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 Female characters in early-modern drama, even when following the dictates of 

conscience, appear inextricably bound to patriarchal expectations. This paradoxical 

situation is explained by two elements that have affected the Renaissance playwright’s 

depiction of woman as moral agent. First, the playwright’s education would have 

included a traditional body of philosophical opinion regarding female intellectual and 

moral capacities that would have tried to explain rationally the necessity of woman’s 

second-class status. However, by its nature, this body of information is filled with 

contradiction. Second, the playwright’s education would have also included learning to 

use the rhetorical trope et utramque partem, that is arguing a position from all sides. 

Learning to use this trope would place the early-modern dramatist in the position of 

interrogating the contradictory notions of woman contained in the traditional sources. 

 Six dramas covering over a sixty-year period from the mid-sixteenth to the early 

seventeenth centuries suggest that regardless of the type of work, comedy or tragedy, 

female characters are shown as adults seeking recognition as autonomous moral beings 

while living in a culture that works to maintain their dependent status. These works 

include an early comedy Ralph Roister Doister, a domestic tragedy A Woman Killed 

With Kindness, a closet drama The Tragedy of Mariam: The Fair Queen of Jewry, two 

romances, Cymbeline and The Winter’s Tale, and a tragedy The Duchess of Malfi. 

  



 What these plays suggest is that throughout early-modern drama, the female 

character is often depicted as resisting patriarchal demands that are inherently irrational, 

especially when these demands contradict ethical behavior that the culture ostensibly 

supports. The Renaissance playwright’s depiction of woman as moral agent is 

encouraging in that even though the female character may not be successful within the 

parameters of the drama, nevertheless, the fact that her moral dilemma is described in 

ways that question the validity of patriarchal expectations indicates a certain level of 

dissatisfaction with the status quo. 
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CHAPTER I 
 
 
 

ATTAINING MORAL ADULTHOOD IN EARLY-MODERN DRAMA: 

WOMAN’S DILEMMA 

Introduction 

 During the past twenty-five years, one important area of English Renaissance 

scholarship has been focused on the treatment of women in early-modern drama. This 

particular line of inquiry has revolved principally around more overt power struggles 

primarily within family structures, especially the marital relationship. For example, 

men’s often obsessive control of female sexuality as it affects their ability to maintain the 

status quo has been well-documented by such scholars as Catherine Dunn, Coppelia 

Kahn, Carole Levin, Ruth Kelso, and Irene Dash. Other areas of investigation concerning 

power exerted over women include finances, education, societal roles, and work. Scant 

attention has been paid, however, to one particular aspect of the woman controversy in 

this period: the dramatic portrayal of women as autonomous moral beings. Toward this 

facet of inquiry, its title focuses on the ambiguous nature of the problem: the dynamic 

portrayal of women’s consciences—to what extent are they formed or forming? Changed 

or changing? Therefore, my inquiry concerns itself with the following questions: How do 

women in the early-modern drama perceive themselves as moral agents? Do they debate 

the moral efficacy of their own actions within themselves or with others? Are they 
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content to be chaste, silent, and obedient? Under any circumstances? Under some 

circumstances? Are they satisfied with spiritual lives determined by male-structured 

versions of idealized feminine virtue? And to what extent are they aware of such 

constructions? And if aware, do they protest or acquiesce? Finally, what, if any, is the 

nature of change in women’s awareness of themselves in drama as autonomous moral 

agents during this period? 

 In any discussion of a female character’s apprehension of self as autonomous 

moral agent, it is necessary to clarify the argument’s key terms. For example, what 

constitutes the representation of her morality? And how is the representation mediated or 

transferred to the audience? After all, the term “representation” by definition suggests a 

re-presentation of something. Of interest to this inquiry is what is being re-presented to 

the audience. Women characters are being created primarily, but not exclusively, by male 

playwrights, and these women characters are shown in situations that engage their moral 

faculty—their ability to determine right from wrong. A woman character displays moral 

autonomy when she is struggling with matters of conscience. The struggle indicates the 

pressure of choice: to choose or not to choose a course of action at odds with a perceived 

norm constituting acceptable behavior. Of special interest to me, is not necessarily the 

outcome of any particular struggle, but rather its presence and process and what these, in 

turn, reveal about the playwright and the era’s perceptions of Renaissance woman as 

moral agent. 

 Current scholarship reflects a continuing interest in ethical matters evident in 

Renaissance literature. My project adds to this growing body of scholarship by focusing 
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specifically on the sense of women in the early-modern drama as persons, individuals 

capable of questioning their place in the Renaissance moral landscape. Determining the 

extent to which this questioning does or does not occur in selected early-modern dramas 

is my primary concern. And as John Alvin suggests, the important task for any scholar 

about to enter into dialogue with texts is to see criticism as an “inquiry; a conversation of 

non-catechetical inquiry and reply wherein the questioner seeks instruction from his 

superior [the text] as regards the questions he should ask” (3). 

 The result of this inquiry is the finding that female characters, even when dealing 

with matters of conscience, are unfairly treated by a patriarchal system that undermines 

their moral agency. The audience sees in their struggles instances of disruption or 

discontinuity within these texts, disjunctions that acknowledge the presence of a parallel 

discourse often at odds with that articulated in the drama. I became aware of the 

possibility at least of such discrepancies in an unlikely place—the first regular English 

comedy, Nicholas Udall’s Ralph Roister Doister (1553). I was and remain disconcerted 

by the casual dismissal of Christian Custance’s emotional and spiritual sufferings 

experienced not only at the hands of the buffoon Ralph, but also from her friend 

Merrygreek and her betrothed Gawain Goodluck. Udall devotes a considerable number of 

lines to Custance’s articulation of her distress, yet he dismisses them when Merrygreek 

and Gawain tell her to forgive and forget. After all, everyone has had a good laugh. I 

wondered that no one shares Custance’s sense of betrayal. I investigate her situation more 

thoroughly, to understand what this seemingly harmless and hapless comedy might 
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forebode for other Renaissance heroines. Mistress Custance’s case is examined in my 

fourth chapter. 

 My methodology, while owing exclusive allegiance to no one school of criticism, 

is particularly indebted to such critics as Catherine Belsey. Belsey suggests paying 

attention to discrepancies or contradictions in a text (such as I have described above) is 

an important place to start in understanding characters and their cultural milieu: 

“Fictional texts are a rich repository of the meanings its members understand and 

contest” (2). She continues, “It [fiction] therefore constitutes a possible place from which 

to begin analysis of what it means to be a person, a man or a woman, at a historical 

moment” (2-3). And Theodora Jankowski shares a similar perspective regarding the 

importance of being aware of inconsistencies in the text as a means of understanding the 

puzzling or irreconcilable. Jankowski argues the necessity of “examining various 

discourses, gender ideology, and rulership to see how the plays support, interrogate, or 

subvert the ideologies in question” (22). Dorothea Kehler and Susan Baker see 

opportunities for critical exploration of a text through its contradictions caused by gender. 

They suggest that “The feminist study of an era’s literature can index at least a partial 

repertoire of ways of thinking about women, of gender roles available and the values 

attached to them” (3). Kehler and Baker also add that “contradictions” are “inevitable in 

any culture’s always ready self-divided discourses of gender” (3). Finally, Constance 

Jordan remarks that inconsistencies and contradictions located in various early-modern 

texts of all types are helpful starting points to gaining an increased understanding of 

women depicted in literature. Even “dramatically misogynist literature,” Jordan notes, 
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“can have a feminist dimension; by depicting women as forceful rebels, it can convey 

their capacity to think and to act” (18). Jordan does not underestimate “literary misogyny 

as a means of perpetuating patriarchal privilege,” but she finds it useful in helping to 

“point to a way in which it [literary misogyny] can become self-contradictory” (18). 

