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In early modern culture, the eye was widely deemed to be the pre-eminent organ of the sensorium on account of
its contribution to the intellectual and spiritual enlightenment of the individual. Paradoxically, however, it was
also perceived as the faculty most vulnerable to dangerous errors and offences and, hence, principal conduit for
vice and instrument of inducement to sin. Centring on the moral dimension of sight, this paper compares the
representation of the sense of sight in a mid-seventeenth-century embroidered panel depicting the personification
of sight and Richard Brathwait’s essay ‘Of Seeing’, published in 1625. It considers ways of seeing as inflected
by the different idioms of needle and pen, including a re-presentation of the feminization of ocular vices.
Specifically, it discusses the relationship between external and internal sight, the body’s eye and the soul’s eye,
in connection with proffered monitory instruction on the proper moral function and spiritual object of the eye as
prescribed corrective for improving vision.

From antiquity onwards, sight was almost universally esteemed the noblest, most spiritual
sense due to its affording the greatest benefit to the human soul through its vision of God’s
creation. Significantly, during the latter sixteenth and much of the seventeenth century, the
growing tendency in natural philosophy (general science and metaphysics) and medicine to
understand the cognitive role of visual sensation in terms of the anatomy and physiology of
the eye, the somatic rather than the spiritual aspect of the mind-body question, occurred
within a moral context. In fact, reciprocal influences, common across discourses, ensured
that empiricist approaches to the practical functioning of the eye were largely underwritten
by theological and philosophical interpretations of ocular perception. Essentially, the
perpetuation of traditional notions about the relationship between material flesh and
immaterial soul continued to inflect thinking on the sense of sight, notably, its proper use for
the moral and spiritual profit of the individual. Helkiah Crooke’s popular volume on
anatomy, Mikrocosmographia (1615), provides examples of such interactions on the subject of
the communing of the soul and organ of sight.1 However, increasing knowledge of physical
sight generated scepticism around the veridical nature of human vision that prompted
concerns about the eye’s fallibility as moral guide and its dangerous abuses as chief
instrument of sin of the sensorium. Taking those concerns as starting point, this paper
considers the moral focus of the sense of sight as interpreted through a comparison of the
representation of the eye in an unattributed mid-seventeenth-century English embroidered
panel depicting the personification of sight (fig. 1) and Richard Brathwait’s essay ‘Of Seeing’,

Helkiah Crooke, Mikrocosmographia. A description of the body of man: Together with the Controversies thereto
belonging / Collected and translated out of all the best authors of anatomy, especially out of Gasper Bauhinus and
Andreas Laurentius, 2nd edn (London, 1631).
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published in 1625.2 It discusses their articulation of the intercourse between the eye of the
body and the eye of the soul and what were perceived as errors of sight and the prescribed
correctives for improving vision, specifically its proper moral function and spiritual object.
Additionally, it briefly addresses the possibility that the embroidery subverts the conventional
feminization of ocular sins.

Figure 1 Unknown provenance, embroidered panel of the personification of sight from a cabinet,
English, c. 1650-1675, object number T.8-1945, height whole 9.5 in., width whole 10.75 in., depth
whole 6.5 in. © Fitzwilliam Museum, Cambridge
Richard Brathwait, ‘Of Seeing, I ESSAY’, in Richard Brathwait, Essaies upon the five senses revived by a
new supplement; with a pithy one upon detraction. Continued with sundry Christian resolves, and divine contemplation,
full of passion and devotion; purposely composed, 2nd edn, revised and enlarged (London, 1625), pp. 1-7
http://gateway.proquest.com/openurl?ctx_ver=Z39.88003&res_id=xri:eebo&rft_val_fmt=&rft_id=x
ri:eebo:image:6474 All references are to this edition unless otherwise indicated.
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Richard Brathwait (1588-1673), gentleman, poet, satirist and conduct book writer, makes
explicit for his dedicatee and wider audience the essay’s moral purpose: ‘directs the eye how
to bee disposed lest by straying, it loose Him, to whom it should be erected’.3 The
embroiderer, probably a young gentlewoman or aristocratic female who wrought the panel
in polychrome silks on linen, would conceive the primary purpose of her expensive luxury
item as personal, ornamental, and domestic. Its proffered direction on the improving theme
of the proper use and object of the eye and invitation to potential viewers to decode its subtle
visual eloquence would more likely be secondary. As different media and modes of
expression, text and textile generally delineated gendered areas of operation. Embroidery,
though not exclusively a female occupation, represented a major social agency for reinforcing
and reflecting feminine, or feminized, behaviour through its form and content, in this case, a
monitory lesson on the control of the eye evinced through a pictorial personification of the
faculty of sight.
