that I did not wish to defer and procrastinate my 

calling on him out of any haughty or proud disposition of my mind, nor 

because I thought to be threatened by some suspicion on his part (in Josten 

230). 

There is a clear tension between Dee’s hesitation to bow to the wishes of someone 

he perceived to be beneath him - who did not understand him - and his fear of 

incivility and being regarded as impolite. When Dee finally agrees to attend 

Malaspina’s invitation, he continues in this vein of outward propriety with a 

scathing undertone, telling the Nuncio: 

since (normally) such matters lie outside our province and are not subject to 

my authority or office, it seems to me that I should rather be silent on them 

than proffer [merely] human judgement of mine [….] We are neither so 

careless as to prate about these matters, nor arrogantly puffed up by the 

knowledge of such great mysteries (in Josten 232). 
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Dee is entirely aware of the performative nature of this conversation. He notes: ‘So, 

we rose from our chairs and, having (for our part) reverently performed the 

necessary ceremonies of humanity and civility, we finally took our leave’ (in Josten 

233). Dee’s self-awareness that he is playing the appropriate part to maintain his 

reputation is clear in this wonderfully candid statement and his concern with 

outward ‘civility’ is of the same nature seen in his letter to Robert Cotton. Even 

when he is being accused of rather serious misconduct in the eyes of the church, he 

responds in a manner similar to that of a small personal grievance of etiquette.  

 During this time abroad, Dee notes that in England ‘we were accounted very 

odious men’ (in Josten 237). Rather unfortunately for the two travellers, 

Malaspina’s successor as Papal Nuncio (Filippo Sega, Bishop of Piacenza) sent the 

Pope a letter (dated 29 April 1586) denouncing their activities, ‘John Dee and […] his 

companion have been in the court for some time, and setting out on the path to 

become authors of a new superstition, not to say heresy, they have come to the 

attention of the Emperor and all the court’ (qtd in Marshall 121). Sega then sends 

the Emperor a document, dated 23 May 1586, accusing Dee of necromancy 

(Casaubon 424). Following this, Pope Sixtus V issues a commandment to extradite 

Dee and Kelley to Rome for interrogation (Casaubon 430). No such extradition takes 

place. They remained fairly well-respected on the Continent,204 and so the Emperor 

instead asks them to leave his realm, rather than forcibly extraditing them to Rome. 

If we recall the period of their stay in Prague 1586, mentioned in the previous 

chapter, Dee was increasingly concerned for his reputation and well-being. He sent 

                                                           
204 The legend of Dee and Kelley, the Emperor’s alchemists, lives on in modern Prague but perhaps 
not with the same enamour it once did. John Dee’s name is now used to sell replica elixirs in the gift 
shop of the Speculum Alchemiae museum!  
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a letter to Francis Walsingham, the Queen’s secretary, about his fear that Rudolph 

and Bohemia had turned against them, ‘[s]ecretly they threaten us violent death, 

and openly they fawn upon us’, and also asking again for recompense for the losses 

in Mortlake household, the extent of which he did not yet even know, ‘I trust I shall 

have justice for my house, library, goods and revenues’ (11 May 1586, Fenton 196). 

As Dee was no longer comfortable in Bohemia and desired to return to an England 

which appreciated him, he questioned the angels, ‘I wish to hear something about 

my private situation and that of England: both out of patriotism and on account of 

my own reputation’ (Fenton 114-5). This duality, out of patriotism and on his own 

account, is a trope which follows Dee’s requests in every avenue of his life and 

work. Recall his supplication for a royal national library, or his imperial writings - he 

always seeks to flatter and obviate the personal gain behind his proposed actions. 

Gabriel replied to the above request for information with, ‘[i]n England, they 

condemn thy doings, and say thou art a renegade’ (Fenton 115). Whether the voice 

of the divine, or the voice of Edward Kelley, Gabriel seemed to speak a truth. On 15 

September 1588 Dee records how ‘the Lord Chamberlain cam to Trebona, and went 

away on the 17th. The rancor and dissimulation now evident to me, God deliver me! 

I was not sent for’ (Private Diary). Despite the Chamberlain’s seeming disdain, Dee 

was called home to England within weeks. He wrote to Elizabeth to thank her for 

her ‘gratious great Clemencie, of CALLING me, Mr(s/s) Kelley, and our families, 

hoame, into your Brytish Earthly Paradise, and Monarchie incomparable’ (London, 

British Library, Harley MS 6986, fol. 45v). The language which Dee uses to describe 

his departure, ‘from hencefurth, endeuour our selues, faithfully, loyally, carefully, 

warily, and diligently, to ryd and vntangle our selues from hence’ (fol. 45v), is full of 
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tentativeness. ‘To ryd and vntangle’ suggests a negative feeling towards his 

situation and contrasts with the security of his wish to return ‘very devowtedly, and 

sowndlie, at your Sacred Maiesties feet, to offer our selues’ (Harley MS 6986, fol. 

45v, full transcription in appendix). Upon his return Dee observes the true extent of 

his library’s ransack and finds that the state of his reputation has declined sharply 

since his departure eight years prior.  

Dee compiled his Compendious Rehearsall in 1592, an account of his entire 

life and work in which he sets out his accreditations, his publications, and his public 

reputation. Dee’s conception of temporality, and of his place in time, can be 

understood from the very title of this work. A ‘rehearsal’ of his life suggests 

something not quite finished, indeed the process before the main event. A 

rehearsal suggests something imperfect, something to be practiced, something 

happening again and again until it is right. This speaks clearly to Dee’s desire for his 

reputation to be perfect, to ‘try on’ different identities until he finds the one which 

fits. And yet, the Compendious Rehearsall is written at a moment nearer to the end 

of his public career, looking back at his life, and written in such a way as to 

encompass all of his fractured identities and unfulfilled social goals, that it is clearly 

not a ‘rehearsal’ but has already been ‘rehearsed’. To complicate things further, the 

aim of the text is to win patronage and good standing to secure his reputation, and 

thus his future. The text therefore embodies that essence of polytemporality, 

reflecting Dee’s sense that the past, present, and future, are all so thoroughly 

interconnected in this magnum opus of sorts. 



247 
 

 Written chiefly for the attention of the queen, the Rehearsall states that 

Dee’s reputation abroad is stellar. He says that ‘[b]eyond the seas, far and neere, 

was a good opinion conceived of my studies’ (6) and that he was generally regarded 

‘to be in dignity with authority amongst the highest sort of the nobility’ (9). This 

none too subtle reminder of his high regard outside England was likely intended as 

a small jibe at the queen for what he perceived to be a slight in her lack of 

patronage since his return.205 The following section on his ‘credit and estimation’ in 

England contains a list of well-known personages, institutions, and monarchs 

including the queen herself who have written letters regarding his good-standing 

(10-11), a reminder that she once held him in high estimation. The third part is a 

reminder of all the previous instances in which the queen has respected and aided 

him, followed by a segment which reminds her of his loyalty even while Mary was 

queen ‘upon suspicion of which my service then’ led to his arrest and trial for 

conjuring (20). If the reference to these other monarchs aimed to play her for 

jealousy, this reminder of his incarceration surely attempts to instil a feeling of 

guilt.206  The mention of his ‘late spoyled Mortlake library’ (27) is rather measured 

and unfeeling in comparison, simply providing an idea of what was taken and the 

estimated cost (30-31).  

                                                           
205 Although Glyn Parry has argued that Dee was ‘overlooked not because of his reputation as a 
“magus” but because he was outshone by more flamboyant magicians’ who had gained fame while 
he was abroad (Parry 272). 
 
206 In a letter to Burghley in 1576 (London, British Library, Lansdowne MS 19/38), Dee uses a similar 
method of provoking a reaction by noting how well received he is by other monarchs and nobility: 
‘Emperors, kings, Princes, Dukes, Marchises, Erles, Barons, and other many men, or great powre and 
magnificent courrage, haue sued vnto, (in my tyme) to enioye my simple talent, in their service or 
cumpany’ (fol.82r).   
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As Dee addressed in the Compendious Rehearsall, the final fifteen or so 

years of his life were characterised by the kind of ‘alteration of fortune’ which 

Charron described, and he issued a consistent stream of pleas and petitions for 

money, positions, and attempts to salvage his reputation. In ‘A letter apologeticall’ 

addressed to the Archbishop of Canterbury, John Whitgift, dated 9 November 1592, 

he sought to clarify that all his ‘former studies, and studious exercises’ should be 

‘knowne and discouered’ (A2) to ‘haunt the true, straighte, and most narrow path’ 

of ‘deuout, zealous, faithfull, and constant Christian students’ (A2v). The purpose of 

this, he admitted, is to ‘stop the mouthes, and, at length to stay the impudent 

attempts, of the rash, and malicious deuisers, and contriuers of most vntrue, 

foolish, and wicked reports, and favles, or, and concerning my foresaid studious 

exercises’ (A2v). Dee chooses these words carefully, crafting a defence which 

purposefully sets up a linguistic opposition between himself, the wronged ‘deuout, 

zealous, faithfull’ student, and the vile ‘rash, and malicious deuisers, and contriuers’ 

who denigrate him. The document continues by listing all of his ‘labors & paines’, 

those books and treatises written throughout his lifetime. He notes how one 

Andreas Libanius ‘hath vnduly considered a phrase of my Monas Hieroglyphica to 

his misliking: by his own vnskilfulness in such matter: and not vnderstanding my apt 

application thereof’ (B2-2v).207 Even in a desperate defence Dee is keen to underline 

how those who dismiss or attack his work are the ones at fault. It is their own 

‘vnskilfulness’ to blame.  

                                                           
207 Although even the authorship of this text was later called in to question. In an annotation to 
Ashmole’s Theatrum Chemicum Britannicum (BLO Ashmole MS 1446, f.237v), in the hand of a Mr 
Townesend, is noted ‘In my [Townesend’s] time in Oxford, he [i.e Dee] was accused to haue stoll’n 
the booke he owned called Monas Hyeroglifica out of All Sowles Colledg in Oxford (out of ye Librarye 
there.) (see Ashmole II. 603 n.2). 
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The letter makes reference to the ‘spoile made of my Librarie’, yet Dee 

suggests that ‘the great losses & damages which in sundrie sorts I haue sustained, 

do not so much grieue my heart, as the rash, lewde, fond, and most vntrue fables 

and reports of me, and my studies philosophicall, haue done & yet do’ (B3). This 

‘divelish devising’ leads Dee to make his ‘feruent Protestation’, wherein his tone 

becomes less pleading and more forceful. There is a sense of bitterness and 

frustration when he declares: 

Well, this shall be my last charitable giuing of warning […] Before the 

Almightie our God, and your Lordships good grace, on the peril of my soules 

damnation (if I lie, or take his name in vaine herein) I take the same God, to 

be my witnesse [and] do his diuine Maiesty such seruice, as hee hath, doth, 

and will call me vnto, during this my life (B3-3v). 

In the Epilogue to the letter Dee reaffirms that ‘veritas tandem praeualebit’ (truth 

will eventually prevail). Like the title of the book, this acts as a temporal marker. It 

highlight’s Dee ability to envision a future where the truth of the present will finally 

out. He thus submits ‘all [his] studies and exercises; yea all my bookes, past, present 

and hereafter to be written […] wherein I have vsed, doe or shall vse, pen, speech, 

or conuersation’ (Epilogue) to be judged. In this statement Dee recognises the 

polytemporality of his life and work. He acknowledges not only his past and present 

written books, but the unwritten books of his future. He addresses the written 

record but also that of ‘speech, or conuersation’, intangible things which will be lost 

to time. As Geoffrey Scarre has noted: 
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Most people have projects or commitments with a temporal reach beyond 

their own lifetimes and capable of being positively or negatively affected by 

posthumous events. While a person cannot be pleased or pained by what he 

never knows, occurrences after his death can cast a backward light or 

shadow over his life (210). 

