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Abstract. When Henry VIII split England from the Church of 
Rome, a dramatic aspect of the broad campaign of reform and iconoclasm 
was the exposure of fraudulent religious imagery, revealing to the public that 
the revered, “miraculous” statues which seemed to come alive were in fact 
mere mechanical devices operated by an unseen priest. This paper views the 
exile of medieval mechanical, moving sculpture from religious spaces and 
their appearance at court soon after, re-tooled during the Renaissance as 
classically-derived hydraulic and pneumatic automata, as an as-yet 
unremarked upon aspect reflective of the transfer of power from Church to 
State in early modern England. Tudor and Stuart royals as well as a handful 
of sophisticated men in their orbits constructed gardens, grottoes, and 
theatres wherein awe-inspiring tableaux of the inanimate “brought to life” 
could be enjoyed by a privileged few. As the Anglican Church coalesced 
with the king, rather than the pope, at its head, so too did some of its 
mysteries and power transfer to the crown. 
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Introduction: “Forged Miracles” for the Reformation; Garden Delights for the 
Renaissance 

When Henry VIII split England from the Church of Rome, one aspect of 
the broad campaign of reform and iconoclasm1 was the exposure of fraudulent 
religious imagery, revealing to the public that the revered and “miraculous” moving 
statues were in fact mere mechanical devices operated by an unseen priest.2 These and 
other “forged miracles” were theological lightning rods for the English Reformation‟s 
religious and political thunder,3 and their exposure broke their enchantment upon the 
faithful. On the heels of their exile from religious spaces, similar devices appeared at 
court, re-tooled during the Renaissance as classically-derived hydraulic and pneumatic 
automata which had proliferated in Italian, French, German, and Dutch contexts in 
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the century prior. The disappearance of mechanical “miracles” from churches and the 
flourishing of a new kind of wonder steeped in magic and mystery in gardens and 
palaces positioned the wealthy and cultured as the sole heirs to the Roman Church‟s 
claim to supernatural powers; Tudor and Stuart royals as well as a handful of 
sophisticated men in their orbits constructed gardens, grottoes, and palaces wherein 
awe-inspiring tableaux of the inanimate “brought to life” could be enjoyed by a 
privileged few. As the Anglican Church coalesced with the king, rather than the pope, 
at its head, so too did some of its mysteries (and consequent power) apparently 
transfer to the crown.4 

At present, there is an appreciable divide which separates studies of 
medieval automata in England with their Renaissance successors, though the works of 
Ely Truitt, Minsoo Kang, and others have begun the great work of placing these 
objects in broader contexts.5 Church automata are included in a study of the English 
Reformation‟s suppression of other religious “forgeries,” primarily the notorious trade 
in a wide variety of questionable relics.6 The “thinly fictionalized” account which 
Erasmus wrote about his travels in England in 1512-14, the 1526 Peregrinatio religionis 
ergo (A Pilgrimage for Religion’s Sake), sounded the attack on the monasteries‟ profit-
driven trade in the miraculous; amidst the numerous and varied forms which reliquary 
fraud assumed in the text, the nods from statues of the Virgin Mary in two different 
locations have a comparatively minor role.7 Likewise, the later automata of the English 
Renaissance figure peripherally within broader studies of the era‟s efflorescence of 
material culture, grouped with the other cultural products of the short-lived 
Henrician-era “lost Renaissance.” 8 Elsewhere, they are related to the intersection of 
John Dee‟s magical and mechanical philosophies which informed the Elizabethan 
age,9 as well as to  the  phenomenon of the English  Renaissance garden.10 The unique 
character of Renaissance automata in general figures into a wider selection of studies 
which tend to overlook their English iterations.11 Eugenio Battisti called for an 
iconology of this type of automata and made note of the stripping away of their 
medieval religious connotations and their assumption of a role in the epistemological 
order, though this phenomenon in England specifically was not taken into 
consideration.12 
 
