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15	 From Antwerpen to London and 
Back via Paris
Jan van der Noot’s Theatre Connecting 
People and Languages

Alisa van de Haar

When nobleman Jan van der Noot (c.1539–c.1595) was forced to leave 
Antwerpen and flee to London in 1567, this was not only a formative 
moment in his own life; it also profoundly marked the English literary 
scene. In the following year, Van der Noot started publishing his Theatre in 
Dutch (1568), French (1568), and English (1569).1 In the multilingual 
Theatre series, Van der Noot brought together cultural traditions and tal-
ented individuals from the Low Countries, France, and England. His 
Theatre was partly based on the writings of famous French poets such as 
Clément Marot (1496–1544) and Joachim Du Bellay (1522–1560), which 
Van der Noot juxtaposed with high-quality engravings by Dutch artist 
Marcus Gheeraerts (c.1521–c.1590). He collaborated with the highly 
skilled local printers Henry Bynneman (c.1542–1583) and John Day 
(c.1522–1584), and for the English version, he employed the talents of the 
young Edmund Spenser (c.1552–1599). This chapter examines Van der 
Noot’s multilingual publication strategy, uniting cultural forces in both the 
languages of his native Low Countries and in the tongue of the country 
that had welcomed him as a refugee.

Van der Noot on His Way to London

‘Jonker’ Jan van der Noot was born in Brecht, near Antwerpen, into a rela-
tively wealthy family of patricians, although he lost his parents at a young 
age.2 Being part of the higher echelons of society, he learned to speak and 
write French alongside his Dutch mother tongue.3 He moved to Antwerpen, 
where he obtained the respectable position of alderman, bought a house 
on the central Meir street, and got married to Cecilia de Billihe.4 Van der 
Noot seemed, in short, to have his life on track.

In 1567, however, events took an unexpected turn. On 13 March of 
that year, the young aristocrat, who had become interested in the Protestant 
sentiments that were on the rise in the Low Countries, joined a group of 
active Calvinists who occupied the Meir.5 They demanded, among other 
things, that Van der Noot be named margrave or bailiff. The uprising 
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failed, and the young nobleman was no longer safe in Antwerpen. 
On 25 March, he sold his home on the Meir, and by the 30th, he had made 
his way to London to escape prosecution.6 His wife, who seems to have 
remained Catholic, did not follow him into exile.7 Van der Noot had good 
reason to flee: for his participation in the Calvinist uprising he was later 
sentenced in absentia to banishment, and his possessions were declared 
forfeit.8 Archival records show that ‘John van de Note’ and his servant 
‘Tris’ (Dries?) settled in Botolph Wharf, near London Bridge.9 It was dur-
ing his time in London that his first poetic works were printed, which will 
be discussed in more detail below. Around 1571, he left Britain for unknown 
reasons and moved to the German Rhineland. He was active in Cologne 
for some time and printed various poetic collections, before undertaking a 
journey through German lands, possibly Italy, and France, which finally 
led him home to Antwerpen in 1578, now under Calvinist dominion and 
thus safe for the former exile.10

Van der Noot’s Theatre in Three Languages

Overall, Van der Noot thus only spent some three years in London. 
However, the mark he left on English literature and culture was substan-
tial. There is one text in particular, published during his London years, that 
has attracted the attention of present-day English literary historians: the 
Theatre.11 In 1568, a year and a half  after Van der Noot’s arrival in London, 
John Day printed the Dutch Het theatre oft Toon-neel (The Theatre or 
Stage). Its dedication to Roger Martyn (fl.1559–c.1573), Lord Mayor of 
London, carries the date 18 September 1568. The French Le Theatre, also 
printed by Day, was dedicated to Elizabeth I on October 28 of that year. 
The English A theatre was published early in 1569, this time by another 
printer, Henry Bynneman. Its full title is A theatre wherein be represented as 
wel the miseries & calamities that follow the voluptuous worldlings as also the 
greate joyes and plesures which the faithfull do enjoy. This edition, too, was 
dedicated to the Queen, on 25 March 1569.