Dee seems to have been aware of the potential of his posthumous impact, of the 

effects of his work beyond his ‘temporal reach’.  

Comparing Dee’s treatment of time in the above two quotations from the 

Compendious Rehearsall and the ‘letter apologeticall’, he draws a connection 

between God whose service ‘he hath, doth, and will call me vnto’, and his own 

writing ‘wherein I have vsed, doe or shall vse’. This isn’t the first instance where Dee 

attempts to connect himself and his writings with the divine. His use of ‘Deus’ and 

‘Deeus’ in his signature, and his description of his Arte of Navigation thus, ‘I may 

Iudge it, to be as an Earthly Paradise: A Booke, of as great godly pleasure, as wordly 

profit and delight’ (*i), indicate his honest belief that his work bears comparison to 

the ‘Word’ of God. And why not, when he was so sure that the divine was 

communicating with him on a regular basis through his angelic actions? 

In support of this connection, the frontispiece image to the ‘letter 

apologeticall’ depicts a man (presumably Dee), looking heavenward where the ear 

and eye of God appear in the clouds, a hand brandishing a sword. This is likely the 

arc-angel Michael’s sword, or a representation of the sword of Justice (the 
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personification of which we still see depicted in courtrooms, blindfolded with scales 

and sword).208  

 

Figure 12: Letter Apologeticall 

 

                                                           
208 See Judith Resnick and Dennis E. Curtis’ essay on ‘Representing Justice: From Renaissance 
Iconography to Twenty-First-Century Courthouses’, Proceedings Of The American Philosophical 
Society, 151.2, (2007), 139-183. 
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Dee is faced by a wolf and a winged figure made of many men, the ‘swift, 

sharpe, poysonable, tongued monster’. The lone figure stands upon ‘Hope. 

Humilitie. Patience.’, against this monstrosity. If the imagery was not revealing 

enough it is written along the borders, ‘For my friendship they were my adversaries’ 

(from Psalm 109), and ‘A false witnesse shall not be vnpunished: and he that 

speaketh lyes, shall perish’ (from Proverbs 19.9). The suggestion is that Dee’s 

innocence will be defended by God himself. This connects to the revelation of 

‘Gabriel’ that Dee is considered a ‘renegade’ in England and offers a divine plague of 

Dee’s choosing to be unleashed upon the country in revenge (in Fenton 115).  

On 2 October 1596, Dee, while Warden at Manchester (and unhappily so), 

writes to ‘the right Wurshipfull and my singular good frende Mr Doctor Caesar, 

Master of Requests’ (London, British Library, Lansdowne MS 158 fol. 16r, full 

transcription in appendix). This letter is written to request aid for one William 

Nicholson. Nicholson may have determined that Dee’s name was still considered 

weighty enough in the court to help his case. Dee’s rhetoric is consistent with his 

own pleas and in fact, the description of Nicholson’s plight echoes Dee’s own 

history which may have influenced him in agreeing to write the letter: 

aftir the most strange and intollerable afflictions, endured by him, his wife 

and children [...] his howsen pulled down, defaced, or spoyled; and his 

goods, corne and hay, to the quantitie of a great number of loads, cast out 

of doares; and aftir this great chargis and costs susteyned [and we] have 

loked vppon the desolation and ruines, of such a warlike spoyle (fol.16r).  
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The parallel between the ‘spoyle’ of this man’s home and Dee’s own may have 

struck a chord in him, especially while he remained in practical exile at Manchester 

away from his beloved Mortlake. The letter also goes some way to prove that, for 

all Dee's condescension towards the 'vulgar', he is willing to aid those who do not 

have the intellectual skills he does. His disapproval is not against those who may be 

lower than him in the social or intellectual hierarchy. The 'vulgar' are those who are 

learned, but close-minded. 

When Elizabeth I dies without an heir in 1603 she is succeeded by James I. 

Dee experiences another temporal fracture, a changing of the times which he in 

some way needed to recuperate. Despite Dee’s downturn of fortune, the queen had 

never been completely unfavourable towards him. With a new monarch on the 

throne with whom he had no prior relationship Dee’s position was more tenuous 

than ever before. Less than a year after James’ coronation Dee writes a petition to 

clear himself of any slander the king may have heard. Ernest Strathman suggests 

that Dee’s petition, exhibited at Greenwich on 3 June 1604, was written ‘possibly in 

alarm over the new statute against witchcraft and perhaps in a supreme effort to 

win recognition in a new court’ (365).209 Indeed, Dee may have feared to have fallen 

foul of the statute’s decree against those who: 

                                                           

209 That statute was James’ ‘Act against Conjuration, Witchcraft, and dealing with evil and wicked 

Spirits’, known as the 1604 Witchcraft Act. It is preserved in London, Parliament Archives 
HL/PO/PU/1/1603/1J1n12. Quotes taken from transcription in Rosen, Barbara, ‘An Act against 
Conjuration, Witchcraft, and dealing with evil and wicked Spirits’, in Witchcraft in England, 1558-
1618 (Amherst: University of Massachusetts Press, 1991), pp.57-58. 
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shall use practise or exercsise any Invocation or Conjuration of any evill and 

spirit, or shall consult covenant with entertaine employ feede or rewarde 

any evill and wicked Spirit to or for any intent or pupose (1604 Act).210 

It is perhaps for this reason that Dee records the ‘horrible and damnable, and to 

him, most grievous and dammageable Sclaunder’ that plagued him for many years, 

namely, that ‘he is, or hath bin a Conjurer, or Caller, or Invocator of divels’ 

(Petition). In an extreme attempt to finally clear his reputation of all accusations 

and regain his once-respected character Dee declares that he:  

offereth himself willingly, to the punishment of Death: (yea, eyther to be 

stoned to death: or to be buried quicke: or to be burned unmercifully) If by 

any due, true, and iust meanes the said name of Conjurer […] can be proued, 

to haue been or to be, duely or iustly reported of him (Petition). 

There can be little doubt from this desperate rhetoric that Dee needed the king to 

believe his studies were orthodox and absolve him of the public doubt. A few days 

later, on 8 June 1604, Dee sends a verse reiteration of the petition addressed ‘To 

the Honourable Assemblie of the Commons in the present Parlament’. He highlights 

the ‘Fowle sclaundrous tongues’ who have done him wrong for a ‘halfe hundred 

years’. These ‘false light tongues, and divelish hate’ have led him to be labelled 

‘coniurer’, which he describes as a ‘sclaunder great’. He beseeches the Commons by 

                                                           
210 The statute also declares: ‘upon him or them by Witchcrafte Inchantment Charme or Sorcerie to 

tell or declare in what place any treasure of Golde or silver should or had in the earth or other secret 
places, or where Goodes or Thinges loste or stollen should be founde’ (1604 Act), which Dee most 
definitely had undertaken while Elizabeth was in power. We have seen this in his letter to Lord 
Burghley (London, British Library, Lansdowne MS 19. Art 38, fols 81r-83r) where he offers precisely 
to find buried treasure in secret places. 
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their ‘wisdoms’ and ‘powre’ to act against his slanderers so that ‘neuer more, This 

hellish wound I shall endure’. He asks them to issue an Act which ‘[a]ll Ages will 

hereafter prayse’. Not wishing to ruin the metre and flow of the verse he helpfully 

asterisks the Act and explains more fully in the margin that it should be ‘[a]n Act 

general against Sclaunder, and a special penal Order for Iohn Dee his case.’ In spite 

of a lifetime of protestations and defence Dee’s reputation was forever marred. As 

Thomas Fuller put it, ‘when once the repute of a conjurer is raised in vulgar esteem, 

it is not in the power of the greatest innocence and learning to allay it’ (3: 137).  

 Scarre notes that ‘[d]eath need not mark the end of a person's capacity to 

impact on others, or eliminate what was distinctive and valuable about him’ (213). 

For Dee, this is certainly true. His impact was, and is still, being felt. Scarre 

continues ‘[b]eing remembered by posterity means that our lives are resonating 

beyond their temporal close’ (213), something which we might imagine that Dee 

would approve. The forward-looking Dee who sought for his reputation to be 

cleared and his future books to be read would have been comforted to think his life 

‘resonated’ beyond the limits of his lived temporal stay. That would be a reasonable 

interpretation based on what we have already come to learn of Dee’s personality, 

and yet Dee’s desire to leave a positive reputation after his death led him to request 

the very last thing one might expect from a committed bibliophile, antiquarian, and 

humanist: 

I beseech your Honors, may I doe or shall I doe lawfully henceforward; 

whereby I may prevent that I and myne shall not be registered in chronicles 
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or annals to the posterity of true studients for a warning not to follow my 

steps (Compendious Rehearsall, 109-110). 

Dee’s plea not to be used posthumously as a warning for others ‘not to follow’ in his 

footsteps suggests that a lifetime of self-defence against slander had taken their toll 

and he wished it would not follow him after death. This plea, as we have seen and 

shall see, was never effected.  

Thomas Browne wrote that, ‘[o]blivion is a kind of Annihilation, and for 

things to be as though they had not been is like unto never being’ (242). Browne’s 

comment has a dual meaning. If one’s posthumous identity is not even considered, 

it is as if the dead had never lived. If one’s posthumous identity is mishandled, 

misappropriated, misunderstood, ‘for things to be as though they had not been’, 

then it is just as bad as not being remembered at all.  Dee’s desire to sacrifice his 

reputation to ‘oblivion or annihilation’, as Browne put it, implies that he would 

rather be forgotten than misremembered. In 1650, Lancelot Andrewes 

acknowledged that one’s posthumous editors might alter an author’s words to the 

extent he would be taken out of context to the detriment of his memory: 

I am not ignorant, what prejudice attends the printing the posthumous 

works of any; how easy it is to mistake the sence of an Author, especially 

where the work was not perfected by himself, and that diverse things in 

mens private papers would have been thought sit to be altered, omitted, or 

enlarged by the Authors themselves, if they had intended them for publick 

view; for which, and diverse other reasons, it might have been thought sit, 
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not to publish, what the Author had kept so long by him, and had not fitted 

for the Presse (Andrewes, preface). 

Dee’s fear, and Andrewes’ confirmation of its validity, was echoed by Michel de 

Montaigne, the French philosopher, in 1580, when he rejected the conceit of ultima 

verba, the ‘last word’, or death-bed speech. Lisa Neal determined that this decision 

reflected Montaigne’s ‘fear that his own last words might not be read by posterity 

in the spirit they were delivered and with the meaning he intended’ (59). Such was 

his concern that he threatened to return from the ‘other world’ to haunt those who 

misportrayed him, should his posthumous reputation not resemble him as he 

was.211  

 

 

‘One of the greatest Ornaments of his Age’: An Antiquarian Appraisal 

 

Dee’s time and place of death have been lost to history, although it is likely to have 

occurred in late December 1608 or sometime before the end of March 1609.212 

There are conflicting suggestions that he passed away at the house of his friend 

John Pointois, or at his own Mortlake home.213 For a man always desirous to have 

his reputation maintained, his death marked the beginning of several ‘afterlives’ 

                                                           
211 ‘Je reviendrois voluntiers de l’autre monde pour démentir celuy qui me formeroit autre que je 

n’estois’ (qtd in Neal 59, loose translation above is mine).  
 