Manufacturing “Living” Statues through the Sixteenth Century 

The secret of bringing “statues to life” has a long association with the rituals 
of rulers and religion. Mesopotamian and Egyptian practices revolved around the 
harnessing of some divine, celestial quality in a man-made vessel, in many cases an 
anthropomorphic sculpture.13  The later Greco-Egyptian Asclepius text of the Hermetic 
corpus and the theurgic writings of Neoplatonic philosophers in late antiquity14 
transmitted to the Renaissance a distillation of this method of harnessing sidereal 
powers via their terrestrial corollaries which made its way to the magical philosophy of 
Elizabethan England.  From the time of Hellenistic Alexandria, a concurrent 
mechanical tradition produced the “living” cult statues which made its temples famous 
(and wealthy).  Some devices‟ workings are known through Ctesibios, preserved in 
fragmentary form in the works of Vitruvius, his successor Philo of Byzantium, and 
Hero of Alexandria.15 These designs harnessed the powers of water, air, and heat, and 
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they made their way to Latin Europe by way of their preservation and modification by 
technicians of the Medieval Islamic Golden Age, such as Al-Jazari‟s Book of Ingenious 
Devices. These kinds of devices were published both in Latin and vernacular languages 
by the close of the sixteenth century, as they were being enthusiastically applied by 
hydraulic engineers, natural philosophers, and other iterations of the Renaissance 
magus.16  

Before the English Reformation, moving statues were deployed in Catholic 
churches to inspire faith in their medieval Christian audience. Historians have 
recognized that for the religious climate of the day, distinctions between material and 
spiritual or earthly and divine were not as rigid as they subsequently became. It was 
possible for an ingenious mechanism to be miraculous all the same, and the successful 
achievement of apparently-autonomous motion would be a justifiable means for the 
Church‟s objective of demonstrating to the faithful that a miracle could and did occur. 
These automata were “neither passive nor rote.... they were representations in motion, 
inspirited statues: they were mechanical and divine,”17 and the exploration of this 
“supernatural universe” of Catholics and Protestants alike has been hailed among 
recent scholarship‟s significant achievements.18  
 
Casualties of Iconoclasm 

Widespread destruction of church automata and the exposure of their 
workings during the reign of Henry VIII eliminated most of the material documents 
of this phenomenon; only a handful of medieval roods still exist, due to some being 
hidden in church walls and rediscovered many centuries later.19 The most emblematic 
of the “fraudulent miracles,” inveighed against as one of the “paradigms of popish 
deceit,”20 however did not survive: the Rood of Grace, a mechanical Christ on a 
crucifix at Boxley Abbey in Kent from the fourteenth century. Its associated pilgrims‟ 
badges, often fragmentary, have been identified and document its appearance to a 
limited degree (figs. 1-2).21 Preceding its destruction, its workings were exhibited to 
the masses at Maidstone and later to Henry VIII at Westminster.22  

The Rood originally displayed a wide range of movement: bowing, 
straightening up, shaking hands and feet, nodding its head, and a range of emotional 
expressions made possible by moving eyebrows, eyes and lips able to be manipulated 
“by stringes of hair.”23 However, before approaching the mechanized Christ, pilgrims 
would pass before another mechanical contrivance in the figure of Saint Rumwald 
which would raise its arm in blessing.24 A contemporary account reveals its hidden 
function: “by the helpe of an engine fixed to the back thereof,” a kind of foot-pedal 
allowed the priest to move the hands of what seemed to be a stone statue and to 
grant, by mechanical proxy, acknowledgment of the purity of those who sought the 
Rood of Grace. A secondary feature was a rigged test of religious faith and physical 
strength in the stamp of the Arthurian legend‟s enchanted sword in the stone.25  
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Figures 1-2. Fragments of medieval lead-alloy pilgrims‟ badges from Boxley Abbey, Kent. 
Image from the public domain. 