 My project also encompasses a secondary and complementary line of inquiry. In 

analyzing dramas showcasing women in ethical quandaries, it is possible to see the 

playwright’s use of a Renaissance rhetorical technique called et utramque partem, Latin 

for “from all sides.” This trope helps to account for discrepancies in the texts, moments 

when a character’s words subvert the texts’ conventional understanding. Et utramque 

partem is a part of the Tudor school boy’s rhetorical training as documented by Joel 

Altman in The Tudor Play of Mind: Rhetorical Inquiry and the Development of 

Elizabethan Drama (2). The skillful speaker or writer should be able to argue competently 

both sides of any case. And in so doing, the writer or listener might be brought not only 

to a better understanding of the issues, but, when faced with all the facts, change his 

mind.  

 Awareness of this rhetorical trope is particularly relevant to my investigation. If it 

is accurate to assume that most Renaissance dramatists had at least a grammar school 

education, it would also be reasonable to assume their familiarity with the use of et 

utramque partem in devising a thesis. Thus, a playwright might use this device as a 

matter of course, not so much in necessarily presenting a formal argument within a 

drama, but rather in delineating characters as fully as possible, as such skill reflects his 

(or her) competence as a writer trained to consider every angle. Hence, the possibility 
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exists that the writer’s female characterizations may be open to contradictory levels of 

interpretation. Of course, the trope’s availability does not suggest its use in every early-

modern drama. But I do think a recognition of this mode of thinking and writing helps in 

some instances to explain those points of disjunction referred to earlier, those moments 

when another voice interrupts the discourse pinpointing anxieties and conflicts between 

women and the cultural milieu represented in the specific text. John Alvin’s advice, to 

“learn from the poem [text] what questions he should set it to answer” (4), is especially 

apt in this regard. For in times of dissonance the text encourages questions from the 

critic-reader. In my case, those questions involve female characters’ sense of themselves 

at their deepest level: their moral being. 

 My scholarship has increased the understanding of woman’s treatment as moral 

agent in early-modern drama. The dissertation addresses the overall issue of masculine 

power imposed on female vulnerability but in a manner that has not received a great deal 

of attention. I argue that reading the plays, especially in the manner proposed, shows 

significant problems concerning this issue of woman’s moral agency exist from the era’s 

inception, not only, for example, in Shakespeare’s problem plays or the decadent plays of 

the Jacobean period. Altman argues that in the waning days of the early-modern period 

“the faith in finding out way dying” (395) and in comparison to earlier works, the 

attitudes toward this belief in the later plays seems “hollow” (95). On the contrary, I 

suggest that this “faith in finding out,” this Renaissance faith in man’s apparently 

limitless potential, is initially flawed, not just in later drama but in the first comedy of the 

period, because woman is excluded from the belief system. Conscience traditionally 
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speaks in a small, soft voice but can wreak havoc by compelling change. This dissertation 

studies its feminine voice, specifically woman’s ethical struggles, to see if the early-

modern drama ever lets “her conscience be her guide,” to see if this voice—woman’s 

voice—is acknowledged in significant ways that have not received their due attention.  
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CHAPTER II 
 
 

I GRANT I AM A WOMAN: WOMAN’S MORAL NATURE AND  

THE RENAISSANCE INHERITANCE 

Part One: From Plato To Aquinas 

 In this chapter I survey the treatment of woman as moral agent in ethical systems 

of the Ancients beginning with pagan philosophers Plato and Aristotle, through the 

premier Christian apologist, St. Paul, along with the church fathers, especially Jerome 

and Augustine. Finally, I consider the contributions of the angelic doctor Thomas 

Aquinas in helping to establish the ethical parameters of acceptable behavior for woman. 

This brief survey will especially highlight inconsistencies that occur in these ethical 

systems. It is my contention these contradictions are an integral part in helping to account 

for inconsistencies that occur in early-modern drama when women are shown making 

moral decisions.  

 The views of Plato and Aristotle form the bedrock grounding the Renaissance 

view of woman as moral agent. John Wilks in 1990 comments on the significance of 

these philosophers thus, “The ethical psychology which identifies values with 

sovereignty of reason over passion in the soul of man, is, of course, a Renaissance 

commonplace as old as Plato’s Republic and Aristotle’s Ethics” (228). Plato’s view of 

woman is not monolithic or one-dimensional. He speaks of both her strengths as well as 

weaknesses. For example, in the Republic (360 B.C.), Plato divides all work equally 
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between the sexes. In the Meno (360 B. C.), the philosopher argues that virtue is sexless. 

Plato provides additional positive comment on woman’s moral equality with man in an 

anecdote from Socrates, as Constance Jordan in 1990 reports: “Socrates also argues that 

because, as Meno has claimed, a man rules a state, a woman a household, and both 

governments proceed by virtue of temperance and justice, then both men and women 

have the same virtues of temperance and justice” (33). In Laws (360 B. C.), Plato 

addresses the importance of equal education for women on ethical and societal grounds 

maintaining that “Hence it would be better from the point of view of the state, to submit 

the matter to revision and correction and devise a set of institutions for both sexes alike” 

(Laws 6.781b). Plato recognizes that woman’s physiology is not to be seen as an 

impediment to her ability to function effectively, especially in positions of responsibility. 

For example in Book 5 of the Republic (360 B. C.), Plato suggests that “The women and 

the men, then, have the same nature in respect to the guardianship of the state, save in so 

far as the one is weaker, the other stronger” (Republic: 456a). Such willingness to 

recognize even this much power to woman does not go unnoticed by Renaissance critics, 

typical of whom is Pamela Benson who suggests that “Plato’s attribution of equal 

political power to women was a cornerstone of Renaissance humanist defenses of 

women” (185).  

 However, Plato is not to be confused with a modern-day feminist. For instance, 

his Laws, cited above for its positive comments about woman’s capacity to command, 

also contains a deprecating statement about why she needs to be educated. After insisting 

that woman should be educated in the same way as a man, Plato argues if left to her own 
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devices trouble would necessarily result. He argues, “Woman--left without chastening 

restraint—is not as you might fancy merely half the problem; nay she is a two-fold and 

more than two-fold problem, in proportion as her native disposition is inferior to man’s.” 

(Laws 6. 781b). Hundreds of years later, Erasmus in Praise of Folly (1511) would recall 

this rather pointed disparagement of woman’s intellectual capacities this way: “When 

Plato shows himself in doubt whether to place woman in the class of rational creatures or 

in that of brutes, he only wishes to point out how flagrant is the folly of the sex” (23). In 

1980, modern scholar Ian Maclean reports that Plato, while arguing in the Republic that a 

woman’s physical weakness does not preclude her participation in positions of authority, 

is not above mocking woman’s rapacious sexual appetite in Timaeus (141). Plato argues, 

“The animal within them [the womb] is desirous of procreating children, and when 

remaining unfruitful long beyond its proper time, gets discontented and angry” (91c). 

Yet, it must be acknowledged that Plato is not without a sense of humor in this regard. 

Commenting on male sexual proclivities, he refers to the phallus as “rebellious and 

masterful, like an animal disobedient to reason . . . and the same is the case with the so-

called womb or matrix of women” (91c).  

