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Abstract: 

Wonders or prodigies – unusual events such as strange births, apparitions, comets, and natural disasters, 

often understood as divine signs and warnings – were the subject of intense fascination and religious and 

political commentary in late 15th and 16th-century Europe. Works describing, collecting, and interpreting 

wonders circulated widely in different editions and translations.  

In the present study, I examine the works of two Elizabethan translators: Abraham Fleming, who translated 

two Latin treatises on comets and earthquakes by the Catholic bishop Friedrich Nausea in 1577 and 1580, 

and Stephan Batman, who published a translation and continuation of the Reformed Conrad Lycosthenes’s 

lengthy chronicle of prodigies in 1581. These influential Latin wonder books and their translations provide a 

varied look into 16th-century writings on wonders, which crossed linguistic and confessional borders alike and 

were linked to various discussions, from Reformation polemics to scientific and theological considerations 

about the natural and supernatural causes of unusual phenomena in nature. 

As translators, Fleming and Batman not only made their sources available in English but also made them 

their own by making various alterations, omissions, and additions to the texts. Previous studies of wonder 

literature have tended to either underappreciate this active role of early modern translators or be imprecise in 

identifying the nature and extent of the changes made by them. By analysing and comparing the translations 

by Fleming and Batman to their source texts, it is possible to gain a more accurate and detailed 

understanding of how and for what purposes they appropriated and transformed the works they translated. 

Fleming and Batman were able to both develop themes originally present in their sources and introduce new 

material and aims for the works. Fleming translated Nausea’s treatises to comment on two contemporary 

wonders and, wanting to emphasise their supernatural nature, first subtly altered and later directly criticised 

Nausea’s discussions of natural causes while praising his supernatural interpretations and translating 

additional writings by Nausea that focused further on apocalyptic themes. Meanwhile, Batman was able to 

tailor Lycosthenes’s wonder chronicle to a specifically English Protestant audience by supplementing it with 

anti-Catholic material and entries on English history. By developing Lycosthenes’s themes of divine 

judgement and having this augmented chronicle build up to the reign of Elizabeth I, Batman utilized it as a 

foundation for his Elizabethan continuation of the work, in which he called for stricter measures against 

religious nonconformism in England. 

 

 



 

 

 

Table of Contents 
 

I.     Introduction ..................................................................................................................... 1 

II. Abraham Fleming: Catholic Prodigies in Service of Elizabethan Omens .................... 10 

III. Stephan Batman: Compiling a New Chronicle for an Elizabethan age ........................ 38 

IV.  Conclusions ................................................................................................................... 67 

Bibliography ............................................................................................................................ 75 

Figures ..................................................................................................................................... 87 

 

List of Figures 
 

Fig. 1: Woodcut of a seven-headed dragon (Batman, The doome, p. 261) ............................. 87 

Fig. 2a: Hand-drawn illustration in Batman’s copy of Hartmann Schedel’s Liber chronicarum 

(Cambridge, Trinity College Library, VI.17.6, fol. CCLXIv) ..................................... 88 

Fig. 2b: Batman’s signature on the title page of the Liber chronicarum ................................. 89 

Fig. 2c: Handwritten Iudicabit iudices -poem and English note, signed ‘B.S.M.’. (fol. 

CCLXIIr) ...................................................................................................................... 89 

Fig. 3: Genevan broadsheet featuring a seven-headed dragon, c. 1540–1550 (Bibliothèque de 

Genève, Le Centre d’iconographie, 44M 01)............................................................... 90 



 

 

1 

 

I.  Introduction 

 

From the late 15th century onwards there emerged in Europe an increasing interest in wonders 

or prodigies, unusual events in nature that were often interpreted as supernatural signs. These 

wonders, such as conjoined twins, natural disasters, and celestial apparitions, were analysed 

and interpreted throughout Europe in popular broadsheets and pamphlets, learned treatises, 

sermons, and scholarly collections alike.1 The accounts, written in Latin or vernaculars, were 

widely circulated and could undergo multiple editions and translations. In this thesis I 

examine the work of two 16th-century English translators of continental Latin works on 

wonders, paying attention especially to the ways that the translators appropriated these works 

when adapting them for an English audience. In the first chapter, I will look at two treatises 

by Friedrich Nausea (composed in 1528 and 1531) as translated by Abraham Fleming in 1577 

and 1580. In the second chapter, I will discuss the English translation and continuation of 

Conrad Lycosthenes’s illustrated wonder collection from 1557 published by Stephan Batman 

in 1581.2  

In previous studies of wonder literature, there has been a tendency to underappreciate the 

differences between early modern translations and their source texts, resulting in a lack of 

precision when distinguishing between these works and recognizing the active role and aims 

of the translator. On occasions this distinction has been made, the details of the translator’s 

work is often still left unexamined, which can lead to inaccuracies in interpreting their work. 

In this study, I will show that both Fleming and Batman made significant changes to the 

works they translated and examine how they appropriated the source text and utilized their 

translations to express their own views on prodigies and comment on Elizabethan society. 

 

 
1 The literature on prodigies is varied and numerous. For a history of wonder from the 12th to the 18th century 

see the influential work by Lorraine Daston and Katharine Park: Daston and Park 1998; For regional studies, see 

e.g. Germany and Switzerland: Wuttke 1976, Soergel 2012, Schenda 1963, Kurihara 2014; France: Céard 1996, 

Spinks 2011; the Netherlands: Jorink 2010; England: Carter 2012, Walsham 1999; Italy: Niccoli 1987.  
2 Nausea, De precipuo [...] terre motu; Id., Ad Sacratissimum Caesarem; Fleming, Of all blasing starrs; 

Fleming, A bright burning beacon; Lycosthenes, Prodigiorum ac ostentorum chronicon [hereafter Chronicon]; 

Batman, The doome. In the research literature and catalogues Batman is sometimes referred to as ‘Bateman’, but 

since in my sources his name is consistently spelled ‘Batman’ (see e.g. the title page and signature to the 

dedicatory letter in The doome) and he’s also referred to as ‘the Bat’, a play on his name (see ‘H.H. in prayse of 

the Author’ in Batman, The doome, fol. 5v), I have opted to use this spelling – M.B. Parkes provides similar 

reasoning in Parkes 1997, p. 150 (note 1). 
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Wonders: Definitions and Background 

In this study I use the terms ‘wonder’, ‘prodigy’ and ‘portent’ interchangeably. This is not the 

case in all studies – Katharine Park and Lorraine Daston, for example, have used ‘wonder’ to 

distinguish a fascination with nature from the more ambivalent and religiously charged 

interest in portents.3 16th-century authors made various distinctions between ‘marvels’, 

‘prodigies’, ‘portents’, ‘omens’, and more,4 and in the broadest sense, prodigies could even 

include ‘human, social, and political developments prophetically interpreted’, such as wars.5 

However, in modern scholarship the terms ‘wonder’, ‘prodigy’, and their synonyms are often 

used synonymously and generally refer to unusual natural events that were given prophetic or 

supernatural significance.6 Henceforth, ‘wonder book’ will refer to a book that primarily 

discusses wonders, ‘wonder collection’ to a work that is a compilation of (historical, i.e. past) 

wonders, and ‘wonder literature’ will be used to refer generally to all the works that are 

concerned primarily with the description and/or interpretation of wonders. 

In practice, the borders of ‘wonder literature’ necessarily remain blurry. Prodigies, 

themselves a heterogenous group of phenomena, appear in writings we today might consider 

history, geography, religious writing, encyclopaedic collections or collections of curiosities, 

medical works, natural history and philosophy, travel accounts, or sensationalistic news 

pamphlets.7 Early modern wonders drew both academic and popular attention, and accounts 

of them appeared in various media, from short and long print to manuscript copies, personal 

correspondence, and sermons.8 Moreover, celestial portents were the staple of astrological 

 
3 See for example Park and Daston 1981, p. 35. 
4 See for example Nausea, Libri mirabilium septem, Book 2. The German translator of Lycosthenes, Johann 

Herold, similarly goes into details of different terms: Herold, Wunderwerck, sig. A5r–8v. 
5 Quote from Barnes 1996. 
6 Kurihara 2014 prefers ‘wonder’ or the German Wunderzeichen; Carter 2012 uses both ‘prodigy’ and ‘portent’; 

Walsham 1999 uses various terms, including ‘prodigy’, ‘portent’, and ‘wonder’, same for Soergel 2012, who 

also uses ‘miracle’ to describe these phenomena as a whole, following early modern Lutheran usage (Soergel 

2012, pp. 31–32). Other scholars have made a conceptual distinction between prodigies and miracles, see e.g. 

Daston and Park 1998, esp. pp. 14–20, 192–93. Barnes 1996 notes that ‘prodigy’ is used more often of 

monstrous births, while ‘portent’ is used more broadly, but in this study I use the term ‘prodigy’ in the broad 

sense. 
7 For examples from 16th-century England, see e.g. the historical works of Holinshed, Foxe, and Stowe; a 

collection of curiosities, recipes, and omens by Thomas Lupton (A thousand notable things, 1579); and Anthony 

Munday’s collection mostly of sensational murders, but also including monstrous births and the earthquake of 

1580 (A vievv of sundry examples, 1580). See also Stephan Batman’s sources (Batman, The doome), e.g. North’s 

translation of a description of the Nordic countries (p. 301); John Securis and Jacob Rüff (medical books, listed 

fol. 7r; p. 432f.); Conrad Gessner (natural history, p. 214). 
8 Kurihara 2014 names six categories for wonder literature, including various types of print, sermons, and 

interpersonal communication (e.g. letters or hearsay). Alexandra Walsham discusses the parallels and conflicts 

between ‘learned’ and ‘popular’ interest in portents, and states that wonders were ‘important points of contact 

between the multiple religious and social subcultures of early modern England’: quotation Walsham 1999, p. 

223; Examples of wonders in manuscript in the early print era: Spinks 2009b, pp. 24–25, and Rowland 1990.   
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prognostications, and while usually a distinction is made between astrology and literature on 

prodigies, the two clearly overlap.9  

The early modern practice of interpreting wonders was built on classical and medieval 

exemplars. Medieval marvels and portents that fell somewhere between divine miracles and 

everyday natural phenomena were discussed across a wide variety of medieval texts and 

utilized in sermons.10 Wonders such as comets and earthquakes had widely accepted 

interpretations stemming from both Aristotelian natural philosophy and biblical examples.11 

But in contrast to the earlier centuries, the late 15th century experienced a marked 

intensification of interest in prodigies and their religious and political interpretation. 

According to Lorraine Daston and Katharine Park, this was accompanied by a shift in interest 

from the exotic marvels and monstrous races of faraway lands to the intensely local and 

individual (and often apocalyptic) issues of monstrous births and other immediate portents.12 

This increased attention on prodigies has been linked both to the humanistic interest in 

classical exemplars and to heightened anxieties in face of European military conflicts, the 

Turkish threat, and worsening climate conditions (the effects of which and reactions to are 

chronicled in prodigy writings on i.a. extreme weather events).13 Moreover, the propagation 

of the printing press and broadening of the reading public opened doors for the popularization 

and visual dissemination of prodigies on a new scale.14 Following the Reformation, writings 

on prodigies continued to proliferate as they were drawn into confessional polemics and came 

 
9 Barnes 2016, p. 90. Kurihara incorporates astrological predictions in his classifications of celestial wonder 

literature: Kurihara 2014, p. 17. 
10 Daston and Park 1998; A particularly enchanting medieval list of wonders is found in an 11th-century Irish 

verse: Gwynn 1955; For earthquakes and other natural disasters in medieval sermons see Hanska 2002. 
11 An overview in the case of comets as prodigies is given by Adam Mosley: Mosley 2014; For examples of 

portents discussed in early medieval sources see Foot 2010, pp. 25–32; Jussi Hanska has analysed 13th- and 

14th-century interpretations of natural disasters given in sermons, including the natural and religious 

explanations: Hanska 2002, pp. 101–43. 
12 Daston and Park 1998, pp. 173–75; Barnes 2016, p. 89. Early examples of this are Sebastian Brant and Joseph 

Grünpeck, both humanists in Maximilian I’s circle, who interpreted wonders such as the Ensisheim meteorite of 

1492 and monstrous births in light of contemporary political crises: Daston and Park 1998, ibid.; Schenda 1997, 

pp. 24–25; Spinks 2009b, pp. 24–36; Soergel 2012, pp. 1–12; Barnes 2016, p. 86–90. 
13 Daston and Park 1998, pp. 180–82; Schenda 1963, cols. 638–39; 1997; Soergel 2012, pp. 24–27 and passim.; 

Kurihara 2014, pp. 28–34; Writings on prodigies can be considered with other written evidence for 16th-century 

climate, see Pfister et al. 1999, pp. 70–71, 86; Soergel notes that the late-16th-century worsening of climate is 

reflected in sources on prodigies, but was not universally received with apocalyptic ‘doom-and-gloom’ as often 

assumed: Soergel 2012, pp. 24–26, 177–82. 
14 Daston and Park 1998, pp. 180–82; Barnes 2016, p. 89. 
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to be utilized in inter- and intra-confessional conflicts alike at the advent of the time that has 

been termed the ‘age of confessionalization’.15  

 

Post-Reformation Wonder Literature and the Works of Nausea and Lycosthenes 

Writings on prodigies, and especially the ‘apocalyptic wonder book’, have been characterized 

as a particularly Protestant (and especially Lutheran) phenomenon.16 Luther and Melanchthon 

famously supplied anti-Catholic interpretations for two monstrous births in 1523, and 

Melanchthon especially had a keen interest in prodigies and astrology.17 Following his lead, 

the interpretation of varied portents and a popular, theologized astrology coupled with 

apocalyptic anticipations was made to serve the formation of a German Lutheran confessional 

identity; in response, apocalypticism and astrological practices drew increasing criticism 

from Catholic writers from the mid-16th century onwards, with some also criticizing the 

Lutheran use of prodigies.18  

However, wonder literature was not exclusive to Protestant or Lutheran circles – even the 

prominent Catholic critic of Lutheran astrology, Johann Nas, made use of prodigies to further 

the Counter-Reformation cause in 1569 and did not shy away from presenting prodigies in an 

apocalyptic context.19 Like Nas, neither of the two Latin writers examined in this thesis were 

Lutheran: the Catholic Friedrich Nausea (c. 1495–1552) was a prominent early voice of the 

Counter-Reformation and went on to become bishop of Vienna in 1541–1552, while Conrad 

Lycosthenes (1518–1561) served as deacon for the Reformed Protestant church in Basel.20 

 
15 For confessionalization, see discussion below and Lotz-Heumann 2013 (quote). For examples of how both 

intra- and inter-confessional conflicts inspired writings on prodigies in Germany and France, see Soergel 2012; 

Spinks 2009a, 2009b, 2011. See also Daston and Park 1998, p. 183. 
16 Barnes 1988, p. 91; Soergel 2012, p. 125 and note 3; Spinks 2009b, p. 336; 2009a, pp. 105, 108; Adam 

Mosley notes the popularity of ‘cometary divination’ in Lutheran circles in particular: Mosley 2014, p. 297. 
17 Spinks 2009a, pp. 59–79; Soergel 2012, pp. 49–50; Kurihara 2014, pp. 38–40; Barnes 2016, p. 131ff. 
18 Barnes 2016, pp. 176–79; 2004 (unpaginated e-book); 1988, p. 161; Soergel 2012, pp. 124–25. 
19 Barnes 2016, p. 178 (Nas as critic of Lutheran astrology); Jennifer Spinks has discussed in detail Nas’ 

Counter-Reformation broadsheet titled Ecclesia militans, in which the appearance of monstrous births is linked 

with anti-Protestant polemic and apocalyptic views: Spinks 2009a. Examples of later English Catholic use of 

prodigies – and the Protestant–Catholic tug of war in interpretations that followed – are mentioned in Walsham 

1999, pp. 234–38. Jean Delumeau has also noted that apocalyptic thought could emerge in Catholic circles, such 

as in the French Wars of Religion: Soergel 2012, p. 69. 
20 Bäumer 1997; Beyer 2012. 
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Friedrich Nausea published what has been described as one of the first post-Reformation 

wonder books, Libri mirabilium septem, in 1532.21 He included therein two of his earlier 

treatises on wonders: one interpreting the Mainz earthquake of 1528 and another on the 1531 

comet. In these progressively lengthier and more elaborate works Nausea builds – not unlike 

his Protestant counterparts – on Aristotelian and Biblical foundations and includes both 

discussion on the causation and natural features of wonders as well as thoughts on their 

eschatological and moral significance. Nausea wrote in Latin and (according to Rudolf 

Schenda) too theoretically to appeal to large readerships, but early wonder books like his 

were soon followed by a boom of more easily digestible and historically oriented wonder 

collections in the mid-16th century.22 Of these, Conrad Lycosthenes’s Prodigiorum ac 

ostentorum chronicon from 1557 is one of the most striking examples. Lycosthenes’s lavishly 

illustrated chronicle of some 670 pages aggregated accounts of wonders from numerous 

sources to present a comprehensive list of prodigies from creation to 1557.23 

While Nausea and Lycosthenes’s works differ in length and focus (with Lycosthenes 

emphasizing less the philosophical questions e.g. on causation), their approaches had a lot in 

common. Both drew parallels between scriptural and modern wonders, were sensitive to what 

they saw as an increase of portents over time, and linked recent prodigies with apocalyptic 

expectations and encouragement for the reader to reflect and repent. Moreover, both largely 

avoided overt confessional polemic. As a result, their works appear to have been relatively 

easy to adapt for use across various confessional contexts. Nausea’s earthquake treatise, for 

example, was translated into German in the 1580s by the Catholic astrologer Johann Rasch 

(like Nas, a fierce critic of Lutheran writings), and into English by the Protestant Abraham 

Fleming, who translated Nausea’s comet treatise in 1577 and earthquake treatise in 1580.24 

The German translation of Lycosthenes’s chronicle by Johann Herold in 1557 was dedicated 

to the Catholic prince-abbot of Fulda, while its English 1581 translation by Stephan Batman 

saw the introduction of much anti-Catholic material.25 In this way, it appears wonder 

 
21 Schenda 1963, cols. 643–44. Schenda lists Nausea’s book together with Joachim Camerarius’ Norica, sive 

ostentis, published in the same year. Robin Barnes also describes these works as the first ‘true’ German wonder 

books: Barnes 1988, p. 87.  
22 Schenda 1963, cols. 646, 649ff. 
23 Lycosthenes, Chronicon; Schenda 1963, cols. 649–52. 
24 Rasch, Von Erdbiden; Fleming, Of all blasing starrs; Ibid., A bright burning beacon; For Rasch’s criticism for 

Lutheran apocalyptic astrology see Barnes 2016, pp. 179–80. 
25 Herold, Wunderwerck; Batman, The doome. 
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literature could be utilized in Protestant and Catholic contexts alike, and when translated 

could cross confessional as well as linguistic boundaries.  

 

Translating Wonder Books in Elizabethan England 

It is commonly accepted that every translation is in a manner a new work, consisting of the 

reinterpretation, rewriting and recontextualization of the source text.26 The work of a 

translator is not a passive process of reception but one of active importation and 

transformation, wherein the translator acts as an agent of cultural transfer and appropriates 

(i.e. ‘makes one’s own’, takes possession of) the source text for a new audience and the 

translator’s own goals.27 In doing so, early modern translators would at times make 

considerable modifications to their source text, either by supplementing it with additional 

material (e.g. paratext, commentary, continuations) or by directly intervening in the text by 

adding, removing, or altering the order or meaning of certain passages.28 The two translators 

examined in this thesis – Abraham Fleming and Stephan Batman – both utilized these 

techniques extensively. Most notably, Fleming augmented Nausea’s earthquake treatise in 

1580 by adding multiple chapters, including one on the recent 1580 Easter earthquake, and 

Batman continued Lycosthenes’s chronicle from 1557 to the year 1581. 

Though early modern translations have been much studied, the topic has been little explored 

in the context of wonder literature specifically: though the existence of these translations has 

been noted (more in the studies on wonder literature than those on early modern translation), 

no in-depth study either of individual translations or the translation of wonder literature in 

general has to my knowledge been conducted. In studies on wonder literature there has 

instead been a tendency to underappreciate the differences between the original and translated 

works. Jennifer Spinks, when writing about Lycosthenes’s chronicle of prodigies, in fact 

 
26 Coldiron 2016, p. 311; Espagne 2013, para. 20; Burke 2007, pp. 9–10; Schmidt 2013, p. 6. 
27 Espagne 2013, paras. 1, 4–5; Burke 2007; Hosington 2011, p. 121; Boutcher 2001; Schurink 2011. The 

concept of ‘appropriation’ is a much-used but ambivalent term, used to emphasize the active and transformative 

nature of acts of cultural transfer - for more in-depth discussion of the term see Sponsler 2002, Ashley and 

Plesch 2002; In the context of early modern English translations, the association of appropriation with 

colonialism is not entirely unapt, as the work of Elizabethan translators has been compared by some scholars to 

that of voyagers and foreign conquest: Braden 2010, p. 4 (citing the examples of F. O. Matthienssen (1931) and 

James Ruoff (1978)); Burke 2007, p. 10 notes that while translation enriches the receiving culture, from the 

point of view of the original it can be seen as ‘a form of loss, leading to misunderstanding and doing violence to 

the original’. 
28 Schmidt 2013, p. 9; Coldiron 2016, p. 316; Wooding 2017, p. 139; Boutcher 2001. 
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mostly cites Herold’s German translation.29 This causes Spinks to incorrectly attribute to 

Lycosthenes a prominent chapter division (the coronation of Charlemagne) that is not there in 

the Latin source text.30 Both Robin Barnes and Philip Soergel make a similar oversight: in 

referring to the German translation instead of the Latin edition, they misattribute Herold’s 

foreword to Lycosthenes, and claim Lycosthenes discussed different Latin words for 

prodigies at length, when in fact this was one of the new elements introduced by Herold.31 

Though Herold’s translation would appear to generally follow Lycosthenes’s Latin quite 

closely and was published in the same year and by the same printer, a closer examination 

reveals several instances of Herold adding and omitting passages to suit his own interests and 

aims, which seem to have included making the content better suitable for his Catholic 

dedicatee.32 Therefore, even when published in strikingly close proximity to the original, the 

translation and source text are not interchangeable, and treating them as such reflects a lack 

of attention given to the nature of translation in the context of wonder literature. 

Similarly, Fleming’s 1577 translation of Nausea’s comet treatise has received little attention, 

as on first glance it would not appear to deviate greatly from the Latin original. The additions 

to the source text are more immediately apparent in Fleming’s 1580 translation of Nausea’s 

earthquake treatise and Batman’s translation and continuation of Lycosthenes’s chronicle, 

and some of these have been noted in the previous scholarship.33 However, a closer study of 

how exactly Fleming and Batman appropriated the source texts for their own aims in a 

context distinct from the originals has been lacking. 

The translations by Fleming and Batman appeared within just a few years from each other 

(1577–1581) in a time of considerable political and religious tensions in England. Henry 

VIII’s break from Rome began a time of rapid changes in monarchs and confession, which by 

the time of Elizabeth I had seriously fragmented the English religious landscape. The 

 
29 Spinks 2009b, p. 96ff, see especially the references to Herold in the notes. 
30 Spinks 2009b, p. 96. Cf. Lycosthenes with Herold: Lycosthenes, Chronicon, pp. 337–38, Herold, 

Wunderwerck, p. 330. Herold inserts a lengthy entry to the year 801. 
31 Barnes 1988, p. 91; Soergel 2012, p. 79; Herold, Wunderwerck, sig. A5r–8v. Herold has added his own 

dedication letter and letter to the reader/foreword to the work, but has also translated Lycosthenes’s prefatory 

materials. 
32 Schenda 1963, col. 652, notes the existence of differences in Herold’s translation, attributing these generally 

to the translator’s imprecision and ‘overlooking’ things. However, several of Herold’s omissions and additions 

are more likely part of a conscious process of appropriation. Translating for a German audience and being 

known for his patriotic interests (see e.g. DiMassa 2014), Herold highlights and adds material relating to the 

coronation of Charlemagne (mentioned above, Herold, Wunderwerck, p. 330). He also softens the few passages 

that could be read in an anti-Catholic vein: cf. e.g. Lycosthenes, Chronicon, pp. 369, 549 with Herold, 

Wunderwerck, pp. 355, 486. 
33 See e.g. McNair 1984; Carter 2012, p. 125 and fn. 133; Walsham 2013, pp. 437, 439; Walsham 2017, p. 275. 
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Elizabethan English church saw continuous divisions between more conservative and zealous 

reformers while both Catholic and Protestant nonconformism proved difficult to combat. 