 
The “idolatrie and craft” of other roods and holy objects were summarily 

revealed: at Paul‟s cross by John Hilsey, bishop of Rochester26 and Nicholas Wyse 
attacked in writing a rood which “have made the people to beleve & thynke that the 
heare of his heed & berde did grow.”27 In Wiltshire, the Rood of Ramsbury, which 
was famed to be immovable by sixteen oxen, was taken down by one man.28 Another 
example of the type is documented in sixteenth-century Brittany: a mechanical Jesus 
rolled his eyes, moved his lips, and spurted blood from the wound in his side and was 
accompanied by another mechanized, gesticulating Virgin Mary with three attendants 
as well as a head with moving eyes fixed on top to symbolize the Trinity.29 During the 
reign of Henry VII, a thin wire allowed unconsecrated Eucharistic bread to apparently 
fly from the paten in the prior‟s hand to the priory rood loft, where the “holy maid” 
Elizabeth of Leominster (Herefordshire) was imprisoned.30 The secret of the 
venerated “Our ladyes taper” at Cardigan, a candle believed to burn indefinitely 
without being consumed, owed to the concealed presence of wood.31 All over 
England through the early 1540‟s, the campaign of dismantling “superstitious” objects 
continued, including the shrine of St. Hugh at Lincoln, St. William of York, and other 
“divers feigned jewels and relics.”32 The impulse to destroy the cross and crucifix can 
be traced as far back as the Lollards in the fifteenth century.33  In stark contrast are 
areas which have retained a Catholic identity through the present day; sporadic 
episodes of miraculous “living” sculpture, most notably the Virgin Mary of 
Ballinspittle, North Ireland (fig. 3).34 These and other icons which have been known 
to sweat or bleed likewise have their antecedents in ancient Greek and Roman 
sources.35 

 
Figure 3. The 
Grotto of the 
Virgin Mary of 
Ballinspittle, North 
Ireland. Image 
from the public 
domain.  

 



 
 
 
Lily Filson - Reformation England and the Performance of Wonder … 

 

24 

 
 
By the late Medieval period and the English Reformation, miraculous 

forgeries were already a well-worn cliché for the greed of the clergy, and its physical 
evidence could be interpreted in two ways: that of Erasmus, which dictated it be 
stamped out, or an evangelical, apocalyptic reading which took these deceptive 
automata and relics to be the false wonders of the Antichrist.36 This reading was 
assigned to the Rood of Grace and other images which appeared to speak, move, or 
grow their beards in the 1538 translation of Heinrich Bullinger‟s commentary on 2 
Thessalonians.37 Henry VIII was hailed in his God-given role to overthrow 
“supersticions, counterfeite religion, (and) feyned reliques” by John Pylbarough in a 
1540 panegyric.38 The exposure of the non-divine, mechanical working of the religious 
automata was recognized by one historian to be a valuable and flexible hermeneutic 
prism which reflected the regime‟s new policies in a favorable light.39 At the same 
time, diverse statutes and the revival of sumptuary laws in 1533 stressed the 
importance that things be what they seemed (including weights, dyes, coins, and other 
aspects of the economy); to be anything other was to be an affront to the king‟s 
majesty.40The reign of Edward VI saw the further exposure of  religious automata, 
“artificial figures which moved their heads, arms, and legs,”41 and, notwithstanding 
efforts at a Catholic revival led by Mary Tudor, under the reigns of Elizabeth and 
James, “counterfeit miracles” continued as a staple of Protestant polemical texts.42 
 
Magical Philosophy and Automata of the Garden and Grotto in the English 
Renaissance 

The reactionary religious climate which prevailed through the late sixteenth 
and early seventeenth centuries‟ Tudor line of succession dictated that the “magical” 
Neoplatonic and hermetic-derived automata could not yet thrive at the English court 
as they did at its continental counterparts.  The philosophical ground for this kind of 
object was prepared in large part initially by the Elizabethan magus John Dee (1527-
1608) and his circle under the benevolent approval of Elizabeth I. Dee possessed an 
extensive library of Neoplatonic, Hermetic, and magical works, and his collection was 
open between 1570 and 1583 to a wide swath of persons, including scholars and 
mechanicians as well as royalty and nobles.43 In the later age of the nineteenth century, 
romantic and morbid sensibilities imagined the famous Renaissance magus as a 
necromancer, working upon what appears to be the erect figure of a corpse in a 
church graveyard (fig. 4); a more proper historical vision would change the setting to a 
royal or courtly garden, and the upright figure to a mechanical statue.   