 Generally speaking, however, Plato represents an ancient authority that 

Renaissance defenders of woman found most useful. Regarding ancient authorities most 

helpful in responding to contentions that woman is degenerate by nature, Jordan claims, 

“For Renaissance defenders of women, the formidable texts of this kind were the 

dialogues of Plato, particularly the Meno and the Republic” (92). Plato is especially 

noteworthy, she continues, because “His assertions of the intellectual, moral, social, and 
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political equality of sex served to test Christian doctrine and the Scripture upon which it 

was based” (Jordan 92). Plato’s influence on early Christian writers, as well as on 

Renaissance writers in particular, will be further addressed in this and subsequent 

chapters. 

 Unlike Plato, Aristotle finds little to compliment in the distaff sex, relegating her 

to the position of second-class, subservient member of society, merely a necessary 

adjunct for child bearing. This negative view of woman is understandable since Aristotle 

thought in terms of duality, a system of superior contrasted with inferior, in which the 

male dominates. Since Aristotle’s paradigm of sex roles is crucial to understanding the 

Renaissance view of the topic, a review of its structure is warranted. 

 In 2000, Margaret L. King and Albert Rabil, Jr. argue that as a citizen of the 

ancient world, Aristotle would share its world view, which sees the physical world set up 

in a system of polarities: the theory of the four humors. First, the physical universe is 

composed of four elements: earth, fire, air, and water. Each of these elements 

corresponds to a substance in the body: black bile, yellow bile, blood, and phlegm. In 

turn each bodily fluid or humor is identified with a dominant sensation and personality 

trait. The male becomes identified with dryness and heat, the melancholic and choleric; 

the female with the sanguine and phlegmatic, the damp and cold” (“The Other Voice: 

Introduction” xxxviii). These polarities translate into masculine and feminine 

psychological traits. Women are soft, docile, despondent, garrulous, deceitful, and sex-

starved. By contrast, men are intellectual, active, and in control of passions (xxxi). 

Maclean sums up Aristotle’s way of schematizing the sexual roles this way: “Aristotle’s 

 12



 

general tendency is to produce dualities in which one element is superior to the inferior. 

The male principle is associated with active, formative, and perfected characteristics, 

while the female is passive, material, and deprived, desiring the male in order to be 

complete” (8).  

 As a result of the theory of the four humors and the sex roles derived from the 

elements, Aristotle is justified in assigning the less important role in the reproductive 

process to the female. The relegation of inferiority is logical. In trying to explain what 

each sex contributes to intercourse, Aristotle establishes in the Generation of Animals a 

biological basis and bias that will help to put woman in her naturally inferior place for 

hundreds of years. According to the philosopher himself, “The female always provides 

the material, the male that which fashions it, for thus, the power they say each possesses 

and this is what is for them to be male and female . . . while the body is from the female, 

it is the soul which is from the male” (GA 724c17). Thus the woman contributes the raw 

material only, nothing more. Suzanne W. Hull in 1996 summarizes woman’s predicament 

this way: “Aristotle believed in a hierarchy that placed man above woman. Aristotle 

thought that only the male seed produced what was used for life. By his account, 

woman’s role was a passive one” (93). And by Aristotle’s account, how a woman herself 

is conceived is equally denigrating. Jordan reports that through Aristotle’s assessment 

“woman is herself the product of a gestational process that failed to reach full potential” 

making her nothing more than a “mutilated male” (Jordan 31).  

 This physical deformity has an equally damaging effect on woman’s moral 

capacity. Aristotle continues in the same text: “We must look upon the female character 
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as being a sort of natural deficiency” (GA 4.6 775a1). Woman, therefore, is malformed 

naturally. And just as naturally, man becomes the measure of all things—morally as well 

as physically. Therefore, Constance Jordan comments: “Much of the rationale for 

interpretations of female weakness as an index of moral weakness come from popular 

readings of Aristotle on the biology of animals” (30) The idea of woman being morally 

weak naturally leads Aristotle to what seem to him to be some perfectly logical, albeit 

distressing conclusions. According to Benson, “Aristotle deprived her [woman] of her 

public voice because she did not possess reason and goodness” (96). 

 Theodora Jankowski in 1992 refers to Aristotle’s belief, a belief that continued to 

be a commonplace into the Renaissance, that “For a woman, who was composed, many 

believed—exclusively of emotion, achieving the mean was virtually impossible, since she 

contained no reason with which to do so” (126). Did such a stricture nullify a woman’s 

worthiness for Aristotle? Not completely, for a woman could show courage, albeit a 

limited and subservient kind. Aristotle explains in the treatise Politics (350 B.C.): 

“Clearly, the moral virtue belongs to all of them; but the temperance of a man and of a 

woman, or the courage and justice of a man and of a woman, are not, as Socrates 

maintained, the same; the courage of a man is shown in commanding, of a woman in 

obeying” (Bk I Ch.13 1260a20). Aristotle’s propensity for disparaging woman’s capacity 

for living a life of discernment is noted by Diana F. Cates who remarks in 1997 that 

“Many [scholars] agree that for Aristotle, the practically wise person could only have 

been male. At least one text indicates that he judged the deliberative faculties of women 
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to be by nature ‘without authority’ and capable of supporting only a diminished measure 

of virtue” (243).  

 Viewing woman in this less-than-favorable light, Aristotle does not consider her 

particularly worthy of education. In fact, the idea of the existence of an educated woman 

must have seemed a non sequitur. Benson remarks, “Aristotle did not acknowledge their 

existence [women proficient in learning] in quantities sufficient to make them worth 

attention” (244). It must be said, however, that Aristotle does give credit to woman for 

being capable in one area—the home. In Economics (350 B. C.) he recognizes woman’s 

role as necessary in running a good home, once her spouse has provided the means. 

Benson reports that the “Economics closes the kitchen door on women in its now 

apparently generous attribution to them of dominance in a separate sphere” (191). 

However, what Aristotle grants to the female sex on one hand, he takes away with the 

other. Benson argues that for this philosopher, “domestic science is a sign of woman’s 

inferiority” (192).  

 “What do women want?” is one question that apparently never crinkled 

Aristotle’s brow. Woman’s needs do not concern him, nor does much else about her 

except how she might be of use to her natural superior—man. After all, “When we know 

a thing,” Aristotle states in Rhetoric, “and have decided about it, there is no further use in 

speaking about it” (Bk II 1391b8-10). However, there has been use in surveying what 

Aristotle has to say about woman because, for good or ill, his remarks have a profound 

effect upon Western civilization’s, and therefore the Renaissance’s, estimation of the 

female person. 
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 St. Paul poses a no less formidable figure than Plato and Aristotle in establishing 

the parameters of the debate about woman and her moral culpability as well as her moral 

capacity. And what is of particular interest to this inquiry is the way Paul’s injunctions 

concerning women are interpreted by scholars. Controversy exists regarding the practical 

applications of the apostle’s words, evidenced not only in recent criticism but also 

apparent during the Renaissance itself. Before addressing these interpretations of Paul, I 

will outline the traditional Pauline interpretations by a representative sampling of literary 

scholars. 

 According to Jordan, Paul offers his followers a somewhat circumscribed view of 

the female person, maintaining “To Christians who read Scripture, the Pauline epistles 

established for all practical purposes the nature of Christian marriage and the nature of 

woman” (25). The wife’s duty in marriage according to Paul, for example, is to provide 

the husband with “licit quenching for the man who burns” (Jordan 25). Glenda McLeod 

in 1991 adds “the Pauline marriage model placing women in submission to their 

husbands had been justified by the notion of woman as the weaker vessel in Eph. 5: 22-

27” (37). Paul’s first epistle to Timothy, especially 2: 11-15, is held in high regard in the 

Renaissance for its female-controlling directives such as “Let the woman learn in silence 

with all subjection.” (2: 11).1 Who could argue with God’s wisdom in this regard, 

because “For Adam was first formed, then Eve” (2:13) and more damaging still, “And 

Adam was not deceived, but the woman being deceived was in the transgression” (2:14 ). 