Elizabeth’s reign saw Catholic uprisings in the north in 1569 and Ireland (backed by Spain 

and the pope) in 1579–80, a papal bull of excommunication in 1570, a growing fear of Spain, 

and the arrival of Jesuit missionaries in the 1570s, all of which fed into vocal anti-

Catholicism even as conforming Catholics continued to serve in high ranks in the realm.34 

Elizabeth’s lack of an heir and the threat of the succession of Mary Stuart (the Catholic 

favourite for the throne) caused further anxiety, as did Elizabeth's highly controversial 

marriage negotiations with the Catholic Duke of Anjou which resurfaced in 1578–1581.35 

According to Peter Marshall, England’s ‘series of abortive reformations’ in the first half of 

the 16th century seriously undermined attempts at establishing religious uniformity through 

state-led ‘confessionalization’ (a term coined by Wolfgang Reinhard and Heinz Schilling in 

the 1980s).36 In Marshall’s view, the understanding of confessionalization as a top-down 

process explains the reluctance of English Reformation scholars to adopt the term. However, 

more recent studies on confessional processes have shifted focus onto processes of ‘self-

confessionalization’.37 Marshall argues that the quick changes in English policies, as well as 

the times of persecution that led both Catholics and Protestants to periods of continental 

exile, served to bring questions of confession into broader public consciousness and enabled a 

‘popular confessionalization’ by which Catholics and different kinds of Protestants 

differentiated themselves from others and strengthened their confessional identities, 

sometimes in step with, other times in opposition to state-led efforts.38 

In this context, I argue that the translations by Abraham Fleming and Stephan Batman 

constitute ‘cultural products in their own right’,39 reflected the religious fragmentation of 

their time, and potentially contributed to processes of confessionalization ‘from below’. I will 

show that in a time of heightened confessional tensions in England, Fleming and Batman 

 
34 Kesselring 2007, pp. 16–25, 31–35, 38–44; MacCaffrey 1981, pp. 23–96, 119–33; MacCulloch 1992, pp. 37–

38, 46–47, 145ff.; Marshall 2008; Marsh 2003.  
35 Kesselring 2007, pp. 25–31; Collinson 2011, pp. 61–97; Berry 1968, p. ix–xx. 
36 Marshall 2016, quote p. 64; Marshall 2009. The thesis of confessionalization as originally introduced by 

Reinhard and Schilling emphasized the parallels between the developments within Lutheran, Calvinist, and 

Catholic ‘Reformations’ from the 16th century onwards and linked the formation of distinct confessional 

churches to early modern state formation, making confessionalization a top-down process. See Lotz-Heumann 

2013; Frymire 2016, p. 164; Puff 2018, pp. 47–48. 
37 Marshall 2016, p. 64. The concept is only briefly mentioned in Lotz-Heumann 2013 as an avenue of further 

research. 
38 Marshall 2009, p. 584. 
39 Schmidt 2013, p. 6. 
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utilized their translations to comment on current events, propagate their own views, and 

bolster their authority as preachers, while nevertheless approaching their work as translators 

in quite distinct ways. Fleming appropriated Nausea’s texts to join ongoing discussions about 

the causation and supernatural nature of recent prodigies, call out the moral failings of his 

time, and impress upon his readers the need to repent before the last judgement. Moreover, in 

translating the treatises of the Catholic Nausea, Fleming made use of the ability of non-

polemical wonder literature to transcend confessional boundaries and appeal to a wide range 

of readerships. Batman, meanwhile, reacted against the presence of confessional variety in 

England and transformed Lycosthenes’s wonder chronicle into a markedly anti-Catholic 

history of the English Reformation and added to it urgent calls to eliminate religious 

nonconformism, in effect pushing for a more state-led confessionalization of England. 

In comparing the translations to their sources, I have identified the points at which the 

translator has noticeably diverged from his source text. I make some general observations 

about small adjustments the translators have made to the text but have focused especially on 

the bigger alterations used to adapt the texts to a new context, such as cut or added content.40 

In the cases of Fleming and Batman, the larger-scale changes are numerous and provide 

plenty of material for this study.  

My thanks to Samuel Wylie (Huntington Library), Nicolas Bell (Trinity College Library, 

Cambridge), and Thierry Dubois and Sarah Chapalay (Bibliothèque de Genève) for helping 

me procure some of the source material for this study via personal correspondence, as well as 

Adriana Luna-Fabritius (University of Helsinki) and my supervisor Markku Peltonen for their 

valuable feedback and guidance with this thesis. 

  

 
40 My approach is therefore not a linguistic one; in his article on cultural transfer, Michel Espagne gives 

examples of the possibilities of non-linguistic studies of translation: Espagne 2013, para. 20. 
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II. Abraham Fleming: Catholic Prodigies in Service of Elizabethan Omens 

 

In 1577 and 1580, Abraham Fleming (c. 1552–1607) translated into English two Latin 

treatises, one on comets and another on earthquakes, which had been written in 1528–1531 

by the Catholic clergyman and theologian Friedrich Nausea. In this chapter I will discuss 

Fleming’s source material, consider earlier scholarship on the topic, and show through an 

analysis of Fleming’s translations how he appropriated, and built, on Nausea’s texts to 

interpret two prodigies in his own time, contribute to discussions on faith and morals, and 

further his personal interests in relation to his patron and peers. Moreover, Fleming’s two 

translations illustrate that one could approach the translation of wonder literature in distinct 

ways. The methods for adapting the source text for a new audience and make it comment on 

contemporary wonders could be either subtle or overt, with the translator’s choices being 

influenced by a variety of factors, from different philosophical and theological preferences to 

political and economic concerns. 

 

Friedrich Nausea’s Writings on Wonders 

Friedrich Nausea (c. 1495–1552) was a Catholic clergyman and prolific preacher who 

succeeded Johann Fabri as bishop of Vienna in 1541. A prestigious humanist and a strong 

advocate for a general council and church reforms, Nausea was a prominent early voice of a 

German Catholic response to the Reformation at a time that a Counter-Reformation 

programme was just beginning to take shape.41 As a Counter-Reformer, Nausea is known for 

his advocacy for church unity and for his readiness to support even controversial reforms 

within the church, such as offering the eucharist to the laity under both forms and allowing 

for married clergy.42 Though unable to attend the Council of Trent in its opening in 1545, 

Nausea participated in its second session in 1551 both in the role of bishop and as Ferdinand 

I’s orator, before falling ill and dying in February 1552.43 

For scholars of wonder literature, Nausea is best known for his wonder book Libri mirabilium 

septem (Seven Books of Marvels, 1532), which together with Joachim Camerarius’ Norica 

(published in the same year) is considered the first in a succession of influential post-

 
41 Bäumer 1997; Wolf 1993; Frymire 2010, p. 52; 2016, p. 188. 
42 Wolf 1993; Bäumer 1997. 
43 Wolf 1993; Bäumer 1997. 



 

 

11 

 

Reformation wonder books.44 Nausea stands out as a Catholic author at a time that writings 

on prodigies in Germany were increasingly influenced by Melanchthon’s thought – 

Camerarius’ work appeared with Melancthon’s prefatory letter, and many of the authors of 

subsequent wonder books were also followers of Melanchthon or had studied at his 

Wittenberg school.45 Perhaps it was precisely this Lutheran interest in prodigies that 

encouraged Nausea, who worked for reconciliation with the reformers and had met 

personally with Melanchthon in 1524 in an attempt to persuade him back to the fold, to 

utilize this common ground.46 However, Nausea need not have been directly influenced by 

Melanchthon – after all, an interest in prodigies had emerged in Germany already before the 

Reformation, and Nausea may simply have been drawing from this earlier Catholic practice 

(also prominent in Italy, where Nausea had been studying until 1523) of utilizing prodigies 

and prophecy to champion political, ecclesiastical and moral reform.47  

In either case, it is clear that Nausea had a real interest in prodigies. Reprinted in the 1532 

Libri mirabilium were two of his earlier topical Latin treatises, one on earthquakes from 1528 

and another on comets from 1531. Recent portents also featured occasionally in Nausea’s 

sermon collections that appeared from 1526 onwards,48 as well as one further Latin treatise in 

1544 occasioned by an invasion of locusts in Germany.49 

Nausea wrote his first two treatises on wonders while serving as the cathedral preacher in 

Mainz.50 The first of these, De precipuo huius anni ... apud Moguntiam terre motu 

responsum, was composed in 1528, commissioned by and dedicated to Laurentius Truchsess, 

Dean of Mainz, who asked Nausea to compose a response to an earthquake felt around the 

city that year.51 The treatise is presented as a Latin prose commentary to three poems 

 
44 Schenda 1963, cols. 643–44; Barnes 1988, p. 87.  
45 Kurihara 2014, p. 39–40; Schenda 1963, col. 644; Mosley 2014, pp. 297–301.  
46 Nausea’s meeting with Melanchthon is mentioned in Wolf 1993 and Bämer 1997. 
47 In Germany, earlier Catholic humanists like Sebastian Brant or Joseph Grünpeck would have provided models 

for Catholic prodigy treatises and wonder collections, see fn. 12 in the introduction. For the boom of popular 

prophecy and the interpretation of prodigies in Italy before the 1530s see Niccoli 1990. Nausea’s stay in Italy: 

Wolf 1993; Bäumer 1997. 
48 On Nausea’s sermons see Frymire 2010, pp. 52, 57. 
49 Nausea, De locustis. This treatise seems to be structured very similarly to Nausea’s earlier two, with early 

chapters focusing on definitions, origins and properties and the last three chapters on the event’s significance as 

a portent and a call for repentance. See also Vermij 2020, p. 81.  
50 Nausea entered service of the church in 1526 and after an attempt of instating him in Frankfurt (unsuccessful 

due to Reformation-related unrest) was appointed to Mainz in 1526: Wolf 1993, Bäumer 1997. 
51 Nausea, De precipuo huius anni, fol. 1v. The publication date of this treatise is not entirely clear – while the 

dedication is dated to 1528, no date of printing is included, and according to Vermij this treatise remained 

unpublished until 1531 (Vermij 2020, p. 80). The database Verzeichnis der im deutschen Sprachbereich 

erschienenen Drucke des 16. Jahrhunderts (VD 16) gives the year of printing as 1528 (VD 16, N 261), as does 
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concerning the disagreements of philosophers on the causes of earthquakes, the question of 

where earthquakes come from, and what they portend; Nausea briefly sets out classical 

natural explanations for earthquakes, describes different types of earthquakes and their 

typical aftermaths, and ties earthquakes to wars, disease, and famine, as well as God’s anger 

and judgement. Nausea juxtaposes the 1528 earthquake with historical earthquakes that had 

marked civil wars, battles with the Turks, and the spread of heresy, and calls to mind the 

‘excess’ and decline of the church in the time of Pope Julius II and recent memory.52 By 

doing this Nausea appears to me to implicitly tie the 1528 earthquake both to the Turkish 

threat and the events of the Reformation (and the excesses in the church that preceded it), 

giving reason to anticipate political turmoil, external military threats and religious division. In 

this context Nausea’s exhortations for repentance and conversion in response to the 1528 

earthquake are to be read as directed not only at the salvation of the individuals reading his 

treatise, but to the Christian community as a whole, which was being threatened both from 

without (by the military advances of the Muslim Turks) and within (by corruption in the 

church and the disunity brought by the Reformation). However, this interpretation is not 

made explicit, as Nausea states that he prefers to leave the interpretation of the 1528 

earthquake to the reader. Instead of providing a detailed interpretation of the recent 

earthquake, Nausea repeats that it must be understood as brought about by divine providence 

and refers to Christ’s prophecy of the signs preceding the end of days in the synoptic 

gospels.53 

In September 1531, following the appearance of Halley’s comet and a subsequent rise of 

interest in prodigies, Nausea rededicated his earthquake treatise to his new patron Johann 

Fabri, Bishop of Vienna.54 The same comet of 1531 occasioned Nausea’s treatise on comets, 

Ad Sacratissimum Caesarem ... super huius anni ... & quolibet alio cometa exploratio, which 

he addressed to the emperor-to-be king Ferdinand – Ferdinand’s support went on to ensure 

Nausea’s appointment as Viennese court preacher in 1534 and coadjutor bishop to Fabri in 

 
the catalogue of the Würzburg university library (http://vb.uni-wuerzburg.de/ub/mchq24/ueber.html, accessed 3 

March 2021), but elsewhere the date is given as 1531 (see Möncke 2008, p. 174). 
52 Nausea, De precipuo [...] terre motu, fol. 5r–v – translated in Fleming, A bright burning beacon, sig. F1r–2r, 

though with the omission of the reference to heresy and a shortening of the passage on the recent troubles of the 

church.  
53 Nausea, De precipuo [...] terre motu, fol. 5v–6r, translated in Fleming, A bright burning beacon, sig. F2r–

F3v. In the gospels of Mark, Matthew, and Luke, Christ foretells the coming of wars, earthquakes, famines, 

disease, and other signs: Mark 13:5–8, Matthew 24:4–8, and Luke 21:8–11. 
54 Vermij 2020, p. 80. The new dedication appears in Nausea, Libri mirabilium septem, fol. 71r–v. 

http://vb.uni-wuerzburg.de/ub/mchq24/ueber.html
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1538.55 This treatise is quite a bit longer than the earlier treatise on earthquakes but follows a 

similar structure, with discussions on the natural and supernatural origins and significations 

of comets supplemented with historical examples. Like the 1528 earthquake, the 1531 comet 

is interpreted to be a bad omen (though, Nausea has to specify, not to Ferdinand) and once 

more a sign of God’s wrath towards unrepentant sinners, foreboding universal famine, war, 

and pestilence.56 Nausea goes on to interpret prodigies (and what was seen as their recent 

increase) in an eschatological light also in the Libri mirabilium septem, in which the two 

treatises were republished in 1532.57  

It is worth noting that in his treatises Nausea chose not to engage in the biting confessional 

polemics of Luther and Melanchthon or some later counter-reformers, such as Johann Nas.58 

In contrast to polemical pamphlets, Nausea’s approach is more academic. The two Latin 

treatises reflect his interest in the classical tradition of natural philosophy and the role comets 

and earthquakes as natural signs: in both treatises Nausea sets out different natural 

explanations for the phenomena and makes references to the ways they could, according to 

Aristotelian natural philosophy, be seen to naturally signal future events such as plagues and 

wars. These discussions are accompanied by religious interpretation: Nausea invokes biblical 

examples and Christ’s prophecy about the end of days to show that earthquakes and comets 

should be interpreted as supernatural warnings from God and evidence of his wrath. But 

God’s wrath is not explicitly connected to the Reformers. While some passages might be read 

to implicitly condemn the Reformation – for example, among the historical examples 

accompanying the interpretation of the 1528 earthquake, the spread of heresy as well as King 

Uzziah’s pride in illicitly taking on priestly duties are mentioned –, other passages seem more 

directed to the Catholic community, such as the reference to the church’s past excesses, as 

well as a (careful) reference in 1531 to comets viewed as ill omens for popes and prelates.59 

Rauscher has read the latter as being in line with Nausea’s efforts to both rid the Church of 

 
55 Nausea, Ad Sacratissimum Caesarem, printed in Mainz by Johann Schöffer, 1531 (printing info: VD 16 N 

198 and N 262). Wolf 1993; Bäumer 1997. 
56 Nausea, Ad Sacratissimum Caesarem, pp. 27–31. 
57 Nausea, Libri mirabilium septem, fol. 54r–70v and 71r–76r; Vermij 2020, pp. 80–81; Schenda 1963, cols. 

645–46. 
58 Nas, see Spinks 2009a. 
59 For the mention on heretics and the church’s past excesses, see above fn. 52. The case of King Uzziah is 

mentioned in the same chapter, Nausea, De precipuo [...] terre motu, fol. 5r, trans. Fleming, A bright burning 

beacon, sig. E4r. In his comet treatise, Nausea mainly focuses on what comets portend to kings, but makes a 

brief reference to popes, cardinals and bishops in Nausea, Ad Sacratissimum Caesarem, p. 24. 



 

 

14 

 

abuses and defend the Catholic faith,60 and it does indeed seem like Nausea sought not to 

criticize only those outside of the church, but also his own in-group. 

Abraham Fleming’s English Translations 

Nearly half a century after Nausea published his two treatises on comets and earthquakes, 

student and translator Abraham Fleming translated both treatises into English. Like Nausea, 

Fleming was spurred to publishing these works by contemporary events: his translation of 

Nausea’s treatise on comets, Of all blasing starrs, appeared shortly following the now-

famous comet of 1577, and when in 1580 a mild earthquake inspired a flurry of publications 

in London, Fleming translated Nausea’s earthquake treatise as A bright burning beacon.61 At 

this time Fleming was well on his way to establishing himself on the London book publishing 

scene, having published at least six translations and compilations in 1575–1576 (mostly 

classical material translated from Greek and Latin).62 Fleming had also published a short 

wonder pamphlet of his own in 1577 about a black devil-dog that was said to have appeared 

in Suffolk.63 He went on to translate and edit various works, focusing especially on religious 

texts from 1580 onwards.64 He is perhaps best known as the editor of the 1587 Holinshed’s 

Chronicles, which he both continued and made several alterations to, including accounts and 

analysis of several prodigies.65 Fleming was later ordained a priest in the Church of 

England.66 

Fleming dedicated both of his translations of Nausea’s treatises to Sir William Cordell (d. 

1581), Master of the Rolls. Cordell had served in the Privy Council of Mary I and was later 

known as a conformist Catholic, i.e. theologically Catholic but not opposed to the Protestant 

English regime. Cordell was not singled out for these Catholic sympathies and kept his office 

of master of the rolls under Elizabeth I.67 He seems to have patronized Fleming from around 

1576–1577 onwards – Fleming first dedicated a compilation of epistles to him in 1576 and a 

 
60 Rauscher 1911 p. 275. 
61 Fleming, Of all blasing starrs; Ibid., A bright burning beacon.  
62 These were Virgil’s Eclogues and Bucolics (both 1575), Aelian’s Histories, two collections of classical 

epistles, and a translation of Johannes Caius’ treatise on dogs (all 1576), in addition to a since lost translation 

and contributions to other works; these are listed in Painting-Stubbs 2011, pp. 241–43. Painting-Stubbs’ 

unpublished PhD thesis provides a comprehensive study of Fleming’s life and career. 
63 Fleming, A straunge and terrible wunder; Walsham 1999, pp. 192–93. 
64 Clegg 2004. Donno 1989, pp. 204–5 notes Fleming’s increasing focus on religious works. See Painting-

Stubbs 2011 Appendix B for a list of works Flemings was involved with. 
65 Djordjevic 2010, pp. 10–11, 74–77; Walsham 2013, pp. 431. 
66 Clegg 2004. 
67 Baker 2004; Parsons 2016, pp. 33, 66–68; Questier 2006, pp. 154–55; Houlbrooke 2010, p. 213. 
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year later in the dedicatory letter of Of all blasing starrs Fleming thanks him for ‘undeserved 

favour’ and writes of his own ‘thankful service’.68 

In the same dedicatory letter Fleming describes himself (utilizing the common humility trope) 

as but a ‘presumptuous and unskilful’ translator, in contrast to the ‘prudent and learned’ 

Nausea.69 He explains that Nausea’s treatise was ‘published upon a special cause’, the 

appearance of a comet at Mainz in 1531, and that after reading and pondering on it he thought 

the work ‘needful for the time to translate, and to commit to the present viewe of the 

world’.70 Fleming here explains his role as a translator: by translating the work he 

reintroduces it to the world, bringing it from the past into the present moment. In the 

dedicatory letter of A bright burning beacon he makes more explicit the idea that Nausea’s 

text is commenting on the present by describing Nausea’s treatise as ‘so apt for this our age, 

as if it had bene penned of purpose upon our late Easter Earthquake’.71  

But looking at the additions Fleming made to Nausea’s text in A bright burning beacon, it is 

apparent that Fleming saw a need to comment on and adapt the treatise to fit his present day 

and aims. Besides replacing the original prefatory materials with his own dedications and 

letters to the reader (which was common in all kinds of early modern translations and new 

editions), adding marginal annotations, and making stylistic changes and small adjustments 

for the benefit of his readers in both treatises, Fleming also removed and added text and (in 

the case of A bright burning beacon) supplemented Nausea’s treatise with entire new 

chapters. While Nausea’s earthquake treatise was comprised of only seven chapters, 

Fleming’s A bright burning beacon has a total of thirteen, including one listing various 

English earthquakes and discussing the 1580 English earthquake specifically. Furthermore, 

each of Nausea’s original chapters are supplied by Fleming with a commentary, denoted 

variously as the translator’s ‘application’, ‘admonition’, ‘illation’ etc. The commentaries 

routinely exceed Nausea’s chapters in length and give insight into Fleming’s own views.72 

 
68 Fleming, Of all blasing starrs, sig. A2r; Painting-Stubbs 2011, p. 24 and fn. 41. According to Painting-Stubbs 

Cordell’s death left Flaming without a patron in 1581, following which Fleming dedicated works to higher-

ranking members of the court: Painting-Stubbs 2011, p. 89 and fn. 160. 
69 Fleming, Of all blasing starrs, sig. A2r–v. 
70 Fleming, Of all blasing starrs, sig. A3r. 
71 Fleming, A bright burning beacon, sig. [A]2v. 
72 Out of the seven chapters, four (chapters 3–6) have commentaries that are longer than the original chapters. 
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The fact that Fleming made significant additions to Nausea’s earthquake treatise in A bright 

burning beacon has been acknowledged in previous scholarship.73 Fleming’s commentaries 

and added chapters are discussed, for example, in Christopher Carter’s article on the 

interpretation of prodigies in 16th-century England.74 However, Carter attributes several 

chapters to Fleming that I have found are actually translations from Nausea’s Libri 

mirabilium septem, a fact that should be reflected in the analysis of Fleming’s work and will 

be discussed in more detail later in this chapter. Adding to the confusion, Painting-Stubbs has 

claimed that A bright burning beacon contains text from Of all blasing starrs, though in fact 

there is no such overlap.75 Other scholars, like Alexandra Walsham, have discussed the 

additions Fleming made commenting on the 1580 earthquake, but do not appear to have 

compared the rest of A bright burning beacon to Nausea’s treatise to consider how Fleming 

appropriated the source text in the translation.76 Meanwhile, Fleming’s 1577 translation of 

Nausea’s comet treatise, Of all blasing starrs, appears to have received very little scholarly 

attention. 

In the following sections I will provide a more thorough look at Fleming’s translations of 

Nausea than has been hitherto available. I begin by discussing in the first two sections 

Fleming’s additions to Nausea’s earthquake treatise in A bright burning beacon (1580). I 

choose to examine what is chronologically the later of the two translations first not only 

because A bright burning beacon features more prominently in the previous scholarship, but 

also because the nature of Fleming’s additions to specifically this treatise give important 

insight both into his sources and his own views and aims. It is in light of A bright burning 

beacon that Fleming’s less prominent alterations (and lack of changes) to Nausea’s comet 

treatise in Of all blasing starrs (1577) become more meaningful. After discussing Of all 

blasing starrs, I will finally turn to the confessional aspect of Fleming’s work, considering 

how Fleming as a Protestant author presented Nausea’s Catholic texts. 

  

 
73 The ESTC entry (no. S102280) of this work includes the note ‘with text written after Nausea’s death’. See 

also e.g. Carter 2012, p. 125 fn. 133; Vermij 2020, p. 122; Walsham 1999, pp. 134–35. 
74 Carter 2012, pp. 130–31. 
75 Painting-Stubbs 2011, p. 24 fn. 42, 158–59, 248. It is unclear what Painting-Stubbs bases this assertion on – 

already the clear differences in the tables of contents ought to hint that Fleming did not re-publish parts of Of all 

blasing starrs in A bright burning beacon. Painting-Stubbs also briefly mentions Batman’s translation of 

Lycosthenes’s chronicle, erroneously calling it a ‘posthumous reprint’ and apparently attributing an addition 

made to it to its printer Ralph Newberie instead of Stephan Batman: 2011, pp. 39–40. 
76 Walsham 1999, pp. 134–35; Walsham 2013, p. 439; Vermij 2020, p. 122. 
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Divine or Worldly Wisdom? Tensions Between Author and Translator in A bright 

burning beacon (1580) 

In his translation of Nausea’s earthquake treatise, though making occasional small omissions 

and stylistic changes such as added repetition and detail,77 Fleming generally refrains from 

radically changing the meaning of the original text. Instead, the author’s and translator’s 

voices are clearly separated by Fleming’s addition of translator’s commentaries. At times 

these appear to be at odds with Nausea’s text, with the main tension being formed around the 

question of natural and supernatural causation: while Nausea is open to discussing both, 

Fleming appears very dismissive of the former.  

16th-century views on the causation of prodigies or wonders were varied, as authors disagreed 

on how to present these unusual phenomena and to what extent they could (or should) be 

explained by natural causes. Unlike miracles, which in post-13th-century Catholic theology 

were clearly distinguished from natural events, many of these phenomena existed in a grey 

area: they could be seen, like miracles, as the direct work of God, as entirely natural 

phenomena that only the ignorant marvelled at, or as God working through natural 

processes.78 In his treatises Nausea took the common position that allowed for natural 

explanations for wonders like earthquakes and comets but emphasised that regardless of their 

exact causation, such events were always to be ascribed to God’s providence and necessarily 

had some intended purpose and ‘secret’ meaning.79 Furthermore, in his treatise on comets, 

Nausea distinguishes between natural and supernatural comets, the latter being created by 

God ‘out of nothing’ for a special purpose, while the former were created via natural causes. 

Insofar as they were the result of natural causes, comets and earthquakes naturally portended 

bad events such as drought, pestilence and war, and insofar as they were either providentially 

or supernaturally brought about, they were signs of God’s wrath and the impending Last 

 
77 See for example Fleming, A bright burning beacon, sig. C1v (‘How unhappie and unluckie earthquakes are’, 

cf. Nausea, Libri mirabilium septem, fol. 74r, ‘quam vero portentosi’) and E4v (Fleming adds e.g. on the 

destruction of Jerusalem, ‘so lamentable, that no penne can expresse it, nor tongue declare it to the purpose’ cf. 

Nausea, Libri mirabilium septem, fol. 75r). Fleming also omits Nausea’s reference to an early Christian heretic 

sect (Nausea, ibid; Fleming, A bright burning beacon; sig. F1r) and to Emperor Maximilian’s time (Nausea, 

ibid.; Fleming, A bright burning beacon; sig. F2r) – on these see the subsection ‘Crossing Confessional 

Boundaries’ below. 
78 Walsham 1999, pp. 176–80, 230–32; Carter 2012. Lorraine Daston and Katherine Park give a good overview 

of the development of wonders and prodigies from the Middle Ages into the early modern period: Daston and 

Park 1998, pp. 21–66, 109–34, 173–92. See also Soergel 2012, pp. 1–32. 
79 This is expressed by Nausea in several passages of his treatises and wonder book, but see e.g. Nausea, Libri 

mirabilium septem, fol. 74v; Fleming, A bright burning beacon, fol. D4v. Walsham 1999, p. 178; Vermij 2020, 

p. 79–81. 
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Judgement and served as calls to repent.80 The same comet could be interpreted on both 

levels, however, as Nausea did in his treatise, considering its implications both as a natural 

and supernatural comet.81 

Nausea’s position across his two treatises and the Libri mirabilium septem is quite consistent, 

though his emphases vary. In comparison to the Libri mirabilium septem and Nausea’s comet 

treatise, Nausea’s short earthquake treatise has proportionally more material on questions of 

natural philosophy, with roughly half of Nausea’s prose text being devoted to the views of 

philosophers and the causation and natural properties of earthquakes, while the second half 

(the last two chapters) concerns earthquakes as prodigies and historical examples of 

portentous earthquakes.  