At the heart of the Renaissance magical tradition embraced by Dee was the 
doctrine of a correspondence between man and planetary rulers and, in consequence, 
the inherent capacity of man to manipulate higher realms through the purification of 
his soul, and ultimately commune directly with the higher divine powers of the 
heavens (and ultimately beyond the firmament to where the residence of the Creator, 
or the First Mover, had been fixed since antiquity). 
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Figure 4. John Dee as Necromancer from The Astrologer of the Nineteenth Century; Sibley, E., 
(London: ca. 1825). Image from the public domain.  

 
For the erudite Renaissance philosopher, the doctrine of a correspondence between 
man, nature, and planetary influences inherited from antiquity propelled associations 
in the natural world which promised mankind unprecedented control over his 
environment, terrestrial as well as cosmic. A practical side of this dogma can be read 
in the Asclepius text from the Corpus Hermeticum brought to light by Marsilio Ficino a 
century prior in Florence with its instructions to invest a statue with life-giving 
spiritus,44 and Neoplatonist philosophers of late antiquity whose works were translated 
as well incorporated the manufacture of thus invested, “living” statues under the 
mantle of theurgy.45 The union of this magical philosophy and pneumatic engineering 
relied on the force of the unseen but manifestly powerful air, which as a concept was 
only beginning to become divorced from the metaphysical idea of spirit; this blend of 
the spiritual with the mechanical survived in Renaissance thaumaturgy and early 
modern scientific instruments.46 The idea of a mechanical object participating in 
sacred harmony with a higher realm of mathematics allowed the Renaissance magus 
and mechanician alike to realize the “magical” automata of their day.47 In Dee‟s own 
Mathematicall Preface, the inseparability of the practical and the mystical is asserted; the 
practitioner, like the bee, derived both useful wax and delightful honey from the same 
flower.48 Dee passed his enthusiasm for Renaissance magic to the Elizabethan 
Renaissance and later courts to come.  

One of Queen Elizabeth‟s favorite gardens to visit was also the only garden 
in England which brought her into contact with grottoes and automata in the 
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continental style. Sir Francis Carew (1530-1611) rose to fame and favor through the 
great house and garden he created on his family‟s estate in Beddington, Surrey (fig. 5).  

 

 
 
Figure 5. Present-day Carew Manor School, Beddington, Surrey; only part of the 

building dates to 1490, and most construction dates from the early eighteenth century, 
remodeled in the mid-nineteenth. Image from the public domain.  

 
A description from 1600 of a stream which flows through a number of 

hydraulic automata, including Polyphome playing the pipe and “a Hydra out of whose 
many heads the water gushes.”49 Eleven years later, another visitor noted “all sorts of 
neatly made animals and little men as though they were alive.”50 In the 1570‟s, 
payments were made to “the Frenche gardyners” responsible for realizing the 
waterworks, and these early Elizabethan automata, water effects, and grottoes were 
directly modelled after French assimilations of I talian models indebted to Classical 
forms.51  

Florentine garden design by the last quarter of the sixteenth century 
showcased animated automata in artificial garden grottoes, fantastic, liminal spaces 
between myth and reality. Francesco I de‟ Medici‟s Villa Pratolino (completed ca. 
1575, fig. 6) boasted more grottoes and automata than any previous construction, and 
imitations of its features figure broadly throughout the royal and aristocratic gardens 
of Europe for centuries to come.52 The magical, the heretical and the forbidden 
functioned as incentives rather than obstacles to Francesco I‟s patronage of wide-
ranging inquiries into the mysteries of nature. In effect, these “magical” automata 
which emerged from the spirit of experimentalism fostered by sixteenth-century 
“natural magic” presented alternatives, rooted in the ancient pre-Christian traditions, 
to medieval Church‟s “miraculous” statues. 
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Figure 6. Lunette by Giusto Utens of the Villa Pratolino outside of Florence. Giusto 

Utens, Pratolino, 1600 ca., painted lunette, 47 x 59 in., Florence, Petraia Villa Medici. Image 

from the public domain.  
 