Visus, meaning sight, seeing, vision or supernatural manifestation, owed its moral and
epistemological pre-eminence specifically to its being, to quote Brathwait, ‘the most extended
to objects of all kinds’.4 Accordingly, the eye transmits the most varied and greatest volume
of sensibles of objects, ‘visible species’, via the brain to the highest, divinely endued,
intellective or rational soul.5 Brathwait’s essay, similarly the embroidery, emphasizes the
moral communication between the ‘eye of the body’ and ‘eye of the soule’ and admonishes as
irrational the subjection of incorporeal to corporeal sight.6 Evidently, the two artefacts reflect
shared cultural references surrounding the eye and attributes of ocular perception although
their articulations draw chiefly from different symbolic registers. As briefly discussed below,
Brathwait enlists recurring literary tropes to figure antinomies of good and evil in the struggle
between the soul’s eye and the body’s eye, while the embroiderer’s imagery mainly evokes
artistic sources. Parallels emerge through conspicuous analogies, iconographic
commonplaces including the mirror and the myth of Narcissus, and adumbrated
comparisons illustrating, for instance, the custodial and vigilant functions and divine object of
sight.
The embroidered panel is mounted on the right-hand door of a lockable cabinet decorated
pictorially with the five senses, four elements, the myth of Orpheus, and pastoral scenes.
Although its once vibrant colours have faded and some stitching perished, original details,
including exposed drawn lines, are largely recoverable. Sight is personified by a genteel
young woman fashionably and modestly dressed, standing facing forwards with her eyes
fixed straight ahead and holding up a mirror in her right hand. The mirror, also facing
outwards, reflects the image of a face, hers presumably, and is superimposed on yellow
petals. The location describes a garden or pasture with flowers, foliage, a fruit tree, clouds,
a parrot and an eagle, the large bird to the gentlewoman’s right. Pictorially, the scene
resembles popular moral allegories of the senses appearing in a wide variety of Elizabethan
Brathwait, ‘Of Seeing’, [n.p.].
Brathwait, ‘Of Seeing’, p. 6.
5 Crooke, p. 569.
6 Brathwait, p. 6.
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and Jacobean decorative surfaces, textiles, graphic arts and paintings. Combining traditional
elements, possibly borrowed from several, now unidentifiable, sources, with atypical imagery,
it translates the familiar into a unique composition.
Significantly, the eagle, a traditional symbol of sight, was identified by Pliny the Elder as
having acute vision, superior to man’s, and from the early middle ages gained moral purport
as a motif for spiritual vision, as bestiaries such as White’s Book of Beasts record.7 Yet, from
around 1500, interpenetrating the moral with a psychological approach, a human figure with
a mirror became the predominant motif for visual sensation, the original male figure being
quickly displaced by a female.8 Although the rationale for this gendered shift remains
unknown, it may relate initially to the Romance genre with its idealization of womanhood, as
in the Lady with the Unicorn tapestries, the first instance of the specific connection of sight
with the female sex. However, the turn towards the coupling of eye-induced vices with
female sensuality was most likely influenced by Christian exegesis of biblical testament,
principally, Eve’s temptation entering primarily through the eye: ‘the woman saw that the
tree was good for food, and that it was pleasant to the eyes, and a tree to be desired’.9
Furthermore, Eve’s sole guilt rendered her the archetype for original sin: ‘Adam was not
deceived, but the woman being deceived was in the transgression’.10 By extrapolation,
woman qua woman carried moral responsibility for this lapse and, therewith, the Fall of Man.
The particular linking of womankind’s association with sensuality, and thereby cause of
men’s folly, and vices surrounding sight was much quoted through the familiar paradigm of a
seated woman gazing at herself in a glass. Examples feature in emblem books, notably,
George Wither’s, as prints available in books or from print sellers, famously, Peter Stent, and
embroidery pattern books, such as Richard Shorleyker's schole-house for the needle, which
situates the image beneath a peacock, symbol of pride.11 Less plentiful are illustrations of
sight doubly symbolised by a woman with a mirror accompanied by an eagle, as in Cesar
Ripa’s stylized rendering in Iconologie and Adrian Collaert’s sixteenth-century engraving, after
Martin de Vos, portraying biblical scenes in its background.12 Even more rare, a
seventeenth-century embroidery configures sight personified jointly by the conventional
motifs of the eagle alongside a seated woman looking into her mirror. 13 In medieval and

Louise Vinge, The Five Senses: Studies in a Literary Tradition (Lund, 19750, pp. 38-9; T. H. White, trans.,
The Book of Beasts Being A Translation From a Latin Bestiary of the Twelfth Century (Stroud, 1984), p. 105.