In contrast to Nausea’s approach, Fleming chooses to repeatedly emphasise the primacy of 

supernatural explanations and significations of wonders over natural ones, even while Nausea 

devotes several chapters to natural causes and empirical observations. This makes for some 

jarring transitions. For example, in chapter 2 Nausea discusses classical natural explanations 

for earthquakes and says he favours ascribing them to subterranean waters or winds, which 

upon being released cause the earth to tremble with a noise (Nausea likens this to a man 

exhaling suddenly).82 In the subsequent commentary, Fleming states that while the 

explanations ‘carrie with them a countenance & shew of credite, and therefore may the lesse 

be gainsaid’, there is a danger that  

by seeking to become too wise in the secret workes of God, and referring that to 

the course of natural causes, which come to passe by the providence of his 

iudgement, we fall into securitie, from securitie into incredulitie, from incredulitie 

into atheisme, from atheism into open blasphemie  

He thus advises the reader not to be eager to listen to ‘every vaine Philosophers fansie’.83 

Fleming tempers his words by claiming that he does not want to discredit the professors of 

‘so sacred a science’ as philosophy, yet repeatedly states the limited scope of the sciences and 

man’s reason. Following Nausea’s list of historical examples of earthquakes in chapter 3, 

Fleming confidently declares that ‘whatsoever calamitie falleth upon any nation, it is sent 

from God as a punishment for sinne’ and discusses again the dangers of fixating on natural 

 
80 Nausea, Libri mirabilium septem, fol. 58r–59r, 60v–[67]r. 
81 Nausea, Libri mirabilium septem, fol. [67]r–68v. 
82 Nausea, Libri mirabilium septem, fol. 73r–v; Fleming, A bright burning beacon, sig. B3r–4r. 
83 Fleming, A bright burning beacon, sig. B4r–v. 
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causes. To forget one’s sinfulness and to look to ‘opposition of such and such starres, to 

windes, to vapours, to exhalations, and to I can not tell what’ in explanation of God’s 

mysteries is to preach ‘self-justification’ to the world. Fleming expresses his concern that ‘the 

ruder sort of people’ might be taken in by such ‘wild coniectures’ and might thus neglect 

God’s warnings. He calls attention to people’s sins, to ‘rebellion’, ‘loosnesse of life’, and 

‘daily violating of his [God’s] law’, calling them ‘monstrous’, explaining that God sends 

signs in measure of men’s sins, and finally exhorting his readers to ‘bow our bodies and 

soules under the scepter of Gods grace’ before the ‘day of wrath’.84 After this tirade, it takes a 

little mental adjustment to return to the treatise’s fourth chapter, in which Nausea discusses 

where, when, and for how long earthquakes generally occur.  

It is only in the second-to-last chapter that Nausea himself arrives at the question of what 

earthquakes signify. While reaffirming the possibility of natural causes, Nausea rejects the 

idea that earthquakes would happen without some greater end and reason. He refers to the 

prophecy of Jesus in the synoptic gospels, where earthquakes among other calamities are 

referenced as marking the beginning of the end of days, and concludes from scripture that 

earthquakes are always a sign of God’s wrath and a call to conversion.85 Nausea also makes 

reference to earthquakes foretokening wars, which in turn naturally lead to sickness and 

famine.86 In his commentary, Fleming again pits natural and supernatural interpretations 

against each other, writing that ‘the wisedome of this world, which is foolishnesse before 

God, dreme of naturall causes’. Phenomena like rainbows and eclipses had long-accepted 

natural explanations, but Fleming nevertheless groups them together with earthquakes and 

other prodigies and emphasises the supernatural significance of each. After citing Christ’s 

prophecy and Joel 2:31, Fleming finally concludes that ‘Nature hath litle to doe in such 

secrete matters’.87 

Fleming appears more content with chapter 7 (the longest in the treatise), in which Nausea 

gives further historical examples to illustrate the prodigious nature of earthquakes, interprets 

the Mainz earthquake, and calls for people’s conversion and repentance in face of this 

admonition from God. The theme of sin and conversion is continuously present already in 

Fleming’s earlier commentaries, so Fleming’s approval of this chapter comes as no surprise. 

 
84 Fleming, A bright burning beacon, sig. C2r–3v. 
85 Nausea, Libri mirabilium septem, fol. 74v. 
86 Ibid. 
87 Fleming, A bright burning beacon, sig. E2v–3v; While eclipses were generally accepted to be natural 

phenomena, their frequency could be seen as prodigious: Kurihara 2014, pp. 19–20, 41. 
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At the beginning of his commentary on chapter 7, Fleming repeats Nausea’s point that 

ultimately sin is the cause for all the disasters that strike humanity and states that ‘more 

cannot be said in that matter, than he [Nausea] hath alredie mentioned’.88 However, more 

could evidently be said, as the following four chapters of A bright burning beacon continue to 

discuss this very theme connecting human sinfulness, the proliferation of prodigies and 

hardships, and the impending end of the world.  

Christopher Cater has noted Fleming’s condemnation of looking for natural causes, but also 

attributed to him the more moderate quote ‘many wonders have their cause and originall even 

of nature’ from chapter 8 of A bright burning beacon, suggesting that Fleming’s views were 

not actually that different from Nausea’s.89 The lack of translator’s commentaries for chapters 

8–11 and their absence from Nausea’s treatise is the likely reason why these have previously 

been attributed to Fleming – besides the aforementioned quote, Carter also refers to other 

passages in chapters 8 and 9 as Fleming’s own.90 These chapters might indeed easily be read 

as Fleming elaborating certain points that were only briefly discussed at the end of Nausea’s 

treatise and working up to his own description of the 1580 English earthquake in chapter 12 

of A bright burning beacon. However, a closer reading reveals some interesting 

discrepancies. For example, had Fleming written these chapters one might expect the list of 

historical wonders in chapter 8 to focus on, or at least include, events in England (as is the 

case in the list of English earthquakes in chapter 12), but no English wonders are 

mentioned.91 There are also some inconsistencies between these chapters and Fleming’s 

earlier commentary on chapters 1–7. In the passage quoted by Carter, Fleming refers to 

natural origins of wonders much more readily than in any of his translator’s commentaries. 

Moreover, in chapter 8 eclipses are cited as an example of an entirely natural and predictable 

phenomenon not to be wondered at, while earlier Fleming had emphasised the supernatural 

significance of eclipses as one of the signs of the end of days.92 Stranger still are the 

references to ‘this Authors own writing’, ‘our Catholikes dedicated to the right renowned 

 
88 Fleming, A bright burning beacon, sig. F4r. 
89 Carter 2012, p. 133, quote from Fleming, A bright burning beacon, sig. G3v. 
90 Carter 2012, pp. 129 (the proliferation of prodigies as evidence for the nearing end of the world: Fleming, A 

bright burning beacon, sig. H3v) and 130 fn. 162 (likening of the waning of the natural world to a man’s illness, 

Fleming, A bright burning beacon, sig. I4v). On page 131 a point from Nausea’s treatise in chapter 5 seems to 

be ascribed to Fleming (‘Fleming accepted that [...]’), which is either a mistake or relies on an assumption that 

Fleming agreed with all of Nausea’s views. 
91 Fleming, A bright burning beacon, sig. H1v–2r. Chapter 12 on the English 1580 earthquake does include a list 

of English earthquakes. 
92 Fleming, A bright burning beacon, sig. E2r–v, cf. G4r–v. Fleming cites Christ’s prophecy, Ezekiel 32:7 and 

Joel 3:15 as biblical evidence for this interpretation. 
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Charles the first, and Ferdinand’ towards the end of chapter 9.93 There is no record, nor 

indeed conceivable reason for the existence of a work of Fleming’s with a dedication to these 

late emperors. Nausea, in contrast, published several such works, including one entitled 

Contra universos Catholicae fidei adversarios in 1529.94  

A comparison with Nausea’s wonder book Libri mirabilium septem reveals that Fleming has 

in fact not written chapters 8–11 of A bright burning beacon but translated them from Book 5 

of Libri mirabilium septem.95 There Nausea discusses in more detail the connection between 

recent prodigies (especially the 1531 comet) and the coming Last Judgement, and essentially 

concludes the Libri mirabilium septem, as the remaining two parts of the work consist of the 

reprinted treatises.96 

The previous literature has been somewhat ambivalent on whether Fleming was translating 

from the original pamphlets of Nausea’s treatises (possibly still in circulation) or the versions 

reprinted in Nausea’s Libri mirabilium septem. This is not a trivial question, since it concerns 

whether it was a conscious choice of Fleming’s to translate only the immediately relevant 

chapters from Nausea’s wonder book (as Alexandra Walsham has assumed),97 or whether he 

simply translated all that was available to him. Without identifying chapters 8–11 as 

originating from the Libri mirabilium septem, this would be very difficult to determine, since 

besides the prefatory material (which Fleming does not translate) Nausea’s treatises as 

printed in the Libri mirabilium septem contain no substantial differences from the earlier 

pamphlet editions, and small differences e.g. in spelling get lost in the translation. However, 

based on the chapters that Fleming translated from Book 5 of Libri mirabilium septem and 

appended to Nausea’s earthquake treatise, we can now conclude that Fleming was indeed 

translating from Nausea’s wonder book and actively choosing what material to include and 

what to omit. Therefore, while less of A bright burning beacon is Fleming’s own writing than 

has been previously assumed by Carter, Fleming had more agency in his choice of texts than 

what has been fully appreciated in earlier research literature: he deliberately chose some parts 

of the Libri mirabilium septem to translate while omitting others. 

 
93 Fleming, A bright burning beacon, sig. I4v and K2r (chapter 9, together with a work called 'Centuries'). 
94 Nausea, Contra universos catholicae fidei adversarios, dedicated to Charles V and Ferdinand. 
95 Nausea, Libri mirabilium septem, fol. 46r–[52]v. 
96 Vermij 2020, p. 81, forthcoming. 
97 Walsham 1999, pp. 130–31 states that Fleming ‘translated relevant sections’ from Nausea’s wonder book, but 

does not cite reasons for assuming Fleming to have translated from the republished treatises as opposed to the 

original pamphlet editions; In 2013, p. 438 Walsham is less specific, referring to Fleming translating ‘two tracts’ 

by Nausea. 
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Why did Fleming choose to include these specific chapters from Book 5 of Libri mirabilium 

septem in A bright burning beacon? The themes of the end of the world, human sinfulness 

and repentance that Nausea explores more fully in Book 5 of Libri mirabilium septem are 

clearly ones that Fleming wants to emphasise. Despite occasional tensions, chapters 8–11 of 

A bright burning beacon include many similar strands of thought as Fleming’s translator’s 

commentaries, such as the importance of reacting to God’s ‘unsearchable’ deeds with 

wonderment, the significance of the recent proliferation of wonders, the coming of the last 

days, and the need for sinful humanity to repent. In adding these chapters that continued the 

apocalyptic and pastoral themes that emerged towards the end of Nausea’s earthquake 

treatise, Fleming seems to have sought to balance out the work with further material more in 

line with his own views. These themes are moreover especially relevant to Fleming’s 

interpretation of the 1580 earthquake, which I will discuss next.  

 

Fleming’s Additions Regarding the 1580 Earthquake 

Ultimately the aim of Fleming’s A bright burning beacon and translation of Nausea’s 

earthquake treatise is not the theoretical discussion of the causes of wonders or earthquakes in 

general, but the nature and significance of the 1580 earthquake in particular. This is 

evidenced by Fleming’s many references to the earthquake in his translator’s commentaries 

and the last two chapters of A bright burning beacon, in which Fleming provides the reader 

with a list of previous English earthquakes, a description of the 1580 earthquake, and a prayer 

for the occasion. 

The earthquake known variously as the ‘Great earthquake’, ‘Easter earthquake’, and ‘London 

earthquake’ was felt widely in England, France, and the Low Countries alike on April 6, 

1580, the Wednesday following Easter.98 Alexandra Walsham notes that while the earthquake 

was short-lived and its damages limited, it left an immense impression on Elizabethan and 

Stuart collective memory. Publications on the earthquake started to appear within a day of the 

event, and it inspired all kinds of writings from scholarly expositions to moralistic pamphlets 

and even an official book of prayer.99 In this context, Nausea’s treatise provided a little bit of 

everything: Aristotelian natural philosophy (the application of which is discouraged by 

 
98 Walsham 1999, p. 130; Neilson, Musson, and Burton 1984; Fleming calls it the Easter earthquake: Fleming, A 

bright burning beacon, sig. M4r, O4r–P2r. 
99 Walsham 1999, pp. 130–31; Church of England and Golding, The order of prayer. 
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Fleming), historical examples of earthquakes (to which Fleming compares the 1580 

earthquake) and religious interpretation of such events coupled with a call to repentance 

(which is strongly endorsed by Fleming). 

Like the Mainz 1528 earthquake, in which Fleming sees a ‘representation and likenes’ of the 

recent earthquake, the Easter earthquake of 1580 was relatively mild and short.100 Fleming 

interprets this as a sign that God’s mercy and love outweighed his justice and anger – the 

earthquake was a ‘gentle forewarning’, though threatening graver punishment if left 

unheeded.101 The death of apprentice Thomas Gray, one of two casualties struck by falling 

stones while attending evensong prayers, serves in Fleming’s view to call to mind ‘a generall 

daunger’ and to remind all that they could have lost their lives just as suddenly.102 Fleming 

notes that the accident happened in a church, ‘to teach us what his [God’s] outstretched arme 

can doe in prophane places’, and on a weekday, ‘that wee might see his long suffering, in 

sparing us on the Sabbaoth, when he mighte as well have smitten’.103 The theme of God’s 

mercifulness raised before is here repeated: the earthquake could have been much more 

ruinous, but by God’s grace its damages were limited. 

Fleming’s statement about profane places implies that the effects of the earthquake were 

milder because it hit the sacred space of the church, and that God would be ready to bring 

worse things to pass outside of it. Fleming’s vehement condemnation of theatres, which has 

been noted by Alexandra Walsham, immediately follows this passage.104 The ‘breakers of 

Gods Sabbaoth’ are denounced for two whole paragraphs, and a note in the margins reads: 

‘The sound of a watchword [...] to all prophaners of Gods sacred Sabbath, and specially to 

players, plaiemakers, and all such as fauor that damnable facultie’. Fleming was not the only 

critic to turn the earthquake into an opportunity to denounce the world of commercial 

theatres, and Walsham has described the earthquake as a turning point for the stage.105 

However, Fleming did not limit his moral outrage to theatres, but goes on to refer to the 

sinfulness of his time in general, including ‘pride, covetousnesse, extortion, usurie, 

dissention, oppression, inurie, blasphemie’ and many other vices.106  

 
100 See Fleming’s commentaries on chapters 4 and 5, sig. C4v–D2r, D3r–3v. 
101 Fleming, A bright burning beacon, sig. C4v–D2r. 
102 Fleming, A bright burning beacon, sig. D3v. Fleming does not include Thomas Gray’s name nor notes death 

of maidservant Mabel Everitt – these details are noted in other sources, see Walsham 1999, p. 130. 
103 Fleming, A bright burning beacon, sig. D3v. 
104 Fleming, A bright burning beacon, sig. D3v–4r; Walsham 1999, p. 135. 
105 Walsham 1999, p. 135 and n. 104 in Walsham's chapter. 
106 This particular beginning of a list is found in Chapter 12: Fleming, A bright burning beacon, sig. P2r. 
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In his treatise’s final chapter, Nausea ascribes the 1528 earthquake to God’s providence and 

interprets it as a bad sign.107 Fleming again takes the opportunity to discuss the 1580 

earthquake, though not before listing the various other ways God has spoken in previous 

years, ‘by the troubles of his Church, by the slaughter of his Saints’, ‘by monstrous birthes, 

by strange shapes, by inundations of waters, by contagions of the aire, by fire in the Element, 

by forreigne warres abroad, by tumults at home’, and finally ‘now of late by an Earthquake’. 

Though Fleming has noted the relative mildness of the earthquake earlier, he now shifts focus 

to what he believes to be its most portentous feature: citing traveller’s reports, Fleming states 

that the earth shook throughout all of the realm and even beyond the sea. From this he 

concludes that the earthquake was ‘universal’, ‘for I beleeue the Lord did shake the 

foundations of the whole earth, & it was his mercie in that we were not all utterly undone’. 

The small and brief trembling of the earth is suddenly revealed to have been very near an 

apocalyptic event. This universality proves that the earthquake was supernatural, ‘for neither 

wind nor water could have the force, with a generall moving of the whole land, to terrifie the 

peoples hearts’.108 Subterranean winds or waters, which Fleming makes a point of disproving 

here, had been Nausea’s favoured natural explanation of earthquakes. 

In his translator’s comments Fleming expresses several times concern over the spiritual 

hazards the exploration of natural explanations may pose to people, as it might cause them to 

overlook the much more important spiritual meaning of the events.109 Fleming is worried 

about this in particular with the 1580 earthquake, which is evident in chapter 12: Fleming 

writes that there was ‘a sudden zeale’ in London and an awareness of many sins immediately 

after the earthquake, but that ‘devotion died when daunger ceased’ and many complained 

rather of the financial damages caused than of the moral decay of their time, thus quite 

missing the point of the event.110 To that point Fleming returns time and time again: the 

earthquake is (as per the title of the work) a ‘beacon’, warning of the imminent last 

judgement, which is preceded by moral corruption and sin, and by various signs.111 

 
107 Nausea, Libri mirabilium septem, fol. 75v; Fleming, A bright burning beacon, sig. F2r. 
108 Fleming, A bright burning beacon, sig. G1r–v. 
109 Fleming, A bright burning beacon, sig. B4r–C1r, C2v–3v, D2r, E3r–v. 
110 Fleming, A bright burning beacon, sig. O4v–P2r. 
111 Painting-Stubbs interprets ‘beacon’ to refer to the comet of 1577: Painting-Stubbs 2011, p. 160 fn. 299. 

However, the meaning appears rather to be figurative, as in Fleming’s preface to Of all blasing starrs: ‘Among 

men it is growen in custome, to have forwarnings of afterclaps, as beacons built upon hilles, which then are set 

on fier when daunger is imminent [...] to prevent or else to prepare agaynst that which is perilous’ (emphasis 

mine). Fleming, Of all blasing starrs, sig. A2r. 
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These signs include other earthquakes, of which Fleming has compiled a list at the beginning 

of chapter 12. The previous earthquakes in England, Ireland, and Scotland are contrasted with 

that of 1580: the ‘general’ earthquake of 1077 spanning all of England, for example, is 

compared to the universal 1580 earthquake, and Fleming concludes that the former ‘could not 

import or foreshew such a plague as this [the 1580 earthquake] threateneth against us, nor 

include in it so secret a meaning’.112 In the next entry Fleming recounts a ‘particular’ and yet 

seemingly supernatural earthquake in 1084, which God sent as a sign against the ‘Tyrant’ and 

‘unnaturall destroier’ William the Conqueror. Fleming compares William to the ‘millions’ of 

men in his own time that exceed the king in wickedness and digresses into a lamentation of 

the state of the world.113 A general Easter earthquake in 1185 is compared to the 1580 

earthquake as well, as they occurred around the same time – the 1185 earthquake is described 

as singularly destructive, while the unique universalness of the 1580 as such ‘that the like was 

never heard of since the creation’.114 In the many other entries Fleming continues to use the 

terms ‘particular’ and ‘general’ to distinguish the previous earthquakes from the universal 

1580 earthquake. 

Fleming’s interpretation of the 1580 earthquake is generally in line with other English 

commentators, who, according to Carter, viewed the earthquake as supernatural and in their 

analyses furthered ‘a process of denaturalization’ of the event.115 Thomas Twyne, for 

example, though accepting of natural explanations of earthquakes, held that the preceding 

weather conditions, far reach, short duration, and minimal damages of the earthquake 

indicated a supernatural rather than natural explanation. Another commentator, Arthur 

Golding, also did not deny natural earthquakes in general but considered the 1580 earthquake 

a miracle due to its universalness.116 

In translating a treatise that included discussion of natural causes, Fleming could similarly 

make a point of demonstrating that natural explanations were insufficient in the context of 

1580. But while Fleming’s early translator’s commentaries signal his disapproval with 

Nausea’s willingness to consider natural explanations, his supportive commentary to chapter 

7 and the lack of commentaries to the subsequent chapters shows that there was much in 

Nausea’s writing that did not need to conflict with Fleming’s views. Despite his discussions 

 
112 Fleming, A bright burning beacon, sig. N1v–2r. 
113 Fleming, A bright burning beacon, sig. N2r–3r. 
114 Fleming, A bright burning beacon, sig. N3v–4v. 
115 Carter 2012, pp. 132–33. 
116 Ibid., p. 132. 
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of natural causation, Nausea did much to emphasise the role of divine providence and 

importance of supernatural interpretation. Nausea and Fleming also utilize similar biblical 

examples, making reference especially Christ’s prophecy that there would be earthquakes, 

plagues, famines, and heavenly signs before the end of the world.117 Therefore, in translating 

Nausea’s treatise together with selected chapters from the Libri mirabilium septem Fleming 

could present both a negative and positive example of how the 1580 earthquake might be 

interpreted, and by choosing to accompany his translation with his own additions Fleming 

was able to reject the former and support the latter.  

 

Fleming’s Of all blasing starrs (1577) 

A bright burning beacon is presented by Fleming in its dedicatory letter as a sequel of sorts to 

his earlier translation of Nausea’s comet treatise, Of all blasing starrs, which Fleming had 

published following the appearance of a comet in 1577.118 Of all blasing starrs appears at 

first glance to be a much more straightforward translation of Nausea’s work, with no 

additional chapters either from Libri mirabilium septem or Fleming’s own writing, and no 

translator’s commentary to contrast with the original text. In fact, Fleming adds no reference 

to the 1577 comet that occasioned the translation of the treatise – it is only in the dedicatory 

letter of A bright burning beacon that the comet is mentioned. While the topical connection 

must nevertheless have been fairly obvious to the contemporary readers of Of all blasing 

starrs, in comparison to A bright burning beacon it is striking how totally Fleming refrains 

from explicitly applying Nausea’s text to the 1577 comet. 

The above perhaps explains why Of all blasing starrs has attracted little scholarly 

commentary and has been used mainly as a way to access Nausea’s treatise in English.119 But 

while Of all blasing starrs lacks large-scale additions in the vein of A bright burning beacon, 

it should not be assumed to be a simple one-to-one translation of the source text. In fact, 

Fleming makes alterations to the text, repeatedly omitting passages from Nausea as well as 

making some subtle additions. Moreover, the lack of extensive additions and any explicit 

 
117 See e.g. Nausea, Libri mirabilium septem, fol. 74v, trans. Fleming, A bright burning beacon, sig. E1r, and 

Fleming’s commentary, ibid., sig. E2v–3v. 
118 Fleming, A bright burning beacon, [A]2r–v: Fleming opens the dedicatory letter by referring to the 1577 

comet and the translation of Nausea he’d presented to Cordell on the occasion. 
119 Christopher Carter references Fleming's Of all blasing starrs but uses it only to cite Nausea's views and does 

not discuss changes Fleming made in his translation. Carter 2012, p. 124 fn. 122 and passim. Walsham does the 

same in Walsham 1999, p. 178. 
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connection to the 1577 comet are interesting in their own right – why is Fleming’s approach 

to translating Nausea so different in 1577 than just a few years later? Analysing this work in 

light of A bright burning beacon may therefore reveal Of all blasing starrs to be more 

interesting than previously thought. 

Fleming opens Of all blasing starrs with an emphatically humble dedicatory letter and a short 

letter to the reader explaining the original publication context of Nausea’s treatise and 

praising his work. In addition, after the table of contents Fleming adds a 21-line poem on how 

comets portend war (‘A prognostication of blasing starres’), loosely translated from Giovanni 

Pontano’s Meteora (first printed in 1505, later in 1524 with a preface by Melanchthon).120 

The poem does not appear in any printings of Nausea’s Latin treatise. However, part of 

Pontano’s poem is included in connection with the 1531 comet earlier in the Libri mirabilium 

septem (in Book 4).121 Together with an erroneous date that Fleming appears to have 

replicated from the Libri mirabilium septem printing of Nausea’s treatise this suggests that, 

like the A bright burning beacon, Fleming translated Of all blasing starrs from Nausea’s 

Libri mirabilium septem.122 

Other additions by Fleming are easy to miss, and not all are equally significant. Fleming adds 

English turns of phrase and repetition for emphasis throughout the work – the same can be 

found in the translated chapters of A bright burning beacon.123 The ‘Englishing’ of the 

treatise also required tweaking some passages slightly: when Nausea begins his treatise by 

discussing the different terms for comets (cometa in Greek, stella crinitate in Latin), Fleming 

adds to these the English term used throughout his translation, ‘blazing star’, thus adapting 

the text for an English readership specifically.124 Both of Nausea’s terms have to do with the 

idea of comets being ‘haired’, a reference to the hair-like appearance of their tail: stella 

crinita is literally ‘haired star’, and Nausea links the Greek word comet to the word kómē 

(‘coma’), hair. The English term has a slightly different meaning, which leads Fleming to 

 
120 Fleming, Of all blasing starrs, sig. A4v; Cf. Pontano, Meteora, fol. 3v–4r; Vermij 2010, p. 659. 
121 Nausea, Libri mirabilium septem, fol. 43r. 
122 A date appears off by one year in Fleming, Of all blasing starrs, sig. D2r – the same mistake occurs in a 

catchword in Libri mirabilium septem: Fleming, Of all blasing starrs, sig. D2r; Nausea, Libri mirabilium 

septem, fol. 62v. The date is written correctly on the following page. In the pamphlet edition the date appears 

correctly and on the middle of the page: Nausea, Ad Sacratissimum Caesarem, p. 19. Admittedly, this would not 

have been the first time Fleming or his printer made a simple error in transcribing dates from Nausea, but 

together with the other evidence linking Fleming’s translations to the Libri mirabilium septem, it seems 

reasonably likely the error was replicated from the source text. 
123 See e.g. Fleming, Of all blasing starrs, sig. A5v, B1v, B7v, cf. Nausea, Libri mirabilium septem, fol. 56r, 57v, 

59v. On A bright burning beacon, see fn. 77 above. 
124 Nausea, Libri mirabilium septem, fol. 56r; Fleming, Of all blasing starrs, sig. A5v. 
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alter a further passage in chapter 6 and omit Nausea’s reference to the ‘haired’ appearance of 

comets in favour of focusing more on their fiery appearance.125  

On other occasions, Fleming shortens Nausea’s text. The most prominent omissions concern 

passages where Nausea addresses his patron – several of these are removed entirely or 

significantly reduced, and in chapters 12 and 15 this also has the effect of removing passages 

where Nausea comments on the 1531 comet, so that the treatise becomes more a general 

commentary on comets.126 Other omissions tend to be minor, with Fleming usually still 

conveying Nausea’s main argument and only removing detail, specific examples, or repeated 

ideas. For example, Fleming does not translate a brief discussion by Nausea in chapter 13 on 

how comets have negative associations with Mars and Saturn and better ones with Venus and 

Jupiter, but other passages where the same general idea is expressed are not omitted.127 Other 

times Fleming makes explicit statements that in Nausea’s text are implied or assumed, such 

as in chapter 5, where Nausea once again tackles the question of the causation of wonders. 