The title of the Theatre refers to the notion of the theatrum mundi (the-
atre of the world), the idea that earthly things are only short-lived and of 
little importance, as in a play.12 What truly matters is the eternal kingdom 
of heaven. This vanitas theme underlies the entire work. The Theatre opens 
with a dedication and several laudatory poems written for Van der Noot by 
fellow poets Melchior Barlaeus (c.1540–c.1584), Gerard Goossens (c.1545–
1603), and Lucas d’Heere (1534–1584). The latter had fled to England in 
1568. There follows a series of six epigrams, reworkings of Italian poems by 
Petrarch on the vanity of earthly love, although Van der Noot most likely 
used the French translations made by court poet Clément Marot for his 
Dutch translations. Next come eleven sonnets dealing with the decline of 
Rome. They are translated from Les Antiquitez de Rome (1558) by Joachim 
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Du Bellay, a renowned French poet. The final set of poems contains four 
sonnets by Van der Noot himself, based on the Book of Revelation, describ-
ing the beast of the apocalypse and the whore of Babylon.13 The French 
Theatre contains the original poems by Marot and Du Bellay on the pages 
where the Dutch version gives Van der Noot’s translations. The poems are 
followed by a prose commentary by Van der Noot, based on both Heinrich 
Bullinger’s (1504–1575) commentary on the apocalypse and John Bale’s 
(1495–1563) The Image of Both Churches (c.1545), each of which Van der 
Noot had probably read in a Dutch translation.14

The poems are adorned with twenty copper engravings, made by the 
accomplished artist Marcus Gheeraerts the Elder. Gheeraerts had only just 
arrived in London himself  when the Theatre series was published. In 1568, 
he had fled from his hometown of Brugge because of his protestant sym-
pathies. Because of their level of detail, his engravings were of a much 
higher quality than the images to which the English audience were accus-
tomed.15 Clearly, the Dutch and French Theatre were intended as luxury 
editions.16 This was not the case for the English Theatre, however: instead 
of Gheeraerts’ quality copper engravings, a set of solid woodcuts showing 
very similar, albeit cruder, images were used. Woodcuts wear down more 
slowly than engravings and can be used to print more copies, so it has been 
suggested that printer Bynneman and Van der Noot expected the English 
edition to sell better than the French and Dutch ones.17

This ‘popular’ English edition has retained the attention of literary his-
torians for multiple reasons. The most obvious of these is that the young 
Edmund Spenser, then a seventeen-year-old schoolboy, was asked to trans-
late the epigrams and sonnets into English.18 Moreover, this poetry collec-
tion translated by Spenser constitutes one of the oldest-known sonnet 
cycles in English.19 A final aspect that makes the Theatre of  importance for 
the history of English literature is the combination of these poems with the 
meaningful images by Gheeraerts, giving the collection what has been 
called an ‘emblematical’ character. The emblem would become highly 
popular. It is generally based on a tripartite structure: each individual 
emblem combines a motto with an allegorical image, explained in an epi-
gram. Later in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, readers would 
indulge in emblem books that brought together dozens of emblems, guess-
ing at the meaning of the images.

The Theatre already seems to contain two emblematical elements: the 
allegorical image, which was certainly influenced by the symbolism of the 
earliest emblem books, and the epigram. There has been ample discussion 
among emblem scholars, however, on whether or not Van der Noot’s work 
can be called the first (proto-)emblem book in English. The consensus 
leans towards a negative answer, though this does not take away from the 
importance of Van der Noot and Gheeraerts’ collaboration for text–image 
relations in early modern England.20
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The Theatre Connecting People

This chapter argues that the connections between the different individuals 
involved in the creation of the Theatre series form an additional reason for 
the importance of Van der Noot’s work. First of all, the Antwerpian 
nobleman deserves praise for his intermediary role between English liter-
ary culture and his sources – Marot, Du Bellay, Bullinger, and, to a lesser 
extent, Petrarch. Moreover, Van der Noot formed the central figure that 
brought together the rising star Spenser and cultural frontrunners such as 
the highly skilled engraver Gheeraerts, and printers Day and Bynneman.