212 Phillip Ashley Fanning has presented a conspiracy theory that, in fact, Dee faked his death in order 
to live out his days on the Continent (64). Fanning suggests that a ‘diary’ found on Dee’s property 
continues until 26 March 1609 where the letters ‘Jno’ and a delta appear beside a drawing of a skull. 
There is no supporting evidence or direct source provided for this speculation. Dee's wife and two of 
his children had died from plague just a few years earlier. See also Roberts & Watson p.60. For the 
purposes of this work I have accepted 1608 as the more likely year. 
 
213 Benjamin Woolley appears to have originated the suggestion of Pointois’ home although he 
provides no source and thus we must treat this as merely conjecture (Woolley 290).  
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originating from the dispersal of his books, and a centuries-long web of hearsay and 

myth on the subject of his character which validated Dee’s reasoning behind his 

forgotten plea to ‘not be registered in chronicles or annals’.  

After Dee’s death there was a scramble to acquire the contents of his library. 

An annotation in Dublin, Marsh’s Library, MS. Z1.2.51(2) (olim N3.2.19(1)), ‘This 

book did somtyme belonge vnto doct[or] Jo[hn] Dee the Great[e]s[t] 

mathematician[n] of our tyme. I did misse all his manuscripts most narrowly’ 

(LXVII)’, highlights the desirable nature of Dee’s books. Perhaps those scholars 

involved feared that his invaluable collections would be lost or destroyed. Perhaps 

their motives were selfish and greed to obtain something from this once-great 

resource set in. Dee’s books, and Dee himself, thus became a source of antiquarian 

interest. Once a collector, now to be collected. In the ‘Age’ of English biography, 

John Aubrey, who wrote his Brief Lives c.1680-93, recorded that: 

Meredith Lloyd sayes that John Dee's printed booke of Spirits, is not above 

the third part of what was writt, which were in Sir Robert Cotton's Library; 

many whereof were much perished by being buryed, and Sir Robert Cotton 

bought the field to digge after it (Aubrey 90). 

Dee and Cotton had maintained an acquaintance, as we have seen earlier in this 

chapter, from Dee’s correspondence. Cotton’s desperation to retrieve these 

‘buryed’ books echoes Dee’s own earlier attempts to source hidden and near-

destroyed texts, such as those at Wigmore Castle, ‘I espied an heap of old papers 

and parchments, obligations, Acquittances, Accounts, &c (in tyme past, belonging to 

the Abby of Wigmor) and there to lye rotting, spoyled, and tossed, in an old decayd 
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chappel not committed to any mans speciall charge’ (London, British Library, 

Lansdowne MS 19/38, fol.82v). Those books and manuscripts which he had 

retrieved from some despoiled monasteries following the Dissolution were now 

poised to be lost again.214  

 If we recall Dee’s initial response to the spoil of his books and the betrayal of 

those he accounted friends, it was to mark up his holograph library catalogue 

(Cambridge, Trinity College MS O.4.20) with the missing books. As I have argued 

elsewhere in this work, Nicholas Saunder, who obtained many of Dee’s books and 

erased or disguised Dee’s ownership marks to insert his own, was one of those who 

bore no ostensible relationship to Dee himself. Dee records John Davis as one of the 

perpetrators because he knew him and was able to confidently assess which books 

were his ‘spoyle’, but does not note Saunder’s name anywhere in the catalogue. 

Saunder’s forceful appropriation of Dee’s books was also an appropriation of the 

authority they contained. After Dee’s death, when Cotton was desperate to obtain 

items from the dispersed collections, Saunder wrote to him, on 30 November 1621, 

to offer him a copy of Helinandus’ Chronica mundi, a text that came from Mortlake 

(listed as M92 in Roberts & Watson).215 He offered the book in exchange for a 

Burghship: ‘For truely were it the rarest and perfectest booke that is extant […] Thus 

desyring yow, yf your Burroughs be allowed or confirmed, to remember me with 

                                                           
214 The loss of Dee’s books seems to repeat itself in polytemporal cycles. John Winthrop, writing to 
Samuel Hartlib in 1659, discusses how he had owned a manuscript which ‘had beene formerly in the 
possession of famous Dr Dee’. Unfortunately he had been ‘deprived’ of it and was ‘at Dunkirke to 
inquire after it & other bookes but could not recover any but on manuscript of mine owne: possibly 
further inquiry might attaine it’. The letter goes on to affirm his belief that Edward Kelley was not 
‘the grand imposter of the world’ and his ‘cousening proiections’ were in fact ‘reall’ (Sheffield, 
Hartlib Papers, 32/1/1a-5b). 
 
215 London, British Library, Harley MS 1879, contains a copy of Dee’s library catalogue and Robert 
Cotton’s ‘wish list’ of books he wished to acquire. It seems likely that he would have been amenable 
to receiving Saunder’s request for the promise of a book.  
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one of the Burghesshippes’ (London, British Library, Cotton Julius MS C.III, fol. 334). 

Knowing how Dee’s books are now so coveted Saunder finds a self-serving use for 

the stolen items – exchanging them as bribes for patronage. This enterprising 

gambit demonstrates the high regard placed on Dee’s books, perhaps more so 

posthumously even than when he was alive, and the high price sought for their 

acquisition. 

 Elias Ashmole took up the charge to gather as much information on Dee as 

he could in the latter half of the seventeenth century, a mission which has led 

Vittoria Feola to describe Dee ‘as an object of seventeenth-century collecting’ (350). 

Indeed, there is a tension between the attempt to recuperate Dee’s reputation and 

‘humanise’ him, and an objectification and commodification of the ‘magus’. In a 

letter to Anthony Wood, dated 30 December 1672, Ashmole writes ‘I am fully 

satisfied [Dee] was not only a very Learned & truly pious man, but deserves much 

better esteeme of our Nation than yet he hath obtein’d’ (Ashmole III.1289).216 This 

would suggest that Ashmole was committed to mending Dee’s reputation. On 23 

January 1650, Ashmole, having translated Arthur Dee’s Fasciculus Chemicus into 

English, writes to Arthur to ask him what relation he bore to John Dee, ‘you would 

much pleasure me, might I also know what relation you had to him’ (Ashmole I.502-

4).217 Arthur replies a week later that the man was his father (Ashmole I.505).218 The 

letter also suggests that Arthur inherited his father’s scornful disposition towards 

the 'vulgar': ‘I am sory that you […] should take the paynes to translat any booke of 

                                                           
216 From BLO MS Wood F.39, fol.59 
 
217 From BLO MS Ashmole 1790, fol.68 
 
218 From BLO MS Ashmole 1790, fols.66-7 
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that nature into English for the arte ys vilified to much already by scholars that dayly 

deride yt […] how can yt any way be aduanced by the vulgar’. This feeling may well 

have been instilled in him by his father’s persistent reprove of ‘vulgar scholes’ 

(Sloane MS 3188 fol.7r).219  

During Ashmole’s reconnaissance trip to Mortlake in August 1673, he 

discoursed with Goodwife Faldo, an 82-year old woman who had been around 12 

when Elizabeth I died in 1603 and had known Dee and played with his daughter 

when she was a girl (Aubrey 90). She recounted how ‘when Doctor Dee lay sick of 

the sickness whereof he dyed, his maiden daughter Katherine conveyed away his 

Bookes unknown to him about a fortnight before he dyed which when he came to 

understand, it broke his heart’ (Ashmole IV. 1333).220 Faldo’s testimony, whether 

reliable or not, humanises Dee and evokes a sense of sympathy for the dying man 

whose prized possessions were being carried off before he had even passed. 

Crucially, Faldo told Ashmole that the books had indeed been dispersed. For all his, 

quite probably genuine, concern to ameliorate the general perception of Dee, 

Ashmole was still very much a collector. In his Theatrum Chemicum Britannicum he 
                                                           

219 In John Aubrey’s note he records an anecdote about Arthur’s childhood as the son of the magus: 
‘Arthur Dee, his sonne, a Physitian at Norwych and intimate friend of Sir Thomas Browne, M.D., told 
Dr. Bathurst that (being but a Boy) he used to play at Quoits with the Plates of Gold made by 
Projection in the Garret of Dr. Dee's Lodgings in Prague and that he had more than once seen the 
Philosopher's Stone’ (Aubrey 90). There is something endearing about the idea that the product of 
Dee’s experiments, the ‘plates of gold’, which would be so sought after by antiquarians and even 
now, modern institutions, were once simply the playthings of his children.  

220 From BLO MS Ashmole MS 1788, fol.149. Little is known of Katherine Dee. She was the eldest 
daughter and his second child after Arthur. She was born 7 June 1581 making her around 27 years 
old at the time of her father’s death. Dee records payments to her nurses but, as with his other 
children, little else. We cannot apportion a moralistic blame to Katherine for her actions in selling the 
books. The household was practically destitute and the cost of living and her father’s care would 
have necessitated the selling of possessions for income. Dee’s books were among those items likely 
to achieve a decent price. Rather than assuming her actions to be underhand, it is it more likely they 
were actions of desperation, or ignorance of their value.   
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notes that Dee was unable to ‘enjoy tranquillity in his Studies, but was oftentimes 

disquieted and vexed with the sower dispositions of such as most Injouriously 

Scandalized both him and them, insomuch that the year he went beyond Sea his 

Library was seized on’ (Theatrum 480). Ashmole was plainly delighted to recover 

some of Dee’s ‘seized on’ holographs, particularly the angelic diaries. 

Ashmole’s preface inserted in London, British Library, Sloane MS 3188 

describes how he came to own the manuscript on 26 August 1672, it being 

previously in the possession of a Mr and Mrs Wale. Mr Thomas Wale had been a 

warder at the Tower of London (fol.2r). Ashmole writes:  

Twenty yeares after this (& about 4 yeares before the fatall Fire of London) 

she & her second husband occasionally removing this Chest out of its vsuall 

place, thought they heard some loose thing ratle in. it, toward the right hand 

and, vn.der the Box or Till thereof, & by shaking it, were fully satisfied it was 

so: Heravpon her Husband thrust a peece of Iron into a small Crevice at the 

bottome of the Chest, & therevpon appeared a private drawer, being 

drawne out, therein were found divers Bookes in Manuscript, & Papers, 

together with a little Box & therein a Chaplet of Olive Beades, & a Cross of 

the same wood, hanging at the end of them.221 They made no great matter 

                                                           
221 This ‘private drawer’ where the manuscripts were stashed seems to confirm the suggestion that 
books considered private to Dee were not left in the main library, but kept separate in his personal 
belongings. The sensitive content of the manuscripts may have led him to secrete them away, and 
one wonders if the rosary found with them was used in the rituals or stored alongside the papers as 
a ‘safeguard’ against claims of unorthodox practice. This, of course, rests on the assumption that Dee 
placed the papers within the chest and they didn’t end up there posthumously. It does, however, fit 
the theory amongst his antiquarian successors that he had been squirrelling away books from prying 
eyes. As noted, Cotton believed Dee to have buried books in the grounds of Mortlake and in Samuel 
Hartlib’s Ephemerides (Part 3) he records ‘Sir W. Boswell heard of a nest of Dee's MS’ (Sheffield, 
Hartlib Papers, MS. 30/4/25B), indicating a secretive stash. 
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of these Bookes &c; because they vnderstood them not, which occasioned 

their Servant Maide to wast about one halfe of them under Pies & other like 

vses, which when [they] discovered, they kept the rest more safe (fol.3r).  

Dee’s concern during his lifetime that his reputation would be damaged by those 

‘qui non intelligit’ transpired to be oddly prescient of the posthumous treatment of 

his books. As Ashmole notes, the Wales family ‘vnderstood them not’ and for this 

oversight some of Dee’s papers were lost.  