Nausea distinguishes between natural and supernatural comets, and as an example of the 

latter mentions a comet that signalled Jerusalem’s destruction and was seen for a full year – 

to this Fleming helpfully adds that such a thing ‘is not proper to naturall Blasing starres’.128  

Nausea discusses natural explanations, features, and effects of comets at some length – this is 

retained in Fleming’s translation. In chapter 6, for example, Nausea briefly discusses several 

theories for the natural causes of comets: a comet could be explained, for example, as the 

conjunction of two stars, a light within a cloud, or a ‘purified’ cloud that caught the light of 

the stars. Nausea spends the most time on the long-established Aristotelian view, according to 

which comets were dry vapour drawn to the upper, hot parts of the atmosphere and there set 

aflame. Nausea states several times that this was the established view of astronomers in his 

time, and goes on to utilize it in chapter 14, where he explains the natural connection of 

pestilence and wars to comets: as vapours are drawn up in the air and set ablaze, appearing as 

comets, the corruption of the air can lead to plagues, which in turn inspire political unrest and 

 
125 Nausea, Libri mirabilium septem, fol. 54r; Fleming, Of all blasing starrs, sig. B5v. 
126 Fleming, Of all blasing starrs, sig. D5v, D7r, D8r, E3r–v, E7r. Nausea’s address to Ferdinand is shortened 

but retained on sig. E6r. Cf. Nausea, Libri mirabilium septem, fol. 64r–[65]v, 66v–[67]r, 69v. 
127 Fleming, Of all blasing starrs, sig. D7v, cf. Nausea, Libri mirabilium septem, fol. [65]r. For the other 

passages, see Fleming, Of all blasing starrs, sig. D5r, E5r. 
128 Fleming, Of all blasing starrs, sig. B4r. 
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violence.129 The corrupt air was seen also as particularly dangerous for rulers, who live ‘more 

delicately and untemperately’.130 

The Aristotelian view was rivalled by other theories since antiquity. Nausea, for example, 

cites the view of the ‘Stoics’ that comets were relatively ordinary stars.131 Over the course of 

the 16th century, alternate views gained increasing support in light of new observations made 

of comets, including those of the 1530s and 1577.132 But this was a slow development and the 

Aristotelian explanation, which established persuasive links between comets and plagues, 

wars, and deaths of kings, was commonly accepted both before and after Nausea’s 

writings.133 Aristotelian views were also dominant in the English-language works published 

around Fleming’s time. Thomas Hill’s A contemplation of mysteries, reissued around 1574, 

presents this traditional view of comets, and Thomas Twyne’s pamphlet on the 1577 comet 

links it to exhalations and vapours, despite Twyne claiming to have access to continental 

works that included differing views.134 William Fulke’s A goodly gallerye (1563, reissued in 

1571), an English-language work on meteorology, is similarly Aristotelian and classifies 

comets as atmospheric phenomena.135 Fulke includes mention of the comets’ air causing 

violent behaviour in men and threatening the health especially of princes, though 

immediately following this he denounces astrologers who attempt to discern too much from 

 
129 Nausea, Libri mirabilium septem, fol. 58v–59r, 66v; Fleming, Of all blasing starrs, sig. B4v–6r, D8r–v; The 

question of whether comets merely signaled these future events because they had a common natural cause (or 

related chain of causes) or whether comets themselves corrupted the air and humours was debated, but the 

association of comets with plague, war, and death of princes was in either case firmly grounded in an 

Aristotelian worldview and repeated by numerous authors. Mosley 2014; Kurihara 2014, pp. 21, 29; Tessicini 

2018. 
130 Fleming, Of all blasing starrs, E2r, direct translation from Nausea, Libri mirabilium septem, fol. 66r. 
131 Nausea, Libri mirabilium septem, fol. 59r. On different ancient writers on comets see e.g. Tessicini 2018, pp. 

2–3; Mosley 2014, pp. 291–93; Nouhuys 1998, pp. 43–59. 
132 Different sources for the 1577 comet in particular are discussed in Hellman 1944. The older historiography, 

including Hellman's study, emphasized the significance of Tycho Brahe's observations of the 1577 comet in 

overturning the old Aristotelian cosmology. More recent studies have, however, questioned this narrative, and 

argued for a longer and more complex development spanning at least from the 15th to the 17th century, in which 

Brahe was one participant among many. Hellman's study has however been praised for providing accounts of a 

wide range of writings about comets: Mosley 2014, pp. 282–87, Nouhuys 1998, pp. 27–28. For more recent 

discussions of the development of cometary theory and the gradual abandonment of the Aristotelian explanation 

see Mosley 2014, Tessicini 2018,  
133 Mosley 2014; Kurihara 2014, p. 21. This is also evident in Hellman 1944, pp. 51, 58, 60–61, 233 and passim. 
134 Hill, A contemplation of mysteries, sig. B1r–2r; Twyne, A view of certain wonderful effects, sig. B2r. Twyne 

lists several Latin authors on sig. B1v, including German astronomer Michael Maestlin. Maestlin was one of the 

astronomers who questioned Aristotelian theories and held that the comet of 1577 was not an atmospheric 

phenomenon; Hellman 1944, pp. 144–46; Mosley 2014, pp. 287, 318. 
135 Fulke, A Goodly Gallerye. Fulke’s book went on to be reprinted several times in the 17th century. 
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heavenly signs.136 Twyne, writing later than Fleming, linked the summer drought of 1578 to 

the 1577 comet – Nausea also links comets and droughts in chapter 14 of his treatise.137 

While largely leaving Nausea’s discussions of natural causes unchanged in Of all blasing 

starrs, Fleming does make some subtle adjustments to the text. When Nausea writes that 

astronomers agree with Aristotle, Fleming adds the qualifying word ‘some’, to philosophers 

who agree he adds ‘in a manner all’, and in another passage Fleming adds that ‘some do 

varie’ from the general consensus.138 These small additions do not change the overall 

impression of the Aristotelian explanation being the most accepted one. Neither do Fleming’s 

qualifying changes necessarily indicate that he was particularly interested in developments of 

meteorological and astronomical theory – certainly in A bright burning beacon Fleming 

betrays little personal interest in natural philosophy. These changes could instead be 

interpreted in the context of Fleming’s emphasis on supernatural interpretations seen in his 

commentaries in A bright burning beacon. In his letter to the reader of Of all blasing starrs, 

Fleming praises Nausea’s work, but adds a little reservation, stating that ‘nothing [is] therein 

taught and discouvered, but hath his groundworke of truth and veritie, (coniectures excepted, 

whiche, for their uncerteintie and falliblenesse, are accordingly to be considered)’.139 By 

introducing more uncertainty to the passages dealing with natural explanations Fleming 

makes them more clearly out to be the kinds of ‘conjectures’ he noted in his letter to the 

reader, in order to shift the focus from natural causes to Nausea’s discussion of the portentous 

and supernatural significance of comets. 

Fleming’s addition of the poem ‘A prognostication’ to the beginning of Of all blasing starrs 

has a similar effect – the verses include no speculation as to causation, but focus entirely on 

comets as forewarnings of war, either civil or foreign. The ominous lines of the poem echo 

Nausea’s negative interpretations of comets. While in chapter 12 it is admitted that comets 

can betoken good, most of Nausea’s discussion focuses on their negative significations. This 

negative interpretation of comets is further emphasised by Fleming’s omission of a lengthy 

section in chapter 15, in which Nausea assures his patron Ferdinand that while comets are 

generally bad portents for rulers, the 1531 comet does not portend him any evil and he need 

 
136 Fulke, A Goodly Gallerye, p. 46; According to Ken Kurihara, astrological predictions routinely dealt with the 

ways celestial phenomena affected climate and thus human bodies and behaviour. Kurihara 2014, p. 17. 
137 Twyne, A view of certain wonderful effects, sig. B2r; Nausea, Libri mirabilium septem, fol. 56v. 
138 Fleming, Of all blasing starrs, sig. B5r–v. 
139 Fleming, Of all blasing starrs, sig. A3r. 
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not fear it, since he is a good king, leads a life of moderation, and has God on his side.140 In 

contrast, Fleming has retained Nausea’s interpretation of the 1531 comet in chapter 16, where 

Nausea judges the comet a bad sign, both due to its shape (that of a rod, a sign of God’s 

anger) and its natural features (its orientation to the north and association with unlucky Saturn 

and warlike Mars).141 

It is not only in A bright burning beacon, therefore, that Fleming alters the tone and emphasis 

of Nausea’s work. However, in Of all blasing starrs Fleming’s changes remain notably 

subtle. His own voice is hidden entirely behind translation, not exhibited in commentaries or 

new chapters. Why does Fleming seem to push his own views much less overtly in Of all 

blasing starrs than A bright burning beacon? 

One explanation for why Fleming did not add much material to Of all blasing starrs but did 

so in A bright burning beacon may be that Fleming’s source text in 1580 was significantly 

shorter than that of 1577: Nausea’s earthquake treatise had only seven chapters and took up 

11 pages in Libri mirabilium septem, while the comet treatise had seventeen chapters and 

totalled 34 pages. This meant that the comet treatise was more fleshed out and included 

lengthier discussion on the supernatural causes and significations of comets. Though Fleming 

may have added subtle criticism of what he saw as Nausea’s more uncertain conjectures, 

much of the comet treatise was well in line with what we see of Fleming’s own views, while 

the earthquake treatise was necessarily briefer on these themes. In his dedicatory letter of A 

bright burning beacon Fleming clearly links it with the comet treatise: the dedication letter 

begins by a reference to the 1577 comet and to Of All blasing starrs, and Fleming goes on to 

point out that both translations have the same author, translator, and dedicatee. It would have 

then made sense to bring Nausea’s brief earthquake treatise more in-line with Of all blasing 

starrs by supplementing it with other chapters from Libri mirabilium septem.  

But why did Fleming avoid putting Of all blasing starrs in context of the recent comet in 

1577? One might wonder if the extra years of experience between 1577 and 1580 

emboldened him to take a more active role in the interpretation of the earthquake in 1580. 

However, when publishing Of all blasing starrs, Fleming already had some experience 

interpreting contemporary wonders: his news pamphlet on strange events in Bungay, Suffolk 

 
140 Nausea, Libri mirabilium septem, fol. 66v–[67]r; Fleming, Of all blasing starrs, sig. E3v–6r; See also 

Rauscher 1911, p. 274. Rauscher describes this section as ‘clumsy flattery’ on Nausea’s part, though considering 

the negative emphasis of the rest of the treatise such assurances to one’s royal patron seem prudent. 
141 Nausea, Libri mirabilium septem, fol. [67]r–68v. 
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had been published sometime in August and the 1577 comet did not appear until 

November.142 But this pamphlet had come under scrutiny on 2 September when the Privy 

Council ordered the bishop of London to look into its unlicensed printing – Alexandra 

Walsham suggests the authorities believed the pamphlet to include hidden political 

commentary, since Bungay was badly divided between conservatives and reformers.143 

The fact that Fleming had recently drawn the attention of authorities may have made him 

more careful and less keen on explicitly tying Nausea’s text to recent events, especially 

considering the emphasis placed upon the negative associations of comets. While in A bright 

burning beacon Fleming’s admonitions are directed mainly to the general population and 

their sinfulness, Nausea’s text translated in Of all blasing starrs includes passages ascribing 

responsibility for the people’s sins specifically to rulers as well as interpreting comets as bad 

omens for kings and as harbingers of war. This is in fact emphasised by Fleming’s choices, 

since he omits passages where Nausea assures his king that the comet does not bode him ill 

and includes Pontano’s poem about comets portending war. In this light, it may have been 

prudent for Fleming to not labour the point of how exactly these interpretations might be 

applied to England in 1577. 

The publishing scene also appears to have been markedly different in 1577 and 1580. 

Painting-Stubbs is incorrect in her statement that Of all blasing starrs was the only English 

text about the comet of 1577, but among the works listed in the English Short Title Catalogue 

it does appear to have been the earliest.144 In contrast, many works preceded Fleming’s 

translation in 1580. In A bright burning beacon Fleming placed himself consciously in an 

ongoing discussion on the earthquake by adding to the beginning of his translation a list of 

authors who had written on the earthquake and by making several general references to these 

other works in the text.145 The exceptionally active discourse on the 1580 earthquake meant 

 
142 Fleming, A straunge and terrible wunder; Fleming dates the 1577 comet to 10 November in the dedicatory 

letter of A bright burning beacon (sig. A2r). 
143 The date (2 September) is mentioned in the ESTC record, no. S119672. Walsham’s interpretation is found in 

Walsham 2013, p. 441; For the religious tensions in the parish of Bungay at the time, see: Walsham 1999, pp. 

192–93. Painting-Stubbs connects Fleming’s pamphlet to Queen Elizabeth I’s dismissal of Archbishop Grindal: 

Painting-Stubbs 2011, pp. 51–52. However, Painting-Stubbs also suggests that the Privy Council may not have 

been referring to Fleming’s pamphlet: Painting-Stubbs 2011, p. 53. 
144 Painting-Stubbs 2011, pp. 159–60, esp. fn. 298. Painting-Stubbs also claims that in Europe only eight books 

were published on the comet, a figure that sounds implausible in light of the extensive interest and scientific 

discussion the comet inspired, and is in fact shown to be wrong by Hellman’s long bibliography of treatises on 

the 1577 comet. Hellman 1944, pp. 318–430, with a supplement on pages 430a–430k. 
145 Fleming, A bright burning beacon, p. [A]4v Fleming lists the names of Francis Schackleton, Arthur Golding 

(whom Walsham describes as a ’puritanical layman’), Thomas Twyne (who had also written on the 1577 comet 

and had on this occasion had written a seismological essay on the earthquake, reconciling a natural explanation 
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increased competition for readers as well as established expectations for the interpretation of 

the wonder, considering the strong tendency in the English sources to supernaturalise the 

earthquake. This possibly encouraged Fleming to update Nausea’s treatise and bring it into 

clearer dialogue with the already ongoing discussion.  

Besides Of all blasing starrs, the other notable surviving English work on the 1577 comet is 

Thomas Twyne’s pamphlet from 1578, which Fleming refers to and praises in his dedicatory 

letter of A bright burning beacon.146 Twyne’s pamphlet included a list of some other 

publications on the comet (mostly in Latin, with the exceptions of one French work, 

Fleming’s translation of Nausea, and an anonymous pamphlet in English)147 and extensive 

interpretation of the comet’s meaning. Writing at the end of 1578, Twyne had the benefit of 

hindsight and tied the comet to recent events, such as a summer drought in England.148 In 

contrast to Fleming, Twyne does not hesitate to interpret the 1577 comet directly, and 

Twyne’s interpretation was decidedly positive: in his view, the 1577 comet portended ill to 

easterly countries but had brought good fortune for England, which he described as 

prospering under Elizabeth I.149 Even the drought had proven spiritually beneficial, providing 

an opportunity for works of charity and bringing the ‘blinde and obstinate’, who had long 

clung to ‘their olde superstitions’ (presumably the Catholic faith), to true religion.150 The 

comet’s astrological significations were similarly encouraging: appearing in the 7th house, the 

comet is linked to women and marriage, and thus Twyne sees it as favourable to Queen 

Elizabeth and portending both her ‘inseperable coniunction & marriage, as it were’ with the 

Church and any ‘confederacies’ she might take inside her realm or with foreign princes, 

while also ‘frustrating’ great marriages which ‘woulde have tended to the overthrow of 

worshipfull houses’.151 Possibly Elizabeth’s unpopular marriage negotiations with the 

Catholic duke of Anjou and Alençon were referenced in one or both of these passages, a 

 
with religious signification), Thomas Churchyard (an ex-soldier who wrote many pamphlets on prodigies), 

Richard Tarleton (wrote a poem on the earthquake published together with Churchyard’s treatise), John 

Philippes (an ‘obscure, quasi-clerical figure’ according to Walsham who wrote news pamphlets), Robert Gittins 

and John Grafton (works lost), and himself. Walsham 1999, pp. 41–42, 49, 130–31, 131 n. 81; Churchyard, A 

warning for the wise. 
146 Fleming, A bright burning beacon, sig. [A]2r–v. Twyne, A view of certain wonderful effects. 
147 Twyne, A view of certain wonderful effects, sig. B1v. Several of the Latin works were by continental authors, 

including accomplished astronomers (see note on Twyne above). According to Hellman the pamphlet Twyne 

cites has not been located: Hellman 1944, p. 321. 
148 Twyne, A view of certain wonderful effects, sig. B2r. 
149 Ibid., sig. B3r–C2r. Vermij 2020, p. 122 also makes note of Twyne’s positive interpretation of the comet. 
150 Twyne, A view of certain wonderful effects, sig. B2r–v. Twyne also connects the comet here to the success of 

the Protestants in Flanders. 
151 Ibid., sig. B3r–v. 
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subtle criticism of which might have been hidden under the otherwise so optimistic praise. It 

was indeed in 1578 that the idea of Elizabeth as ‘Virgin Queen’ emerged in public 

celebrations as an indirect way of opposing the controversial match.152 

 

Crossing Confessional Boundaries 

Though Fleming omitted passages where Nausea addressed his dedicatee King (and later 

Emperor) Ferdinand at several points of Of all blasing starrs, Fleming included prominent 

mentions of Ferdinand on the title page and in his dedicatory letter, as well as on occasion 

retaining Nausea’s mentions of him in the text itself.153 Whenever Ferdinand is mentioned in 

Of all blasing starrs, he is portrayed in a markedly positive light. Though Ferdinand was a 

staunch Catholic who Nausea had on other occasions called to fight heretics in the Empire, 

Ferdinand’s concessions to Lutherans and his role in the 1555 Augsburg settlement, which 

ensured the continuation of non-Catholic churches in the empire, may have made him worth 

praising in Fleming’s eyes.154 In Fleming’s dedicatory letter, he is moreover referenced as a 

parallel to Fleming’s dedicatee William Cordell, who appears to have been a known 

(conformist) Catholic, who was able to successfully negotiate his way in post-Marian 

England.155 If Ferdinand was seen by Fleming as a conciliator who furthered (if in a limited 

way) Protestant interests in the Empire despite being a Catholic, perhaps Fleming was 

purposefully drawing a positive parallel to Cordell, who continued to serve the realm and 

patronized Protestant authors like Fleming despite any personal Catholic sympathies he might 

have held. 

Cordell’s patronage of Fleming may also shed light on why Fleming chose to translate the 

works of a Catholic bishop. Notably, Fleming does not appear to take issue with Nausea 

being a Catholic: in Of all blasing starrs, Fleming praises Nausea as ‘prudent and learned’ 

and ‘a Bishop of great reverence’.156 Nausea being a Catholic bishop is not explicitly 

mentioned, and in Of all blasing starrs Fleming does omit a reference to Nausea’s other work 

 
152 Collinson 2011, p. 134. 
153 Fleming, Of all blasing starrs, sig. A1r, A2r–v, E6r. 
154 Frymire 2010, p. 58; Fichtner 1996. 
155 Questier 2006, pp. 154–55; Parsons 2016, pp. 33, 66–68; Houlbrooke 2010, p. 213. 
156 Fleming, Of all blasing starrs, sig. A2r. 
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‘lib. Catholicorum & Homiliarum’, but in A bright burning beacon the references to 

‘Catholikes’ are retained and even accentuated with a note in the margin.157  

Was Fleming personally sympathetic to Catholic views? This would seem surprising, since 

Fleming went on to serve in the English church. It has been suggested by David Wootton that 

Fleming was secretly a member of a Protestant sect called the Family of Love.158 Familists 

followed the teachings of the Dutch visionary Hendrick Niclaes, which had spread to England 

during the 1560s and came under fire especially by reformers in the English Church in the 

late 1570s. Critics often likened Familists to Catholics, since some of their theological views 

diverged from the Protestant mainline and incorporated elements associated with 

Catholicism, such as acknowledging authorities outside of scripture alone (Niclaes especially 

was held in high regard) and giving good works a role in salvation.159  

Wootton’s thesis is controversial. He bases his claim on select passages of Fleming’s 

Diamond of Devotion (1581): Wootton calls attention to the fact that Fleming’s prayers in the 

work appear to be for a ‘specific group of people all of whom expect to be saved, and yet 

who at the same time insist that they are not sectaries’, and to passages where this group is 

described as being surrounded by enemies in high places, sailing a ship through stormy seas 

full of dangers, and yet as being on the cusp of victory.160 According to Wootton, the 

language used is indicative of Catholic or schismatic groups. But most strange in Wootton’s 

view is Fleming’s claim that true religion had only recently arrived in England – ‘it is now 

twentie and odde yeares, since we have had among us the jewell of Gods word’. Wootton 

notes that when counting back twenty years from 1581, one arrives at the year Familist 

teachings were first preached in England by Christopher Vitell. Fleming ‘can only be 

thinking of the teachings of Hendrick Niclaes’, Wootton concludes.161  

However, I would observe that Fleming did not write twenty, but twenty and odd years, 

which is very likely a reference to Queen Elizabeth I’s ascension to the throne in 1558, 

exactly 23 years before 1581. That Fleming refers here to Elizabeth instead of England’s 

original break with Rome during the reign of Henry VIII would not be that uncommon, since 

it was in Elizabeth’s reign that England was secured as a Protestant nation following the 

 
157 Fleming, Of all blasing starrs, sig. C2v; Nausea, Libri mirabilium septem, fol. 60r; Fleming, A bright 

burning beacon, sig. I4v, K2r. 
158 Wootton 2001. 
159 Carter 2006, esp. pp. 667–69; Marsh 2003. 
160 Wootton 2001, pp. 128–29. 
161 Wootton 2001, p. 131. 



 

 

36 

 

Catholic Mary I.162 The other passages cited by Wootton also need not to be interpreted as 

that strange for a reform-minded Protestant. Fleming’s lamentations that true religion and its 

adherents are neglected, derided and abused seems to follow a common trend of late-16th-

century Protestant preachers being disappointed in what they saw to be a lack of moral 

improvement in the faithful following the Reformation.163 Moralistic complaints and 

concerns about impiety are pervasive in Fleming’s additions in A bright burning beacon.164 

Moreover, the continuous internal quarrels in the English Church, as well as the controversy 

over Elizabeth considering marriage to a Catholic, could be more than enough reason for an 

English Protestant to feel like the right faith was always threatened. 

Walsham has found no grounds in Fleming’s other works to confirm Wootton’s thesis, and in 

fact notes that there is plenty of evidence of Fleming’s ‘anti-Catholic zeal and evangelical 

fervour’.165 Fleming’s exact confessional leanings are not easy to pin down, however – both 

Wootton and Walsham note the ambiguous and at times contradictory nature of his 

translations and writings.166 Other scholars have pegged Fleming as ‘firmly protestant’ 

(Cyndia Clegg) with possibly some Puritanical tendencies (Christopher Carter).167 Carter 

cites Fleming’s criticism of the theatre in A bright burning beacon as an indicator of Puritan 

views – perhaps a similar hint is Fleming’s addition to a passage in Of all blasing starrs, 

where he refers to music and minstrelsy derisively as ‘vanities’.168 Painting-Stubbs writes that 

Fleming was possibly a Calvinist, certainly not a Catholic sympathiser or Familist, and cites 

his involvement with anti-Catholic satirical works and his references to the pope as anti-

Christ in some of his works.169 

In the case of Fleming’s translations of Nausea, his desire to seek favour with Cordell would 

have discouraged the additions of anti-Catholic sentiment, whatever Fleming’s personal 

views. On the whole it appears unlikely that Fleming would have had Catholic leanings. No 

 
162 We will see later in this study that Stephan Batman, too, singled out Elizabeth’s ascension to the throne as 

the true turning-point of England’s Reformation.  
163 This was also reflected in wonder literature, see e.g. Kurihara 2014, p. 48. 
164 See, e.g., Fleming, A bright burning beacon, sig. C3v, D3v–D4v, O4v–P2v.  
165 Walsham 2013, pp. 438–39. 
166 Wootton 2001, p. 125; Walsham 2013, p. 441. 
167 Clegg 2004; Carter 2012, p. 128. Walsham’s observation of Fleming’s vehement criticism of the theatre may 

support this: Walsham 1999, p. 135; Elizabeth Donno describes Fleming as having ‘strong Protestant and anti-

papal sentiments’: Donno 1989, p. 205. 
168 Fleming, Of all blasing starrs, D7v. The passage concerns the (in Nausea’s view erroneous) belief that a 

comet shaped like a musical instrument foretokens something relating to music or musicians specifically. 

Nausea gives the example of a flute, but Fleming has changed the example to lutes and harps – perhaps a 

reference to the popular court music of his time? 
169 Painting-Stubbs 2011, pp. 84–89. 
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contemporaries appear to have accused him of ‘papist’ sympathies, though such rumours 

were wont to occur – when commissioned by Cordell to write a memorial pamphlet for the 

deceased philanthropist William Lambe, Fleming had to argue against such accusations 

directed at Lambe and set out to prove that Lambe had been a devout man of good religion.170 

In any case, Fleming remained and prospered within the English Church: he was ordained to 

the priesthood in 1588 and went on to preach at the prominent site of St Paul’s Cross eight 

times before his death in 1607.171 

Since Nausea’s treatises were not weighed down by explicit confessional polemics, it seems 

to have been easier for them to cross confessional boundaries and be presented to an English 

audience. Though in other works Nausea was more explicit in his counter-reformation 

agenda, his stance is more subtle in the two wonder treatises. Fleming does remove one brief 

historical example of early Christian heretics in A bright burning beacon, perhaps sensing a 

potential veiled reference to Reformers, and shortens another passage, removing the mention 

of Pope Julius II.172 But generally Nausea’s writing seems to have lent itself well to a 

Protestant reading, even if that reading went against Nausea’s intention. For example, Nausea 

directs his comet treatise to Ferdinand and emphasises the spiritual responsibility of rulers 

over their people. For Nausea this would have included a responsibility to defend the 

Catholic faith, but when presented to a Protestant audience, the same passages could be read 

in a different light, with good rulers understood as those that supported the Reformers.  