8 Carl Nordenfalk, ‘The Five Senses in Late Medieval and Renaissance Art’, Journal of the Warburg and
Courtauld Institutes 48 (1985), 1-22, (pp. 7, 19) <http://www.jstor.org/stable/751209> [3 Dec. 2015].
9 Genesis 3: 6.
10 I Timothy 2: 14.
11 George Wither, A Collection of Emblems, 1635 (Aldershot, 1989), p. 249; Alexander Globe, Peter Stent
London Printseller circa 1642-1665 Being a Catalogue Raisonnée Of His Engraved Prints and Books With An
Historical and Bibliographical Introduction (Vancouver, 1985), plate 266; Richard Shorleyker A schole-house
for the needle, Part 2 (London, 1624), [sig. L3r]
<http://ezproxyprd.bodleian.ox.ac.uk:2176/search/full_rec?SOURCE=pgimages.cfg&ACTION=B
12 Cesare Ripa, Iconologie, Paris 1644, trans. Jean Badouin (New York and London, 1976), p. 49; Vinge,
p. 121.
13 English Embroidery from the Metropolitan Museum of Art, 1580-1700: ’twixt art and nature, ed. Andrew
Morrall and Melinda Watts, with essays by Christina Balloffet Carr et al (New Haven and London,
2008), p. 208.
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early modern society, the mirror itself, traditionally manifested as convex, represented a
fascinating object as well as emblematizing the eye and the sense or an attribute of sight.
Bernard Salomon’s engraving of a sole convex mirror as emblem for Ovid’s Metamorphoses,
transformation per se, epitomizes the mirror’s symbolic complexity.14 Do interpretative
departures from convention in the embroidery reflect a personalized design created by
pattern drawer or embroiderer? If invented by the needlewoman, was the creation a device
for displaying intellectual alongside accepted female accomplishments and negotiating
meaning to construct a novel narrative? Questions about intentions remain unanswered but
the combination and placing of motifs might be read as a nuanced evocation of its reforming
theme to embrace a female voice.
For Brathwait, reforming the physical eye means defending spirit against the ‘offences’ and
‘wrongs’ committed by nature to ‘deluded worldlings’: ‘though the eye of my body allude to
the eye of my soule, yet is the eye of my soule darkned by the eye of my body’ being inclined to
‘concupiscence, affection to affectation’.15 Conceiving the body’s eye as ‘powerful Oratour’,
he counters its sensual rhetoric with a series of oppositions and negative exemplars designed
to prick his reader’s conscience through persuasive warnings.16 First, although the eye is the
‘most eminent’ faculty and ought to direct all the senses, it is ‘the principall organ of errour to
the affections’. Secondly, the ‘motive of thankfulnesse’ in man, a muscle absent in the eye of
other animals, enables man to look up but, following baser instincts, mankind focuses his lens
on the ‘creature’ not his ‘Creator’. Thirdly, despite its contributing most to the soul’s
intellectual life, the insatiable desire of the fleshly eye renders it the first and easiest
inducement to vice, especially that ‘most hurtfull’.17 Accordingly, he repeatedly figures the
eye as aperture or conduit, ‘passage … entry … crany … entrance’, to underline its
involuntary receptiveness yet affords it agency in deceptively feigning ‘defensive warre’
against ‘dangerous intruders’.18 Militaristic metaphors insinuating complicity with sin
summon Spenser’s darkly grotesque fashioning of the battle against passion and the eye’s
collusion with ‘monstrous … misshapen’ vices.19
Similarly, Brathwait’s tropes of visual error, moral antitypes, are predicated on the lures and
snares of corporeal sight. They exemplify its propensity for carnal lust and conceits as
principal temptations to ‘loose Him’. Presumably they are ‘most hurtfull’, as when the eye is
beguiled by an object ‘pretending Love … her aime … perverted by lust’.20 He extends this
lustful eye to ‘jealous … prying’ eyes sent out as ‘spies’, a reminder of the eye motifs
emblematizing royal intelligencers on Elizabeth I’s gown in The Rainbow Portrait.21 Probably,
Brathwait alludes rather to Augustine’s ‘ocular cupidity’, implicitly interconnecting lust for

Peter Sharratt, Bernard Salomon Illustrateur Lyonnais (Geneve, 2005), p. 500.