 The Prolegomena to Ashmole’s Theatrum recalls my earlier discussion of 

Post-Reformation writing and the preservation of some essence of the writer within 

the pages of their annotated books, as well as Shakespeare’s Sonnet 81 mentioned 

earlier in this chapter. Ashmole writes: 

Wherefore you that love to converse with the Dead, or consult their 

Monuments, draw near: perhaps you may find more benefit in them, then 

the Living […] then when they were in the Flesh; For they have Written more 

then they would Speake; and left their Lines so Rich, as if they had dissolved 

Gold in their Inke, and clad their Words with the Soveraign Moysture (n.p.). 

There is a reverence for the dead that is bound up in a reverence for their books 

and their written words. The materiality of the text remains even when the 

transience of linear time has borne away the writer. Ashmole refers to the 

collection of alchemical texts as ‘Collected Antiquities’ (Sig. A 4 v), recalling the 

‘farre-fetched and deare bought Antiquities’ of Ralph Brooke (5) or Dee’s own 
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description of ‘rescued’ monastic books as the ‘treasure of all Antiquity’ 

(‘Supplication to Queen Mary’). Ashmole continues: 

now shall I give the Reader an Account of their joynt Actions abroad, as also 

what relates to Doctor Dee after his returne into England: which I shall doe 

from an unquestionable Authority, even Doctor Dee’s Diary, all written with 

his owne hand; where I shall take the larger Field to walke in, because I 

move upon so certaine ground: some of which passages may please (if not 

concerne) the Reader. For I think it not fit to suffer such Eminent lights 

longer to life in Obscurity, without bringing them forth to the view of the 

World (Ashmole 481).222 

There is a distinct parallel to the language of John Leland’s New yeeres Gyft [1549] 

when he describes his mission ‘diligently to search all the Libraries of Monasteries 

[…] to the intent that the Monuments of auncient Writers […] might be brought out 

of deadly darknesse to liuely light’. Dee uses the same imagery to describe to 

Burghley how his work ‘ne yet can be hid vnder a bushel: but is Like, with your 

Lordship’s famous renown, very far, immortally to be blazed’ (London, British 

Library, Lansdowne MS 19/38, fol.82v). The act of bringing the texts out of the 

darkness or obscurity, into the ‘liuely light’ or ‘forth to the view of the World’ is an 

                                                           
222 It should be highlighted that Dee himself, as far as extant records show, never addressed himself 
as ‘doctor’. Bishop White Kennet (1660-1728) wrote a passage on the ‘Remains of Mr JOHN DEE 
Warden of Manchester the reported Coniurer who died in 1608’. In it he affirms that ‘I write him 
only Master of Arts to which he was admitted 1548 and was the highest Degree he ever took, tho 
commonly calld and writ Dr Dee. But was installed warden by the name of John Dee A.M. and so 
allways calld and writ himself in the College Register’ (London, British Library, Lansdowne MS 
983/47, fol.73, transcription in appendix). Dee’s doctorate in medicine was supposedly conferred 
upon him by the University of Prague, which is quite possible due to his connections and general 
good reception there, but sources are unreliable.  
 



265 
 

act of temporal recuperation. The texts themselves must be preserved and 

circulated, and the writers of those texts must be remembered and revered. When 

Jennifer Summit notes that for Post-Reformation writers the term ‘monument’ 

ostensibly ‘sanitized [books] for Protestant readers by removing them from the 

formerly idolatrous setting of the monastic library to a new site of historical value’ 

(107), we might apply this to Ashmole (and others’) treatment of Dee.  

Ashmole’s interest in Dee was based on the ‘esteeme’ he felt, not only for 

Dee’s more ‘orthodox’ interests, but also for his occult leanings. For him, there was 

no theological schism between the two. However, by including Dee in his Theatrum, 

alongside canonical alchemists such as George Ripley, and literary writers such as 

Geoffrey Chaucer and John Gower, he was essentially ‘sanitising’ him and giving him 

a new ‘historical value’ that was not tainted by the association of conjuring, but 

could instead be read as legitimate, or at the very least excuse his writing as a 

literary creation.223 In essence, certain aspects of Dee’s identity must be eroded, 

white-washed, and assigned a new, more palatable, meaning. The act of antiquarian 

appropriation is a post-Reformation reflex that can be seen in the treatment of 

recovered manuscripts. The ‘ethics of restoration’ which were discussed in the 

introduction to this thesis, addressed the intentions of those who ‘rescued’ books 

often stripped them of their previous ownership, or re-assembled folios into new 

codices. The parts which gelled with the ideologies they wished to promote were 

given priority, often to the detriment or loss of others. As per Ashmole’s case with 

Dee, they believed it to be for the best, preserving history’s ‘highlights’ which would 

                                                           
223 This is likely because, despite attempts to rehabilitate Dee’s reputation, there are, according to 
Peter French ‘always those angels lurking in the background to make people uncomfortable’ (18). 
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recuperate a nearly-lost national identity. However, we might question whether 

their efforts, even if the intentions were pure, were not in the same vein as those 

Reformers who bowdlerised texts to remove references to Catholic ‘superstitions’ 

in order to promote a polemical historiography.  

John Aubrey wrote that Dee was ‘one of the greatest Ornaments of his Age, 

but mistaken by the Ignorant for a Conjurer’ (1:27).224 In the nineteenth century 

George Godfrey Cunningham was somewhat less politic, suggesting that when Dee 

died the world lost ‘one of its brightest but most useless ornaments’ (II.283). The 

notion of Dee as an ornament, an objectification which renders him with little more 

agency than his books, is characteristic of the antiquarian zeal to collect the 

evidence of recent history. However, the appeal of Dee as a scholarly object was 

soon overshadowed by the more enticing occult narrative.  

The reputation of Dee as a conjurer was perpetuated largely by the 

publication of Méric Casaubon’s True and Faithful Relation [1659], some fifty years 

after Dee’s death. Casaubon’s material came from the library of Thomas Cotton, son 

of Robert Cotton, and the preface suggests that the lately deceased Archbishop of 

Armagh, i.e. James Ussher, had ‘wished it printed’ (preface). The book was to be 

sold ‘at the Little North Door of S. Pauls’ (title page), one of the precincts of 

booksellers and stationers shops, and is addressed simply to the ‘Christian reader’ 

(preface). The opening lines of the preface indicate a clear bias, ‘it might be deemed 

and termed, A Work of Darknesse’ (A). He suggests that events contained within 

                                                           
224 John Leland had previously named Arthur ‘the chiefest ornament of Brittayne’ (Assertion 1), 
linking Arthur and Dee as national heroes who are both commodified and appropriated in 
propagandistic material.  
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‘filled all men, Learned and Unlearned in most places with great wonder and 

astonishment’ and so ‘there will be men enough found in the world whose curiosity 

will lead them to read’ the book (A). Dee’s life, as presented by Casaubon, is then 

nothing more than a curiosity to be marvelled at, or disgusted by. Dee becomes 

something akin to one of the oddities found in his own cabinet of curiosities. Dee 

becomes a warning. Casaubon’s preface launches into a diatribe against the 

‘Licentious Age’ he lives in (A1), a sermon condemning those who follow ‘[l]uxurious 

lewd courses’ and ‘open profanenesse’ (A1). Casaubon’s publication has thus been 

opposed as a slanderous self-involved treatment of Dee’s conversations. John 

Webster contested the publication as a manner for Casaubon to refute claims of his 

own atheism by taking a strong stance on the existence and nature of spirits good 

and evil (7). French concurs that Dee, unfortunately, ‘became a pawn in the 

religious conflicts of the Commonwealth [because Casaubon] was quite willing to 

sacrifice Dee’s credit in order to achieve his own objectives’ (13). This seems to be 

the case when Casaubon actually admits in the preface that ‘I will not take upon me 

to judge of a book that I never read’ (n.p.) and ‘I cannot satisfie my self how any 

Learned man, sober and rational, can entertain such an opinion (simply and 

seriously) that there be no Divels nor Spirits’ (C1). There is no question raised by the 

contents of the angelic diaries that Dee believes in these spirits, he does, so 

Casaubon’s statement can only be motivated by his own need to express a 

definitive opinion on the matter. Indeed, Casaubon’s A treatise concerning 

enthusiasme, as it is an effect of nature, but is mistaken by many for either divine 

inspiration, or diabolical possession [1655], published just four years prior, 

demonstrates the hypotheses which he now needed to refute: ‘Pro Junone nubem, 
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to embrace a Cloud, or a Fogge for a Deitie; it is done by many, but it is a foul 

mistake: let him take heed of it’ (‘To the Reader’, A). Furthermore: 

I did often reason with my self, against my self: That it was as possible, that 

what I thought reason, and nature, might be but my phansy and opinion; as 

that what by such, and so many, was judged God, and Religion, should be 

nothing but Nature, and Superstition: that where the matter was disputable, 

and liable to error, it was safer to erre with authority, then through 

singularity (‘To the Reader’ n.p). 

This treatise questioned the authority of the church over one’s own belief, and gave 

credence to nature and science over the ‘superstitious’ opinions of religious. 

Ultimately Casaubon conceded that is it ‘safer to erre with authority, then through 

singularity’ but the damage was done. The True & Faithful Relation thus bears the 

evidence of Casaubon’s need to redeem his position on religion. He uses Dee as a 

scapegoat to bolster his own polemic.  

This is one of the most enduring instances of Dee being posthumously 

appropriated to a writer’s own agenda. With the inclusion of such a politically and 

religiously charged preface, Dee’s angelic diaries are coloured by Casaubon’s bias. 

Presented without comment the reader would be left to draw their own conclusion 

as to Dee’s veracity, orthodoxy, and mental stability, but Casaubon ensures his 

reader enters the text with the pre-conceived notion of Dee’s questionable 

reputation. In fact, he takes great pains to note that it is Dee who defends himself 

against the accusation of ‘conjurer’ (D), and that he is only reporting verbatim from 

Dee’s own words when he puts his name to the book (D1). Despite Casaubon’s 
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assertion that what he presents is the ‘True and Faithfull Relation’ of Dee’s diaries it 

is clear that Casaubon is playing up Dee’s reputation as a conjurer to further his 

own agenda. Thus, the Dee which is presented is, in some ways, merely a 

construction of this agenda.225 In a post-Cromwellian context, we can read the 

publication as a desperate attempt at recuperating yet another temporal rupture. 

Casaubon’s preface implies that if Dee could fall foul of devils, so could the 

contemporary parliament. An appended note to Casaubon’s edition, by an unknown 

E.C.W., has suggested that the book ‘thus argued indirectly for the return of 

tradition and authority’.226 Casaubon appropriates the aspects of Dee’s reputation 

which further and support his own contemporary narrative, creating a caricature in 

the process of trying to re-establish a temporal continuum. Casaubon’s publication 

was amongst the most significant perpetrators of a ‘fictional’ Dee, but was certainly 

not the first.  

 

 

‘Poor almost Prospero’: Posthumously Portraying Dee  
 

The angel Raphael reportedly told Dee ‘when thou diest, and shalt depart this world 

[…] thou shalt die with fame and memory to the end, that such an one was upon 

the earth, that God by him had wrought great and wonderful Miracles in his service’ 

(True & Faithful Relation, *35). Despite spending his life hoping to establish his fame 

                                                           
225 This is not to suggest that the publication is without value. If we disregard the bias of Casaubon's 
opening, the diaries, correspondence and other information provided within are chiefly sourced 
from Dee's own hand, those manuscripts available from the Cottonian library. Therefore I'd argue 
the True and Faithful Relation still provides an excellent resource when read with an 
acknowledgment of both its historical, and publication, context. 
 