However, woman does have her redeeming qualities. Paul offers this hope to the weaker 

vessel: “Notwithstanding she shall be saved in childbearing, if they continue in faith and 
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charity and holiness with sobriety” (2:15). Jordan suggests that “the whole passage 

implies the spiritual persona of woman is inherently defective, the image of God is seen 

less clearly in her than in man” (25). 

 Some scholars take issue with this limited view of women and put some of the 

blame for Paul’s misogynist reputation to a breakdown in the translation of key words 

from the original text. For example, Alvin Schmidt in 1989 believes that some important 

words regarding woman’s role in the primitive church have been translated incorrectly 

with unfortunate results. In referring to the usual translation from the Greek regarding the 

passage recently referred to about a woman’s being submissive to her husband, Schmidt 

contends that in general theologians “ignore the fact that the Greek word for obey, 

hypakoo, is never used by Paul in terms of the husband wife relationship. He uses it only 

in regards to slaves and children” (93). Paul may be being misquoted then in this regard. 

Some scholarship from the sixteenth century itself suggests that critics are considering a 

similar reevaluation of Paul’s teaching regarding woman. For example, as early as 1559, 

John Aylmer’s defense of Queen Mary, Harborower for Faithfull and Trewe Sujbects, is 

noted by Jordan as it “covers new ground; first by attributing to Scripture the characters 

of an historical document and hence permitting a certain flexibility in interpretation of 

divine law; and second, by denying that nature itself is constitutive of law or laws” (129). 

 Antonia Fraser observes in 1984 that Paul’s injunction against prophesizing is 

possibly in error. She refers to 1 Corinthians 11:5; the standard interpretation of this line 

is that Paul does not intend for women to prophesy. She counters that argument 
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suggesting that women must have been engaged in the practice of such speaking; Paul 

simply wanted them to cover their heads when making such pronouncements (250). 

 Other critics look at Paul’s teaching on celibacy, not as yet another example of a 

negative attitude toward woman and her sexuality, but rather as a radical affirmation of it. 

For example, John Rogers in 1994 argues, “For all his notorious misogyny, Paul holds in 

surprising esteem the woman who refuses to participate in the social and familial world 

of marriage” (227). Also in referring to 1 Cor. 7: 34-35, Theodora Jankowski concurs 

with Rogers that Paul has not been given his due by those critics who see him as 

controlling woman’s body and soul. Jankowski asserts: “What is especially radical about 

Paul’s statement [‘the unmarried woman careth for the things of the Lord, that she may 

be holy both in body and in spirit’ 1 Cor. 7: 34-35] is that he indicates that celibacy is 

equally attainable by men and women and acceptable for women” (27). 

 Therefore, Pauline interpretation is not a monolith. Paul may have suffered a 

disservice from scholars unfamiliar with the formative languages of scripture or the 

cultural mores of the Roman world in the first century A. D. For instance, the scholar 

need only consider the problem persecution caused all Christians, especially women. Jo 

Ann McNamara observes in 1983 that Paul’s invitation to celibacy is not only liberating 

but dangerous for female Christians: “To give women the opportunity to reject 

matrimony is almost inconceivable in a culture that did not have a word for the spinster 

or virgin except as it described a young woman not yet married” (38). William H. Lecky 

in 1903 describes how “Christian women were also despised because the freedom that 

Christianity had given them was seen as domestic peril, especially with regard to the 
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wife. They exercised power over the male members of their families” (385). Lecky notes 

that Christian women’s devotion “imparted an unprecedented dignity and afforded an 

unprecedented scope to their characteristic virtues” (385). Additionally, the critic argues 

that women’s dedication helped account for “the very conspicuous position that female 

influence assumed in the great conversion of the Roman Empire” (385). Schmidt adds 

that persecution made Paul suggest that women hold back on their apostolic activities, not 

out of a paternalistic desire to lord it over them, but to protect female Christians from 

cultures that are not prepared to allow women much autonomy outside traditional roles of 

wife and mother (207-08). 

 So what happened to Paul between the days of the early church and the usual 

Renaissance view of this staunch defender of the patriarchal order of things familial and 

spiritual? The church fathers happened: Clement, Ambrose, Jerome, and Augustine. The 

combination of these ingredients proved toxic to the female thirst for equal spiritual 

recognition. In the chapter entitled “The Post-Apostolic Church and the Great Revival,” 

Schmidt assesses the period of transition between the early Christian community and the 

church fathers this way: “Then in the third, fourth, and fifth centuries, the anti-feminine 

view of the Babylonians, Sumerians, Greeks, Romans, and Hebrews came back in full 

force, causing the church fathers and others to formulate theological pronouncements that 

were highly sexist in theory and practice” (211). 

 What the church fathers believe about Paul’s views regarding woman and her 

moral capacity became the standard Renaissance take on the subject. Jordan summarizes 

the passing of the theological baton this way: “The principal Latin Fathers of the early 
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church [medieval] were virtually unanimous in their agreement with Paul” (26). In 

addition to Augustine, the fathers of the Patristic Period include Clement of Alexandria 

(150-215 A. D.), Ambrose (340-97 A. D.), and Jerome (340-419A. D.).  

 While no means an early feminist, Clement stands out against a theological 

landscape devoid of sustenance for the idea of woman as autonomous moral agent. He 

offers the consolation that while it is true indeed that woman is sub virga sua, [subject to 

man’s authority], nevertheless she may disregard that authority if he orders her to do 

something that contradicts the law of God. But barring that unlikelihood, woman’s role is 

to be the perennially chaste, silent, and obedient. (Miscellanies 196). Clement espouses 

the typical view of the fathers in limiting woman’s role to wife and mother. He believes if 

a woman fails in one or both of these categories, she loses the essential essence of her 

sex. McLeod notes that Clement even suggests that a celibate woman’s particular power 

comes from the fact she has become “in moral terms a man” (38). McLeod comments on 

this astounding tour de force of patriarchal reasoning this way: “Virtue and place, 

however, came at a cost of feminine capacity for virtue” (38). 

 St. Ambrose, friend and mentor to the formidable Augustine, sees woman in a less 

than heavenly light. Like Clement, Ambrose undercuts woman’s moral and spiritual 

equality with man by ingeniously analyzing woman’s development thus: “But she who 

believes progresses to perfect manhood . . . she then does away with the name of her sex” 

(Evangelius Secundum Lucum 10.161).  

 A contemporary of Augustine, Jerome is especially important to this study in four 

ways: first, as an early, albeit limited, advocate of woman’s elevated status as widow; 
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second, as promoter of woman as primary teacher of her young child; third, as strict 

arbiter of the woman’s inherent sexual and spiritual inferiority; and fourth, as influential 

rhetorician and erstwhile manipulator of authoritative texts. 