In the “stylistic backwater” of England however, animated automata and 

other trappings in the Florentine stamp arrived later than at its continental 
counterparts; the Elizabethan and Jacobean courts could not offer comparable social 
prestige which awaited the accomplished hydraulic engineer on the continent.53 Until 
1625, sculpture in England remained “dead” in every sense of the word: not only 
static affairs visually, but commissioned almost exclusively for tombs and sacred 
spaces.54  Although there are known examples of ornamental waterworks from the 
Tudor period, such as the lead pipes which brought water to an ornamental pool at 
Theobalds through two sculpted serpents‟ mouths,55 very few moving statues 
populated the Renaissance English garden at this point.  

While his predecessors on the throne‟s focus was devoted to the affairs of 
state, Prince Henry, in the patronage model of his mother Queen Anne of Denmark, 
re-imagined the esoteric, Mannerist currents flowing from Florence and Prague 
through a Protestant lens.56 A tide-change was signaled by the planning of hydraulic 
engineering works in England in earnest at the initiative of Prince Henry of Wales, 
which, if it had been fully realized, would have been a “Stuart Pratolino” full of 
virtuosic displays of the age‟s achievements in the arts, sciences, and philosophical 
currents. Prince Henry has been dubbed “the Prince par excellence of Renaissance 
hermetic science in England,”57 and like Francesco I de‟ Medici and Rudolph II, who 
were the vanguard of late-Renaissance material culture‟s embrace of esoteric 
knowledge on the continent, the Prince of Wales favored direct observation of those 
at work, “yea even those of mechanicall and meane persons.”58 His court mirrored 
this fascination for scientific inquiry and experimentation and actively sought to 
engage proven masters of the style: namely, Tommaso (1571-1648) and Alessandro 
Francini, who had worked at Pratolino and successfully introduced the same line of 
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automata, grottoes, and fountains for the French court at Saint-Germain-en-Laye and 
Fontainebleau. Henry however did not get his first choice, but another Florentine 
artist in service to the French royal house was made available.  

The engagement from 1611 to 1615 of the Florentine Constantino de‟ Servi 
(ca. 1554-1622) brought direct experience of Medici grottoes and automata to 
England. De‟ Servi initially worked under Bernardo Buontalenti, the master architect 
of Francesco I‟s Mannerist Mecca. De‟ Servi‟s sojourn in England has been speculated 
to have also been in service as a spy, as records indicate that he was kept on the 
Medici payroll through all of his postings, which may explain why such a widely-
travelled artist succeeded in realizing so few works.59  However, a rare completed 
drawing of De‟ Servi‟s garden for Prince Henry is a testament to a real skill (or at least 
ambition), although his full vision was never realized due to the monarchy‟s perennial 
tightness of funds.60 At Richmond Palace,  the first major royal building erected since 
the 1530‟s,61  De‟ Servi projected a huge “Neptune” which was to be three times the 
size of Giambologna‟s Appenine colossus at Pratolino (fig. 7).62  

 

 
Figure 7. Giambologna (Jean de Boulogne), Apennine Colossus, 1580, Villa Pratolino.  
Image from the public domain.  