Moreover, much of Nausea’s thought in these treatises, especially his biblical arguments in 

favour of interpreting modern prodigies and the eschatological significance he ascribed to 

them, as well as his references to God’s wrath and admonitions against sin, was extremely 

common in Protestant thinking about prodigies. The fact that Fleming found a Catholic 

preacher’s treatise to be so well in line with his own thinking illustrates that the Catholic and 

Protestant worlds could have more in common in their interest and interpretation of wonders 

than is often assumed, and that the nature of the role that prodigies played in 16th-century 

confessional processes might need further examination. At the same time, the uncertainty 

around Fleming’s own views and the Catholic sympathies of his patron are a reflection of the 

complicated religious situation in England.  

 
170 Fleming, A memoriall, sig. D5r; Archer 2004; Painting-Stubbs 2011, pp. 147–55. 
171 Clegg 2004. 
172 Nausea, Libri mirabilium septem, fol. 75r, cf. Fleming, A bright burning beacon, sig. F1r; Nausea, Libri 

mirabilium septem, fol. 75v, cf. Fleming, A bright burning beacon; sig. F2r. 
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III.     Stephan Batman: Compiling a New Chronicle for an Elizabethan Age 

 

Prodigies and wonders of various kinds had commonly appeared in histories and chronicles 

throughout the medieval period, and it was these histories – together with works of natural 

philosophy, travel reports, medical books, broadsheets, and more – that Conrad Lycosthenes 

utilized to collate a comprehensive chronicle of prodigies, published in Latin and German 

translation in 1557. A much-expanded English translation by Stephan Batman, The doome 

warning all men to the iudgemente, appeared in 1581. In this chapter I will show that this was 

a thorough reworking of Lycosthenes’s chronicle, adapting and developing its original 

themes while also changing the emphasis and tone of the work – with his choice of new 

material Batman transformed the chronicle into a specifically English history of the 

Reformation and used it to call for harsher measures against religious disunity in the realm. I 

will first discuss Lycosthenes’s chronicle, then offer some general observations about 

Batman’s The doome, before analysing his specifically anti-Catholic additions to 

Lycosthenes’s narrative and his Elizabethan continuation of the chronicle. 

 

Lycosthenes’s Chronicle of Prodigies 

Conrad Wolffhart Lycosthenes (1518–1561) was a humanist and Protestant theologian who, 

following studies in Zürich and Heidelberg, spent his life in Basel, teaching grammar and 

dialectics and (from 1545 onwards) serving as deacon and preacher at the church of St. 

Leonhard.173 He published several editions and compilations of classical works, including the 

particularly successful compilation of adages from Greek and Latin authors Apophthegmatum 

(1555), which underwent numerous printings and revised editions.174 However, to modern-

day scholars Lycosthenes is best known as the author of the formidable Prodigiorum ac 

ostentorum chronicon (‘Chronicle of prodigies and signs’, hereafter Chronicon), published in 

1557. Spanning all of history from Adam to 1557, the Chronicon recounts in 670 generously 

illustrated pages a dazzling array of wonders, from floods and earthquakes to monstrous 

creatures and demonic possession, alongside remarks on political and military conflicts. 

 
173 Beyer 2012; Schenda 1997, p. 19; Germano 2000, pp. 252. 
174 Beyer 2012; Schenda 1997, p. 19. 
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While less of a commercial success than the Apophthegmatum, this work is notable both for 

its ambitious scope and its impact on subsequent prodigy literature. 

The Chronicon was not Lycosthenes’s first foray into the world of prodigies but is linked to 

another, smaller-scale project: in 1552 Lycosthenes published the Prodigiorum liber (Book of 

Prodigies), an edition of a ca. fourth-century epitome of Livy’s Ab urbe condita libri, 

attributed to Julius Obsequens.175 The epitome had first been edited and published in print 

from a since-lost manuscript by the Italian Aldus Manutius and had appeared in many 

printings together with classical works by Pliny and Suetonius.176 Lycosthenes’s 1552 

edition, however, differs from these in important ways, as Rudolf Schenda has noted.177 Of 

the original epitome only the part from 190 BC onwards survived, but Lycosthenes ‘restored’ 

the text to cover the years 737–9 BC.178 In addition, he added many woodcut illustrations and 

dated each entry in the margins – both prominent features also in his later Chronicon.179 

Finally, Lycosthenes chose to accompany the epitome not with Pliny’s writings, but instead 

with two 16th-century works on prodigies (Polydore Vergil’s Dialogus de prodigiis from 

1531 and Camerarius’ Norica from 1532).180 For Lycosthenes, the ancient Prodigiorum liber 

was not only of historical interest but stood in dialogue with contemporary prodigies. The 

main message of Obsequens’ epitome – that one was wise to take heed of divine signs in 

nature and seek to avoid disasters through penitential ritual181 – was still relevant in the 16th 

century, though placed in a new, Christian theological frame. This is apparent from 

Lycosthenes dedicatory letter (addressed to ‘Dominus Augustinus Bacgut’). After calling to 

mind Christ’s prophecy in Luke 21 on the signs preceding the end of days, Lycosthenes 

discusses several recent frightening prodigies which (Lycosthenes explains) even if called 

 
175 Lycosthenes, Prodigiorum liber; Schenda 1997, pp. 18–19. 
176 Schenda 1997, p. 18. 
177 I am mainly relying on Schenda’s scholarship here, but having found digitized versions of two earlier 

printings (one by Matthias Schurer in 1514 and another by Laurent Hylaire in 1529), I have also compared these 

to Lycosthenes myself. 
178 The full title of Lycosthenes, Prodigiorum liber, states: Iulii Obsequentis Prodigiorum liber [...] cuius tantum 

extabat Fragmentum, nunc demum Historiaru[m] beneficio, per Condarum Lycosthenem Rubeaquensem, 

integritati suae restitutus. Compare Lycosthenes, Prodigiorum liber, p. 55, to C. Plinii 1514, fol. 25v, and C. 

Plinii 1529, fol. 188r. See also Schenda 1997, p. 18. 
179 The illustrations are omitted in the 1553 edition, but present in the first edition – according to Schenda, these 

too represented a notable innovation on Lycosthenes’s part: Schenda 1963, col. 651. The dates in Prodigiorum 

liber are given from the founding of Rome and counting towards the birth of Christ; in the Chronicon, 

Lycosthenes counts from the creation of the world and Christ’s birth. 
180 Schenda 1963, cols. 640–41; Schenda 1997, pp. 18–19. 
181 Schenda 1997, p. 18. 
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natural by philosophers must ultimately be ascribed supernaturally to God, who rules over 

nature and is angered by human sin.182  

Lycosthenes’s Chronicon is a clear continuation of this work to observe and contemplate 

God’s warnings in nature, past and present. The Chronicon employed the same annalistic 

structure as the Prodigiorum liber and incorporated (usually word-for-word) the wonders 

listed therein, situating them in the long continuum of prodigious events throughout human 

history.183 The illustrations, too, bear a close resemblance to those used in the Prodigiorum 

liber, though they are not exactly the same woodcuts.184 And the dedicatory letter of the 

Chronicon – addressed to the leadership of Basel185 – touches on the same themes as that of 

the Prodigiorum liber: Lycosthenes discusses lengthily that God punishes those that break his 

commandments (quoting from several books of the Old Testament) and affirms that all 

portents and prodigies are ultimately acts of God, even if natural explanations can sometimes 

be provided.186 He distances himself from Roman superstitions, deprived as they were of the 

light of God’s word, but affirms in his letter to the reader that Christians ought to observe and 

consider prodigies that signalled God’s wrath through the centuries.187 

According to Lycosthenes’s dedicatory letter, the Chronicon took him twenty years to 

complete.188 Seventeen persons assisted him with the compilation, and in his catalogue of 

authors following the letter to the reader Lycosthenes lists a total of 215 sources for the 

chronicle ranging from biblical, classical and medieval authors to contemporary scholars.189 

From these sources (as well as some eyewitness accounts from himself and his friends)190 

Lycosthenes compiled a near-unbroken chronological list of prodigies throughout history, 

together with mentions of political and military events. The purpose of this, as Lycosthenes 

explains at the end of the Chronicon, is so that the reader might discern how prodigies 

preceded various ‘alterations, mutations, and calamities’ in history. The reader is called to 

 
182 Lycosthenes, Prodigiorum liber, sig. a2r, a3v–a5r. 
183 Lycosthenes, Chronicon, p. 54ff. (entries for the years 737 BC onwards), 147ff. (entries from 190 BC 

onwards); Compared with: Lycosthenes, Iulii Obsequentis Prodigiorum liber. 
184 Compare Lycosthenes, Prodigiorum liber, pp. 1, 3, 6, 11, 13, 14, etc., to Chronicon, pp. 54, 58, 65, 75, 79, 

78, etc. 
185 More specifically, Lycosthenes addresses the letters to ‘consuls’ Bernhard Maier and Theodor Brandt, 

‘tribunes’ Kaspar Kröger and Franz Obenried, and ‘all the great senate’ of Basel. The dedicatory letter is edited 

with comments in Germano 2000, here see p. 259 and fn. 4. 
186 Germano 2000, pp. 259–66. Lycosthenes refers to Exodus, Leviticus, Genesis (e.g. the flood of Noah, and 

the city of Sodom), and the Book of Ezra. 
187 Germano 2000, pp. 268, 275. 
188 Edited in: Germano 2000, p. here 267. 
189 Lycosthenes, Chronicon, sig. A4v–B2r. 
190 See the letter to the reader, Germano 2000, p. 275. 
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apply this understanding to their own time by recognizing that God is angry with the world 

and threatens its destruction, and the reader is thus encouraged to repent and live an innocent 

life. Lycosthenes ends this explanation with a short prayer to Christ that he might mitigate the 

wrath of the Father and protect his Church.191 

The use of biblical wonders and prophecies, the anxiety about God’s wrath and punishment, 

and a feeling of the impending end of the world, are all quite common features of 16th-

century wonder books. Giuseppe Germano has characterized Lycosthenes’s prefatory letters 

in the Chronicon as thoroughly Lutheran and ‘propagandistic’ in tone and content – but as we 

have seen in Nausea’s works, many of these features were not unique to Protestant or 

Lutheran works. Nor was the Chronicon particularly polemic, at least in comparison to some 

other wonder collections published at the time, such as Job Fincel’s German Wunderzeichen 

(1556), which focused entirely on prodigies after the Reformation.192 This appears to have 

made it possible for Johann Herold to dedicate his German translation of the Chronicon to the 

Catholic prince-Abbot of Fulda, albeit with some alterations (see the discussion in the 

Introduction). 

Both Fincel’s and Lycosthenes’s works were part of a surge in wonder collections in the mid-

16th century, arising from a by then well-established interest in prodigies and the abundance 

of 16th-century editions and printed broadsheets to draw from.193 Of these, Lycosthenes’s 

lengthy Latin Chronicon filled with illustrations would have been geared towards an at least 

somewhat wealthy and educated readership, and did not go through many reprintings like 

other, less costly German works.194 However, it was also published in German translation by 

Lycosthenes’s friend Johannes Herold in the very same year as the Latin original, and the 

tantalising descriptions and woodcuts served to make both Latin and German editions 

entertaining reading.195 

The Latin Chronicon also made an impact on later works on prodigies.196 A notable example 

of this is Pierre Boaistuau’s thematically structured Histoires prodigieuses (1560, followed 

by many later editions), which utilized the Chronicon as one of its principal sources and 

 
191 Lycosthenes, Chronicon, p. 663. 
192 Schenda 1963, cols. 652–53; Spinks 2009b, pp. 82–84. 
193 Schenda 1963, cols. 649–50. 
194 Schenda 1963, cols. 651–52. 
195 Herold, Wunderwerck. 
196 Daston and Park 1998, pp. 182–83, 191. Such were e.g. Ambroise Paré’s treatise from 1573: Ibid., p. 149. 
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included many woodcuts modelled after ones that had appeared in the Chronicon.197  

Boaistuau’s wonder book was translated with illustrations into English by Edward Fenton in 

1569, meaning that some of Lycosthenes’s material had already made it to England before 

the Chronicon was translated.198 However, it was not until 1581 that the Chronicon itself was 

made available in English. 

 

Stephan Batman’s The doome: An Overview 

Stephan Batman (1541–1584), an English clergyman of Dutch descent, is known today both 

as an author and translator and for his work collecting medieval manuscripts in the service of 

Archbishop Matthew Parker, to whom he also served as domestic chaplain for a time.199 

Batman was rector of St Mary, Newington Butts from 1570 until his death, and alongside his 

other duties published devotional works, a handbook on iconography, and an enhanced 

edition of Bartholomaeus Anglicus’ encyclopedia De Proprietatibus rerum in English (1582), 

among other books.200 Batman’s The doome warning all men to the iudgemente (hereafter 

The doome) appeared in 1581, dedicated to Sir Thomas Bromley. 

Batman’s The doome is often referenced as a translation of the Chronicon.201 Batman did, 

indeed, translate Lycosthenes’s chronicle in The doome, and – as previous scholarship has 

correctly noted – continued it from 1557 to 1581. Lycosthenes is also cited as the author in 

multiple entries of The doome, his name is featured prominently in the headings of the 

catalogue of authors, and reference is made to ‘his Catalogue’ and ‘his Chronicle’.202 

However, Batman presents himself primarily as a collector, and only secondly as a translator. 

The title of The doome states that the prodigies are ‘gathered out of sundrie approved authors 

by St. Batman’, and in his dedicatory letter Batman refers to his work as a ‘collection, 

 
197 For Pierre Boaistuau’s work see Spinks 2011. The German translation apparently failed to make a similar 

impact: Schenda 1963, col. 652. 
198 See Fenton, Certaine secrete wonders. 
199 Batman’s precise date of birth is confirmed by a manuscript annotation discussed by A. B. Kraebel: Kraebel 

2015, p. 460. On the spelling of Batman’s name (Batman vs. Bateman), see footnote 2 in the introduction of this 

thesis. For an overview of Batman’s life see Zim 2004; Parkes 1997. 
200 Zim 2004. 
201 E.g. Bates 2005, p. 145; Daston and Park 1998, pp. 182–83. The wording in Walsham 1999, p. 72, and Carter 

2012, p. 113 fn. 41, leaves more room for The doome to be understood as more than a translation. 
202 Batman, The doome, fol. 6r–7r, p. 285. Lycosthenes is also at times referenced as a source or contrasted with 

Batman’s own sources, see Ibid., pp. 14, 49, 60. 
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translation, and interpretation’, while in the letter to the reader he writes of ‘my gatherings’ 

and of adding to the work the authors from whom he has gathered his materials.203 

Batman’s characterization of his work makes more sense once we realise that he made 

significant alterations and additions throughout the chronicle. Whereas the chronological list 

of prodigies in Lycosthenes’s Chronicon runs near unbroken,204 the annalistic narrative in 

Batman’s The doome is interrupted numerous times by extra titles, quotations, prophecies, 

prayers, and other digressions. Batman has also added, removed, expanded, and shortened 

entries throughout the Chronicon, in addition to adding material up to the year 1581 and 

appending multiple miscellaneous excerpts and exempla to the end of the work. 

The great number and variety of Batman’s changes to Lycosthenes’s work reflect his 

erudition. Despite referring to himself as 'professor' of divinity in The doome, Batman does 

not appear to have had any formal university degree – nevertheless, his works and 

commonplace books attest to both to his learning and artistic skills.205 Many of his additions 

to The doome reflect Batman’s personal scientific, historical, and antiquarian interests. 

Among his prefatory materials, for example, Biblical quotations are freely combined with 

what appear to be references to elemental and humoral theory.206 Batman’s additions to the 

early part of Lycosthenes’s chronicle include both Biblical history and detailed accounts of 

ancient architecture,207 while many of Batman’s marginal notes serve to explain to the reader 

the meaning of certain words, ancient cultural practices, and the like.208 Batman also seems 

fond of coins and medals and adds six illustrations of them throughout the chronicle – one of 

these, an ancient ‘Cicle’ of the kind used to pay Judas for his betrayal, was in Batman’s 

personal possession and is reproduced as a woodcut in his expanded account of Christ’s 

 
203 Batman, The doome, fol. 2v–4r. McNair interprets Batman’s reference to ‘translation’ metaphorically, 

referring to a ‘translation’ of prodigies from God’s ‘book of nature’ to the pages of The doome. See McNair 

1984, p. viii. However, it can also be interpreted literally, since much of The doome is translated from Latin. 
204 With the exceptions of an encyclopaedic digression following an entry on the tower of Babel, listing different 

monstrous races and animal species, and a title separating the first part of the chronicle (prodigies before 

Christ’s birth) from the second part (after Christ’s birth). Lycosthenes also includes seven pages of 

miscellaneous monsters and exotic wonders at the end of the work after the final prayer. 
205 See Zim 2004; Parkes 1997, pp. 125–26, 128. McNair claims Batman graduated as Bachelor of Law from 

Cambridge in 1534, based on Charles and Thomas Cooper’s 19th-century Cambridge history. This is referenced 

also in A Cambridge Alumni Database, entry ID BTMN533S, available online at https://venn.lib.cam.ac.uk/ 

(accessed 8 April 2021). However, 1534 is much too early a graduation date in light of Batman’s date of birth 

(1541) given in his manuscript annotation analyzed by Kraebel (see fn. 199 above), and almost certainly 

references a different Batman (cf. A Cambridge Alumni Database, ID BTMN533-). 
206 Batman, The doome, fol. 9r–10r. 
207 For architectural details see e.g. Ibid, p. 4, where Batman adds details regarding the construction of Babylon, 

including precise measurements of its walls. 
208 See e.g. Batman, The doome, p. 39 (the Olympiad), p. 79 (aediles), p. 82 (the goddess Libittina), p. 96 

(decemviri), p. 111 (ides). 

https://venn.lib.cam.ac.uk/
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death.209 Earlier, after an image of a coin of Caesar, ‘which long time buried in the earth is 

now come to light’, Batman includes a reference to a work by Hubertus Goltzius (artist and 

early modern pioneer of numismatics) and a further note that the reason why ancient coins 

have recently been discovered is that men have ‘more heedefulnesse’ than in earlier times and 

‘finding unaccustomed places of burials have sought and found as now set forth’.210 Batman 

thus ascribes to his time a general increase in historical consciousness and curiosity, reflected 

in his own interests and additions to the chronicle. As if addressing these very people who 

‘find unaccustomed places of burials’, Batman has also added a note and reproduction of the 

Hebrew alphabet following the picture of the ‘Cicle’, explaining that he has done this so that 

wherever such letters might be encountered, they would not be confused with the similar-

looking Arabic (‘Saracen’) letters.211 

Besides historical marvels like rare coins, Batman has also supplemented Lycosthenes’s 

Chronicon with various natural curiosities. For example, to Lycosthenes’s pages on 

humanoid races and exotic animals Batman adds details on the ‘Anthropophagi’ and pygmies 

(drawing on accounts by the French cosmographer André Thevet) as well as an entry on an 

English ‘bear dog’ (taken from Edward Fenton’s Certaine secrete wonders) and a strange 

herb growing in the shape of a lamb.212 Later in the chronicle Batman adds lengthy entries on 

giants and unicorns.213 Such exotic marvels continued the classical and medieval tradition of 

recounting rare and faraway mirabilia for pleasure and served, together with eye-catching 

woodcuts, to make both the Chronicon and The doome entertaining reading.214 

However, both Lycosthenes and Batman are especially concerned with prodigies closer to 

home. In later parts of the chronicle (especially as it proceeds into the Middle Ages), the 

majority of Batman’s additions relate to English history.215 Though Lycosthenes referred 

 
209 Batman, The doome, p. 127. For the other coins see: Ibid., p. 101: coin of Caesar; p. 132: Christ ('fide et') and 

the Virgin and Child ('charitate’); p. 153: Emperor Constantine; p. 262: reversible heads of a pope-devil 

('ecclesia perversa tenet faciem diaboli’) and a cardinal-fool ('stulti aliquando sapientes’); p. 323: Pope Pius V. 
210 Batman, The doome, p. 110. 
211 Batman, The doome, p. 128. 
212 Batman, The doome, pp. 7, 9, 13, 27; Cf. Lycosthenes, Chronicon, pp. 4–34. André Thevet’s Singularitez de 

la France antarctique autrement nommée Amérique (1557) was translated by Thomas Hacket as The new found 

worlde in 1568. See Hacket, The new found worlde; Fenton, Certaine secrete wonders. 
213 Batman, The doome, pp. 204, 213–15. 
214 Daston and Park 1998, esp. pp. 21–39, 147. On illustrations in Lycosthenes see Schenda 1997, p. 22. Though 

more sparsely illustrated than the Chronicon, Batman’s The doome includes some 88 woodcuts on various 

wonders. 
215 For example, all but two of Batman’s 26 additions (expanded or entirely new entries) to the 13 th and 14th 

centuries deal with English or Scottish events. Batman, The doome, pp. 237–259. 
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regularly in the Chronicon to events beyond the Channel,216 Batman saw a need to 

supplement the narrative with further entries, drawing on both contemporary works of history 

and older chronicles. Batman’s list of his sources added to Lycosthenes’s catalogue of 

authors consists of mostly English writers, including the 16th-century historians Thomas 

Lanquet, Thomas Cooper, Richard Grafton, and John Stow, who are frequently cited in 

Batman’s additions.217 Compared to Lycosthenes, Batman’s list is a humble one at 12 names 

– however, Batman has omitted from the list many of the sources he cites in added entries, 

such as the medievals Gerald of Wales and Ranulf Higden, as well as more recent authors 

like John Foxe.218 

Besides showing his familiarity with medieval sources, Batman on several occasions displays 

a fondness for England’s medieval past. Having worked under the patronage of archbishop 

Matthew Parker (d. 1575) to collect and preserve medieval manuscripts, Batman saw value in 

the kind of medieval works that often fell prey to zealous reformers; in his entry on Parker’s 

death, Batman laments the near-complete destruction of monastic libraries, ‘to the great hurt 

and hindraunce of learning’.219 The harm caused by the dissolution of monasteries is 

mentioned also in an addition to the year 1525, an entry highlighted by the heading ‘A 

notable example’, where Batman recounts in detail the divine punishments that were suffered 

by all the people involved, including Cardinal Thomas Wolsey and the pope who approved 

the injustice.220 Batman also decries the recent decline of educational institutions in his entry 

on the history of his birth town Bruton.221 

A decline of learning and a lack of resources particularly among the clergy recurs several 

times in Batman’s additions, likely reflecting his own experiences and interests as a scholarly 

clergyman. He follows the entry ‘A notable example’ with ‘An olde verse in English’, stating 

‘That Realme or kingdome shal ever decay / Where their Cleargie beares no sway’, and 

 
216 See e.g. Lycosthenes, Chronicon, pp. 307, 377, 512, translated in Batman, The doome, pp. 171, 207, 292. 
217 For Lanquet and Cooper, see e.g. Batman, The doome, pp. 37 (as part of Batman's addition 'Of the nine 

Sibils'), 106, 122, 259, 262–63 and passim.; for Grafton, Ibid., pp. 334 (an entry for the year 1541) and 382 (the 

year 1558; on both occasion Grafton is accompanied by references to other sources); for Stow, e.g. Ibid., pp. 

232, 237–38, 239, 256 and passim. 
218 For John Foxe see e.g. Batman, The doome, pp. 142, 222–23, 381; Gerald of Wales, p. 232; Ranulf Higden, 

pp. 182, 204, 222, 223. Other more recent sources included by Batman but not listed in the catalogue of authors 

include Johannes Manlius (especially the miscellanea on p. 416ff.) and Edward Fenton (p. 13). Sources listed by 

Lycosthenes and utilized also by Batman include Strabo (p. 4), Pliny (pp. 4, 144), Albert the Great and Conrad 

Gessner (p. 114) and Jacobus Bergomensis (p. 37). 
219 Batman, The doome, p. 399; Zim 2004; Horobin 2011; Kraebel 2015. 
220 Batman, The doome, pp. 305–6. 
221 Batman, The doome, pp. 357. 
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instructing Christian kings to ‘Have regard to the clergie above al things’.222 A later entry on 

Henry VIII’s break with Rome in 1531 (1532 by our reckoning) is followed by a reminder of 

the importance of the church’s preaching and a warning against ‘the robbing of Gods church’ 

by withholding the clergy’s livings and ‘overtaxing those that are pore alreadye’, which leads 

to sacrilege, simony, and a decline in learning.223 Batman also gives an example of such 

troubles from the Middle Ages in an addition to the year 1362, recounting that the yearly 

stipends of the clergy were limited and that priests were consecrated ‘without consideration 

of livinges and place of Service’, leading to corruption within the church.224 

These warnings to heed the advice of the clergy and not to withhold funds from their livings 

and education, highlighted by special headings or embedded in key parts of the chronicle 

(such as the entry on the beginnings of the English Reformation), serve to illustrate that while 

Batman supplemented Lycosthenes’s Chronicon with many a historical curiosity, his 

additions go beyond merely revealing particularities about his antiquarian interests. In fact, 

Batman used the chronicle to comment – both overtly and subtly – on matters of church and 

state. And in dedicating The doome to Sir Thomas Bromley, member of Elizabeth’s Privy 

Council and Lord Chancellor from 1579 onwards, Batman was beseeching someone who was 

in a position to genuinely affect these matters.225 

Batman’s express aim with The doome is given in his dedicatory letter to Bromley: having 

observed that other countries had profited from the ‘labours of the learned’ in interpreting the 

prodigies of the past and thus had ‘avoyded many dangers’, Batman set forth The doome 

‘thereby to give unto my country the like occasion to beware of some more monstrous plague 

to folow’.226 Like Lycosthenes, Batman sees the various prodigies of his time as signalling 

the wrath of God, which needed to be amended quickly, lest England be faced with 

something even worse. The doome was to serve as a guide to past divine warnings and 

punishments and was meant to aid the interpretation and proper responses to contemporary 

prodigies.227 

 
222 Batman, The doome, pp. 305–7. 
223 Batman, The doome, pp. 314. When referring to dated entries in The doome I generally use the date given by 

Batman – for events between January and March this puts the date off by one year, since until 1752 the new 

year in England began on March 25th. See the UK National Archives, paleography quick reference, 

https://www.nationalarchives.gov.uk/palaeography/quick_reference.htm (accessed 7 April 2021). 
224 Batman, The doome, p. 253. 
225 On Bromley, see Jones 2004. 
226 Batman, The doome, fol. 2v. 
227 This is further emphasised towards the end of the work, see esp. Batman, The doome, pp. 427–28: ‘he which 

is an interpreter of monstrous things, prodigies, and wonders, muste be a good coniecturer or divinour of 

https://www.nationalarchives.gov.uk/palaeography/quick_reference.htm
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The issue of divine punishment and repentance was primarily a communal one. Admittedly, 

both the Chronicon and The doome also lend themselves to more personal readings, as they 

include ample accounts of prodigious personal punishments meted out to individual 

sinners.228 As collections of such moral exempla, the Chronicon and The doome may have 

served as reference works for preachers or as moral edification for the individual reader.229 

Lycosthenes’s prayer at the end of the Chronicon, retained in Batman’s translation, directly 

calls the reader to repentance and a life of virtue.230 Moreover, both Lycosthenes and Batman 

include autobiographical entries in which they recount hardships and prodigies they 

personally experienced, accompanied with pious thanks to God – these passages could serve 

as a model for the reader as to how to interpret strange events and misfortunes in their own 

life.231 However, moral failings could bring down God’s wrath against not just the individual, 

but the whole community or state,232 for which its rulers and policy makers were especially 

responsible. It is apparent from the dedications of both works that Lycosthenes and Batman 

directed their chronicles especially to those in positions of leadership in Basel and England 

respectively. 