 Renaissance scholars are intrigued by Jerome’s attention to the subject of the 

widow. While acknowledging the freedom that release from a spouse provides, Jerome 

also acknowledges the corresponding bondage between husband and wife. Jordan, in 

introducing Jerome’s thoughts on the topic from Ad Eustochium states, “Some feminist 

protest stresses that a widow’s situation is the best a woman can have—an opinion 

already expressed by Jerome: ‘Because they have experienced the domination of 

husbands, widows prefer liberty’” (71). McLeod credits Jerome with speaking up for the 

widow as not merely a man-less appendage and object of community pity, but rather as a 

person worthy of some respect. The scholar posits, “Widowhood in the ancient world 

meant a loss in money, power, prestige, and good fortune. In making her only second to 

the virgin, Jerome helps to create a new class without real historical precedents in the 

West” (40). Unfortunately, despite Jerome’s kind thoughts, the widow remains suspect. 

 Jerome shows appreciation for woman in according her recognition as the primary 

instiller of values in the home. (Jerome, however, remains circumspect in his praise in 

this regard.) Susan G. Bell in 1988 states that “Jerome had called upon women to play an 

important part in Christianity, both in monastic communities and as mother educators” 

(158-60). In fact, Jerome is not averse to having women as co-workers on his 

monumental translation of the scriptures into Latin. Unfortunately, embarrassed followers 

of Jerome, who could not imagine this church father being so reckless, “erased the names 
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of the women and substituted the words ‘venerable brother’” (Schmidt 153). Jerome even 

taught a few women. In 1978, Frances and Joseph Gies observe that Jerome “held classes 

for noble women on the Aventine Hill,” extending his pedagogical concerns to offering 

women advice on how to best prepare their infants for learning. (14-15) 

 Despite these apparent nods of approbation to the distaff sex, Jerome cannot be 

called pro-woman. Certainly, it is heartening to see him acknowledge woman’s difficult 

role as wife, even as he recognizes her comparative freedom in widowhood; it is 

encouraging to know that this valued authority collaborated with erudite women in the 

compiling of the Latin vulgate; it is commendable to read of Jerome’s willingness to 

share his educational methods in early childhood development of young mothers. Yet, it 

must also be acknowledged that Jerome’s overriding and most influential attitudes toward 

woman do not reflect a recognition of the female person as worthy of respect for her 

contributions and abilities but rather reflect a view that puts woman in a God-ordained 

subservient place. 

 Jerome’s animosity toward woman and her nature is demonstrated in several 

ways. An authority himself, Jerome reaches into biblical history to explain that woman is 

naturally evil. For instance, Jordan remarks, “As Jerome himself claims, the history of the 

gentile shows that woman is responsible for the world’s evil” (26). In Against Jovinianus 

(392-93 A. D.), Jerome puts it this way: “In all the bombast of tragedy and the overthrow 

of houses, cities, and kingdoms, it is the wives and concubines who stir up strife” (385). 

If a woman dare assume a leadership position in religion, for example, Jerome labels such 

creatures as “miserable, sin-ridden wenches” (Epistola 132) as he assures his readers “the 
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devil can always deceive a man through a woman” (Homily 73 on the Psalms). 

Spiritually the “femme fatale” is also the bodily incarnation of filth, for as celibate 

Jerome observes in Commentariorum in Zacharium Prophetam 3 (406 A. D.), “Nothing is 

so unclean as a menstruating woman” (Col. 1517). Is it any wonder that Jerome is 

“unequivocally opposed to hearing a woman’s voice in public” or that he believes “it is 

contrary to the order of nature and that of law that woman should speak in a gathering of 

men” (Schmidt 157).  

 Against such a hostile backdrop, it is ironic that woman may play one role despite 

her corrupt nature—the chaste virgin. Jerome appeals to woman to transcend her gross 

natural self and aim for something sublime, something separating a woman from her 

body. She is acceptable when her sexual self is shut down and controlled by man. In this 

ideal sex-less state, she is capable of virtue; but naturally this virtue cannot be spiritually 

equivalent to man’s. 

 According to McLeod, “Jerome asserts that chastity is woman’s crowning virtue, 

equal to eloquence, military glory and political achievement in a man” (45). Such  

chastity is obligatory since “femineity [sic] is naturally vicious as well as inferior” (45).2 

Jerome advises in 387 A. D. : “But when she wishes to serve Christ more than the world, 

she will cease to be called a woman and will be called a man” (Commentarius in 

Epistolam and Ephesios 3). Her virtue is thus dependent on the containment of her 

sexuality, not on her abilities to act in accordance with moral imperatives. 

 Jerome merits study as rhetorician and manipulator of texts. Since one of the 

interests of this dissertation is to understand how woman came to be portrayed in 
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Renaissance drama in contradictory ways, it is essential to trace the origins of these 

contradictions and consider their significance. Thus far, contradictions about woman and 

her moral agency occur in the works of Plato, Aristotle, and Paul; Jerome’s work also 

contains inconsistencies and provides fertile fields for growth of misogynist attitudes. 

Yet, Jerome exasperates. On one hand, he enlists the help of woman as co-writer of his 

most significant text and champions the right of the widow to remain independent of 

“enslavement” to a husband; he teaches woman and encourages her to teach her child. On 

the other, this church father speaks of woman’s inherently evil nature. And it appears, 

even as a respected authority, Jerome is not above manipulating a source. 

 McLeod reports that Jerome helps to justify the use of pagan sources in 

spiritually-themed writings, thus providing a valuable resource into the ancients. McLeod 

compliments Jerome’s efforts: “St. Jerome, a humanist and philologist, provided a whole 

arsenal of reasons for citing pagan authorities in his 70th Epistle. Medieval writers mined 

this source over and over again” (38-39). The critic continues by noting that Jerome 

“took pride in his learning and rhetorical skill” (39). This pride as a communicator is 

noteworthy. It suggests Jerome’s awareness of his ability to control an audience’s access 

to material that has been filtered by his unique selections—not a radical insight, but 

radically important to understanding the mechanisms that helped perpetuate ideas not 

particularly helpful to woman as independent moral agent. At times, Jerome manipulates 

an ancient text to serve his rhetorical goal: justifying the marginalizing of woman. 

 For example, in Adversus Jovinianum (392-93 A. D.) Jerome makes the case for 

chastity and virginity by appealing to catalogs of pagan women, virgins or widows, who 
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have died rather than succumbed to assaults on their virtue. He cites Dido, who kills 

herself when shunned by Aeneas; Indian women, who happily mount the funeral pyre 

when the “pater familias” dies; and Rhodogune, the widow, who slays herself, rather than 

remarry. Jerome calls such women univerae, a term of considerable honor. Recent 

scholarship suggests, however, that Jerome’s original sources did not apply this term to 

these examples as the church father purports. Supposedly, McLeod claims, the term 

univerae is never applied to women who survive their husbands (43). Apparently, Jerome 

is not above manipulating a source to help reach this rhetorical goal. McLeod 

corroborates that Jerome is aware of this selectivity: “It is impossible to believe that 

Jerome was unaware of these inconsistencies in the catalogs of good women. He was a 

highly educated and intelligent man thoroughly trained in the classical sciences” (43). In 

Adversus Jovinianum, McLeod sees the problem of authorial interference with a text’s 

total integrity, citing the writer’s “possible manipulations or subversions of his lists” (43). 