 
Whereas the Florentine original possessed a series of internal grottoes, 

fountains, and tableaux of moving automata, De‟ Servi imagined a similarly expanded 
version, with “many rooms in it, a great dovecot in the head and two grottoes in the 
base.”63 Further grottoes and fountains were planned, and  De‟ Servi at the time wrote 
proudly of Prince Henry‟s delight in his designs, explicitly including fountains and 
grottoes among them.64 Contemporary accounts of his disastrous command of 
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theatrical machinery, which marred the Campion‟s masque for the marriage of the 
Earl of Somerset in 1613, does not instill tremendous faith in his actual capacities.65 

De‟ Servi was to be eclipsed by the arrival at court of the French Huguenot 
Salomon de Caus (1576-1626), who had studied first-hand the hydraulic wonders at 
Pratolino, the Villa d‟Este at Tivoli, and other lavish Italian water gardens of note. 
Unlike De‟ Servi, De Caus successfully constructed works directly inspired by 
Pratolino‟s, including a Mount Parnassus with Apollo, Muses, and four descending 
rivers at Somerset House and a grotto-aviary at Greenwich.66 De Caus‟s series of 
engravings in his 1615 book Les Raisons des Forces Mouvantes document their 
appearances and affinities with their models at Pratolino. De Caus‟s works for Henry 
at Richmond Palace however remain, like De‟ Servi‟s, elusive ghosts, as no 
descriptions of this elaborate series survive. Other engravings in the Raisons, published 
after Henry‟s death, are detailed by De Caus‟s text to have been executed to satisfy the 
prince‟s taste for the novel. Notable automata in these include a Pan and an Apollo 
before Midas (fig. 8), a nymph playing a hydraulic organ, a Cupid holding aloft a torch 
with streams of water (fig. 9) which recalls a similar arrangement at Pratolino,67 and a 
recreation of the Alexandrian speaking statue of Memnon erected at the top of an 
artificial rectangular hill, projected to be 55 feet high (fig. 10).68 De Caus often directly 
cites Pratolino‟s forms; a winged female holding a trumpet on top of an artificial hill 
(fig. 11) imitates the form of another Florentine predecessor. We find the latter‟s 
inspiration in the “Fame” automaton of Pratolino documented by the artists Giovanni 
Guerra and Stefano della Bella, about a century removed from each other (figs. 12 and 
13).69 Another colossus (fig. 14), this one seated, likewise derived from Giambologna‟s 
renowned Appenine. 

 
 
Figure 8. Salomon de Caus, Grotto with King Midas, Pan, Apollo, and Nymphs from Les 

Raisons des Forces Mouvants, Livre Second (Paris: C. Sevestre, 1624), pl. 15. Digitized through 
Gallica, an initiative of the Bibliothèque Nationale de France. 
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Figure 9. De Caus, Cupid Fountain 
from Les Raisons des Forces 
Mouvants, Livre Second , pl. 3. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
Figure 10. De Caus, Artificial Hill 
with Colossus from Les Raisons des 
Forces Mouvants, Livre Second, pl. 
10.  
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Figure 11. De Caus, Winged Automaton atop 
an Artificial Mount from Les Raisons des Forces 
Mouvants, pl. 46. 

 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Figure 12. Giovanni Guerra, Grotto of      
Fame, detail. Albertina Museum, 
Vienna. 1601. 
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Figure 13. Stefano della Bella, Grotto of 
Fame, 1600 ca. Published in Bernardo 
Sansone Sgrilli, Descrizione della Regia 
Villa, Fontane, e Fabbriche di Pratolino 
(Firenze, 1742), p. 22. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 14. De Caus, Seated Colossus 
from Les Raisons des Forces Mouvants, 
Expériences (Paris: C. Sevestre, 1624), 
pl. 14.  
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Figure 15. Robert Lemyinge (?), “The Dell,” 16th c., ink on paper. Reproduced in Paula 
Henderson, “Sir Francis Bacon‟s Water Gardens at Gorhambury,” Garden History 20 (1992): 
116-131; 120. 