226 ‘A note on Dr Dee and his occult researches’, appended to the facsimile of the True and Faithful 
Relation (Portmeirion: Golden Dragon Press, 1975), no pagination.  
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and reputation, Dee was not so content with this revelation. The ‘fame and 

memory’ that would come after his passing was beyond his control, and as 

discussed above he feared for how posterity would remember him (Compendious 

Rehearsall, 109-110). 

 Perhaps it was this feeling of inevitable aging and a loss of control that 

inspired Dee to try and fight the physical signs of passing time. In his copy of Conrad 

Gesner’s De remediis secretis (Lyon: 1555), Dee’s drawing, dubbed the ‘cinnamon 

girl’, accompanies a recipe for a skin treatment (see Figure 13 below). The text 

translates from the Latin as: 

To make the face clear and youthful, so that it seems no more than fifteen 

years of age, take twelve fresh hens’ eggs without the shells, an ounce of 

cinnamon and a pound of donkey’s milk, and wash the face with water 

distilled from this by an alembic (trans. by curator Stephen Gordon).  

In the margin, Dee’s annotation includes the abbreviation ‘cap’. Stephen Gordon 

speculates that this is likely shorthand for ‘caprini’, or ‘goat’, particularly as it’s 

noted beside the in-text ‘lactis’, or ‘milk’. A similar annotation with the full word 

‘caprini’ can also be found on p.266 of that book. The annotation suggests that 

goat’s milk may be substituted where the recipe calls for donkey’s milk. Gordon 

posits that ‘Dee, it seems, is taking an active, empirical interest in Gesner’s recipes, 

altering the ingredients to suit his current situation. Whether this was due to a 

failure of the original recipe to produce the desired effect is open to conjecture’ 

(Inner Life). If the correction to the recipe was based on Dee’s own experimentation 

might this suggest he was taking a literal approach to halt the effects of time on his 
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own aging appearance? And was this a response to his anxiety of how others 

perceived him?  

 

Figure 13: Chetham’s Library (MUN 7.C.4.214), p267. Photograph courtesy of Scott Eaton (QUB). 

 

It is possible, likely even, that Dee would have been aware of Christopher 

Marlowe’s play Doctor Faustus, it having been performed before Marlowe’s death 

in 1593. Based on German stories of the title character Faust, there are arguably 

strong implied links to Dee. For one, Faustus is invited to spend time with the 

Emperor, regaling him with his magical prowess, much as Dee was invited to 

Rudolph II’s court (IV: chorus).227 Dee’s frequent defences of his work and 

reputation fought against this image of the conjurer. To know that people 

associated him with such a character, and would continue to do so after he died, 

may have induced the same anxieties we see in his fear for his posthumous 

                                                           
227 The connection between Dee and Faustus has been driven by the writing of Frances Yates. In her 
Occult Philosophy in the Elizabethan Age [1979] she forcibly suggests that ‘audiences would 
inevitably have recognised Faustus as an unfavourable reference to Dee’ (120).  She also comments 
that the play is a ‘reaction against Renaissance magic’ (119). The fact that the play was being 
performed while Dee was still alive may support her theory, particularly as the play denigrates those 
who follow Agrippa and Bacon, two writers which Dee openly supported.  
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reputation in the Compendious Rehearsall. Faustus and Dee share such anxiety for 

the future. In Faustus’ final soliloquy he rails against the linearity of time and begs 

for a more polytemporal sensibility of Nature: 

Stand still, you ever-moving spheres of heaven, 

That time may cease and midnight never come; 

Fair Nature's eye, rise, rise again, and make 

Perpetual day; or let this hour be but 

A year, a month, a week, a natural day, 

That Faustus may repent and save his soul! (V.ii.62-67). 

Despite his desperation ‘time runs’ (V.ii.69) and it is too late to save his soul. 

Faustus’ immortality becomes paradoxically finite. The chorus’ epilogue, in the 

tradition of medieval morality plays, makes clear that Faustus’ ‘hellish fall’ (V.ii.4) 

was caused by his hubris - he believed he could push beyond human limitations of 

knowledge by dabbling with spirits, and in so doing, damned himself. The audience 

is warned not to follow in his footsteps, just as Dee had begged to ‘prevent that [he] 

shall not be registered in chronicles or annals to the posterity of true studients for a 

warning not to follow [his] steps’ (Compendious Rehearsall, 110). The warning of 

the chorus bears resemblance to Casaubon’s preface of Dee’s conversations, 

cautioning the reader on the dangers of such spiritual experiments, and one 

wonders if Dee’s fears for his posthumous reputation weren’t exacerbated by his 

theatrical counterpart’s.  
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After Dee’s death it was not long until he was reincarnated in further 

theatrical fictions of his late contemporaries. Ben Jonson’s The Alchemist [1610],228 

performed around a year after Dee’s death, mentions him by name: 

SUBTLE: He first shall have a bell, that’s Abell; 

And by it standing one whose name is Dee, 

IN a rug gown; There’s D and rug, that’s Drug: 

And right anenst him a dog snarling, ‘er’; 

There’s Drugger, Abel Drugger. That’s his sign. 

And here’s now mystery and hieroglyphic!’ (II.vi, 19-24). 

The reference to ‘mystery and hieroglyphic’ is almost certainly an allusion to the 

Monas Hieroglyphica. Jonson may also be mocking, or at least highlighting, Dee’s 

propensity for using letters and symbols as a form of self-representation. Gyӧrgy 

Szӧnyi and Rowland Wymer note that Subtle is describing an ‘advertising image’ 

(190), which is precisely how Dee’s use of sigils might be interpreted.  

 The character of Prospero in William Shakespeare’s The Tempest (first 

performed November 1611), has long been interpreted as having been inspired by 

Dee.229 As mentioned above, Dee’s daughter Katherine may have been the only 

relative to remain with him until his death, his eldest and only surviving daughter. 

Might Prospero and Miranda have been based on this relationship? A connection 

                                                           

228 Aubrey records Goodwife Faldo’s recollection that ‘He [Dee] used to distill Egge-shells, and 'twas 
from hence that Ben: Johnson had his hint of the Alkimist, whom he meant (Aubrey 90). 

229 This is widely accepted and noted in multiple editions of the play, in critical readers, and in 
Shakespearean scholarship. There may also be a connection between Dee and the character of 
Glendower, the Welsh magician in Henry IV. The subtitle I’ve selected ‘Poor almost Prospero’ comes 
from John Sweeney’s poem ‘A Projection for John Dee’ which describes Dee as an aspiring ‘Despero’ 
who falls short of the greatness associated with Shakespeare’s magus.  
 



274 
 

can certainly be drawn between Prospero and his beloved books (I.ii.167-9), and 

Dee’s own relationship with his library. As Dee’s library had been raided by 

conspirators, so Caliban urges ‘Remember | First to possess his books, for without 

them | He’s but a sot […] Burn but his books’ (III.ii.87-90). Prospero’s books are the 

source of his power and to possess them appropriates the authority with which 

they are weighted. Where the earlier production of Doctor Faustus connects Dee 

with the soul-selling conjurer, Shakespeare presents Prospero as a powerful magus 

in his own right, with his knowledge gained purely through scholarly activity, not in 

combination with a deal with the devil. This portrayal may be interpreted as an act 

of rehabilitation. There is no extant evidence to suggest that Shakespeare and Dee 

were acquainted, although it is not unthinkable as Dee was acquainted with theatre 

impresario James Burbage and may have consulted on the architectural plans for 

several English theatres.230 Many of Shakespeare’s Jacobean plays centre upon 

themes of magic and witchcraft (see also Macbeth, for example), in order to satisfy 

the interests of James I. As recounted, Dee directly petitioned James to clear his 

name against accusations of ‘Conjurer, or Caller, or Invocator of divels’ (Petition). 

One might tentatively surmise that the audience of Shakespeare’s play, including 

the king,231 would have drawn a connection between Dee and Prospero. Thus, in 

redeeming Prospero there may be an attempted redemption of Dee’s reputation.232 

                                                           
230 This association has been explored by Frances Yates in her Theatre of the World [1969], and it has 
been suggested that Dee interpreted the Vitruvian layout of the theatre for Burbage’s Theatre in 
1578 and inspired the architecture for the Rose and the Globe (Todd 118).  
 
231 As on Hallowmas Night, 1611 (Greenblatt 3055).  
 
232 Patrick Grant suggests that Shakespeare presents Prospero ‘as a hermetic magus, but the play 
acknowledges the human hazards and characteristic illusions’ that go along with that persona (Grant 
10). This is in keeping with Dee’s dual faces – the intellectual confident in the veracity of his actions, 
and the embittered, ‘wronged’, man.   
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When Prospero declares that ‘this rough magic I here abjure’ (V.i.50-1) it recalls 

Dee’s own defensive assertions. In the final lines of the epilogue Prospero pleads 

with the audience ‘Now my charms are all o’erthrown, | And what strength I have’s 

mine own […] As you from crimes would pardoned be, | Let your indulgence set me 

free’ (Epilogue: 1-20). If Prospero is Shakespeare’s iteration of Dee, then he is 

putting Dee’s pleas into the mouth of his character, and letting him address the king 

once more from beyond the veil.233 This is probably not what Dee conceived of 

when he wrote of his words ‘hereafter to be written […] wherein I have vsed, doe or 

shall vse, pen, speech, or conuersation’, indeed it is closer to Montaigne’s threat to 

come back from l’autre monde, nevertheless it provides an unconventional solution 

to the seeming paradox of continuing to express or defend oneself after death.234  

 Margaret Cavendish’s Blazing World [1668] addressed those more 

archetypal ideas of Dee the conjurer, in a later posthumous context. The character 

of the Empress wishes to understand the cabala through the intervention of spirits 

                                                                                                                                                                     
 
233 This hypothesis assumes a relationship between Dee and Shakespeare, or enough of an 
acquaintance (by reputation or otherwise) to permit that Shakespeare respected Dee in such a way. 
Although we have no firm evidence of a direct connection between the two men it is quite plausible 
that the two were acquainted via Augustine Phillips. Phillips was a player in Shakespeare’s King’s 
Men company and lived in Mortlake. London, National Archives PROB 11/105/387, Phillips’ will gives 
his place of residence as Mortlake, Surrey (it is likely his funeral therefore took place in St Mary’s 
church, across the road from Dee’s home). The will leaves a 30s gold piece to Shakespeare, who may 
indeed have attended the funeral. See Dublin, University College Archive, LA52/59, which mentions 
that Phillip’s residence ‘was only about 100 yards away from that of Dee and it is highly probable 
that Shakespeare must have visited Mortlake. There he may have seen and met Dee. He would 
certainly have heard much about him’, full transcription in appendix.   
 
234 On this note, there is a manuscript (London, British Library, Harley MS 6485) containing the only 
extant copy of an alchemical treatise entitled ‘The Rosie Crucian Secrets attributed to John Dee’. The 
manuscript is dated to ’12 March 1713’ (part of the decoration on fol.1r). There is little to suggest 
that Dee had any relationship to the text besides the appropriation of his name. This posthumous 
attribution therefore attests to the idea that one can continue to express ideas after death, even if 
the ideas are another’s, acting through the ‘conduit’ of a respected name. This is the same method 
of appropriating the authority of a respected name that we saw when Dee and his contemporaries 
invoked Geoffrey of Monmouth, Arthur, and Biblical sources, for substantiation of their own claims.  
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and suggests the only two known to have accomplished it was ‘one Dr. Dee, and 

one Edward Kelly, the one representing Moses, and the other Aaron; for Kelly was 

to Dr. Dee, as Aaron to Moses’ (66). Cavendish configures the two with Biblical 

counterparts, but places Kelly as the older brother to Dee. She continues by 

suggesting the two were ‘proved at last but meer Cheats’ (67). The Empress is fully 

aware of Dee’s reputation in contemporary theatre, noting that he and Kelley ‘were 

described by one of their own Country-men, a famous Poet, named Ben. Johnson, in 

a Play call'd, The Alchymist, where he expressed Kelly by Capt. Face, and Dee by Dr. 