Brathwait, ‘Of Seeing’, [sig. A4v], p. 1.
16 Brathwait, ‘Of Seeing’, [sig. A2v].
17 Brathwait, ‘Of Seeing’, [sig. A2v], pp. 1-3.
18 Brathwait, ‘Of Seeing’, p. 3, [sig. A2r, A2v].
19 Edmund Spenser, The Faerie Queene, in Edmund Spenser, Spenser Poetical Works, ed. J. C. Smith
and E. De Selincourt (Oxford, 1987), Book II, Cant. XI: 8-9.
20 Brathwait, ‘Of Seeing’, p. 3.
21 Brathwait, ‘Of Seeing’, pp. 4-5.
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knowledge with the question of the divinely ordained ontological limit of human cognition.22
He references ‘vice’ as ‘her’ and ‘she’, perhaps indicating a grammatical distinction in Latin
determined by the feminine gender of virtues and vices and masculine gender of oculus (eye)
and visus (sight).23 Alternatively, it may presume the purported connection between women’s
sensuality and seductive power and the feminised symbol of sight mentioned above.
‘Wandringst’ spy-like eyes and fixing ‘the eye of delight’ on ‘creature’ not ‘Creator’ betray the
soul to ‘objects of vanity’, idolatry or ‘eye-service’, to borrow George Hakewill’s term.24
Earthly vanities move the eye to love and hate and, consonant with the external eye’s preeminence as pleasure organ and, thereby, instrument of sin: ‘passions of the mind receive
their greatest impression by the eye of the body’.25 Brathwait’s ‘impression’ suggests the
contemporary notion that sense data are received as resemblances, imitations, replicas and
similitudes that form mental impressions or imprints. Interestingly, thoughts were conceived
as pictorial images, hence reinforcing sight’s perceptual elevation.26 Brathwait’s principal
concern regarding interior imagery evokes fantasy’s eye, the inventiveness of imagination in
creating new images from impressions, known also as ‘phantasmes, species or images’.27
Imagination, a mental faculty envisaged as an inward sense or wit, was assigned to either the
‘speculative’ or the ‘sensitive’ soul, the latter by followers of Aristotelian theory.28 In
Brathwait’s words: ‘if the eye is restrained, and lacks an object outwardly, it makes itselfe a
mirrour represented inwardly’.29 Compare John Davies’s ‘Phantasie, wits looking glasse’ and
‘senses glasse’ from his poem on the soul, Nosce Teipsum (Know Thyself).30
Brathwait cautions that this inward speculum ‘sometimes Narcissus-like doats for want of a
substance, on an imaginary shadow’.31 ‘Narcissus-like’ elicits delusions that arouse emotions
intertwining obliquely around the central icon of self-love, namely pride and vanity, sensory
errors attending the reflective surfaces of eye and mirror. Contextually, for Brathwait’s thesis,
it also signifies the transition from exterior to interior objects of vanity, paralleling Narcissus’s
awakening realization that he desires his self-image. Its negative exemplarity indicts mistakes
of vision as moral faults causing capital sins and leading to personal dissolution, ‘shadow’
intimating a conscious reprise of Ovid’s ‘phantom of a mirrored shape … nothing itself’, the
‘false face’ in the watery glass.32 Brathwait, as his contemporaries, was well aware that mirror

Saint Augustine, Confessions, trans. Henry Chadwick (Oxford, 2008), p. 211.
Brathwait, ‘Of Seeing’, p. 3.
24 Brathwait, ‘Of Seeing’, pp. 2,6; George Hakewill, The Vanitie of the Eye First Began for the Comfort of a
Gentlewoman bereaved of her Sight, and since upon occasion enlarged and published for the Common Good, 2nd [sic]
edn [actually 4th edn] (Oxford, 1633), p. 127.