St. Jerome himself acknowledges 

I feel that in giving this list of women, I have said far more than is 

customary illustrating a point, and that I may be justly censored by my 

learned reader. But what am I to do when women of our time press me 

with apostolic authority, and before the first husband is buried repeat from 

morning to night the precepts that allow a second marriage? Seeing they 

despise the fidelity which Christian purity dictates, let them at least learn 

chastity from the heathen. (Adversus Jovinianum 383) 
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 McLeod’s analysis of this passage is important to my interest in understanding the 

Renaissance treatment of woman as moral agent in the drama. This excerpt is a credible 

example of how even an ancient authority, like Jerome, is not above the pressure of a 

little textual tinkering if it will improve the effect of his God-approved end product—

proof that woman in rightfully inferior to man. McLeod argues: “This passage, 

immediately cited above, reads very like the apologia of a formal verse satire, where the 

persona justifies his attacks by characterizations of himself as a plain, honest man moved 

to speak by the injustices surrounding him” (43). What is interesting is that McLeod 

observes Jerome’s self-awareness as a writer, his cognizance of authorial interventions in 

what ostensibly would be a neutral text, handed down in pristine condition from the 

ancients. McLeod says, “Jerome does modify the formulaic prose in one important way; 

he uses a disclaimer to justify his method, not his attack which he sees as justifiable. A 

reasonable man driven to desperation by the women around him, the speaker must resort 

to distortion in order to communicate his point” (43). 

 It is ironic that a Father of the Church might have allowed his formidable intellect 

to be disturbed so by the protestations of women. McLeod calls attention to Jerome’s 

self-congratulatory attitude in how to hoodwink the opposite sex: “If the learned should 

detect his changes, the speaker dryly explains, these women certainly won’t. Better to 

speak to them in the barbarous style they seem to understand that to haggle with them 

uselessly” (43).  

 The last and perhaps most influential of the philosophers and theologians of the 

Patristic Period is Augustine (354-430 A. D.). Bishop of Hippo, Augustine is a younger 
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contemporary of Jerome and a disciple of Ambrose. Like these men, Augustine shares a 

contradictory view of the feminine sex, sometimes finding woman a perennial source of 

evil, occasionally a source of Christian companionship in marriage. However, for 

purposes of my study, whatever his views, Augustine represents the bonafide authority 

figure to the Renaissance. Later thinkers would look to him as an icon of philosophical 

and theological support in the on-going practice of making woman’s subordination 

ethical and God-ordained. My assessment of Augustine’s ideas about woman as moral 

agent is threefold. I will briefly survey his views about woman as exemplar of sin and 

embodiment of concupiscence, his ambivalence toward her whether in the role of marital 

companion or virginal spouse of Christ, and finally the effects his ideas have on the 

development of Christian theology and by association with the Renaissance. 

 Thanks to woman, or at least to Augustine’s understanding of her, human 

sexuality has become something distressing and devil-tainted. For example, as Schmidt 

points out, Augustine argues that before the Fall sex was a neat, rational affair; a man 

could even impregnate a woman without the mechanics of an erection (65). Augustine 

explains, “Moreover, although we cannot prove this in experience, it does not therefore 

follow that we should not believe that when those parts of the body were not activated by 

the turbulent heat of passion but brought into service by deliberate use of power when the 

need arose, the male seed could have been dispatched into the womb, with no loss of the 

wife’s integrity” (City of God. 14.26 413-42 A. D.). Almost as if it would be too much to 

let woman have all the credit for the degradation of the world, Augustine puts man’s best 

part forward by insisting that it is through the penis that original sin is passed from one 
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generation to the other. In 1991, Naomi Yavneh observes that “Post lapsarian sexual 

arousal is thus both the sign and the means of transmitting original sin. Adam was 

ashamed because members were being moved not by his own will (euis ad arbitrium 

voluntatis), but by the instigation of libido, as if they had a will of their own” (93). 

Augustine finds this lack of man’s complete control in this area distressing 

This lust assumes power not only over the whole body . . . it disturbs the 

whole man . . . Now surely any friend of wisdom and holy joys who lives 

a married life but knows, in the words of the Apostle’s warning, ‘how to 

possess his bodily instrument in holiness and honour, and not in the 

sickness of desire, like the Gentiles who have no knowledge of God’—

surely such a man would prefer to beget children without lust of this kind. 

(City of God 14.16) 

 Augustine’s view of sexual pleasure manages to implicate woman as its evil 

source. Medical historian Ilza Veith in 1970 comments on the diabolical origins of 

physical delight gleaned from Augustine’s works which located “the ability to experience 

sensual pleasure from involvement with the devil” (62). A woman’s pleasure “could have 

only come from Satanic copulation; the man in turn derived his gratification from the 

unholy wiles of his devil-inspired partner” (62). Sexual arousal, once innocent before the 

woman-induced Fall, is seen through Augustinian-tinted lenses, according to Susan Okin 

in 1979 as a “furious passion ultimately bound up with envy, guilt, fear, and sin” (150). 

Not only has the woman fouled history and sex, but she also stands as a spiritual obstacle 
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between man and God. Lacking the “divine spark” of rationality, woman’s presence adds 

spiritual insult to man’s injury.  

 Augustine believes that woman can be redeemed, but in no terms is she man’s 

spiritual equal. In fact in On the Trinity (399-419 A. D.) Augustine argues that apart from 

her husband, the woman does not possess the image of God (12.10). Therefore this 

dependence upon man for woman’s spiritual worthiness is especially ironic since 

Augustine accepts the necessity of female prostitution. In De Ordine, this church father 

offers this admonition, “Take away prostitution from human life, and everything will be 

disturbed by lust” (2.4.12). Little concern is evidenced over the state of the woman’s soul 

providing this service. 

 Despite Augustine’s ideas about woman as the source of sin, the Fall, and sexual 

degradation, he does recognize woman’s positive impact in marriage. In De Bono 

Conjugali, Augustine acknowledges the good of marriage for both man and woman “not 

only for the sake of procreation but for the sake of fellowship with the other sex, which is 

itself natural” (3.3). Yet this ambiguity about the married state emerges in his attitude 

toward sex in marriage. Even the act of procreation is tinged with sin and is only to be 

performed with the aim of procreation. Augustine states, “Never in friendly conversations 

have I heard anyone who is or who has been married say that he never had intercourse 

with his wife except when hoping for conception” (De Bono Conjugali 3.3). 

 Augustine is an important influence on Christianity and therefore the Renaissance 

attitudes toward woman. As shown from examples from his works, this church father 

found much to condemn and little to commend in Eve and her sisters. Of importance to 
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my study is the recognition that as a respected authority for the Renaissance, Augustine is 

a repository of misogynistic attitudes that found eager adherents from the fourth century 

into the Renaissance. Christopher Kirwan in 1991 sums up the discomfort felt when 

sexual attitudes like Augustine’s hold sway over the centuries: “To my mind the mystery 

why Augustine regarded sex as bad is only exceeded by the mystery why Christian 

culture for so long agreed with him” (196). 

 Augustine’s attitudes toward woman affect not only expectations of her regarding 

sex and marriage but also concerning her role as leader. Augustine helped to put an end 

to that early period of equal opportunity that existed for women in the early church and 

that gave unheard of opportunities for women. Schmidt draws attention to the stifling 

effect that Augustine’s writing had on the church’s attitude toward women. “The 

publication of St. Augustine’s City of God was still another attempt to show how 

Christianity really was not a threat to Roman culture, as it once definitely was” (219-20). 

Schmidt continues, “The church father’s cultural and educational experiences also led to 

the return to sexist theology” (220). And like Jerome, who may have managed his sources 

as he managed woman, Augustine may have a selective memory in the application of 

laws from Scripture. Schmidt points out the church father’s bias: “St. Augustine might be 

inconsistent when it suited him. For example, he advocates ignoring most of the 

prescriptions of Leviticus’ so-called ‘ceremonial laws’ but not those that described the 

uncleanliness of woman. Leviticus 12: 1-18 applied to Christian woman as well” (106). 