Subtle’ (67), although the above quotation from Jonson suggests a more direct 

connection between Drugger and Dee. The visibility of Dee in seventeenth-century 

theatre and literature re-iterates and perpetuates some of the negative 

connotations of Dee’s reputation in the decades following his death.  

Cavendish’s Empress defers to the spirits about the association of fictional 

characters with real people. The spirits reply that they cannot remember with any 

certainty, sparking an extended discussion of the temporality of the spirits and their 

ability, or inability, to regard past, present, and future times:  

Truly, answered the Spirits, We have forgot, it being so long since it was 

made and acted. What, replied the Empress, Can Spirits forget? Yes, said the 

Spirits; for what is past, is onely kept in memory, if it be not recorded. […] 

present Knowledge and Understanding was of actions or things present, not 

of past. But, said the Empress, you know what is to come, without Memory 

or Remembrance; and therefore you may know what is past without 

memory and remembrance. They answered, That their foreknowledge was 

onely a prudent and subtile Observation made by comparing of things or 
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actions past, with those that are present; and that Remembrance was 

nothing else but a Repetition of things or actions past (67-68). 

The spirits suggest that one’s memory can be forgotten if it is not recorded and 

continually reiterated, for the present continually becomes the past. One cannot 

know the future without comparing ‘things or actions past, with those that are 

present’, because each moment is both transitory and polytemporal. Remembrance 

- one’s posthumous reputation - is a game of repetition, and may digress from the 

reality with each iteration and passing instant.  

 

 

‘Hereafter to be written’: Conclusions 

 

Peter Ackroyd’s narrator noted in The House of Doctor Dee, that it ‘would be a form 

of magic – to bring the dead to life again, if only in the pages of a book’ (258). In 

chapter one of this work I argued that the preservation of books containing the 

handwritten notes of those long-dead enacts an agency which permits them to be 

‘resurrected’ every time a new reader opens that book and reads those words. The 

echoes of the past are contained within the pages and the act of reading authorises 

the writer’s words to re-enter the present as part of a continuing, polytemporal, 

conversation. The past influences the present just as the present then influences 

our perception of the past. Ackroyd, and all those who write on historical figures, 

whether fictional appropriations or biographical accounts, enact a similar kind of 

resurrection. They bring the memory of the deceased back into the popular 

imagination. That is not to say that the memory they bring back is close to the 
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historical reality, but nevertheless, the act itself is one of regeneration. The issue 

with any appropriation of historical fact is that one must pick and choose which 

aspects to expand and which to eschew, which I have necessarily done in this work. 

We saw in Chapter Two how Dee and his contemporaries produced Arthurian 

historiography that relied upon drawing nostalgic connections to the past to 

recuperate a temporal continuum, appropriating Arthur as a polytemporal totem.  

In Chapter Three, Dee’s anxiety over his present and future reputation 

manifested in his dreams and the ‘spiritual assaults’. His temporal ambiguity was 

highlighted in his inability to sustain a stable identity and his communications with 

the angels. We sensed the clock ticking on his ‘lived’ time, an increasing anxiety 

about his temporal significance leading to an apocalyptic sense of purpose that was 

never realised.  

Chapter Four treated the extension of Dee’s personal insecurities to a 

concern for his posthumous reputation, noting that Dee’s polytemporal significance 

has been appreciated and acknowledged, from his late contemporaries to the 

modern day. Dee’s fear of failure in his lifetime led him to fear how his name would 

be treated by posterity when he could no longer control it, demonstrating an 

awareness that the end of one’s own ‘lived’ time was not the end of one’s impact in 

other temporalities. Those who followed Dee sought to recuperate him from the 

‘lost’ past in many ways, appropriating and applying him to their present concerns. 

As Mortlake acted as a temporal locus, Dee too has become a polytemporal 

monument, a memory that not only bridges temporalities but the concerns of both 

popular culture and the academy.  
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Scholarly interest in Dee has waned little since Casaubon, and his occult 

revival in the nineteenth century may be attributed to Aleister Crowley’s attraction 

to his work. Frances Yates and her successors may be credited with a resurgence of 

his appeal in the 1980s and more recently, William Sherman, Nicholas Clulee, and 

Stephen Clucas have developed our understanding of Dee through new insights into 

his annotation habits, library, and scholarly interests. Glyn Parry’s biography of Dee 

[2012] has helped push him back into the academic and mainstream 

consciousnesses and the modern revival of Dee in popular culture has increased our 

attention in recent years with music, fiction, operas, video games, and graphic 

novels adding to the huge corpus of Dee materials available. It is perhaps 

unsurprising that Dee the Conjurer remains a more desirable subject for popular 

culture enthusiasts than Dee the Mathematician, or Dee the Natural Philosopher. It 

is thought-provoking that those interests which would have been considered 

esoteric are now more palatable to us than run-of-the-mill Euclidean geometry, but 

such are the ‘times’!  

 Efforts to recuperate Dee’s reputation from that of a Conjurer are on-going. 

The London Royal College of Physicians exhibition on Dee’s life and library - Scholar, 

courtier, magician: The Lost Library of John Dee235 - marks the first time that a 

collection of his books have gone on public display together. John Dee is truly the 

man of the moment, thanks largely to the RCP Museum’s press officers and the 

extensive media coverage in the lead-up to the opening. When I say ‘of the 

moment’ I should qualify this by saying that Dee is ‘of many moments’. His 

                                                           
235 Running from January to July 2016. Hereafter abbreviated to RCP. 
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polytemporal appeal ensures that he has, at various points in history, been the man 

of ‘that’ moment, speaking to the concerns of that day. Jeanette Winterson, whose 

novella The Daylight Gate [2012] features the deceased Dee as a spirit who lives in 

the ‘gate’ between life and death itself, opened the exhibition with a contemplation 

of ‘John Dee, Alchemy and the Imagination’.236 Winterson’s speech addressed the 

constant fascination that popular culture has held with the notion of Dee and 

alchemical transformation. Where alchemy gave way to science gave way to 

industry and gentrification, the past is transformed and recycled and rebuilt to the 

needs of the present. ‘The past is another country’ Winterson said, citing L.P. 

Hartley’s nostalgia-drive The Go-Between [1953]. This suggests that the past should 

not be considered temporally distant, but considered as simply spatially different. 

To understand the past we approach it the way we understand other countries, 

other cultures. Tangible and easy to construct in our imaginations, even though 

we’ve never lived there. We might also consider the connotation of the metaphor in 

relation to Hamlet’s similar phrasing ‘the undiscovered country from whose bourn / 

No traveler returns’ (Hamlet, III.i, 86-87). Here the geographical unknown is the 

temporal unknown, that which lies beyond the bounds of mortality. In the 

introduction to this work I referenced Dee’s underlining of lines from Ovid’s Ars 

Amatoria:237 ‘Temporibus medicina valet. Data tempore prosunt, / Et data non apto 

tempore vina nocent’, ‘medicine heals at the right moment. Wine given at the 

proper time is useful, and at the inappropriate time will do harm’. With Dee’s 

annotation ‘tempus’, time, I rendered the meaning as ‘timing is everything’ and 

                                                           
236 18 January 2016. London, Royal College of Physicians. Recording of the speech available online at 
<https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=MQOG_GlYU3E&feature=youtu.be.>  
 
237 London, Royal College of Physicians, Dorchester Library D1/20-a-13(1). 
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suggested it be read in the manner of Ecclesiastes 3.1 ‘All things have their season’. 

With the launch of the RCP’s exhibition Dee’s long and varied political and scholarly 

associations – and perhaps most importantly, his books – have finally been brought 

to the attention of a larger audience. Perhaps it is now Dee’s ‘season’. The 

exhibition carried across the message that the various facets of Dee they had 

chosen to focus on – scholar, courtier, and magician – are not mutually exclusive. 

Dee could be all these things, and more besides.238  

It speaks to Dee’s wide range of interests that so many researchers can find 

him fascinating but for so many different reasons. His interdisciplinary appeal 

permits for an open and enthusiastic exchange of ideas and information that 

embodies, as I think of it, the kind of intellectual hub fostered at Dee’s own 

Mortlake library. In this way, we might see Dee as an ‘everyman’ for the academic, 

for surely if we find an interest in some obscure topic Dee would have found it 

first.239 When Dee expressed in his ‘letter apologeticall’ that he had books 

                                                           
238 It would be impossible to explore every popular ‘afterlife’ of Dee within the confines of this 
discussion, but it should be noted that alongside those examples already given he has influenced 
everything from the music of Blue Öyster Cult (Imaginos, 1988) and Iron Maiden (The Alchemist, 
2010), to the illustrations of Quentin Blake. With thanks to Katie Birkwood of the Royal College of 
Physicians, London, for suggesting these non-literary sources. 

239 Robert Barone’s publication on Dee’s reputation history has largely ignored these efforts.  Barone 
suggests that Dee’s place in the ‘Elizabethan world’ was ‘peripheral and marginal’ (Barone 38) and 
Dee was not ‘influential’ nor a ‘dominant personality, at the centre of the Elizabethan intellectual 
scheme’ but was ‘an eccentric, sociable curiosity, on the fringe […] whose skills in publicising himself 
and his supposedly unlimited knowledge has deceived later readers’ (Barone 52). Barone’s work is 
marred by a substantial number of errors (both factual and typographical) and the argument 
frequently contradicts itself. Due to the near-illegibility of the book and the self-congratulatory tone 
of the prose it is difficult to consider Barone’s argument one worth serious consideration, 
particularly as it is poorly supported and choses to ignore a wealth of Dee scholarship which 
contradicts his thesis point. Barone suggests that Dee only writes about the queen’s approval and his 
place in court to convince his reader of his importance. He has overlooked that Dee records her 
visits, patronage and the visits of her court in his Private Diary, written only for his own records and 
thus read only by him with no intention of impressing a wider audience. He also randomly 
determines there is ‘no shred of historical truth’ connecting Dee and Guy Fawkes, before suggesting 
that ‘in the popular mind, Dee became duplicitous in the Gunpowder Plot and his reputation as a 
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‘hereafter to be written’, one assumes he was speaking of the intention to continue 

publishing during his lifetime. Unbeknownst to him, his work continued (and 

continues) to be published after his death. Not only that, but biographical 

iterations, theatrical interpretations, scholarly debate on his reputation, pulp-

fiction, and sensationalist mythology, inspired by his truly universal breadth of 

studies. Dee spent a lifetime concerned with how others perceived him, and some 

four hundred years later we continue to ‘have vsed, doe or shall vse, pen, speech, 

or conuersation’ to explore and debate his legacy. Most intriguing, perhaps, in light 

of Dee’s fear for his posthumous reputation, is to consider how Dee would have 

reacted to each new generation of thinkers gathering to discuss his life and work, 

whether he would have found us ‘idiotes’ or been content in the knowledge that we 

wish ‘discere et facere’. William Sherman’s lecture ‘Back to the future with John 

Dee’, held as part of the RCP’s evening event series, noted that Dee ‘has retained a 

peculiar power to speak to writers who turn to the past for new perspectives on 

where we find ourselves now, and where it is that we think we’re going’.240 In short, 

Dee’s polytemporal significance relates to a human desire, and a human anxiety, to 

recuperate what is ‘past’ in to what is ‘present’ and control that which is still 

‘hereafter to be written’.  