25 Brathwait, ‘Of Seeing’, p. 4.
26 Stuart Clark, Vanities of the Eye: Vision in Early Modern European Culture (Oxford, 2007), pp. 2, 10.
27 Crooke, p. 432.
28 T. Manzoni, ‘The cerebral ventricles, the animal spirits and the dawn of brain localization’, Archives
Italiennes de Biologie, 136, 2 (Mar., 1998), 103-5, (p. 103); Aristotle, On the Soul, Parva Naturalia, On Breath,
trans. W. S Hett (Cambridge Massachusetts and London, 1957), Book II. III, pp. 81, 83, 85.
29 Brathwait, ‘Of Seeing’, p. 4.
30 Sir John Davies, Nosce Teipsum, in Sir John Davies, The Poems of Sir John Davies (New York, 1941), p.
181.
31 Brathwait, ‘Of Seeing’, p. 4.
32 Ovid, Metamorphoses, trans. A. D. Melville (Oxford and New York, 1986), Book III, lines 436-7, 432.
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images are inverted, sometimes subtly distorted or deceptive, and not exact copies of what
they reflect, also, following Kepler’s discovery in 1604, that the eye produces an inverted
retinal image.33
Typically, the embroidered mirror motif is covered with mica, or similar transparent
material, to represent its reflective property and distorting sphere-like curvature and,
perhaps, symbolically, the eye.34 Whilst the embroiderer’s semantic intentions cannot be
recovered and potential significances corroborated, the visual effect of the mica describes the
non-correspondence between appearance and reality, juxtaposed mirror image and facial
image, and may be interpreted as reinforcing the morally corrective purpose of the allegory.
As metaphorical device, the mirror was conceived as reflecting an idealized model. Here, a
negative paradigm enjoins moral conduct through inversion. A witty conceit, this mirror
represents a hieroglyph or curiosity compounding layered symbolic cautions for deciphering.
Semiotically compact, it covertly summons warnings unequivocally articulated by Brathwait,
mental idols bespeaking pride, vanity and self-adoration associated with ocular and specular
misprision. Ostensibly, vanity primarily affected the frail sex, females being more prone to
being caught by the eye in adornment and self-admiration. Recurring illustrations
admonishing females for staring into glasses while neglecting household duties affirm this
common stereotype. Unusually, Henry Peacham’s ‘Philautia’, ‘in Pride (selfe-love)’,
emblematized by a woman with her mirror, evades obvious allusion to Narcissus; not so the
embroidery.35 Although the stitched mirror apparently implicates the female reflected in its
mica glass, it palpably connects self-love and Narcissus.
As Brathwait’s text, the textile employs the Narcissus myth as framing reference for vices
induced by erroneous vision. Brathwait’s ‘Narcissus-like’ translates materially and figuratively
as the yellow trumpet of the narcissus enclosing the mirror and reflected image. Both gesture
towards death as consequence of the ‘looking disease’, to quote from the play Lingua,
Brathwait presuming the nominal signifier ‘Narcissus’ sufficient cue for the narrative, the
picture invoking transformation, death’s entry, by mimicking Ovid’s ‘cup of gold’ as
memorial to self-love.36 Intriguingly, the composite mirror wrought in silks re-presents the
fable. Uniquely conjoining narcissus, mirror and face while eliding the watery glass, it
reinterprets familiar pictorial renderings of the flower emerging from pool or well. Notably,
Virgil Solis’s woodcut, ‘Narcissus in florem’, from his illustrated edition of Ovid’s Metamorphoses
is evoked in two embroideries from the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries.37

Bruce R. Smith, ‘Eyeing and Wording in Cymbeline’, in Lowell Gallagher and Shankar Raman (eds.),
Knowing Shakespeare: Senses, Embodiment and Cognition (London, 2010), pp. 50-64, (p. 56); C. M. Woolgar,
The Senses in Late Medieval England (New Haven and London, 2006), pp. 151, 21-2.
34 Mary M. Brooks, English Embroideries of the Sixteenth and Seventeenth Centuries in the Collection of the
Ashmolean Museum (London, 2004), p. 24.
35 Henry Peacham, Minerva Britanna 1612 (Amsterdam and New York, 1971), p. 5.
36 Thomas Tomkis, Lingua, 1607, ed. John S. Farmer, The Tudor Facsimile Texts ([n.p.], 1913), [sig.
Gv]; Ovid, Book III, line 513.