In the view of John McNair, Batman had a very specific political goal with The doome: 

opposing Queen Elizabeth’s marriage negotiations with the Catholic Duke of Anjou and 

Alençon. Utilizing notes in Batman’s commonplace book, McNair has shown that a passage 

in The doome describing a plague of mice and owls in Essex in 1581 (and followed by the 

recording of the deaths of notable Englishmen and an entry on the visit of the Duke and his 

 
similitudes, and a curious searcher of the affayres of those princes and provinces whiche were at that time … if 

in time past some suche thing or the like hath appeared, a man ought to consider it, and what followed 

thereupon, and according to the same or the like to foretell, for one token maye be like another, and the like 

expoundeth the like.’ 
228 For examples of ‘personal punishment’ from Lycosthenes, see e.g. a fraudulent wonder being punished by 

drowning in 1511 (Lycosthenes, Chronicon, p. 518; Batman, The doome, p. 295) and a blaspheming woman cast 

out of a window by the Devil in 1551 (Lycosthenes, p. 615; Batman, p. 355). Similar entries are found in 

Batman’s continuation, e.g. a dishonest man is hurled through a courthouse window by the Devil (Batman, pp. 

309–10) and two accounts of supernatural punishment for blaspheming (pp. 401, 405). Stories about divine 

punishment and protection of individual Christians are also found among the miscellanies at the end of The 

doome, mostly taken from Johannes Manlius: Batman, pp. 417–22; cf. Manlius, Locorum communium 

collectanea. 
229 The tales of personal punishment, as well as the adages added by Batman from Manlius, are not unlike the 

anecdotes collected by Dr Thomas Beard in The theatre of Gods judgements published in 1597, which we know 

was drawn on by English ministers for their sermons – see Walsham 1999, pp. 66–67. 
230 For Lycosthenes’s prayer see Lycosthenes, Chronicon, p. 663; Batman, The doome, p. 380. 
231 Lycosthenes, Chronicon, p. 640f, trans. Batman, The doome, pp. 368–69 (Batman somewhat shortens this 

entry); Batman, The doome, pp. 410–11. 
232 This is apparent e.g. in a short history of England Batman appends to the beginning of The doome, describing 

how the Britons’ ‘lewde luste, ryotting and Idleness’ caused God to send them plague and war: Batman, The 

doome, sig. q8r. 
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entourage to England) was understood by Batman as an allegorical warning against 

fraternising with the French (the mice), lest Spain (the owls) swoop in and attack England.  

Elizabeth’s marriage negotiations – and, more generally, the question of the Queen’s 

succession – were long a source of great controversy. Elizabeth was several times set on 

going through with the marriage to the French Duke, but the plans faced strong public 

opposition and inconsistent support from the Queen’s advisors (including Bromley), and the 

negotiations ebbed and flowed in response to the ever-changing political circumstances at 

home and abroad. According to McNair, Batman produced The doome in response to the 

latest resurgence of marriage negotiations with the Duke in 1580–1581, which had 

culminated in an exchange of rings in November 1581. 

I will argue that McNair is correct in his observation that in The doome Batman positioned 

himself against Elizabeth’s match with the Duke of Alençon – and this is, in fact, reflected in 

more than one passage. To understand Batman’s aims with The doome more 

comprehensively, however, these passages in Batman’s continuation of Lycosthenes’s 

Chronicon must be placed in the wider context of the alterations Batman has made to 

Lycosthenes’s earlier narrative. Elizabeth’s planned marriage with a foreign Catholic was 

part of a larger story and was just one of the ways in which (in Batman’s view) the realm was 

failing to properly guard its hard-won faith and independence following the Reformation.  

In the following two subchapters, I will discuss what I see as the most central themes of 

Batman’s additions to Lycosthenes’s Chronicon. In the first, I will illustrate how Batman 

added a strong anti-Catholic and pro-Reformation streak to the chronicle, as well as analyse 

one particularly interesting woodcut and verse, which has puzzled previous scholars of The 

doome. In the second, I will show how Batman transformed the Chronicon not just into a 

markedly anti-Catholic work, but specifically a history of prodigies leading up to the English 

Reformation, and will discuss examples of Batman’s criticism of English ‘doubling with 

religion’ following the Reformation. 

 

Batman’s Anti-Catholic Additions 

Even though Batman does occasionally portray the medieval past positively when using it to 

criticize the waning of learned culture in his time, many of his most prominent additions to 

Lycosthenes’s chronicle consist of scathing criticisms of the medieval church and its 
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institution of the papacy. Already in an entry at 769 BC Batman takes the opportunity to 

segue from the story of Romulus killing Remus to the heinousness of the pope, and he goes 

on to liken the worship of Romulus as Quirinus to the idolatrous practice of venerating the 

pope as the vicar of Christ.233 Batman also retains several prodigies from Lycosthenes that 

cast individual popes in an unfavourable light, such as the rumbling of the bones of Silvester 

II, who is said to have become pope by diabolical means, and the story of Benedict IX 

appearing in monstrous form after his death.234 To other entries Batman saw the need to add 

disparaging remarks to remind the reader of the folly of the Catholic faith: for example, to 

Anselm fleeing heresy from England to Rome, Batman adds ‘to become more blinde’, while 

on an entry on a canonization Batman comments ‘that is a wonder, where the Divell makes 

men as fast as the Pope makes Saints’.235 At times Batman even alters the text in translation 

to make it more critical of the papacy: in an entry on the end of the conflict between Emperor 

Frederick and Pope Alexander III, Batman translates ‘ac tum demum eum absolvit’ as ‘and so 

at length he abused him’ (instead of ‘absolved him’).236 Marginal notes serve to highlight 

certain entries (such as the story of the monstrous Benedict IX) and interpret others – 

particularly interesting is a lengthy marginal note interpreting a eucharistic miracle as a bad 

omen, while a pair of eucharistic miracles recounted by Lycosthenes that did not lend 

themselves so easily to a negative interpretation are omitted from the translation by 

Batman.237 

Up to the year 1400 many of Batman’s anti-Catholic alteration are still relatively subtle, but 

from here onwards they become increasingly elaborate. At the year 1400 Batman states that 

the ‘Church of Rome in these dayes could hide no longer hir travaile of bringing forth 

horrible monsters, Sects, Herecies, Schismes, and Discords’, and digresses to list examples of 

 
233 Batman, The doome, p. 35; Lycosthenes, Chronicon, p. 53. 
234 Lycosthenes, Chronicon, pp. 369, 378; Batman, The doome, pp. 201, 208. Both the ideas that Pope Silvester 

II dabbled in magic and that Benedict IX appeared as a monster originate in medieval sources. On Pope 

Silvester, see Thorndike 1929, pp. 704–5. Peter Damian (1007–1072/73) recorded the story of Benedict IX in 

his De abdicatione episcopatus: See Patrologia Latina, vol. 145, col. 428–29. 
235 Batman, The doome, pp. 213, 230; Lycosthenes, Chronicon, p. 390, 420. 
236 Batman, The doome, pp. 230–31, cf. Lycosthenes, Chronicon, p. 420. 
237 Batman’s interpretation on the first eucharistic miracle is found in Batman, The doome, p. 230. For the 

omitted entries see Lycosthenes, Chronicon, p. 427, cf. Batman, The doome, p. 234. Other examples of 

Batman’s marginal notes supporting an anti-Catholic or anti-papal reading are found e.g. in Batman, The doome, 

pp. 164 (a false ‘Moses’ appearing to the Jews in 434 is compared to ‘the counterfeite Peter of Rome, whose 

clemencie is superstition and his mercye murther’), 213 (the founding of the Premonstratensians and Cistercians 

is accompanied by the note ‘A Secte’), 243 (Batman draws attention in the margins to the claim that the pope 

was afraid of an earthquake). 
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bad popes from the 10th century to the beginning of the 15th.238 This list of monstrous popes 

leads up to perhaps the most interesting of Batman’s anti-papal additions, the insertion of a 

large woodcut accompanied by a Latin poem and English translation. The woodcut depicts a 

seven-headed dragon with an upside-down pope’s head placed at its crotch (see fig. 1). 

Another papal figure finds himself in a fire stoked by two devils, and a naked man holding a 

bag is dangled above the fire by the dragon’s tail. The accompanying poem in English 

translation begins ‘The general iudge, wil iudge vs all, / The Popish honor shall nothing 

auaile’. Batman claims that the image was made (actually, ‘printed’!) in the year 1401 in ‘the 

Church of the Iacobines’ (i.e. Dominicans) of Geneva, and explains that the image and poem 

show ‘that God hath not at this time [i.e. the 16th century] alone through his infinit goodnesse 

breathed into the heartes of some, to know that the Pope and all Poperie, came from this 

horrible and monstrous beast’.239 

Batman was well-versed in medieval manuscripts, so it appears strange that he would 

attribute such an image – which seems like a typical piece of 16th-century Protestant 

propaganda – to Dominicans in the early 1400s. Batman included the same picture, Latin 

poem with the English translation, and note of the Genevan Jacobines in his book The new 

arrival of the three graces into Anglia along with some other prophetic materials – this book 

was published a year or more before The doome.240 Moreover, the English antiquarian 

Thomas Baker has noted in a published letter to Thomas Hearne in 1722 a very similar 

picture in a copy of Hartmann Schedel’s Liber chronicarum (or Nuremberg chronicle, 1493) 

at the Trinity College Library at Cambridge. In this unique copy a hand-drawn picture of a 

monstrous Antichrist (fig. 2a) has been added to one of the originally blank pages – the image 

is strikingly similar to the woodcut in The new arrival and The doome. The opposite page has 

inscribed the Latin version of the ‘The general iudge’ -poem (beginning ‘Iudicabit iudices 

iudex generalis’) and a note in English, similar to Batman’s entry in The doome.241 The 

manuscript belonged to Stephan Batman, as hinted to by the handwriting of the inscription 

and the signature ‘B.S.M.’ (Batman, Stephan, minister) (fig. 2b) and confirmed by Batman’s 

 
238 Batman, The doome, pp. 259–60, beginning: ‘The Church of Rome in these dayes coulde hide no longer hir 

travaile of bringing forth horrible monsters, Sects, Heresies, Schismes, and Discords, proceeding of hyr first 

begotten furies.’ 
239 Ibid., pp. 260–62. 
240 Batman, The new arrival, sig. [E3v]; Pincombe 2009. STC dates the work tentatively to 1580, but Pincombe 

suggests as the date of composition 1573, based on the (reverse) date ‘3751’ on an illustration. The date 1401 is 

similarly given in reverse, ‘1041’. 
241 Letter from Thomas Baker to Thomas Hearne, 2 December 1722, partially printed in Hearne 1724, pp. xxvi–

xxxi. A slightly different reprint of the relevant section is found in Masters 1784, pp. 123–25. 
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name on the title page of the book (fig. 2c). Clearly Batman was very taken by this image, 

having reproduced it at least three times. 

Batman’s picture and note raised eyebrows already in the 18th century. Commenting on 

Batman's inscription, Baker notes with scepticism that ‘Antichrist was so early in the Church 

of Geneva’.242 The editor of Baker’s works, Robert Masters, suggests that the poem is 

Batman’s own composition, and refers to The doome.243 More recently, Mike Pincombe has 

suspected that Batman ‘touched up’ the image of the seven-headed dragon in The new 

arrival.244 

However, neither the poem nor the picture was original to Batman. Versions of the poem 

have been attributed to the medieval Walter Map (c. 1130 – c. 1210) and have also appeared 

in contexts of Roman and canon law.245 While its authorship is uncertain, by the mid–16th 

century there were several distinct versions of the poem in circulation, and the version in 

Batman’s copies are very nearly identical to the one which appears already in the late 15th 

century in a Franciscan friar’s manuscript of miscellanies.246  

The picture, meanwhile, is attributed by Batman to ‘Jacobus Jaqueri’, i.e. Giacomo Jaquerio, 

a painter active in Turin and Geneva in the early 15th century. Around 1540–1550 an 

anonymous Genevan broadsheet reproduced a mural or fresco allegedly painted by him in a 

Dominican monastery in Geneva and destroyed in 1535 (fig. 3).247 A comparison of this to 

the image in Batman’s copy of the Nuremberg chronicle (fig. 2a) reveals that the latter is a 

strikingly accurate mirror-image copy of the former, most likely a tracing or transferring from 

 
242 Hearne 1724, p. xxviii. 
243 Masters 1784, p. 125. 
244 Pincombe 2009. 
245 For Walter Map and what seems to be a misattribution of the Latin poems, see the introduction in the edition 

of his De nugis curialum: James 1983. 19th-century reproductions of the poem and attributions to Walter Map 

are found for example in: Phillimore 1848, p. 305; Nevin 1895, pp. viii–ix. Part of the poem has also been 

pasted onto the title page of a 1661 edition of the Code of Canon Law, as documented by Loome Theological 

Booksellers (Ex Libris Theologicis, 8 February 2010, https://loomebooks.blogspot.com/2010/02/creatures-in-

books-verse-in-canon-law.html, accessed 20 April 2020). 
246 The Franciscan is Michael Pfollinger, who collected various things from recipes to prayers, history and 

poetry. [Michael Pfollinger’s manuscript of miscellanies] (BSB, Clm 14698), fol. 14v; Henkel 2004, p. 63 – 

Henkel describes the poem as ‘a didactic poem about both earthly and last judgement’. A very different, and 

longer, version of the poem appears in Wright 1841, pp. 52–54. Here some of the verses are in a different order, 

and much of the wording is different as well, such as ‘dignitatis regalis’ instead of ‘dignitatis papalis’. Wright’s 

source is a compilation by Matthias Flacius Illyricus published in 1557. 
247 Bibliothèque de Genève, Le Centre d’iconographie, 44M 01 (Anonymous, Vne semblable figure). The 

library’s online database dates the broadsheet to c. 1540, Philippe Kaenel to c. 1550. Kaenel 2000, p. 95. 

Curiously, in looking for Batman’s source I came upon a reference to an apocalyptic scene and Iudicabit iudices 

-poem not in Geneva, but a Benedictine monastery in Nuremberg: Wagenseil, De Sacri, p. 75. A few years 

before the publication of Wagenseil’s book the monastery had burned down, so there is no way to verify this, 

but it appears the poem may have been commonly reproduced with images of the last judgement. 

https://loomebooks.blogspot.com/2010/02/creatures-in-books-verse-in-canon-law.html
https://loomebooks.blogspot.com/2010/02/creatures-in-books-verse-in-canon-law.html
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the broadsheet.248 The Genevan broadsheet also includes the Latin Iudicabit iudices -poem, 

the information about the Jacobine monastery (or ‘temple’), the attribution to ‘Iacobus 

Iaqueri’, and an interpretation of the image which Batman has closely translated in The 

doome.249 

There are eyewitness accounts to the destruction of Jaqueri’s painting, so in repeating the 

contents of the Geneva broadsheet Batman was indeed referencing a real medieval image.250 

But it is uncertain how much the author of the broadsheet altered Jaqueri’s painting, and, as 

pointed out by Philippe Kaenel, its meaning was in any case significantly changed by its 

publication in a different format and context. The original painting, situated in a convent and 

very probably accompanied by a painting depicting a heavenly scene, would not have carried 

implications against the papacy as an institution. It may have implied criticism of the ongoing 

papal schism or the worldliness of individual popes and prelates, but the author of the Geneva 

broadsheet (and Batman) go much further in interpreting the image as foreshadowing the 

Reformation.251 

We can conclude that Batman did not author any of the elements of this entry in The doome. 

However, its inclusion serves one of the most central narratives of Batman’s work, that of the 

corruption of the Catholic church and the triumph of the Reformation, which is foreshadowed 

through much of The doome but increasingly following 1400. Shortly after the Iudicabes 

iudices -poem Batman adds an entry on the Great Schism and quotes a Sibylline prophecy, 

which states: ‘Miserable shal that time be, when Hempe shal destroy thee’. Batman links 

hemp to paper and suggests that ‘[perhaps] it is printing, by which al abhominations ar so 

speedily revealed’.252 The introduction of ‘the noble Science of Printing’ is noted by an 

illustrated entry added by Batman to the year 1450.253 The Genevan broadsheet was one 

example of how print could propagate views critical to the papacy more effectively than was 

possible before, when images might be hidden away inside cloister walls. The fact that 

 
248 Such labour-saving techniques (using e.g. transparent vellum or paper) had been in use since the Middle 

Ages, see Scheller 1995, pp. 72–73. 
249 Cf. Batman: ‘to shew that God hath not at this time alone through his infinit goodnesse breathed into the 

hearts of some, to know that the Pope and all Poperie, came from this horrible and monstrous beast, to wit the 

Prince of the bottomlesse pyt infernal’; Genevan broadsheet: ‘pour monstrer que ce n’est pas de maintenant que 

Dieu pas sa bonté infinie a inspiré aux cœurs d’aucuns à conoistre que le Papae & toute la Papauté est sortie de 

cette horrible & monstrueuse beste, assavoir le Prince de l’abisme infernal’. Batman, The doome, p. 260; the text 

of the Genevan broadsheet is transcribed and discussed in Kaenel 2000, p. 95 and ff. 
250 Kaenel 2000, pp. 95–96. 
251 Kaenel 2000, pp. 95–97. Kaenel here cites and comments on a study by Waldemar Deonna. 
252 Batman, The doome, p. 263. 
253 Batman, The doome, p. 272. 
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Batman was so impressed by the image as to reproduce it in three different contexts is 

perhaps no wonder: as both an admirer of medieval learning and an avid anti-papist, Batman 

found in the Genevan broadsheet a combination of the two that served as a forceful historical 

argument for the Reformation. 

The power Batman saw in the printed image against the Catholic Church is evident in a few 

of further additions closely following the Iudicabis iudices -case. The first of these is another 

coupling of woodcut and verse. The image, modelled after a print by Tobias Stimmer from 

1568, depicts a monstrous pope’s head composed of various objects relating to Catholic 

liturgy and symbolism.254 From behind the pope’s tiara peek a wolf in bishop’s mitre 

devouring a sheep, a scholarly donkey, an excrement-eating pig, and a goose holding prayer 

beads, each representing different aspects of the church’s corruption. Immediately below this 

image a smaller woodcut has been added, depicting Christ’s feet standing on a lion and a 

dragon – the first line of the poem draws attention to these being the two supporters of 

England’s Royal Coat of Arms. The poem together with the monstrous pope’s head 

communicates, as David Davis has pointed out, that the pope’s rule of England has been 

supplanted by the rule of Christ.255 On the next page, following some further lines on the 

subject of the woodcut and two entries from Lycosthenes, an entry added by Batman on the 

chaining and burning of the Lollard John Oldcastle is accompanied by a large woodcut of the 

event.256 A few pages later (after following up an account of warring ants with a description 

of the corruption of Pope Eugene IV and the martyrdom of Thomas Redonius [Rennes] in 

1436), Batman inserts an image of a two-sided reversible coin depicting the heads of a 

cardinal-fool and pope-devil. Batman lets it to be understood that ‘this antike devise’ 

reflected 15th-century dissatisfaction of the papacy’s ‘Hellishe governemente’ – however, the 

woodcut is in fact a reproduction of silver satirical medal produced in Germany around 

1543.257 

 
254 Batman, The doome, p. 264. For a reproduction and analysis of Stimmer’s print, see Kaenel 2000, p. 93–94. 

The woodcut in The doome is somewhat simplified and modified, but includes most of the original’s main 

elements. 
255 Davis 2013, p. 114. 
256 Batman, The doome, p. 265. Batman cites Foxe’s Book of Martyrs and D. Cooper as his sources for the entry. 
257 Batman, The doome, p. 268. For the original medal see: International Museum of the Reformation, Geneva, 

inv. 2008-001, photographed and described at the website of the Reformation Research Consortium (RefoRC), 

since 15 April 2021 only available via the Internet Archive: 

https://web.archive.org/web/20210119174729/https://www.reforc.com/rare-reformation-relics-item/satirical-

medal/. 

https://web.archive.org/web/20210119174729/https:/www.reforc.com/rare-reformation-relics-item/satirical-medal/
https://web.archive.org/web/20210119174729/https:/www.reforc.com/rare-reformation-relics-item/satirical-medal/
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Batman’s additions serve to noticeably change the tone of the chronicle. Pro-Reformation 

sentiments do occasionally figure in the Chronicon, evidenced e.g. by Lycosthenes’s 

inclusion of prodigies sympathetic to Johann Frederick I and the story of a boy decrying the 

Catholic practice of the mass.258 But the general eschatological significance of the increasing 

number of prodigies through history is emphasised more by Lycosthenes than their role in the 

Reformation specifically, even if the Reformation and the Apocalypse were often tied in 

Protestant thought.259 For example, Lycosthenes does not emphasise the anti-Catholic 

significance of the most famous monstrous births of the Reformation, the papal ass of 1490 

and the monk calf of 1523, both of which were utilized by Martin Luther and Philipp 

Melanchthon in anti-Catholic polemic.260 This is amended in The doome by Batman, who 

extends the entry on the papal ass and ties it to later Protestant anti-papal interpretations.261 

Batman also adds mentions of Luther’s birth and death, which go unnoted by Lycosthenes.262 

 

The Doome, the English Reformation, and Elizabethan Crises 

As seen above, many of Batman’s alterations and additions to Lycosthenes’s chronicle serve 

to foreshadow the Reformation. But it is not just the Reformation in general, but the English 

Reformation and Queen Elizabeth I’s reign in particular that Batman chooses to build up to. 

Henry VIII’s break from Rome is mentioned by Batman already in an entry dated to 1531,263 

followed later by a heading interrupting the list of prodigies in 1534–1535, declaring 

triumphantly: ‘At this time began / The rising of Religion, / The libertie of the Gospell, / The 

fall of Superstition, / The bondage of the Church.’ This heading mirrors an earlier addition to 

the mid–7th century, marking ‘the rising of superstition’ and ‘fall of Religion’, and is followed 

by a couple of 7th-century anti-papal prodigies, a reproduction and poem describing a coin of 

Pius V, and a paragraph on the antichrist.264 Among the entries that follow, Batman records 

the deaths of Henry VIII in 1546 (1547 by today’s reckoning) and his son Edward VI in 

 
258 See wonders preceding and following Johann Frederick’s capture by the Emperor: Lycosthenes, Chronicon, 

pp. 596, 598. The account of a child decrying the idea of the sacrificial nature of the mass is found in Ibid., pp. 

548–49 and translated in Batman, The doome, pp. 318–19. 
259 Barnes 1988; Daston and Park 1998, p. 183. 
260 Lycosthenes, Chronicon, pp. 505, 528–29; Spinks notes that unlike Fincel, who included the papal ass in his 

collection despite its chronology beginning only in 1517, Lycosthenes prioritized its pre-Reformation context by 

listing it together with other monstrous births in the 1490s: Spinks 2009b, p. 84. 
261 Batman, The doome, p. 288. 
262 Ibid., pp. 281, 342. 
263 Batman, The doome, pp. 314–15. 
264 ‘At this time began [...]’ and following anti-papal prodigies and discussion of the antichrist are found in 

Batman, The doome, pp. 322–24. Cf. with Batman’s addition on p. 179 beginning ‘The rising of superstition’. 
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1553, as well as the ‘grieuous eclipse in the Church’, the rule of the Catholic Mary I, along 

with several entries on Protestant martyrs in England.265  

Though Lycosthenes’s entries end in 1557, Batman chooses to continue the chronicle without 

break to the end of 1558, so that the deaths of Mary I and the Catholic archbishop of 

Canterbury on the 17th of November 1558 form the second-to-last entry of this part of the 

work. This has the effect of making the entirety of Lycosthenes’s Chronicon build up to the 

reign of Queen Elizabeth I. Like Fleming in his Diamond of Devotion, Batman recognizes 

Elizabeth’s ascension to the throne as a pivotal moment in the history of the English 

Reformation.266 Elizabeth’s rule is already anticipated in earlier additions by Batman, such as 

the poem accompanying the image of the monstrous pope’s head, stating that England’s lion 

and dragon ‘now must serve a worthy Queene’.267 Batman celebrates Elizabeth’s coronation 

by breaking the chronicle narrative with a lengthy prayer addressed to God, in which he 

thanks him for bringing the gospel to England via Elizabeth and asks him to bless her and 

make her a ‘Maule to Poperie, and a Light to Gods truth’.268 In the same prayer Batman also 

dedicates The Doome to God and states that the purpose of his work is 

to warne this later age, by the comming and dayly appearing of unaccustomed 

prodigies, to be the onely foretoken of mans destruction for sinnes, as in the 

time of olde, hayles, fires from heauen, thunderinges, Eclipses, [...] deformed 

shapes both of men, byrdes, beastes, and fishes after which of euery of these 

death of princes, alteration of kingdomes, transmutations of religion, treasons, 

murders, thefte, inceste, whoredome, idolatrie, usurie, reuenge, persecution, 

sworde, fyre, famine, hunger, death and damnation, presently followed.269 

This is in line with Batman’s statement in his dedicatory letter that he intends his work to aid 

in the interpretation of prodigies to guard against future calamities, and with Lycosthenes’s 

aims with his Chronicon (see the two first sections of this chapter). Like Lycosthenes in his 

 
265 Henry VIII’s death and early martyrs: Batman, The doome, pp. 344–45 Edward VI’s death, and ‘cruell 

persecution for the Gospell’: 358–59; Edward VI’s death again, Queen Mary I, and martyrs: 364; the burning of 

Ridley and Latimer in Oxford: 370; the martyrdom of Thomas Cranmer: 381. 
266 On Fleming, see the earlier discussion of Wootton’s arguments for Fleming’s Familism. The same idea of the 

English Reformation culminating in Elizabeth I is found e.g. in John Foxe’s Actes and Monuments, one of 

Batman’s influences – see McNair 1984, p. ix–x.  
267 Batman, The doome, p. 264. See also Batman’s entry on Elizabeth’s birth in 1533, p. 323. 
268 Batman, The doome, p. 385. 
269 Batman, The doome, p. 384. 
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prayer at the end of the Chronicon, which Batman has translated a couple of pages prior, 

Batman here connects prodigies in nature to political upheavals. 