 
De Caus‟s work was not limited to the royal family, but similarly elaborate 

automata do not appear to have been granted in the seventeenth century to those 
outside of their circle. The French hydraulic engineer also authored a series of 
cascading fountains at Hatfield after 1608, when Robert Cecil acquired the old royal 
palace. A drawing of “The Dell” (fig. 14),  a water parterre likely executed by Robert 
Lemyinge, includes a hippocamp and a mermaid flanking a banqueting house at its 
center, and these were likely statues or fountains.70 Within the bottom stream we see 
what have been described as stick-figures which may be indicative of  the “neatly 
made fishes, frogs etc. swimming in the fountain as if they were alive” documented in 
1611 at the gardens of Sir Francis Carew at Beddington, Surrey.71  

Were any of these true automata though? At Francesco I de‟ Medici‟s 
Pratolino, swans and ducks appeared to swim around in the grottoes‟ ornamental 
ponds, but the while the taste for trompe l’oeil ornamental animals in garden ponds and 
other novel uses of water seems to have been present, 72 some accounts of the “life” in 
the English garden in the Renaissance turn out to be red herrings. Descriptions of life-
like images of fish in the water at Sir Francis Bacon‟s estate of Gorhambury in a 1656 
description by John Aubrey are found to be clever mosaics.73 An attempt in the early 
nineteenth century to locate any trace of them failed,74 but digging down to the ponds‟ 
claybed in 1934 produced results, which were mentioned in the diary of Violet, 4th 
Countess of Verulam.75  

By no means were Renaissance moving statues of man, god, and beast 
relegated to the garden solely. Awe-inspiring automata in Medieval England, as was 
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the case in continental Christendom, had been deployed in tandem with other forms 
of theatrical machinery in religious dramas,76 and after the Protestant Reformation, 
which sounded the death knell for “papistical, superstitious, and Catholic forms of 
public expression,”77 illusionistic mechanics found new life in courtly spectacles 
designed by some of the same royal engineers mentioned above. The hallmarks of 
Florentine masques were stunning transformation scenes achieved by masterful 
engineering feats, including but not limited to the presentation of scenes behind a 
proscenium arch as moving pictures, which made its debut at the Medici court in 
1586.78 The 1605 Masque of Blackness put on by Ben Jonson and Inigo Jones represents 
the earliest English attempt at the marriage of machinery and perspective stage 
settings in the style of the Florentine intermezzi to an elaborate allegorical paean to the 
monarchy. Hymen (1606), the Haddington Masque (1608), and Queens (1609) all made use 
of the machina versatilis, a revolving machine which was responsible for scene 
changes.79 This was the same period in which Prince Henry dispatched his closest 
friend, John Harington, to Florence with a mission to observe and document the 1608 
festivities of the Grand Duke‟s son Cosimo to the Archduchess Maria Maddalena, and 
thereafter even the most Anglo-centric of celebrations incorporated the Italians‟ 
mechanical artifice; for example the Barriers performed on Twelfth Night in 1610 
around the theme of the Arthurian legends combined the chivalric traditions of a 
tournament with perspective staging once reserved exclusively for court 
masques.80The Queen’s Masque, staged by Samuel Daniel, on the night of Henry‟s 
investiture as the Prince of Wales in the summer of the same year, employed the 
machina versatilis to reveal an amazing grotto constructed by Inigo Jones which, instead 
of automata, housed the Queen and her ladies; the same mechanism later caused them 
to “suddenly vanish.”81 The drawings which survive from Inigo Jones‟s 1611 masque 
Oberon. The Fairy Prince provide an over-abundance of mechanical solutions to 
problems of stage design, as two sets (both incomplete) with different machinery have 
survived.82 

At the Barriers and other showings at the tilt as well as in numerous masques 
(some which were never performed), Prince Henry is cast (or rather casts himself) as 
the successor to Elizabethan militancy and the hero of a universal Protestant reform. 
However, lest there be any doubt about the compatibility of Protestantism with the 
magical undercurrents of late-Renaissance Neoplatonism, the Memorable Masque by 
George Chapman reveals the religious conversion of the Indians of Virginia, the 
colonization of which was revived by Prince Henry‟s patronage. Laden with hermetic 
symbolism, the Indians in effect exchange one sun god for another, their 
“superstitious worship” of the sun for “this our Briton Phoebus, whose bright sky/ 
Enlightened with a Christian piety) Is never subject to black Error‟s night…”83 Roy 
Strong recognized in the masque‟s climax a paraphrasing of the Orphic hymn of the 
Sun. 