Both printers were renowned for the high quality of their work. They 
would collaborate on Van der Noot’s subsequent London publication, Het 
Bosken (The Forest), which contained poems he wrote during his youth. 
Werner Waterschoot has suggested that Van der Noot asked Day to con-
tribute as well because he was making haste to leave for Germany.21 It was 
probably through their collaboration on the Theatre that Bynneman and 
Day first came in contact with engraver Gheeraerts. It seems that this led 
to further fruitful collaborative projects, as multiple images in later prints 
by Bynneman and Day have been attributed to the craftsman from 
Bruges.22 In any case, both Bynneman and Day were known for their excel-
lent printing and their interest in new developments in the field.23 Meeting 
Gheeraerts and seeing the detail of  his work must have been an interesting 
experience for them.24

Finally, Bynneman seems to have stayed in contact with Edmund Spenser, 
with whom he later published other works.25 The connection between 
Spenser and Van der Noot – and thus Bynneman – was probably made by 
Richard Mulcaster (1561–1611), headmaster of the Merchant Taylors’ 
School in London, not far from Van der Noot’s residence, that was attended 
by Spenser.26 For the young student, this collaborative project was perhaps 
his first experience with the world of printing and publishing poetry, of 
which the impact resonates in his later work. His translations of Petrarch 
and Du Bellay for the Theatre reappear in his Complaints (1591). Moreover, 
his work for Van der Noot seems to have inspired him to engage more deeply 
with Du Bellay: Spenser added the complete translation of Les Antiquitez 
de Rome (1558) to the Complaints.27 Moreover, Andrew Hadfield has argued 
that veiled descriptions of the hardship of tyranny and exile, which he rec-
ognizes in the poems of the Theatre, later influenced certain passages of 
Spenser’s Faerie Queene (1596).28 Van der Noot’s short stay in London 
would, indeed, have long-lasting ripple effects on English cultural life.

The Theatre Connecting Languages

Through his Theatre, Jan van der Noot thus acted as a go-between connecting 
cultural actors, authors, and readers from the Low Countries, England, and 
France, and even – indirectly – Italy (Petrarch) and Switzerland (Bullinger). 
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To do so, he employed various languages in this ambitious trilingual under-
taking. The final part of this contribution will zoom in on the use of lan-
guages in the Theatre in order to illustrate the complex language situation 
that marked the cultural exchanges between the Low Countries and 
Britain, and in which French played a central intermediary role.

While Van der Noot’s mother tongue was Dutch, he was also fluent in 
the second language of his country, French. It was the native language of 
inhabitants of the southern regions of the Low Countries and of the higher 
levels of nobility, besides being a transregional cultural language and a 
language of interregional diplomatic and commercial exchange.29 A lan-
guage that Van der Noot in all probability did not speak when he hastily 
fled to London was English. As John Florio wrote on the English tongue 
in 1578, ‘passe Dover, it is worth nothing’.30 English was seldomly learned 
by inhabitants of the Low Countries: in 1576, Antwerpen counted 75 
schoolmasters teaching French, versus only one teaching English.31 There 
are indications that the speakers of English and Dutch sometimes used a 
mixture of the two, a pidgin of some sort, to communicate.32

In the case of the French-speaking Van der Noot, it is likely that he com-
municated with at least some of the English collaborators in the Theatre 
project in French. As in the Low Countries, French was a cultural prestige 
language in England that often took an intermediary position between 
Latin, Greek, Italian, or Spanish and the local vernacular. The way in 
which Van der Noot used Marot’s French translation of Petrarch rather 
than the original is a telling example in this respect.

When Edmund Spenser was asked to translate the poems of the Theatre 
into English, he probably used the French text as his point of departure, 
placing French in a central position between English on the one hand, and 
Dutch and Italian on the other. Andrew Hadfield has suggested that Spenser 
may have worked with an assistant who knew Dutch and Italian.33 However, 
a complete French version of the text was readily available and Spenser 
knew French. Moreover, a comparative reading of the different versions of 
the Theatre points toward a direct translation from French into English.