The ‘alteration of kingdomes, transmutations of religion’ references concrete threats present 

throughout Elizabeth’s reign. This is reflected in Batman’s Elizabethan continuation of the 

Chronicon, starting already from its second entry.270 Here Batman (following Cooper’s 

chronicle) interprets the presence of French forces in Scotland as part of a plot by Francis, 

Duke of Guise to conquer England.271 The French garrison had in fact been established under 

the French Duke’s sister, Mary of Guise, who ruled Scotland as regent in place of her 

daughter Mary Stuart. The close alliance of Scotland with Catholic France was a source of 

anxiety to English and Scottish Protestants alike – the latter attempted to remove Mary of 

Guise from the regency and asked for England’s military support, which Elizabeth reluctantly 

supplied in 1560. Following the fortuitous death of the regent queen, England secured a treaty 

that would see all but a nominal French military presence removed.272 

Batman ends the entry on the Scottish affair with a call for England to ‘be not asleepe in 

securitie, and forget that treacherie’ lest ‘Spaine and Scotland gaine not a Monarchie’.273 The 

Spanish threat in particular continued to shadow Elizabeth’s reign. Her early attempts to 

intervene on the Hugenot side of the French wars of religion in 1562–1563 were a 

disappointment; The doome includes brief mentions of the infamous Newhaven expedition.274 

What followed was a more cautious attitude to international politics – nevertheless, England 

could not entirely detangle itself from the French wars and later Dutch revolt, as Catholic 

victories would strengthen Spain and (many believed, not entirely without cause) surely lead 

to an invasion of England, and over the course of the 1570s Elizabeth became bold in her 

involvement in continental political and confessional conflicts.275 Batman’s sympathies 

towards the Dutch against the Spanish are clear in The doome, wherein he records the Duke 

 
270 I consider the entry on p. 389 beginning ‘This yeare in the moneth of June 1561’ to be the beginning of 

Batman’s continuation, as the entries preceding it on pp. 386–89 are undated entries translated from the end of 

Lycosthenes’s Chronicon (cf. Lycosthenes, pp. 664–70). 
271 Batman, The doome, p. 390; Lanquet and Cooper, Coopers chronicle, fol. 578v. 
272 MacCaffrey 1993, pp. 61–65; MacCaffrey 1997, pp. 3–4; Donaldson 1960, p. 53. 
273 Batman, The doome, p. 390. 
274 Batman, The doome, p. 390. The English’ failed attempts to recover Calais (lost in the Hundred Years War) 

in exchange for assisting the Hugenots, and the subsequent failure to retain Newhaven given in its stead, are 

explained in MacCaffrey 1997. 
275 MacCaffrey 1997, pp. 20–21; MacCaffrey 1981, pp. 157–243 – on Spain’s plans to direct their forces to 

England after victory in the Low Countries, see esp. pp. 219–20. 
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of Alva’s spoil of Antwerp, describing the Spanish as cruel tyrants, as well as a battle 

between the Dutch, assisted by the English, and Don Juan of Austria.276 

Like in Lycosthenes’s Chronicon, Batman’s above entries focused on military developments 

appear in-between various accounts of apparitions, storms, earthquakes, monstrous births, 

and other wonders. The prodigies are usually not explicitly interpreted, and their potential 

connection to the political and military events is left to the reader’s interpretation. Often there 

is not much even implicitly connecting them beyond chronology, but occasionally their 

juxtaposition within the same paragraph and/or the geographic closeness of the events has 

clear implications. In 1567, for example, Batman includes a mention and illustration of a pair 

of conjoined twins born near Antwerp – within the same paragraph we have the first mention 

of Duke Alva (who was appointed governor of the Netherlands the same year) and his future 

sack of Antwerp.277 The growing Spanish threat also inspired some more explicit 

interpretation of a prodigy later on: before recording the battle between the Dutch, English, 

and Don Juan, Batman describes the birth of a ‘hideous monster’ in 1578, with multiple 

deformities, including a ‘friar’s cowl’ around its neck, five horns on its head, and backward 

knees. Batman interprets the monster as foreshowing ‘the monstrous preparation on the Popes 

behalf then begon by the King of Spayne’ to conquer ‘some country’ – the backward knees in 

particular are seen to represent foolish scheming against God and his people.278 

Alongside Spain, there was also the threat of Mary Stuart, Queen of Scots, who had returned 

to Scotland following the death of her mother Mary of Guise. Mary Stuart is conspicuously 

absent from The doome, though it seems likely that Batman’s warning against ‘Spayne and 

Scotland’ was intended as a reference in part to her.279 Mary Stuart was the source of 

decades-long worry in Elizabeth’s court, her being the prime target for foreign powers and 

local plots alike to reinstate a Catholic on the English throne. She was also legitimately in 

line to the throne as long as Elizabeth remained childless – termed ‘the Elizabethan exclusion 

 
276 Batman, The doome, pp. 393, 402, 405. Regarding the war in the Low Countries see also short entries on pp. 

392, 399, 403, 411. The English did not officially commit to the war until 1585, but did assist in other ways, and 

English forced fought with the Dutch already in 1568 and from 1572 onwards. Many news prints in support of 

the Dutch efforts were also published in England at this time, allowing people like Batman to easily stay in the 

loop of continental events. Dunthorne 2013, pp. 9, 61–64. 
277 Batman, The doome, p. 393. 
278 Batman, The doome, p. 405. 
279 Batman also records the murder of her husband Henry Stuart, Lord Darnley, in 1566/67, but does not 

mention Mary. Batman, The doome, p. 392. Mary was forced to flee Scotland the next year and lived in English 

custody from then onwards. 
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crisis’ by Patrick Collinson, efforts to prevent the Catholic Mary from succeeding Elizabeth 

gripped much of her reign.280  

The wars in the Low Countries, looming Spanish threat, and continued anxieties about 

Elizabeth’s succession all contributed to Elizabeth’s highly controversial marriage 

negotiations with the Catholic Duke of Anjou and Alençon, brother and heir to the French 

king. Despite being an attempt to secure English interests on the continent and thus weaken 

Spain, procure an heir to the aging Elizabeth, and neutralize the threat of Mary Stuart, this 

Catholic alliance was a horrifying prospect to many English Protestants.281 Ever-changing 

international politics, continuous splits of opinion in Elizabeth’s inner circle, and the 

considerable popular opposition to the match (stoked by its influential opponents) caused the 

negotiations to be dragged out for many years.282 In 1579 they inspired the publication of 

John Stubbs’ pamphlet The Discovery of a Gaping Gulf, in which he laid out in detail the 

various objections to the marriage, from the untrustworthiness of the French and the Duke’s 

Catholicism to the risks of pregnancy and childbirth to an aging queen – were Elizabeth to die 

in bearing an heir, England would be left vulnerable to foreign conquest, and any child left to 

Alençon’s care would likely grow up Catholic.283 Stubbs even speculated that the whole 

affair might be a Catholic conspiracy, with the real aim being the accession of Mary Stuart.284 

In his introduction to the facsimile edition of Batman’s The doome, John R. McNair describes 

The doome as a ‘subtle sequel’ to Stubbs’ Gaping Gulf. McNair draws attention to one 

prodigy in particular, included in the 26-page miscellanea at the end of The doome and dated 

to 1581, describing a plague of mice in Essex, a subsequent cattle plague, and an influx of 

owls eating the mice.285 Batman interprets the event briefly, writing that he ‘cannot 

coniecture otherwise, than a forewarning from God, to take heede of some undermining 

nation and swift warlike people, that pretend more than is suspected’. He next invites the 

reader to consider the deaths of William Cordell (Master of the Rolls) and Doctor [Thomas?] 

Wilson (a secretary to the Queen), while the following entry records the visit of a French 

embassy to London.286 McNair sees this entry as an allegorical warning of the dangers posed 

 
280 Collinson 2011, pp. 61 ff. 
281 MacCaffrey 1981, pp. 252–55; Carter 2006, p. 661; Berry 1968, pp. x–xviii; Collinson 2011, pp. 61, 77–78. 
282 The idea of the match had first been raised by the French in 1572 and was discussed again in 1573 and 1574, 

was under the most serious consideration in 1578–79, and was still utilized in negotiations with France up to 

1582. MacCaffrey 1981, pp. 170, 178–80, 184, 246–55, 277–80; Berry 1968, pp. ix–xx. 
283 See Berry 1968, esp. pp. 6–18, 22–27, 37–39, 41–47, 51–55 (the risks of childbearing). 
284 Berry 1968, pp. 78–79. On Stubbs, see also MacCaffrey 1981, pp. 255–62. 
285 McNair 1994, p. iii. 
286 Batman, The doome, p. [438] (marked 439). 
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to England by France and Spain, and supports this interpretation by citing Batman’s 

manuscript commonplace books, in which Batman has recorded this story of the mice and 

owls and accompanied it with a note in the margin, stating: ‘beware of French myce, and 

Spanish owles’.287 McNair also refers to ‘several acrimonious entries’ in Batman’s 

commonplace book relating to the visits of French ambassadors to England in connection to 

the renewed marriage negotiations between Alencon and Elizabeth.288 In Batman’s view, 

McNair explains, this England’s fraternization with France (the ‘mice’) ultimately stood to 

weaken England and leave it vulnerable to the deadly attack of the Spanish (the ‘owls’).289 

In light of the above, McNair argues that Batman had a distinct political agenda in The doome 

– specifically, that Batman opposed Elizabeth’s planned alliance by marriage with France. In 

my view, this argument can be further supported by noting Batman’s prayer for the Queen at 

the beginning of his continuation of the Chronicon. There Batman both draws on virginal 

imagery and appears to call for caution in any potential plans for marriage, praying that 

Elizabeth, who ‘without the ayde of man’, by God’s providence, had ‘brought forth the child 

of truth, the word of thy dearely beloued sonne Jesus Christ’, might never entertain ‘any 

transitorie hope of other conioyning […] otherwise than to the setting forth of thy glory’.290 

The parallel to the Virgin Mary here is clear – like Mary bringing Jesus into the world, 

Elizabeth has ‘without the aid of man’ brought his word, the true Protestant faith into 

England. The same faith was now threatened by the potential of Elizabeth marrying a 

Catholic. More generally, celebrating Elizabeth as ‘Virgin Queen’ was used already in 1578 

as a way to safely signal opposition to the match with Alençon.291 

These passages make Batman’s dedication of The doome to Sir Thomas Bromley especially 

significant – as Lord Chancellor and a member of Elizabeth’s Privy Council since 1579, 

Bromley was in a position to directly advise the Queen on the plans for marriage. According 

to letters of Bernandino de Mendoza, the Spanish ambassador to England, Bromley’s 

appointment had been originally championed by the Earl of Leicester and Sir Christopher 

Hatton in order to have another supporter of the marriage on the council.292 In October 1579, 

 
287 McNair 1984, pp. iii-iv. Batman, A booke of the coppies, fol. 13r. 
288 McNair 1984, p. vii. 
289 McNair 1984, p. xi. 
290 Batman, The doome, p. 384. 
291 See Collinson 2011, pp. 63, 134–35. 
292 Jones 2004; Bernandino de Mendoza’s letters to the King of Spain’s secretary Zayas, 11, 21, and 31 March 

1579, English translation available online: https://www.british-history.ac.uk/cal-state-

papers/simancas/vol2/pp655-662 (accessed 9 April 2021). 

https://www.british-history.ac.uk/cal-state-papers/simancas/vol2/pp655-662
https://www.british-history.ac.uk/cal-state-papers/simancas/vol2/pp655-662
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Bromley assured the Queen on behalf of the council that they would support her if she 

decided to go forward with the marriage.293 Soon after, his and the council’s opinion appears 

to have changed to a negative, until again in June 1580 Mendoza reported that the council 

advised Elizabeth to quickly advance the negotiations. According to Mendoza, Elizabeth 

confronted Bromley about his wavering on the question, upon which he had cited his 

inexperience.294  

Mendoza himself remained sceptical in 1580 of the marriage ever actually materializing,295 

but English opponents to the match had reasons to feel nervous. French embassies visited 

England and false rumours of Alençon visiting London circulated, recorded in Batman’s 

commonplace book. When the Duke did at last manage to cross the Channel, the couple 

exchanged rings on 22 November 1581 and reaffirmed to the French King their plans to 

marry.296 McNair implies that it was these recent developments that directly inspired 

Batman’s undertaking of The doome.297 This seems a difficult claim to prove – the work of 

translating all of Lycosthenes’s Latin and adding much additional material throughout would 

have taken quite some time, perhaps too much for it to have been embarked on as late as 

1581. However, since the marriage negotiations had been on the table for several years, its 

earlier phases may have inspired the beginning of the work. In any case, whether or not it was 

Batman’s principal goal when beginning the work, it is clear that the ongoing marriage 

negotiations in 1581 are reflected in the contents of The doome. 

In characterizing The doome as a ‘subtle sequel’ to Stubbs’ Gaping gulf, McNair draws an 

interesting parallel between these works. However, he emphasises that the two had quite 

different approaches: whereas Stubbs had lost his hand in 1579 for his forthright and ‘logical’ 

criticism of Elizabeth’s planned match, Batman offered a different approach, ‘an appeal to 

the imagination’ grounded in signs and portents in nature, the ‘visible language of God’.298  

 
293 Jones 2004; Murdin 1759, p. 337. 
294 Jones 2004; Bernandino de Mendoza’s letter to the King, 11 June 1580, English translation available online: 

https://www.british-history.ac.uk/cal-state-papers/simancas/vol3/pp33-39 (accessed 4 April 2021). 
295 Ibid.: ‘Although the people think the marriage is now certain, my own belief is that the great outcry that they 

have raised about it at this time has no other object than before, on both sides, namely, to make use of the 

negotiations for the purpose of maintaining the war in the Netherlands and, if possible, exacerbating affairs in 

Portugal [...]’ 
296 McNair 1984, pp. vii-viii; Berry 1968, pp. xviii–xix; MacCaffrey 1981, pp. 277–79. In MacCaffrey’s view, 

the potential of the marriage actually being realized had at this point largely dissipated, but to contemporaries 

like Batman Alençon’s visits and the exchange of rings appears to still have been alarming. 
297 McNair 1984, p. viii. 
298 McNair 1984, p. viii. 

https://www.british-history.ac.uk/cal-state-papers/simancas/vol3/pp33-39
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While it is true that Stubbs focused much on the practical problems of the marriage, which go 

unnoted in The doome, the two works have more in common than just their aims. Like 

Batman, Stubbs’ work relies heavily on the idea of divine judgement: for Stubbs, marrying 

Elizabeth to a Catholic is not only imprudent, but also a sin – and sin calls down punishment 

from God in like measure.299 This divine punishment threatens the church, England’s future 

as a Protestant nation, and the Protestant cause everywhere.300 Stubbs also cites illness and 

misfortunes in Alençon’s family as evidence of their sinfulness, and punishment ‘in the very 

body and bones’ of the sinner threaten also Elizabeth if she joins herself to a sinful man like 

Alençon.301 

Foreign rule itself is seen by Stubbs as a way God punishes his people, as it was under the 

rule of Mary and her Spanish husband, and it is only by divine mercy that England is freed 

under Elizabeth, only to be threatened with a foreign ruler again.302 Batman, too, utilizes the 

idea of foreign rule as divine punishment, implicitly in passages like the one warning against 

Spain gaining a monarchy, and explicitly in a short early history of Britain he has added to 

the beginning of The doome, in which moral corruption among the Britons precedes not only 

plague, but also their subjugation by the Saxons and the later Norman conquest. The 

continuity or discontinuity of government was, in Batman’s view, in the hands of God: not 

only plagues but also wars were the instruments of his punishment. For his present day, 

Batman expresses the wish that ‘God graunte us happy continuaunce, with such care to 

avoyde those offences, for which God gave over former governements.’303 

The fact that Stubbs’ and Batman’s works, while outwardly quite different in their 

approaches, nevertheless feel quite similar at times, attests to the fact that Elizabethan 

thinking about prodigies was not divorced from the rest of the culture and political discourse. 

In their broadest sense, prodigies encompassed not just supernatural or unusual natural 

events, but quite human ones: failed past alliances with France and the illnesses suffered by 

French royals described by Stubbs were prodigious in their own right, and cited alongside 

Biblical examples as events from which God’s will and warnings for the present had to be 

 
299 Berry 1968, p. 6. See also pp. 32–33, where Stubbs calls to memory God’s wrath when the Israelites married 

with the Moabites. Likening England with Israel was common in sermons and other rhetoric at the time, see 

Walsham 1999, pp. 281–325; Collinson 2011, pp. 171–72, 175–77. 
300 Berry 1968, pp. 14–15, 20. 
301 Ibid., pp. 22–21, 71. 
302 Ibid., p. 49. 
303 Batman, The doome, fol. 7v–8r. 



 

 

62 

 

interpreted.304 In The doome, Batman quite consciously plays with these two different 

categories of prodigies when, in a work filled with literal eclipses and monsters, he applies 

the same terminology figuratively to other historical events. For example, the Church of 

Rome ‘brings forth monsters’ (meaning heresies and discord), while the true Protestant 

church in England is ‘eclipsed’ in Mary I’s time, and later the papal bull excommunicating 

Elizabeth is a ‘monster’ among many, a bull ‘without hide and hornes’.305 

Batman’s criticism of the Elizabethan administration goes further, however, than Elizabeth’s 

proposed marriage with Alençon. That the Queen of England was considering marrying a 

Catholic was symptomatic of a more general tendency to religious indifference, and while 

Batman’s criticisms of the Alençon match remain subtle, he is much more forthright in his 

view that England was not doing enough to root out false religious beliefs from the realm. 

Already in an entry added to the year 1541 Batman compares England’s attitude towards 

religion unfavourably with other states, likening England’s ready acceptance of the 

fashionable galliard dance to its allowing people of different nations and faiths to live within 

its borders, whereas, Batman claims, in other countries people must swear themselves to the 

prince or leave. According to Batman, this caused England to be spoken of abroad as ‘a 

iakes’ (latrine), ‘ready to receive every mans filth’.306 In an earlier addition on an English riot 

against foreigners in May 1517, Batman had also described the policies on immigration in 

Germany, France, Spain, and Denmark, emphasising that there immigrants were not 

permitted to hold any religion contrary to the state’s ruler.307 

In Batman’s view, this known religious disunity of England, and especially the continuing 

presence of Catholics, left it vulnerable to treason, rebellion, the meddling of foreign Catholic 

powers, as well as other divine punishments. Several examples of these consequences are 

included in the Elizabethan continuation of The doome. The 1568 Northern Rebellion is 

described as marching under Catholic banners and, upon coming to Durham, tearing up 

Protestant bibles and communion books.308 Batman also makes note of Irish rebellions and 

some of the English aftermaths of the pope’s excommunication of Elizabeth in the 

 
304 Berry 1968, pp. 41ff – see also the earlier references to Berry’s edition of the Gaping Gulf. For the broad 

definition of prodigies, see Barnes 1996. 
305 Batman, The doome, pp. 365, 259, 395. 
306 Batman, The doome, p. 334. 
307 Batman, The doome, p. 299. 
308 Batman, The doome, p. 394. Led by the earls of Northumberland and Westmoreland, this aristocratic 

rebellion with popular support reinstated briefly Catholic masses and seemed poised to raise widespread support 

before petering out and ending with the executions of hundreds of rebels. Kesselring 2007. 
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‘troublesome’ year of 1570, recording the executions of John Felton (who had affixed the 

papal bull to the bishop of London’s palace gates) and of the conspirators in the failed 

Ridolfi/Norfolk plot to assassinate Elizabeth.309 

Over the course of Elizabeth’s reign it became increasingly clear that English Catholicism 

was not fading away as Protestants might have hoped. The Catholic Counter-Reformation 

gained momentum following the Council of Trent (1545–1563), and in the 1570’s a mission 

orchestrated from France by English Catholic exiles began landing Catholic priests and Jesuit 

missionaries in England.310 This, together with the Spanish and papal involvement in the 

Second Desmond Rebellion in Ireland and fears of a Spanish invasion, incited growing anti-

Catholic feeling among English Protestants. The end of the 1570’s and beginning of the 80’s 

saw some new attempts to respond to English Catholic recusancy, but, effectively enforcing 

measures on a local level proved difficult, and existing legislation restricted the severity with 

which Catholic nonconformity could be punished.311 

At the same time, Elizabeth’s administration struggled with Protestant nonconformism – this 

is less emphasised in The doome but does gain a couple of mentions. An entry at 1574 

records the discovery and arrest of a congregation of anabaptists (described in an earlier 

addition as a ‘vile secte’) in London.312 Furthermore, the second-to-last entry of The doome’s 

Elizabethan continuation is devoted to Batman’s disagreements with the Family of Love. 

Batman begins by recording the appearance of a comet, after which ‘there followed some 

businesse about the heresie of the Family of Love’. He describes some of the heretical views 

of the sect and expresses his concern about the harm it stood to cause England and his belief 

that it had accrued considerable numbers of supporters.313 Batman had been an outspoken 

critic of the Familists in the past: he included negative references to them in a book he 

published in 1577 and wrote the preface to John Rogers’ Displaying of an horrible secte of 

grosse and wicked heretiques, naming themselves the Familie of Love (1579), wherein he 

linked the Familists to the anabaptists who had rebelled in Münster in 1534 and predicted that 

a similar plague would befall England unless the English clergy were given authority to 

 
309 Batman, The doome, pp. 392, 412, 395. 
310 MacCaffrey 1981, pp. 122–23, 126–27; MacCulloch 1992, pp. 46–47, 145ff; Walsham 2017, p. 275. 
311 MacCaffrey 1981, pp. 126–30. Recusant clergy and outspoken critics could face imprisonment, and 

churchgoing (though not participation in the sacraments) was obligatory, but non-attendance was only met by a 

modest fine. In 1581, two bills were proposed for harsher anti-Catholic legislation, but neither passed – 

however, fines for non-attendance were raised. MacCaffrey 1981, pp. 121–22, 131–33. 
312 Batman, The doome, p. 399. Batman added the descriptor ‘vile secte’ to an entry on anabaptists by 

Lycosthenes, see Batman, p. 324; Lycosthenes, Chronicon, p. 555. 
313 Batman, The doome, p. 414. 
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counter this sect.314 In the entry in The doome, Batman makes note of his efforts to oppose 

the Familists, for which they named him ‘blasphemous Bateman’. 

Calls for harder measures against the Family of Love came together with the growing anti-

Catholic sentiment of the 1570’s – Familists were even likened to Catholics by their critics.315 

According to Christopher Carter, the heightening of anti-Catholic and -Familist polemics can 

be linked to a weakening of the reform-minded clergy’s position at Elizabeth’s court and the 

anxiety caused by her marriage negotiations.316 The Elizabethan English church was deeply 

divided following reforms that, while having done away ties with Rome, had in fact retained 

much of the devotional system and structure of Catholic times. More zealous reformers, who 

in their exile under Mary I had strengthened their theological ties to Switzerland, continued to 

call for further changes, which Elizabeth and the conservatives in the church generally 

resisted.317 Batman’s patron Archbishop Matthew Parker, who had passed away in 1575 and 

whom Batman greatly respected, had been a conservative voice in the English Church,318 but 

despite taking a conservative line towards relics of the past such as Catholic manuscripts, on 

the issues of Alençon and Catholic and Familist nonconformism Batman appears to have 

wholeheartedly agreed with the reformers. By accusing the more conservative clergy of being 

soft on Catholics, Familists, and other heretics, reformers could seek to avoid accusations of 

Puritanism and aim to weaken the conservatives’ position,319 while also voicing real fears 

about the consequences of not defending the true faith. The push for legislation against both 

Catholics and Familists was especially strong in 1580 following the discovery of Familists in 

the Queen’s own guard.320 

Elizabethan religious policy was seen by its critics as overly concerned with only superficial, 

outward conformity, something which might allow heresy and treasonous intents to fester 

until too late. In The doome, Batman joined his voice to such critics, as Alexandra Walsham 

has also observed.321 Following the 1570 execution of Felton and the Norfolk plotters, 

Batman asks: ‘If in England be no lawe to execute a Papiste for his religion, what dothe the 

Gospels reformation, howe can he be sounde to hys Prince, that hateth hir religion? Howe can 

 
314 Carter 2006, p. 655. Batman, ‘Stephan Bateman to the gentle Reader’. 
315 See discussion in the first chapter of this thesis under ‘Crossing Confessional Boundaries’ and fn. 159 above. 
316 Carter 2006. 
317 MacCaffrey 1981, pp. 23–64; MacCulloch 1992; Marsh 2003. 
318 Batman, The doome, p. 393; Carter 2006, p. 660; MacCulloch 1992, pp. 31–33; MacCaffrey 1981, pp. 77–78. 
319 Carter 2006. 
320 MacCulloch 1992, pp. 155–56; Carter 2006, p. 664. 
321 Walsham 2017, pp. 276–77. 
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his religion maintaine hir maiesties dominion?’ The Catholic faith itself posed a threat to 

Elizabeth and her realm, and the proper response to its adherents was execution. ‘Till that this 

be better reformed’, Batman writes, ‘look for no peaceable tranquillitie, but rather that it 

breede a grievouser Tyrannie’.322 

Besides the entries on the rebellions and plots arising from local Catholicism, Batman also 

comments on the issue of religious nonconformity in his interpretations of other prodigies. In 

1577 many gathered to view the trial of a Catholic bookbinder in Oxford, when all present at 

the trial were suddenly struck by plague. Batman states in the margin: ‘This sodayne plague 

foreshewed Gods heauie displeasure, for delaying punishment on such wilfull Papists’.323 

Later, a monstrous birth in 1579 is interpreted by Batman as a warning to subjects against 

‘doubling with religion’ and to ‘Princes’ against allowing ‘false religion’ while appearing to 

profess the Gospel, causing their subjects to become confused in what to believe.324 

The dangers of inconsistency in religious policy are further highlighted in a cautionary tale 

towards the end of The doome: the story is set in the time of the Wars of the Roses and tells 

of man beaten first by soldiers of Henry VI for saying he served Edward IV, then by soldiers 

of Edward IV for claiming to serve Henry VI, until finally, at a third meeting on the road, the 

man says he serves the devil and goes unharmed.325 Read in the context of the earlier 

Reformation narrative and warnings in The doome, the story parallels the quick changes in 

confession under Edward VI, Mary I, and now Elizabeth I, and serves to warn that clear and 

decisive religious leadership was now needed, or else the confusion of Elizabeth’s subjects 

might lead to a general weakening of their faith and, consequently, their loyalty as subjects. 