37 Ovid, Metamorphoses Ouidii, Virgil Solis (Francofurti, 1563), p. 43; Margaret Swain, Figures on Fabric:
embroidery design sources and their application (London, 1980), p. 53; Mary M. Brooks, Elizabeth Feller and
Jacqueline Holdsworth, Micheál and Elizabeth Feller: The Needlework Collection: I ([n.p.], 2011), p. 71.
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To revisit the notion of framing, when the petals surrounding the mirror and its image are
envisaged as a physical frame describing an object, the mirror-self resembles a portrait or
self-portrait intimating the confounding of creative imagination, artifice and self-obsession, a
visual interpretation echoing Brathwait’s idol-making eye of fantasy. That is not to say that
embroiderer or designer had these ideas in mind or conceived the subject as artist-creator of
an idealized likeness of himself or herself. Interestingly, however, this particular motif of a
female figure holding up a mirror projecting her likeness resonates with Brathwait’s emblem
of ‘Decency’, ‘her eye modestly fixt on her glasse’, in the frontispiece to his English
Gentlewoman’ (1631).38 Yet, ‘Decency’ glances sideways at her mirror whilst the figure on
fabric averts her eyes from her glass, presumably to signal that she eschews vain pleasures.
Indeed, as the original embroidery reveals, neither her eyes nor the mirror with its reflected
image engage one another. Both face the viewer, the female figure’s eyes looking directly
ahead, imitating the symbol of the divine unblinking eye, and avoiding ‘twinkling’, the
wayward eye of the impure messenger of an impure heart.39 In disassociating the female
from evils affecting the physical eye, including turning away from the fruit tree that tempted
Eve’s eye and caused her lapse into carnal sin, is there a veiled subversion of female
stereotyping? Does the eagle’s presence as sight’s conventional symbol reinforce this,
particularly its metaphysical signification, explained below? Possibly, it offers a counterpoint
to Brathwait’s acceptance of the traditional feminization of ocular, and specular, vices even
while agreeing with his moral thesis on reforming erroneous vision. More obviously, the
figure’s signalling control of the senses through directional placement connects with the
moral discipline of needlework, specifically its appearing to offer a self-reflexive reminder to
the needlewoman not to cast aside her look, that a ‘gazing mind’ brings ‘small profit’,
according to the first part of needleworkes (1596).40 Equally, her disposition may illustrate the
proverbial injunction: ‘’let thine eyes look right on, and let thine eyelids look straight before
thee’.41
Likewise, Brathwait’s ‘he is a wise man that carries his eyes in his head’, inveighing against
the eye’s ‘strayings’, invokes scripture: ‘the wise man’s eyes are in his head; but the fool
walketh in darkness’.42 For young women particularly, this meant chaste eyes and looks.
Appropriately, the petals around the mirror motif seem to blinker the eyes as if actively
defending them from the eye’s passive, indiscriminate acceptance of visible sensibles and,
hence, protecting the soul’s purity. Considered as intimating a moral corrective for the
fallibility of sight, they intersect with Brathwait’s martialist figuring of ‘Sentinels’ guarding
against ‘intruders’. Iterating typical tropes, as in Crooke’s ‘scoutwatches’, Arwaker’s ‘Centries
… Cittadel’, and Davies’s ‘watchman … sentinell’, this imagery may serve as metaphorical

Richard Brathwait, The English Gentlewoman, London, 1631 (Amsterdam and New York, 1970), p. iii.
Crooke’s title page depicts the image of the open eye, symbol of the deity’s unblinking eye; Woolgar,
p. 177.