The opening stanza of the fourth Du Bellay sonnet is illustrative of 
Spenser’s French–English translation process. In Van der Noot’s Dutch, 
Du Bellay’s French, and Spenser’s English, it reads as follows:

Een Arche sach ick noch op colomnen verheuen
Wiens basen ick oock sach van fijn gout altemael:
Capiteelen albast, de Frisen van Cristael,
Ter gedachten booghwijs, gewelft ende bescreuen:34

Ie vy haut esleué sur colomnes d’Iuoire,
Dont les bases estoient du plus riche metal,
A chapiteaux d’Albastre, & Frizes de Cristal,
Le double front d’vn arc dreβé pour la mémoire.35
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I Saw raisde vp on pillers of Iuorie,
Whereof the bases were of richest golde,
The chapters Alabaster, Christall frises,
The double front of a triumphall arke.36

A first striking similarity between the English and French versions con-
cerns the punctuation: Spenser has followed Du Bellay’s series of commas, 
ending in a full stop, rather than Van der Noot’s colons. Even more con-
vincing are the lexical and grammatical similarities between the French 
and English texts. Spenser’s first line, rather than adopting the word ‘Arche’ 
(arch) present in the Dutch version, maintains the ‘Iuorie’ that figures only 
in the French text. Van der Noot’s use of the first person in the second line, 
‘ick […] sach’ (I saw), does not figure in the English poem, which follows 
the French sentence structure. In the fourth line, Spenser’s ‘double front’ is 
a direct translation of Du Bellay’s ‘double front’, while Van der Noot’s 
description deviates further from the French. It is clear that Spenser’s pri-
mary source was Du Bellay.

Werner Waterschoot assumed that only the English Theatre would have 
appealed at the local English audience, while the French and Dutch luxury 
editions would have targeted the transregional Netherlandish refugee com-
munity.37 However, especially in the higher circles of English society, the 
French tongue was certainly known and appreciated – it was with good 
reason that Van der Noot dedicated the French Theatre to Elizabeth I. 
Publishing the French Theatre was thus a suitable way for Van der Noot to 
introduce himself  to English high society.

The target audience of the Dutch edition, with its Protestant character, 
seems to have been twofold. It might have appealed to the diasporic 
Netherlandish Reformed community that could be found in England and 
Germany, as well as to Netherlandish Protestants who had decided to stay 
home and hide their religious beliefs. After his move from England to 
Germany, Van der Noot published a German translation of the Theatre, 
adorned with the woodcuts from the English version, and a booklet con-
taining only the engravings by Gheeraerts.38 None of the editions in the 
four languages seems to have been reprinted.

Conclusion

Jan van der Noot’s trilingual Theatre project has rightfully received atten-
tion for the involvement of the young Edmund Spenser, and its early 
emblematical character. However, the long-term influence of Van der 
Noot’s short stay in London goes beyond these two aspects. Through the 
intermediary French language, Van der Noot brought various cultural fig-
ures in the fields of poetry, printing, and the visual arts in contact with 
each other, and with each other’s works. Indeed, the Theatre is a case in 
point of the interconnected nature of these three domains in the period. 
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Moreover, through the French and English Theatre, he gave many more 
readers a chance to read the poetic works and ideas of Petrarch and Du 
Bellay in a language that they understood, while he also introduced his 
audience to the artistic skills of Gheeraerts. Long after Van der Noot had 
left Britain, the influence of this multilingual collaborative project remained 
present. His activities illustrate the stimulating effect that immigrants can 
have on cultural and intellectual life in their new environment.39 Finally, 
Van der Noot’s story shows how, although he had to leave behind his mate-
rial possessions – more than once – he was able to transplant his immate-
rial capital to new contexts: his networking skills, his knowledge of 
languages, and his poetic abilities.
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