Another work which takes its principal direction from Orphic themes and 
articulates more explicitly the royal prerogative to magical traditions of statue 
animation is the 1613 Lords’ Masque by Thomas Campion (1567?-1620).84 In this 
masque, the theurgy of living statues intersects with the astral magic of Neoplatonic 
ritual: stars are drawn to Earth as fiery spirits by Orphic song.85 Eight “stars” were 
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engineered for the stage play by Inigo Jones whose mechanisms exhausted the writer‟s 
descriptive capacities.86 It bears underlining that in the contemporary treatise by 
Thomas Tymme, A Dialogue Philosophical, which took as its objective the explication of 
Cornelius Drebbel‟s perpetual motion machine presented to James I, the stars and 
planets‟ individual “vitall faculties and complexions” “doe power them forth into the 
lap of the inferior Elements, animating and forming them.”87 The sincerely held view 
of the age‟s natural philosophers that these unrelenting “Astrall seeds” coupled with 
the seeds of the elements to produce matter found its enactment in Campion‟s play 
shortly thereafter when “four noble women- statues of silver” are transformed into 
living women by a sung invocation: 

 
Powerful Jove, that of bright stars, 
Now hast made men fit for wars, 
Thy power in these statues prove 
And make them women fit for love.88 

 
The statue-women are destined for eight men which Prometheus crafted 

from clay immediately prior, and their numbers are shortly doubled to provide each 
clay-man with a match; this was, after all, a masque for the royal nuptials of Princess 
Elizabeth Stuart, Prince Henry‟s sister, and Frederick V, Elector Palatine. The dancing 
couples onstage at one point even included the royal groom and his bride. Although 
Henry did not live to see their wedding, Campion‟s masque is testament to the royals‟ 
inheritance of the seemingly-supernatural power to bring statues to life.  
 
Conclusion  

Although most of the grandiose examples drawn on paper of what would 
have become the English Mannerist style never were constructed after Prince Henry‟s 
catastrophic death in 1612,89  automata and illusionistic machinery around the Tudor 
and Stuart courts resurrected a phenomenon formerly invested with religious 
significance forcefully extinguished only less than a century prior. In the church, the 
court theatre, or the garden grotto, moving sculpture inspired not only feelings of 
wonder and surprise but also their presence put in exposition both ancient and 
contemporary philosophical and mechanical secrets of the thaumaturgical class: be 
they temple priests, medieval abbots, or Renaissance magi, mathematicians, and 
engineers.90 Water not only articulated the power ideology of the ruler asa visual 
demonstration of the source of all political, cultural and material largesse and 
patronage,91 it was key to bringing to life the garden sculpture of the late Renaissance. 
The ability of the hydraulic engineer to harness the forces of water, fire, and especially 
air, which carried with it the mantle of Stoic and Neoplatonic philosopher‟s concept 
of the spirit-pneuma, closely intertwined with the natural magic of the age.92  

Whereas the well-known perpetual-motion machine of Cornelius Drebbel 
was hailed as an instrument which simultaneously made evident and harnessed the 
principles of motion of heaven and earth, the automaton must be reevaluated as an 
instrument by which the understanding of the secrets of life itself were put on display. 
And the Renaissance magus, unlike his predecessors in antiquity and the middle ages, 
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was inherently practical. The hydraulic engineer‟s feats were blunt articulations that 
the ambition of hermetic science had been achieved: man wielded control over nature, 
he had mined her secrets and implemented them for his own betterment. In England, 
where the power of “miraculous” crucifixes and “living” saints in Catholic churches 
had been annulled by the revelation of their mechanisms, both the technology and its 
instruments could freely assume another role, no less invested with spiritual 
implication, as handmaiden in the magus and natural philosopher‟s quest for the 
domination of nature and the discovery of her secrets. 
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