
“Seventy Seven” in Ben Jonson’s The Alchemist 

 

Avoid, Satan! 

Thou art not of the light!  That ruff of pride 

About thy neck, betrays thee; and is the same 

With that which the unclean birds, in seventy seven, 

Were seen to prank it with on divers coasts.  IV.vii.50-54 

 

For nearly two centuries, editors of The Alchemist have been glossing “seventy seven” as an 

error, with only one making a clear connection to an actual event occurring in 1577.  Moreover, 

although the number appears in the same line as “the unclean birds,” an allusion to the book of 

Revelation, the only critical attempts to link the birds and the number have been rather literal—

quite unlike that biblical book.  Rather than reading the two phrases in isolation, it is worth 

considering both that they are connected and that Jonson’s “mistake” may reflect the play’s 

mock-apocalyptic theme.  

William Gifford’s 1816 edition of The Alchemist was the first to suggest that Jonson’s 

Anabaptist character Ananias might be referring to the “Spanish troops which poured into the 

Netherlands, about that time, under D'Alva” (155).  One hundred years later, George Arnold 

Smithson added that this event actually occurred in 1567 rather than 1577: “The allusion might 

be to D'Alva's invasion of the Netherlands, 1567, if we could alter the text” (367).  Subsequent 

editors have followed Smithson’s lead in suggesting that Jonson had “made a slip, intending 

sixty-seven” (Mares 160), including the most recent edition of The Longman Anthology of 

British Literature (Damrosch 1548).  Alvin Kernan added some variety, stating that “seventy 

seven” could be “a mistake” either for 1567 or “for 1588, the year of the Spanish Armada” (225). 

The most compelling of the literal interpretations of “seventy seven” is that made by Helen 

Ostovich, who—in addition to repeating the argument in favor of 1567, and introducing yet 

another possible error, the Spanish attack on Antwerp in 1576—suggests that Jonson “meant the 

renewed repression of Dutch Protestants that followed under Don John of Austria, 1577-78” 

(502).  On July 24, 1577, Don John entered Namur on behalf of his half-brother, Philip II of 

Spain; although no blood was shed, he immediately replaced the troops in Namur with German 

mercenaries (Petrie 308).  On February 17 of that year he had signed a Perpetual Edict which, 

among other details, contained a pledge to avoid using mercenaries (292-93).  Thus, however 

justified Don John felt his actions to be, he was in violation of the Edict.  According to Susan 

Doran, Elizabeth I desired the Perpetual Edict, and Don John’s “new campaign against the 

rebels” in summer 1577 “led Elizabeth to re-think her [foreign] policy” and consider providing 

William of Orange and his anti-Spanish forces with money and troops (36).  At the end of 1577 

she signed an agreement to this effect (37).  As a radical Protestant, Ananias would probably be 

even more vehemently opposed to Spanish Catholicism than was Elizabeth.   

While glossing the date in a literal fashion, editors have either ignored the phrase “the unclean 

birds” which “prank[ed] it with [i.e., dressed in pleats] on divers coasts” in 1577, or they have 



connected these birds (rightly) with Revelation 18.2, which condemns “Babylon” as “the 

habitation of devils, and the hold of every foul spirit, and a cage of every unclean and hateful 

bird” (KJV).  Kernan noted this allusion in 1974 (225), and it is echoed in several glosses as well 

as in a critical article by Richard Harp (38).  Jonson editors have been little influenced, on the 

other hand, by the two critical articles which focus on the “unclean birds.”  In the earlier article, 

Shaaber dismisses the “Spanish soldier” theory and identifies the birds as actual birds which, 

because they have ruffs, are considered by Ananias as inappropriately attired; Shaaber considers 

the date of little importance relative to his theory, which relies on a pamphlet from 1586 

describing birds spotted in Lincolnshire in that year: “[i]t is possible that [Jonson’s] allusion is 

exact and that birds with ruffs were reported in 1577 in some fashion not traced” (108).  Only 

two editions of Jonson take note of Shaaber’s interpretation, and none refers to Malcolm South’s 

argument that the reference is to the year that large, Spanish-style ruffs were first worn as a 

disguise by priests serving as missionaries in England, although he cannot identify a specific 

event occurring in 1577.  He suggests that the “divers coasts” affected were British.  Both 

Shaaber and South are as literal regarding the date, and at the same time as unable to affix the 

date to a specific occurrence, as the editors glossing “seventy seven.”  

Since “seventy seven” and “the unclean birds” occur in the same context, they should be 

interpreted together, as Shaaber and South implicitly acknowledge in their critical treatments, 

and as all the editors fail to do.   The latter is clearly an allusion to a passage which equates 

“every unclean and hateful bird” with “devils” and “foul spirits,” indicating a figurative meaning 

for the birds.  Thus, “seventy seven” should also be interpreted figuratively, and preferably also 

as a biblical allusion.  Such an interpretation fits not only the context but also Harp’s argument 

that The Alchemist is a “comic apocalypse,” relying heavily on the book of Revelation and on an 

early seventeenth-century “associat[ion of] alchemy with the apocalypse” (34).  Biblically, seven 

indicates completion or perfection, and the book of Revelation contains seven churches, seven 

seals, seven trumpets, and so forth.  That the “unclean birds” are said to have appeared in 1577 is 

ironic, since they have more in common with 666, the “mark of the Beast”; they are a pollution 

or mockery of the ideal represented by seven.   

In short, Jonson’s “seventy seven” reference is not necessarily an error.  Although one actual 

event that offended English Protestants occurred in 1577, the breaking of the Perpetual Edict at 

Namur, “the unclean birds, in seventy seven” is more likely to reflect the play’s mock-

apocalyptic theme.  
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