Schmidt goes on to point out, “His pronouncement was rather ironic because it was he 
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who gave Christian theology the distinction of ceremonial laws versus moral law in 

interpreting the Old Testament” (106). 

 That Augustine has had a profound effect upon the perception of woman as moral 

agent is expressed by Margaret King: “The subject of the debate is an old one. It had been 

argued by Augustine and others, the relative gravity of the sins of Adam and Eve in the 

Garden of Eden. Upon that judgment rested the world’s judgment of masculinity and 

femininity” (198). Some might argue that in addition to advocating contemptus mundi, 

Augustine advocates contemptus mulieribus. 

 Thomas Aquinas, theologian and philosopher, did much to legitimize woman’s 

subordinate place in the universal scheme of things. The Angelic Doctor could not only 

call up twelve-hundred years of Christian tradition percolated into a potent anti-feminist 

brew by such church fathers as Clement, Ambrose, Jerome, and Augustine, but he could 

also confidently savor the sacrosanct odor of Aristotelian authority. For purposes of this 

survey, it is important to examine how Aquinas’ synthesizing of Aristotelian philosophy 

in particular affected woman as autonomous moral agent. I will review what Aquinas 

received from Aristotle in terms of natural law and look briefly at Aquinas’ role as 

interpreter of the ancient philosopher. Then I will point to inconsistencies and 

contradictions about woman as moral being that inhere in authorities from the Ancients 

through Aquinas. 

 Aquinas is under considerable debt to “The Philosopher” as the Dominican calls 

Aristotle. But before addressing Aquinas’s ideas about woman directly, it is necessary to 

understand his beliefs about the universe and the functioning of natural law. According to 
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John S. Wilks, Aquinas, like Aristotle, believes that the universe is intellectually rational. 

(2) But unlike Aristotle, Aquinas additionally believes that reason itself is fundamentally 

religious. (Wilks 2) This approbation of reason underpinning theology is of paramount 

importance in appreciating the formidable task of anyone questioning woman’s role in 

the world. Aquinas accepts Aristotle’s notion of woman without much question; after all, 

Aristotle has already ordered creation and its functioning to rational causes—to natural 

law. Therefore, it follows that what conclusions are drawn from the natural law are 

“naturally correct.” The bad pun illustrates the conundrum facing challenges to Aquinas’s 

ideas. Specifically, what does Aquinas argue about natural law? First, he believes that it 

evidences God’s providence and demonstrates man’s place in the universe. Second, he 

recognizes the order in nature as “a temporal force” (Wilks 2), a force that has a divine 

source. Third, Aquinas sees in the order of the universe a reflection of the order of all 

things that exist in the mind of God. (Wilks 2) Therefore, for Aquinas the inescapable 

conclusion is that things natural are literally divine by design. And it is our reason that 

not only allows us to perceive this ordering of creation, but also through our reason that 

we can participate in the eternal law of God, of which natural law is its perfection. (Wilks 

13). 

 Aquinas is indebted to Aristotle’s views about woman as a biological and ethical 

inferior. After all, Aristotle has successfully schematized the created world, and literally 

every thing has its appointed place. Marie Anne Mayeski observes that “Aquinas 

believed that the Philosopher had adequately explained the reality of human nature and 

that God, the author of all nature, could not possibly contradict in the revelations of 

 32



 

scripture, what has already been revealed in the act of creation” (91). In other words, God 

would not (could not) contradict Aristotle. Consequently, Aquinas’s beliefs by 

association have profound ramifications for understanding the Renaissance view of 

woman. Her subordinate place in the cosmos has been eternally and divinely ordained, 

naturally and permanently fixed. 

 A brief look at relevant sections of Aquinas’s Summa Theologica ( 1215-73) 

demonstrates the formidable power of scholastic argument. For instance, Aquinas argues 

that woman naturally needs to be taken in hand because of her inherent intellectual 

disability. He states, “For good order would have been wanting in the human family if 

some [women] were not governed by others [men] wiser than themselves. So by such a 

kind of subjection woman is naturally subject to man, because in man the discretion of 

reason predominates” (Q92. Pt.1). Consequently, human nature is not a universally 

inclusive term for both sexes, with man and woman sharing equally in the rational 

faculty. Mayeski notes Aquinas’s inconsistency and the problem such a discrepancy 

creates: “For Aquinas, there is a separateness about woman’s nature, a quality or qualities 

that make his general conclusions about human nature inappropriate or in need of 

exception” (87). 

 But Aquinas can speak of such separateness or distinctions without fear of 

challenge because the difference in the nature of man and woman is naturally and 

rationally ordained. For instance, like Aristotle, Aquinas believes that woman is 

important to the continuance of the human race. Like Aristotle, Aquinas views her 

function as inferior. Aristotle claims a woman’s role is to stay at home, bear children, and 
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be of assistance to her husband, her superior. The husband is busy about the business of 

the state, not about the business of the hearth. Aquinas agrees with this assessment and 

places a decidedly Christian perspective on the matter, arguing that the performance of 

“noble” human activity is the province of man and that in order to perform such noble 

acts, the man must be disobliged from the “business of procreation.” Mayeski observes 

Aquinas’ lack of appreciation for woman’s role. She maintains, “Woman is determined 

by her reproductive function, while the male is ‘freed’ from that function to serve higher 

ends. Woman therefore is by nature subject to the male, as physical functions are 

naturally inferior to spiritual ones” (87-88). 

 To bolster the position of man’s natural (and thereby divine) superiority to 

woman, Aquinas accepts the main tenets of Aristotelian biology. Semen provides the 

essential human being, the womb merely its housing. Reason dominates in the male, 

irrationality the female. Both the Philosopher and the Dominican embrace the Platonic 

idea of the body’s duality. Man, not unexpectedly, represents the superior element of the 

soul, proved by his possessing reason to a higher degree. Woman represents the body 

with its attendant fleshliness and irrationality. But there exists a theological fly in this 

ointment of mutuality which Aristotle did not have to dislodge: Christianity gives a 

modicum of respect to woman. She is a part of the divine creation, albeit the temptress 

par excellence. Aquinas confronts the dilemma in true scholastic fashion, arriving at a 

solution that preserves the centuries-old status quo without being blatantly misogynistic. 

He grants that woman does come from the hand of God (actually Adam’s rib) and 

thereby has innate dignity. However, woman’s most valued worth comes not from any 
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intrinsic value but from her ability to mirror man’s superiority. Mayeski points to 

Aquinas’s view “that the positive side of a woman’s place vis-à-vis the male is what 

gives her the power to represent the Church symbolically as the male does Christianity” 

(89). Aquinas argues in Question 92, “The Production of the Woman”: 

Because, as male and female are united, not only for generation, as with 

other animals, but also for the purpose of domestic life, in which each has 

his or her particular duty, and in which the man is the head of the woman. 

Wherefore it was suitable for the woman to be made out of man, as out of 

her principle. There is a sacramental reason for this. For by this is 

signified that the Church takes her origin from Christ. Wherefore the 

Apostle says in (Eph. V.32): ‘This is a great sacrament; but I speak in 

Christ and in his Church.’ 

In a neat twist, woman’s claim to spiritual worth is transmogrified into role of acolyte to 

man’s God-given superior priesthood as Mayeski concludes, “Though Aquinas cites the 

biblical text his reading of it is Aristotelian” (91). 