40 Brooks, Micheál and Elizabeth Feller, p. 67
41 Proverbs, 4: 25.
42 Brathwait, ‘Of Seeing’, p. 5; Ecclesiastes, 2: 14.
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analysis of Aristotle’s concept of ‘aesthesis’ into passive, involuntary sensation and active,
voluntary perception.43
For Brathwait, correcting the moral blindness of passion’s eye and rendering it ‘temperate’,
or virtuous, presupposes subjecting the light of the body’s eye to the ‘soules beauty’, ideally:
‘the eyes to direct me by objects outwardly moving, to the affections of soule inwardly
working’.44 Diverting the physical eye from ‘outward delectations’ towards ‘inward
contemplation’, the soul’s aptest motion, teaches it to fix only on ‘that Object’ furnishing its
sole and whole satisfaction.45 As the body’s guide, the eye should afford moral sight by
leading us towards heaven. Brathwait’s frontispiece visually realizes this transcendence of the
inner eye of the soul through sight, personified as female, holding a mirror up for judgement
by reason, a male figure seated atop the globe. Brathwait begins his essay with the eye of the
soul darkened by the eye of the body. He ends with a persuasive hope that the proper
functioning of corporeal sight might, as the ‘Sunne cheeres and renewes … cleares and
purifies’, cause the soul’s eye to cheer, renew and purify the body.46 Thus conceived,
Brathwait’s enlightened spirit links with the stitched eagle motif in the picture through myths
of the eagle’s soaring heavenwards to clarify its vision and encouraging its young to look
upwards to the sun, also to Brathwait’s recounting this lore of the eagle’s spiritual
signification elsewhere.47
What the essay exhorts discursively on the proper disposing of the eye, the pictorial allegory
foreshadows through its tableau-like demonstration of the movement from external to
internal vision. Both evoke the psalmist plea: ‘turn away mine eyes from beholding vanity;
and quicken now me in the way’.48 Epitomizing this corrective turn, Brathwait’s ‘principallest
motive and Organ of thanks-giving’ evokes the teleological notion of God’s beneficent creation
and design, a premise consistent with natural theology and anatomical theory, hence
grounding his ‘heavenly exercise’ of the eye on divine providence.49 Possibly, the allegorical
embroidery enacts a similar conception in holding the mirror up to nature. And,
appropriately, its surface is designed to draw the eye’s attention to its symbolism and, thence,
embedded moral instruction rather than itself or its creator. Although a ‘curious’, fancy work
for the upper ranks, it avoids pandering to vanity, its plain textures, without embellishment,
spangles (sequins), appliqué or silver and gold thread, conforming with the ethics of
representation and self-representation prescribed by the reformed religion, as endorsed by
43 Brathwait, ‘Of Seeing’, p. 6; Crooke, p. 536; Edm. Arwaker, Pia Desideria, OR, Divine Addresses, In
Three Books, Written in Latin by Herm. Hugo, Englished by Edm. Arwaker (London, 1686), Book II, p. 111;
Davies, p.154; D. W. Hamlyn, ‘Aristotle’s Account of Aesthesis in the De Anima’, The Classical Quarterly,
New Series, 9, 1 (May 1959), 6-16 (p. 6).
44 Brathwait, ‘Of Seeing’, pp. 4, 5-6.
45 Brathwait, ‘Of Seeing’, p. 5, [n.p.].
46 Brathwait, ‘Of Seeing’, p. 6.
47 White, p. 105; Brathwait, ‘Of Seeing’, p. 5; Richard Brathwait, The English Gentleman, London 1630
(Amsterdam and Norwood, N. J., 1975), p. 349.
48 Psalm 119: 37.
49 Richard H. Hunter, A Short History of Anatomy, 2nd edn (London, 1931), p. 26; Richard Brathwait,
‘The Heavenly Exercise of the Five Senses, couched in a divine poem’, in Richard Brathwait, Essaies
Upon the Five Senses: Revived by A New Supplement; With a Pithy One Upon Detraction. Continued with Sundry
Christian Resolves and Devotion; Purposely composed for the zealously disposed, 2nd edn (London, 1625), p. 76.
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John Taylor’s verse in The needles excellency: ‘to serve for ornament, not for pride: / To cherish
virtue’.50 Arguably, as embodied ornament of virtue, the female motif represents an
exemplary woman in harmony with her paradisal surroundings and is analogous to
Brathwait’s purified body attuned to its ‘convoy to heaven’.51 In the early modern
consciousness, gardens had religious and psychological significance.52 Brathwait’s ‘heaven’
and the embroidered garden would likely evince divine pastures, mental landscapes resonant
with the pre-lapsarian innocence of the first, edenic garden. Viewed so, they would reflect
the divine light of the mind’s eye and true mirror of spiritual vision.
When compared as objects in themselves and products of the, largely, gendered leisure
pursuits of the wealthy, text and textile can be predominantly read as culturally dissonant
documents. Considered, however, as articulating the topos of the sense of sight, pen and
needle emerge as equally instructive and compelling expressions that interplay on their
morally charged theme of redirecting ocular waywardness, interestingly nuanced by the
embroidery’s apparent sublimation of the conventional negative connotations surrounding
the feminized personification of sight. Through their different idioms, the two artefacts
intersect and diverge, offering expositions and illustrations that speak separately and to each
other in ways that enhance our understanding of early modern perceptions of improving
vision.
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