 

 

                                                                                                                                                                     
sinister conjurer galvanised’ (129). He makes no evidentiary support for this leap, which he admits 
before he even suggests it. Accordingly, I have excluded Barone entirely from the main text of this 
work.   

240 Lecture can be viewed at https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=oV8GTl559-I (quote from c.6mins). 
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Appendix: Transcriptions 
 

Dublin, Marsh Z3.5.24 (4).  

'Epistola Joannis Dee, Cambrobrittannia Angli ad amicum Gulielmum Camdenum’, 
dated August 7th 1574 at ‘Mortlaco’, fols. 6r-v. 

 

Quem in Dodecatemoriorum Ternario, (Quaternario tamen ubique interiecto 
spacio,) simili semp conspirantium virtute, absolute formatur; hocque Δ sin 
arcanum symbolum habet: triplici ipsorum radiorum eiaculatione, reram hanc nobis 
describente figuram. Quod etiam omnipotentis Divinae maiestatis, hieroglyphisicum 
agnoscitur esse umbraculum: hypostatium et qualium Trinitatem, in unius Dei 
essentia, nobis representaris. Pithagorici (olim) hanc figuram, Mineruam vocitabant 
est praeterea (trium praecipuarum linguarum secundae) Alphabeti quidem graeci D 
litera ordine quarita ab ipsis Graecis, nominata δελτα: hebraici, Romanique 
Alphabeti eiusdem potestatis literae correspondens, etiam Quartae: Quae ab 
hebraeis, Daleth vocitatur at à Romanis, monosyllaba cognominis cuiusdam mei 
offertur appellationem: iam solnum Quarta vicem, prosapiae meae successiuem 
impositi: (Davidi videlicet, proauo mec, Bedoniduo, Rolando patri; mihique Joanni 
sed posteriora hec, haum magni momenti, miro tamen, quasi, casu concuruentiae, 
familiari hinc ad te Epistolae, lepide  aspergere volvi, secondo autem loco: ut vita 
Moseos (omni ingena sapientia ad mirandi) hoc amorum numuro, mirabili 
terminabatur: sic nostra haec, AEgiptian Moseos philosephiae propedeumata, illo 
120 clamni finerique numero, voluimus, Magij[cut off] 

Magistri nostri Moseos perpertuam posteris nostris commendantes memoriam: 
Tacitem praeturea innuentes, cum licere, tum etiam homini Christiano esse utilim 
AEgiptiam moseos sequi philosophandi vestigia. Moseos autem mori a Deo 
iubebatur, cum in Ducdenarim (humanae vitae Zodiacum) Denarius divinae suae 
virtutis, es arte multiplicassit legem. Moses etiam inter adamum, (naturam 
omne[m] humanam ignanissime contaminantem) et Christum (eandem 
potentissime_ repurgantem). Medius intercessit: humanumque genus, natura 
tantum ducta prius, suasuque vitam gubernans, sub logo divina pedagogicaque 
methodo, ad ipsum dicesit (sin quodam modo similem) Caeli Terratque 
praestantissimum arbitrum, mediatoremque nostrum, christum.  
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London, British Library, Harley MS 6986, fol. 45 

 
Letter from Dee to Elizabeth I, ‘To the most puissant and Pereless Princess, 
ELIZABETH, (by the Grace of God) of England, France, and Ireland, the most 
renowned Quene, her most excellent Royall Matie’ 
 
Most Gratious Soueraine Lady, The God of heauen and earth, 
(who hath mightilie, and evidently given vnto your most excellent 
Royall Maiestie, this Wunderfull Triumphant Victorie, against 
your mortall enemies) be all waies, thanked, praysed, and glorified; 
And the same God Almightie, euermore direct and defend your 
Most Royall Hignes from all evill and encumbrance: and finish 
and confirme in your most excellent Maiestie Royall, the blessings, 
long since, both decreed and offred: yen euen into your most 
gratious Royall bosom, and Lap. Happy are they, that can 
perceyve, and so obey the pleasant call, of the mightie Ladie, 
OPPORTVNITIE, NOW to embrace, and enioye, your 
most excellent Royal Maiesties high favor, and gratious great 
Clemencie, of CALLING me, Mr(s/s) Kelley, and our families, 
hoame, into your Brytish Earthly Paradise, and Monarchie 
incomparable: (and, that, abowt an yere since: by Master 
Customer Yong, his letters,) I, and myne, (by God his fauor 
and help, and after the most convenient manner, we can.) 
Will, from hencefurth, endeuour our selues, faithfully, loyally, 
carefully, warily, and diligently, to ryd and vntangle our 
selues from hence: And, so, very devowtedly, and sowndlie, 
at your Sacred Maiesties feet, to offer our selues, and all, 
Wherein, we are, or may be hable, to serve God, and your most 
Excellent Royall Maiestie. The Lord of Hoasts, be our 
help, and Gwyde therein: and graunt vnto your most excellent 
Royal Maiestie, the Incomparablest Triumphant Raigne, and Monarchie, 
That euer was, since Mans creation. Amen. 
    Trebon, in the kingdome of Boemia, 
    The 10th of Nouebre: A.Dm: 1588: stylo veteri 
    Your Sacred and most excellent 
    Royal Maiesties 
     most humble and dutifull 
     subiect, and servant: 
     John Dee 
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London, British Library, Lansdowne MS 158, fol. 16.  

 
Letter from Dee ‘Warden’ to ‘the right Wurshipfull an my singular good frende Mr 
Doctor Caesar, Master of Requests to her most excellent Matie’, dated Manchester, 
2. October Ao 1596. A letter asking for pity and aide for a Mr William Nicholson.  
 
Right Wurshipfull Syr, I am very glad to Vnderstand by this bearer 
William Nicholson, that you are in good helth, and in great prosperitie:  
in bonis animae, corporis & fortunae: I thank God highly for it; as if 
it were my owne case. And happy are they, who saue good causes, 
(and the same fully knowne), vnder your wurships ordering and iudgme(n)t. 
I am most assured that they shall enioye justice and equitie: 
as the causes do require eyther of them. Among which number 
of happy suters, I do account this bearer to be one: that, aftir 
the most strange and intollerable afflictions, endured by him, his 
wife and children, and after 25 bay[?] of his howsen pulled down, 
defaced, or spoyled; and his goods, corne and hay, to the quantitie 
of a great number of loads, cast out of doares; and aftir his great 
chargis and costs susteyned, to follow the iustice of his cause, 
That (I say,) after all this, he is browght (by gods provience) 
to draw nere to the happy ende, he is worthy to enioye. 
as, all our neighbors (who dwell nere his late farme place, 
and have loked vppon the desolation and ruines, of such a warlike 
spoyle,) do vndowtedly iudge. Some of my familie haue byn to behold 
the strange act, comitted by the subiect of her Maiestie, vppon, 
and against a true subiect: and a man of good qualitie. 
I dowt not, but by your godly wisdome, profownd skyll in the  
Laws, and most swete execution of the same in favor of Iustice, 
or equitie, he shall enioye such ayde and cumfort as you can 
help him vnto: with your Authoritie allso, herewith concurring 
to his best assurance, of a conscionable ende, to be warrented: 
And yf I shold nede to exhort your wurship to the  
former kinde of proceding, I wold do it very ernestly; 
But I shold do you great wrong to dowt of it. 
I shall be forced, ere it be long to fly to your direction 
and help, in causes Iudiciall: God bliss you and your 
new Ioye. Manchester. 2. Octob. Ao 1596. 
    your Wurships most assured 
    John Dee 
    Warden  
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London, British Library, Lansdowne MS 19. Art 38, fols 81r-83r. 

 
Letter from Dee to Lord Burghley 
 
Right honorable and my singuler good L.241 Whereas of late your honor, very 
favorably vsed me: Considering your mervailous skantnes of leysor from very 
waighty matters and publick: I am now, therfore, most humbly to render thanks to 
your honor. Sins which tyme I haue som whole dayes attended at London, hoping 
for your L. comming thither. And on fryday last, perceyving your honor to be almost 
in a redines to ride toward court, ere I could get to London (after I hard of your L 
certeyn being there) I than thought the season to be very vnfeete for my purpose. 
Therfore finding your L at all tymes of vsuall accepts for suters, so fraught with 
matters of more importance than any of myne can iustly be deemed: I thowght 
good with your L leave and fauor) thus by writing to enioye one howre of L leisour 
(best known to your L onely, whan that is) to vew the pattern of som part of my 
symple sute: Which hertofore, I wold gladly haue opened vnto your honor, by word 
of mowth. and that is this. So much of my intent and studious doings, is well known 
vnto your honor, and the most part of all vniversities in Christendome (and farder) 
That for this XX yeares last past, and longer, It may be very truly avowched, that I 
haue had a mervailous zeale, taken very great care, endured great travayle and 
toyle, both of my mynde and body; and spent very many hundred powndes, Onely 
for the attayning som good and certayn knowledge in the best and rarest matters 
Mathematicall and Philosophicall. How little or much therin, the aeternall God hath 
imparted to me (for my talent) he onely best knoweth. But certaynly by (true?) 
conference with all thae euer I yet met with in Europe; the pore English Bryttaine (Il 
favorito, di voltra Excellentia) hath carried the Bell away. God Almighty haue the 
glory. The same zeale remayneth (yea rather greater is grown) But the hability, for 
chargis, is far, lesser. And that somwhat occasioned the soaner, throwgh my frank 
dealing, for procuring and purchasing speady meanes of good knowledg. Which also 
I did vppon no smsll hope, that som nedefull supportail wold be for me (in due 
tyme) devysed: Eyther throwgh the meer and gracious good favour, that I was 
perswaded, the Q. most excellent Maiesty did beare vnto me. Or else throwgh the 
procurement of some of the right honorable Cownsaylours: which both right well 
knew, by how hard dealing, my father, Roland Dee, (servant to her Maiesties father, 
the most renowned and Triumphant King of our age) was dishabled, for leauing 
vnto me due maytenance: And also sufficiently vnderstode of sundry sutes in my 
behalf motioned, for some ayde toward the atcheving of some of my honest 
intents. Of which sutes no one (hitherto) hath taken the wished for success, for any 
my behofe. Nay, in the mean tyme of some my travayles beyond the seas, vnleast 
your honor had putte your helping hand, I had byn defeated of that little exhibition, 
which I enioye; being but borrowed a while, by speciall priuiledge and fauor 
extraordinary. And the vnwillingly, on my part: yf I could other wayes haue had the 
supply therof in like yerely value. which (as God knoweth) findeth not me, and my 

                                                           
241 I have not expanded ‘L’ each time it occurs. It is an abbreviation for Lordship/Lord and variations 
of such. 
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pore familie necessary meat, drink and fewel. for a frugall and Philosophicall Dyet. 
But if I may (with your L. favor) speak as I think, vnfaynedly: Vnleast your honor had 
supposed that I had odly committed the care for my necessary maytenance vnto 
somes other noble Cownsaylour, than your self: Veryly I Iudge, that, long ere this, 
your honor would haue made me to haue tasted of that mervaylously famous your 
honorable constant and lucky favor and Benedicite of the court Royall. 
 
Fol 81.v.  
 