Towards the end of the entry Batman poses the question: ‘If Papistrie bee to be reiected for 

their errors, and the Gospel hindered by slender regarde, to what law shall men become 

obedient[?]’326 

 

Though at first glance Batman’s various critical remarks in The doome might appear to be 

‘buried’ or hidden among so many other prodigies,327 the themes of divine judgement, the 

 
322 Batman, The doome, p. 395. 
323 Batman, The doome, p. 404. This same event was seized by pro-Catholic interpreters both abroad and in 

England, see Walsham 1999, pp. 234–35. 
324 Batman, The doome, p. 408; Walsham 2017, p. 277. 
325 Batman, The doome, pp. 425–26. 
326 Ibid., p. 426. 
327 Walsham 2017, p. 276–77. 
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Reformation, dangerous religious disunity, and concerns about the continuation of England in 

face of external threats are all closely intertwined and become increasingly central as The 

doome progresses.  As a result of Batman’s many additions and alterations, Lycosthenes’s 

Chronicon is transformed into an openly anti-Catholic history of the English Reformation, 

laying the groundwork for Batman’s Elizabethan continuation of the chronicle and for the 

urgent calls to better defend the faith won for England under Elizabeth I. 
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IV.  Conclusions 

 

When translating prominent Latin works on wonders into English, both Abraham Fleming 

and Stephan Batman chose to make significant changes to their source texts and utilised their 

translations to comment on the contemporary historical, political, and moral situation of 

Elizabethan England. Besides adding new paratextual material, such as new dedications, 

letters to the reader, and notes in the margins, they added to and altered the texts themselves. 

In this study, I have identified the extent and ways in which Fleming and Batman altered their 

sources by carefully comparing the translations to the Latin source texts. This has made it 

possible to correct some inaccuracies in the previous scholarship and better the understanding 

of how Fleming and Batman chose to develop their source material and make the translated 

works their own. 

In this last chapter of my thesis, I will summarise and compare my conclusions of Fleming 

and Batman’s translations discussed in the previous chapters, as well as briefly discuss their 

subsequent lives and the later use of their translations. In addition, I will consider my sources 

in the broader context of European and English early modern wonder literature and consider 

some possible future avenues for research with this material. 

 

A Summary of Fleming and Batman’s Translations and Their Aftermath 

Fleming and Batman’s translations appeared within just a few years of each other: Fleming 

published his translations of Friedrich Nausea’s treatises on comets and earthquakes in 1577 

and 1580 respectively, while Batman’s The doome, based on Conrad Lycosthenes’s chronicle 

of prodigies, went to print the next year. The approach of the translator in each of the three 

works has been quite different. Fleming’s alterations in Of all blasing starrs are few and 

subtle, and as a consequence rather easily overlooked, while his additions in A bright burning 

beacon are both more prominent and for the most part clearly distinguished as the translator’s 

commentary or continuation of the source text. By adding his own commentary, Fleming was 

able to be openly critical of the natural explanations for earthquakes discussed by Nausea 

while praising his statements on the religious significance of earthquakes, whereas in Of all 

blasing starrs Fleming directly alters Nausea’s text to bring it more in line with his views. 

Batman, meanwhile, approached The doome more as a collector than a translator, using his 
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translation of Lycosthenes’s Chronicon as the framework around which to build his own 

chronicle of the English Reformation and warning of God’s judgement tailored for Elizabeth 

I’s reign. 

The differences both in the source texts and in the aims of the translator contribute to the 

contrast between Fleming and Batman’s works. Nausea’s treatises were shorter and more 

focused, lending themselves better to the development of a single idea. Fleming translated the 

treatises to comment on recent wonders, and in the case of the 1580 earthquake was writing 

amid a flurry of publications on the subject. He had to move fast, since his translations were 

more immediately topical – in 1580 he claims to have finished his work on A bright burning 

beacon in just a few days.328 In contrast, Batman’s The doome had to have been much longer 

in the making and was more generally applicable, serving as a reference work on all kinds of 

prodigies across history. Lycosthenes’s lengthy chronicle afforded Batman plenty of 

opportunities to include various kinds of material, from historical and exotic curiosities to 

anti-Catholic prodigies and accounts of Protestant martyrs.  

At the same time, both Batman and Fleming were able to develop existing themes in their 

source texts. Batman retained and built on the central themes of both individual and 

communal divine punishment present in Lycosthenes’s Chronicon, and Fleming emphasised 

Nausea’s apocalypticism and supernatural interpretations, while also utilizing Nausea’s 

discussions on natural causation to undermine such explanations for the 1580 earthquake. 

Fleming was also able to draw on other writings by Nausea, adding several chapters 

translated from Nausea’s wonder book Libri mirabilium septem to A bright burning beacon 

to provide further discussion on themes that interested him. 

Despite their differences, Nausea, Lycosthenes, Fleming, and Batman all worked within the 

same tradition of the apocalyptic, post-Reformation wonder book. All understand unusual 

and unnatural phenomena as divine warnings and symptoms of a fallen creation and portray 

God’s judgement as being meted out both in the moment and in the coming final judgement. 

They draw on the same Biblical prophecies – especially Jesus’ words on the signs preceding 

the end of days – and on Biblical history. Historical examples play a central role in all: 

Lycosthenes’s and Batman’s chronicles are explicitly built on the idea that history provides a 

 
328 Fleming, A bright burning beacon, sig. [A]3r. 
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key to understanding contemporary prodigies, but Nausea and Fleming also collect lists of 

historical comets and earthquakes to support their interpretations. 

When it comes to political commentary, Fleming seems generally more careful than Batman, 

but when he does commit to it – such as when Fleming attacks the theatres – it is hardly 

subtle. Batman is similarly outspoken about certain issues, such as the question of religious 

policy towards Catholics and Protestant nonconformists, but also leaves other things more 

dispersed and implicit, such as the criticism directed towards Elizabeth I’s marriage plans or 

the significance of the entries on the Dutch revolt. Fleming’s translations appear to avoid 

these questions: having already come under investigations for a wonder pamphlet with 

possible political connotations and now publishing his translations under the patronage of 

someone with Catholic sympathies, Fleming does not make explicit his views on either 

confessional issues or the Alençon marriage, choosing instead to focus more generally on the 

threatening nature of comets in 1577 and the moral degradation of his time in 1580. 

Fleming and Batman both utilized their translations to admonish and preach God’s will to 

England in a time that saw significant religious tensions in its church – these continued to 

develop after the publication of their translations. Growing anti-Catholic feeling led to stricter 

anti-Catholic legislation after 1581, increasing punishments for the laity and especially 

Catholic clergy. Meanwhile, Elizabeth’s marriage negotiations with Alençon were nominally 

continued through 1582 but the match was never realised, to the undoubted relief of Batman 

and many others.329 Batman died soon after, in 1584, having continued to serve as rector in 

Newington.330 Fleming’s career in the church, however, had yet to begin. Following a 

successful literary career, which culminated in his 1587 edition of the Holinshed’s 

Chronicles, Fleming was ordained deacon and priest in 1588. Within a year he was given 

leave to preach at the open-air pulpit of St Paul’s Cross, arguably the most prominent place of 

public preaching in England at the time – Fleming preached there a total of eight times before 

his death in 1607, in addition to serving as chaplain in noble households, curate in Deptford, 

and preacher at a parish in London.331 

 
329 MacCaffrey 1986, pp. 132–34, 280. 
330 Zim 2004. 
331 Clegg 2004; Painting-Stubbs 2011, pp. 200–227 gives a detailed account of Fleming’s career after his 

ordination. 
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Fleming’s Of all blasing starrs was reprinted on occasion of another comet in 1618, and parts 

of it were reproduced in a calendar as late as 1771.332 A bright burning beacon and Batman’s 

The doome do not appear to have been given second printings. The doome remained in use, 

however, and was cited e.g. by John Gadbury in his 1660 wonder book.333 Another work, an 

early 18th-century medical book purporting to be the work of Aristotle and Hippocrates, 

reproduced several woodcuts and entries on monstrous births from The doome almost word-

for-word – some of these were Batman’s translations from Lycosthenes, others part of his 

continuation of the chronicle.334 The close similarities in the wording and the coupling of text 

and image suggest that The doome served here as a direct source, but since accounts and 

images of prodigies were copied and circulated widely across both learned and popular 

works, often (as in this case) without attribution, it is possible that they came to the 

anonymous author via some other work.335 

 

The Circulation and Re-Contextualisation of Wonders in Early Modern Print 

Just as parts of Fleming’s Of all blasing starrs and Batman’s The doome could be 

incorporated by later authors in their works, earlier writings on wonders relied heavily on the 

reuse of descriptions and illustrations of the same prodigies. The close interconnectedness of 

these works can be demonstrated by examining the woodcuts of The doome, many of which 

follow closely those in Lycosthenes’s Chronicon. However, the woodcuts used in The doome 

had already appeared in Edward Fenton’s translation of Pierre Boaistuau’s Histoires 

prodigieuses (1560–), published in English as Certaine secrete wonders of nature in 1569.336 

 
332 On the reprinting of Fleming’s Of all blasing starrs, see Painting-Stubbs 2011, pp. 68, 157–58. Parts of 

chapters 10–13 were appended to Salem Pearse’s calendar The celestial diary for the year 1771, with slight 

alterations of wording: Pearse, The coelestial diary (unpaginated). This reproduction of Fleming’s text by Pearse 

was found using a method developed by COMHIS (Helsinki Computational History Group) for studying text 

reuse in early modern England. The method relies on data from Early English Books Online and Eighteenth-

Century Collections Online and uses cluster detection to find similar sequences of characters across different 

works. See Tolonen, Vaara, and Vesanto 2018. For Fleming’s two translations, the method resulted for the most 

part in matches with lengthy sermon collections, Bibles, and Bible commentaries, I assume because of the use of 

biblical quotations. Pearse’s calendar, however, was at the top of the list, with 6 pages out of 47 being copied 

from Fleming. My thanks to Ville Vaara and Iiro Tiihonen from the COMHIS group for allowing me to make 

use of this method and for procuring the list of matches. 
333 The same work was reprinted in 1665. See Gadbury, Natura prodigiorum, pp. 6–7, 20–21, 34. 
334 Anonymous, Insigne artificium Aristotelis, pp. 98–102; Cf. Batman, The doome, pp. 395, 311, 287, 207, 393. 

The same woodcuts appear in Fenton, Certaine secrete wonders (fol. 146r, 136r, [14]v, 128v, 146v), but not 

with all the same entries. 
335 On the circulation of prodigies see e.g. Daston and Park 1998, p. 191. 
336 Fenton, Certaine secrete wonders has a total of 60 illustrations, 39 of which appear in The doome. Henry 

Bynneman, who assigned The doome’s printing, had been the printer for Fenton’s work. 
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Fenton’s woodcuts were based on Boaistuau’s illustrations, which had for a large part been 

modelled after Lycosthenes’s Chronicon – the Chronicon’s woodcuts, in turn, followed not 

only those in Lycosthenes’s Prodigiorum liber (1552), but also Conrad Gessner’s Historia 

animalium (1551–1558) and Jakob Rueff’s Ein schön lustig Trostbüchle (1554), among many 

others.337 After Fenton’s and Batman’s translations, similar illustrations appeared again in 

English print in 1634 among the collected works of the physician Ambroise Paré, who had 

also utilized Lycosthenes as a source.338 

As the above shows, the same accounts and images of prodigies appeared not only across 

dedicated wonder books but could be found in various kinds of works – this makes exact 

definitions of ‘wonder literature’ somewhat challenging. Medical books like Rueff’s Ein 

schön lustig Tröstbüchle, works on natural history like Gessner’s Historia animalium, and 

various histories and chronicles offered diverse stories for readers interested in the strange 

and the wonderful.339 Curiosity collections, too, could have material in common with wonder 

books – Thomas Lupton’s A thousand notable things from 1579 was mainly focused on 

medical recipes and other handy household tips, but also included accounts of natural 

marvels, strange births, and even physical transformations of women into men, none of which 

would have been out of place in Lycosthenes’s Chronicon.340 Collections of sensationalistic 

murder stories, such as Anthony Munday’s A view of sundry examples (1580) and the A 

world of wonders by ‘T.I.’ (1595) considered frauds, suicides, and violent murders alongside 

monstrous births, comets, and other prodigies to be signs of divine wrath.341 Like many 

wonder books, such works were framed in a pious and moralistic manner, though it is clear 

that they also served to entertain by describing their strange and gruesome subjects in detail – 

 
337 Gessner, Historia animalium, vol. 1, pp. 953 (copy from a woodcut by Albrecht Dürer), 978, and vol. 4, p. 

543; Cf. Lycosthenes, Chronicon, pp. 18, 543, 538 (see also Batman, The doome, pp. 14, 316, 312, and Fenton, 

Certaine secrete wonders, fol. 110v, 117r). Jakob Rueff, Ein schön lustig Tröstbüchle (Zürich: Christoph 

Froschauer, 1554), fol. 72r (the monster of Krakow), 73r (elephant-headed boy), reproduced in Spinks 2009, pp. 

101, 82; Cf. Lycosthenes, Chronicon, pp. 582, 125 (see also Batman, The doome, p. 337; Fenton, Certaine 

secrete wonders, fol. [16]r). The close interconnectedness of these works is further illustrated by the fact that 

Lycosthenes’s Prodigium liber was among Rueff’s sources: Spinks 2009, p. 89. 
338 Pallister 1982, p. xxix. 
339 On Rueff and Gesner, see fn. 337 above. For historical works, see e.g. John Stowe (an important source for 

Batman) and Fleming’s edition of the Holished’s Chronicles. 
340 One of Lupton’s accounts of a woman transformed into a man is in fact also found in Lycosthenes, see the 

discussion and fn. 343 below. For other interesting entries see e.g. Lupton, pp. 12 (a woman carries a child in 

her womb for 13 years), 31 (a child raised by a wolf), 57 (the intellect of elephants), 51 (woman vomits forth 

unnatural things), 71 (a story of cannibalism), 114 (basilisks and cockatrices), 106 (child born without a mouth). 
341 Munday, A view of sundry examples, sig. C3r–4v (comets, strange births, storms, earthquakes, and 

apparitions) – in addition, Munday’s work ends with the 1580 earthquake, sig. D3v–[4r]. T.I., A vvorld of 

vvonders, sig. D1v–C2v. See also T.I’s letter to the reader, listing ‘signes in the ayre’ together with murders and 

incest as ‘tokens of Gods wrath’: sig. A2r. 
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curiosity collections like Lupton’s A thousand notable things were more openly aimed at the 

pleasure and wonderment of the reader.342  

As prodigies were copied across different works, they were given new meanings. The story of 

the woman Aemilia being transformed into a man is in Lupton’s collection a bizarre medical 

marvel, but in Lycosthenes’s Chronicon the same story gains, by virtue of its context, a more 

unsettling significance, being one example among many of the great proliferation of 

prodigies counter to the usual course of nature from the late 15th century onwards.343 

Similarly, medieval prodigies originally directed against individual popes take on more 

general anti-papal and -Catholic implications in Batman’s The doome. Furthermore, by 

juxtaposing individual prodigies with particular historical events or the collector’s own 

interpretation, they could be portrayed in a new light: Fleming, for example, uses the 1085 

earthquake in his list of English earthquakes to decry William of Normandy as a tyrant, 

portraying the earthquake as supernatural divine punishment against William for 

depopulating land for the royal New Forest.344 In Batman’s The doome the earthquake is 

instead connected to war between France and England in an entry translated without change 

from Lycosthenes.345 

Future research might seek to study the intersections of different kinds of writings on 

wonders more closely. Insofar as text was copied directly across different works (like the 

reproductions of parts of Fleming and Batman’s translations discussed earlier), future 

research could make use of computational methods, such as the one currently developed by 

COMHIS (Helsinki Computational History Group) for detecting text reuse in early modern 

English works.346 These methods might be utilized in mapping the connections between 

prodigy pamphlets, wonder collections, and other literature (within one language) on a large 

scale. However, such methods could also assist in identifying promising source material for 

more traditional close reading and historical analysis to study how individual authors 

recontextualized and appropriated the same texts for new purposes. 

 
342 On the ambiguous attitude of murder pamphlets towards their subjects, see Lake 1994. On Munday and T.I., 

see also Walsham 1999, p. 75. Lupton, A thousand notable things, sig. A3r–4r. 
343 Lupton, A thousand notable things, p. 150; Lycosthenes, Chronicon, pp. 506–7. 
344 Fleming, A bright burning beacon, sig. N2r–v. 
345 Batman, The doome, pp. 210–11. In contrast to Fleming’s highly negative view of William as a tyrant, 

Batman’s view appears somewhat more positive: in the beginning of The doome, his conquest of England is an 

ambivalent event which brings an end to local wars, and in his 1580 The new arrival, the Duke is described as 

‘valiant’ and a prince to be defended. Batman, The doome, sig. q8r; The new arrival, sig. [F4r]; Pincombe 2009. 
346 See fn. 332 above. 
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Confessional Conflicts Reflected in Wonder Literature 

The confessional rivalries and warfare following the Reformation were reflected in wonder 

books in which religious and political disorder, apocalypticism, and the building of 

confessional identity were emphasised. This is evidenced well by Batman’s The doome, but 

was not an exclusively Protestant phenomenon, as shown by Jennifer Spinks’ study of the 

increasingly polemic Catholic editions of Boaistuau’s Histoires prodigieuses during the 

French Wars of Religion.347  

Intra-confessional conflicts were also significant in motivating writings on prodigies. Philip 

Soergel has argued that many of the especially polemical Lutheran wonder books of the 16th 

century in fact grew out of theological disagreements and divisions within the Lutheran 

world, especially the rift between the Philippists and Gnesio-Lutherans – when these rifts 

begun to heal, the tone of writings on wonders also changed.348 Similarly, Alexandra 

Walsham has identified a polemicisation of prodigies and prophecy as part of the 17th-century 

sectarian conflicts in England.349 Seeds of this appear to be present already in the 16th 

century: the increasing anti-Catholic rhetoric of the 1570’s and early 80’s was fuelled partly 

by external threats, but also by internal divisions in the English Church. Batman expressed in 

The doome a common feeling among the more reform-minded English Protestants that not 

enough was being done to guard and further the true faith, while more conservative 

churchmen and Elizabeth herself generally resisted any more reforms to religious practices 

after 1559. Such tensions may well have influenced the great number of writings following 

the 1580 earthquake calling for moral improvement and warning God’s judgement. 

Future research could attempt to draw a clearer and more comprehensive picture of how 

wonder literature both contributed to confessionalization processes and crossed confessional 

boundaries in post-Reformation Europe – translations, compilations, and reprintings or new 

editions all play a key part here. Writings on prodigies were produced both among Catholics 

and different Protestant groups, and though there has been a tendency in some of the previous 

scholarship to emphasise the differences of Catholic and Protestant approaches to prodigies, 

the examples of Fleming’s translations from Nausea and Herold’s German translation of 

 
347 Spinks 2011. On the phenomenon more generally, see e.g. Daston and Park 1998, p. 183 (with an emphasis 

on Protestant works). 
348 Soergel 2012. 
349 Walsham 1999, pp. 218–20. 



 

 

74 

 

Lycosthenes’s Chronicon indicate that wonder books and collections could be appropriated 

across confessional lines with relative ease. At the same time, translators or later editors 

could labour to make their source texts more explicitly confessional and polemical, as shown 

by Batman’s The doome and Boaistuau’s Histories prodigieuses – possibly Fenton’s 

translation of Boaistuau’s wonder book might also yield some interesting results. Besides 

longer wonder books, shorter works and news pamphlets might be included in such a study as 

well – Painting-Stubbs, for example, has noted a Catholic reprinting of Fleming’s 1577 

prodigy pamphlet.350 

 

Wonders in Translation 

When it comes to long-form dedicated wonder books and similar works, translations appear 

to have a prominent place in the English 16th and early 17th-century book market. Before 

Fleming’s and Batman’s translations, Fenton had translated Boaistuau’s French wonder book 

in 1569. Later, Dr Thomas Beard’s The theatre of Gods judgements, a collection of 

cautionary tales of divine punishment translated from a French encyclopaedia, appeared in 

1597.351 The early 17th-century saw translations of Pliny by Thomas Churchyard (1602, on 

earthquakes wonders in the air, framed as warnings of judgement day), Simon Goulart’s 

Admirable and memorable histories (trans. E. Grimeston, 1607) and Ambroise Paré’s book of 

prodigies (as part of his collected medical works, trans. Thomas Johnson, 1634), as well as 

parts of Conrad Gessner’s Historia animalium (trans. Edward Topsell, 1606 and 1607).352 

Alongside these translations we find the English works of Lupton, Munday, and T.I., a 

compilation on wonders by Thomas Hill (1574?), as well as numerous shorter treatises, news 

pamphlets and broadsheets on individual English prodigies (in addition to translated accounts 

from abroad).353  

Considering this significant presence of translated material in early modern English wonder 

literature, studies of these sources should remain alert to the nature of early modern 

 
350 Painting-Stubbs 2011, p. 53. 
351 Walsham 1999, pp. 66–70. 
352 Walsham 1999, pp. 72, 171–72; Churchyard, Wonders of the ayre. 
353 For Lupton, Munday, and T.I., see above. Hill’s work most resembles Nausea’s treatises, being a 75-page 

compilation on comets, earthquakes, and other prodigies, with discussions of their significations as well as 

natural causation. Hill, A contemplation of Mysteries. For examples of translated news pamphlets, a search for 

‘News -- natural disasters / sensational literature’ in the Renaissance Cultural Crossroads database 

(https://www.dhi.ac.uk/rcc/index.php) of early modern translations printed in Britain before 1641 returns 

numerous examples. Accessed 4 May 2021. 

https://www.dhi.ac.uk/rcc/index.php
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translation. The translated works can be interesting objects of study in their own right – to 

approach them only as an alternate way to access the original text risks misunderstanding 

both the translation and the source text, as translations not only inevitably place the work in a 

new form and context, but could also make significant alterations and additions to the text. 

On the other hand, considering such translations entirely separately from their source texts (as 

if they were not translations at all) may lead to misunderstandings – in A bright burning 

beacon, for example, one must be able to accurately distinguish between Fleming’s own 

words and translated material in order to understand Fleming’s position on the question of 

natural and supernatural causation of wonders. Studies of translated wonder literature should 

therefore be careful to identify the translator’s interventions and additions in the text and 

consider their effects on the work as a whole. 

As Alexandra Walsham has noted, early modern wonder literature can be particularly 

interesting to the modern scholar because of how prominent wonders were across many kinds 

of discourses and social spheres – wonders served as ‘important points of contact between the 

multiple religious and social subcultures of early modern England’ and ‘provide unique 

insights into the collective consciousness of the Elizabethan and early Stuart populace’.354 

The same might be said on a broader European level: interest in wonders united both scholars 

and casual readers across Germany, Switzerland, France, and England. Studies of translated 

wonder literature can illuminate how this common interest allowed works to circulate widely 

across linguistic and confessional borders alike, while also showing how translators 

appropriated these works in a specific, local historical context to comment on discourses and 

issues important to them. 

  

 
354 Walsham, Providence in Early Modern England, 223–24. 
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Figures: 

 

 

Figure 1. Woodcut of a seven-headed dragon. The picture also shows the first two lines of the 

Iudicabit iudices -poem. Stephan Batman, The doome warning all men to the iudgemente (London: 

Ralphe Nubery assigned by Henry Bynneman, 1581), p. 261. Call no. 59456, The Huntington Library, 

San Marino, California. Reproduced with permission of the library. 
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Figure 2a. Hand-drawn illustration in Batman’s copy of Hartmann Schedel’s Liber 

chronicarum (1493). Cambridge, Trinity College Library, VI.17.6, fol. CCLXIv. Photo credit: 

Master and Fellows of Trinity College Cambridge; Dr. Nicolas Bell, Librarian. Reproduced 

with permission. 
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Figure 2b. Batman’s signature on the title page of the Liber chronicarum. Cambridge, 

Trinity College Library, VI.17.6. Photo credit: Master and Fellows of Trinity College 

Cambridge; Dr. Nicolas Bell, Librarian. Reproduced with permission. 

 

 

Figure 2c. Handwritten Iudicabit iudices -poem and English note, signed ‘B.S.M.’. Cambridge, 

Trinity College Library, VI.17.6, fol. CCLXIIr. Photo credit: Master and Fellows of Trinity 

College Cambridge; Dr. Nicolas Bell, Librarian. Reproduced with permission. 
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Figure 3. Genevan broadsheet featuring a seven-headed dragon, c. 1540–1550. Bibliothèque 

de Genève, Le Centre d’iconographie, 44M 01. Reproduced with permission from the library. 
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