Whereby, many haue byn and are made hable to dispend of theyr owne, yerely, 
thre, fowre, five er of hundred pownds.  To compare with any of them in desert 
publik or lerning, I neyther dare, nor iustly can: But in zeale to the best lerning and 
knowledg, and in incredible toyle of body and mynde, very many yeres, therefore 
onely, endured: I know most assuredly that this land never bred any man, whose 
accownt therin, can evidently be proued greater than myne. I trust this my simpe 
speche, vttered in the record of my conscience, and with a sincere estimate, both of 
myne, and my predecessors doings will not seme to your wisdome. Arrogantly 
[?????]. Onely god can make the perswasion of the truth hereof, to settel into the 
bottom of your L. Protection and direction hence forward: I beseche your honor to 
accept my faithfull good meaning toward your L. which, dayly and howerly, will by 
gods grace appeare vnto your L. more and more abundantly. Returning now 
therfore to the matter, wherof I last (by mowth) spake vnto your honor And which 
also, was the last principall point of my spedy lettir, than deliured to your L. As 
concerning Thresor hid. First, it may pleas your L. to consider this clause; truly by 
me noted out of Theseus Ambrosius fol 206b. In copiosa illa Antonij de Fantis 
Tarvismi Librorum multitudine, magnum sane volumen repertum fuit: in quo abdita 
quam plurima, et satis abunde curiosa: Iam ad Philosophiam, Medicmam et 
berbarum nosionem, quam etiam ad Astrologia, Geomantia et Magiam pertimentia, 
continebantur. Et in eius praecipia quadam parte tractabatur de Thesauris per 
totum fere orbem reconditis, atque latentius quorum ad modim clara, atque 
specifica notio haberi poterat, etc. 
Secondly, out of Henricius Leicytrensis (I suppose) it is noted, in the summary of 
English Chronicles, Ao 1344, of a sarazin, coming than to Erle Warren, as concerning 
a great Threasor hid in his grotund, in the Marches of Wales, and of the good 
success therof.  Thirdly (for this XX yeres space) I haue had sundry, such 
matters detected vnto me, in sundry lands. Fowrthly, of late, I haue byn sued vnto 
by diuerse sorts of people of which some by vehement, iterated dreames: some by 
vision (as they haue thowght). Other, by speche forced to their imagination, by 
night, haue byn informed of certayn places where Threasor doth lye hid: Which all, 
for feare of Kepars (as the phrase commonly nameth them) or for mistrust of truth 
in the places assigned, and some for some other causes, haue forborn to deale 
fardor, vnleast I shold corrage them or cownsaile them, how to procede. Wherein I 
haue allways byn contented to heare the histories, fantasties, or illusiond to me 
reported, but  
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never entermeddled according to the desire of such. Hereof might grow many 
articles of Question and controversie, among the common lerned: and skruple 
among the Theologians. Which all, I cut of from this place: ready to answer onely 
your L. most Largely, in termes of godly philosophie, Whan opportunitie shall serue: 
making small accownt of vulgar opinions in matter of so rare knowledg: But making 
allways my chief reckening, to do nothing, but that, which may stand with the 
profession of a true Christian, and of a faithfull subiect. But, if, (besides all 
bokes, dreames, visions, reports, and virgula diuina,) by any other naturall meanes 
and likely demonstrations of Sympathia and Antipathia rerum: or by Attraction and 
repulsion, the places may be discryed or discouered, where, Gold, Siluer, or better 
matter doth lye hidL within a certayn distance: How great a Commodity shold it be 
for the Quenens Maistie and the common weale of this kingdome, yf by such a 
secret, not onely Threasor fnd, may be deciphered, in precise place: But also it may 
be disclosed, where, in this Land, any mynes, vaynes, or owre of Gold or Siluer be 
naturally planted. And here (by the way) I must note vnto your L. the name and 
Argument of one strange boke: which in old tyme was in this Land: Pandulphus de 
Meatibus terrae: qui cunctas venas, meatus atque aditus subterraneos, 
conflexiones, specus, antra, et interiora latibula, cauernaulasque terrarium: 
porositates, profunditates concauitaesque totius saeculi materialis, et ambitus 
subtus terram enumerat singillatim. So that, by this, and the former boke, it may 
appeare what manner of Philosophers and Mathematiciens haue bin in tymes past. 
 Conclusionally than, in respect of all the premises; one part of my present 
sute vnto your honor, is, That, by our L. Wisdome, the Queens Maiestie may be 
induced to think somwhat favorably (as very many other, Noble and lerned, of 
forrayn lands do) of my great travailes, patience, Constancy, Costs, and Credit, in 
mattirs Philosophicall and Mathematicall: And therevppon, in the ende of my 
carefull race to let some token of her Maiesties Royall good affection procede 
toward me. Whome, your L. knoweth, (or may know), that Emperors, kings, Princes, 
Dukes, Marchises, Erles, Barons, and other many men, or great powre and 
magnificent courrage, haue sued vnto, (in my tyme) to enioye my simple talent, in 
their service or cumpany: To whome all, I euer haue giuen answer (as my duety 
way, and my stomach serued me therto) for the honor of my naturall and drad 
soverangne, (for that tyme), here raigning. Your honor knoweth, that, Threasor 
trouue, is a very casuall thing: and of which, allthowgh the prerogatiue of the 
Queens Maiestie, do entitle to her a proprietie: yet how seldome her Grace hath 
hitherto receyved any commodity therby, it is to your honor better known, than 
vnto me.  But as for Mines of Gold and Siluer, to be in England or Ireland, many 
haue written and reported both of old tyme, and Latter: as I think, your honor hath, 
ere this, hard  
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abundantly discoursed.  The value of a Myne is a matter for a kings Threasor. 
But a pot of two or three hundred pownd [?] hid in the grownd, wall or Tree, is but 
the price of a good boke or Instrument for [?], [?], or som feat of importance. And 
truly vulgar, obscure perons, as hosiers and tanners, can (by colour of loking assays 
of Metalls, for the say Master) enioye Liberty to content their fantasies to dig after 
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dreamily[?] demonstrations of places etc[?]. May not I, than, (in respect of all the 
former affections; of my payns, cost, and credit in matters Philosophicall and 
Mathematicall) yf no better or easyer way, to serue my turn, will fall to my Lot, from 
her Maiesties hands: May not I than (I say) be thowght to meane and intend good 
service toward the Q. Maiestie and this realme. Yf I will do the best, I can, at my 
own costs and chargis, to discouer, and deliuer true profe of a myne, vayn or owre 
of Gold or siluer: in some one place, of her graces kingdoms and do ??ons: to her 
Graces onely use: in respect, I mean, of any my demand or part ot be had therof: 
But vppon this comfortable consideration that her Maiestie do frely give vnto me, 
by good warranty and assurance of her letters patents, her right and propriety to all 
Thresor trouue, and such things commodious, as (vnder that name and meaning 
comprised) by digging shall come to, or finde: And with all good warranty (for my 
indemnity) agayn all laws, and persons, to make serch by digging, or otherwise. And 
this to dure, the terme of my life.  And in token, of my hart fully bent, to shew my 
self thankfull to your Lord for compasing? eyther of these two ways: (I mean eyther 
an easyer way means of prouision, for two hundred pownds, yerely, during my life: 
Or this casual marte, or paynfull search): Before God, I promise vnto your L (or will, 
by oth vppon the Evangelists be bownde) Of all Thresor trouue, (commyng to my 
hands), to impart vnto your L. or your assigng, the one half, during my life.
 Moreouer your L. may be most assurd that any notable benefit, (throwgh 
your L. meanes,) bestowed vppon me now in the pynch and opportnytie, shall not: 
ne yet can be hid vnder a bushel: but is Like, with your L. famous renown, very far, 
immortally to be blazed. 
The third and last and principall point of this my present sute to your L. is, for your 
L. hand to a letter, directed to Mr, Harly  keper of the records of Wigmor castell, or 
to whome, in this case, it doth apperteyn.  For that at my late being there, I espied 
an heap of old papers and parchments, obligations, Acquittances, Accounts, &c (in 
tyme past, belonging to the Abby of Wigmor) and there to lye rotting, spoyled, and 
tossed, in an old decayd chappel not committed to any mans speciall charge: but 
thre quarters of them, I vnderstand to haue byn taken away, by diuerse, (eyther 
Taylors or other), in tymes past.  Now my fantasie  
is, that in som of them will be  
Fol 83r 
some mention made of Noble men, and Ientlemen of those dayes. Whereby, 
(eyther for chronicle, or pedigree) som good matter may be collected out of them, 
by me: (at my leysor) by way of a recreation. And whatsoeuer. I shall finde in them, 
eyther of your L. Ancestors, (in direct Line, branche, collaterall, or Match) wherin I 
am not vtterly ignorant: eyther of any other matter worthy your Lordships 
knowledg, I will make true report, and deliuer the same to your L. ordering. But els 
they ar to vnclenly; som of them) for you L. Eyes to behold. This in the perswaded 
security of your L. favourable interpreting of all the premises. I ende this Long 
Letter. Before long enioye the great Talent committed to your L. (from aboue) and 
on your L. behalf, moste wisely employed, to the welth and Tranquilitye of this 
kingdome. 

This .3. of Octob. 1574 
your L. most bownden 
John Dee   
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London, British Library, Lansdowne MS 983 

 
Bishop Kennet’s notes on John Dee. 
 
MDCVII 
Remains of Mr JOHN DEE Warden of Manchester the reported Coniurer who died in 
1608. 
 
John Dee A.M. was installed warden of Manchester Feb(?) 20 1595 w(i)th great 
solemnity and in the presence of all the church wardens. I write him only Master of 
Arts to wh(ich) he was admitted 1548 and was the highest Degree he ever took, tho 
commonly calld and writ Dr Dee. But was installed warden by the name of John Dee 
A.M. and so allways calld and writ himself in the College Register. [marginal note: 
‘catalogue of wardens of Manchester’]. 
A very learned man and perfect Master of Mathematical Studies; doubtless he was 
a man as Mr Selden calls him doctrina multiiugi, yet was also addicted to some over 
curious and uncertain Arts, & thence fol the Repute of a coniurer for wh(ich) he 
often apologised for himself, yet was frequently insulted and this quieted his 
studies, and glad to go beyond bear (?). and his library was seizd on in wh(ich) were 
4000 books and of them 700 MSS. He was several years beyond sea at Lovain, Paris, 
in Germany and Hungary. But recalled by Queen Elizabeth who had a good opinion 
of him, and once desired to see his library, and his Speculum concavum w(i)th which 
she was wonderfully satisfied and sometimes sent him a 100 marks or 200 angels to 
keep his Christmas with. Tho he was called a Coniurer, yet when he was warden he 
sharply reproved one Hartley a Coniurer for it. He was very sober, just, temperate in 
his carriage, and an Observer of publick and private Devotions. He left the town in 
1604 and died 1608 aged 81 years.  
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Dublin, University College Archive, LA52/59 

Letter to the poet John Sweeney discussing John Dee. 

      Leyden House, Mortlake. 
       London, S.W.I.4. 
       30th May 1957. 
John L. Sweeney, Esquire, 
51, Beacon Street, 
BOSTON, Mass. 
 

Dear Mr Sweeney, 
I have just received a letter from my dear friend Dorothy Richards in which 

she asks me on her behalf to send you a copy of my little book on Mortlake (which I 
wrote in aid of the Parish Church Restoration Fund). I should like to send you one, 
herewith, on my own behalf. She tells me you are interested in John Dee, and you 
will find a section dealing with this very interesting gentleman.  

I am sorry that the original issue is sold out, but the present volume in a 
cheaper format contains all the original text. I have entered a correction of an error 
about Dee. This refers to a document in the Public Record Office reporting a claim 
by Dee and his wife for a debt which the defendant had incurred for goods supplied 
by Katherine’s husband, Thomas Constable a London grocer, during the latter’s life. 

Your poem (copy of which Dorothy added to her letter) refers to Prospero. 
Augustine Phillips’s house was only about 100 yards away from that of Dee and it is 
highly probable that Shakespeare must have visited Mortlake. There he may have 
seen and met Dee. He would certainly have heard much about him.  

 Yours Sincerely, 
  Maurice Coctin 

 