 In addition to this scholastic interpretation that Aquinas provides to mitigate 

Aristotelian ideas, the church doctor, like Jerome and Augustine, can manipulate texts to 

enhance a particular position: he applies Aristotelian principles to a situation that may 

have threatened the world order—man superior, woman inferior. Aquinas’ predecessors, 

especially Jerome, as able rhetorician, consider the effect argument will have on a 

particular audience.3 Aquinas shares this proclivity. For example, he is confident about 

embracing the ideas of a pagan philosopher because, as Curtis B. Watson remarks in 
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1960, Aquinas believed that “pagan elements would play a subordinate role” in his 

Christian scheme (3). Furthermore, Aquinas alters the Aristotelian concept of honor and 

virtue, which is based on the good opinion society has of one’s actions and reputation. 

Aquinas contends, “I answer that man’s happiness cannot consist in human fame or 

glory. On the other hand man’s good depends on God’s knowledge as its cause” (Summa 

Theologica Pt. I-II 2.2) Aquinas’ notion of virtue contradicts Aristotle, who said, 

“Cultivated and practical people identify happiness with honor, as honor is the general 

end of political life” (Nicomachean Ethics 1. 3.1095b22-23). Obviously, in terms of the 

tenor of this inquiry, the fact that these ancient and medieval authorities are not immune 

from disagreement or discrepancy is crucial. Jordan corroborates this observation: 

“Aristotle had criticized his precursor’s idealistic vision of a state without distinction of 

sex or gender in its notions of government because it ignored the crucial role of property, 

and of women as property, in stabilizing relations between men” (33). McLeod sees in 

such disagreements additional evidence that the monolith of ancient authority has 

perceptible cracks. She argues, “Thus the philosophical principles are uncertain and open 

to debate, as Aquinas’s rebuttal of Aristotle and Aristotle’s rebuttal of Plato indicate” 

(120). 

 Finally, Aquinas demonstrates his susceptibility as author to preconceived 

attitudes. Mayeski draws attention to St. Thomas’ discussion of whether or not women 

could be prophets. Agreeing with Aristotle’s beliefs that woman is by nature inferior, 

Aquinas bypasses historical evidence in order to support the Philosopher. Mayeski refers 

to the Summa Theologica 2. 2. Q 177 Article 28. She reports Aquinas’s 
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acknowledgement of the biblical reference to prophecy being granted to Deborah and to 

Paul’s reference to women prophesying (89). However, according to Meyeski, Aquinas 

responds as a writer whose work has been subtly determined by his reading. In regards to 

Aquinas’ statements that women could prophesy in the privacy of their homes but not in 

public since “this is not conceded to woman,” (90) Mayeski points out that Aquinas’ 

reading of the biblical texts is Aristotelian. She states: “Thus the arguments that 

persuaded Rabanus Maurus in the ninth century that woman can receive the gift of 

prophecy—namely the force of biblical texts and the actual accomplishments of 

women—are in Aquinas . . . subverted by the teachings of Aristotle” (91). 
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Notes 

 1All quotations from the New Testament are taken from The New Testament: 

King 

James version of 1611. New York: Alfred A. Knoph, 1998). 

 2See Virtue and Venom note 1 (1). McLeod explains that she is employing Eric 

Partridge’s use of the term “femineity” for “femininity” because “the connotations of 

‘femininity’ often make this work inappropriate” (1). 

 3See Jerome by Stefan Rebenich. Rebenich notes Jerome’s bias toward certain 

theologians (98), his supreme self-confidence as a scholar (115), and his awareness of the 

needs of the audience (119). 
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CHAPTER III
 
 

I GRANT I AM A WOMAN: WOMAN’S MORAL NATURE AND  

THE RENAISSANCE INHERITANCE 

Part Two: The Humanists 

 In the late fifteenth and early sixteenth centuries, the humanist movement, begun 

in Italy, worked its way to northern Europe, and eventually made its way into England. 

The English humanists are particularly important as representing, along with the 

reformers, one of the last major influences upon the depiction of woman as moral agent 

in early-modern drama. This chapter considers Erasmus, Thomas More, Juan L. Vives, 

Thomas Elyot, and Castiglione and outlines their particular insights relevant to my area 

of interest. As has been the case with the authorities reviewed thus far, Aristotle, Plato, 

Paul, Jerome, Augustine, and Aquinas, the Christian humanists, like their predecessors, 

display areas of discrepancy and contradiction when delineating ideas about the ethical 

and moral competencies of the opposite sex. This chapter examines these areas in detail. 

 Before addressing these controversial areas, some general observations about 

Christian humanism are appropriate here. Rhetha Warnicke in 1989 lists Erasmus, along 

with Thomas More, as “among the most influential Christian humanists in Tudor 

England” (16). Therefore, Erasmus’goals would be primarily to make ancient 

civilizations and their moral wisdom “compatible with Christianity” (Warnicke 16). The 

study of classical languages and literature is seen as particularly important in building 
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this network with the past. Yet, it is significant that these Christian humanists themselves 

do not always agree as to the best course to follow in this regard. For example, sometimes 

these scholars are at odds with the established ancient authorities. Erasmus and More, for 

instance, believe that Jerome is correct in encouraging the study of many of the ancient 

writers; while a humanist like John Colet agrees with Augustine, who advocates caution 

when dealing with pagan authorities. Colet sees Plato as a possible corrupting influence. 

(Warnicke 17) 

 On the other hand, there is unanimity among Erasmus and his fellow Christian 

humanists in their disdain for Thomism with its attendant scholastic methods of arriving 

at truth merely discovered by “dialectical exercises” (Warnicke 16). These thinkers are 

concerned with addressing problems of their own day; they have political as well as 

religious axes to grind. The interest in the here and now, as well as the hereafter, makes 

Erasmus and his ilk eager to effect change by applying rational, as well as supernatural, 

paradigm to human affairs. But how did their change of outlook affect woman? What are 

their attitudes? For each of the Christian humanists surveyed, I address three areas of 

particular import to my overall investigation: the humanists’ attitude toward woman’s 

education, her sexuality, and her moral and spiritual capacity. I will show that these 

humanists are at times conflicted in what they suggest about woman. 

 To illustrate, unlike Aristotle and Aquinas, for example, Erasmus posits that 

woman is rational and has the capacity to learn. Margaret King observes that “Desiderius 

Erasmus recommended that the distaff and spindle, commonly women’s tools, be put 

aside for a higher goal” (181). This higher goal is learning, but for woman, it is not 
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simply learning for its own sake. Erasmus remarks in a letter to Guillaume Bude that 

“nothing is more intractable than ignorance”(38); a learned wife is easier to discipline. 

Suzanne Hull in 1982 notes the paradoxical nature of Erasmus’s endorsement of 

woman’s education: “Erasmus defended reading for women. For those with leisure he 

supported the study of Latin and Greek, and for all women, he favored learning in their 

native language to keep their thoughts from being idle” (109). The devil’s work is thus 

kept at bay. 

 Constance Jordan states that in his colloquy “The Abbott and the Learned Lady,” 

Erasmus defends “reading Greek and Roman authors on the grounds that wisdom is the 

greatest happiness” (60). But Jordan observes how the work’s characters undercut the 

value of education as the justifiable end in itself for woman. Magdalia says women would 

not have to be so educated if men were not so lazy. Jordan objects, “Here Erasmus is 

contesting not woman’s capacity for intellectual life but the propriety of giving it 

institutional rather than merely domestic scope” (60). Yet it is noteworthy that “Erasmus 

recognized woman’s capacity to learn the same subjects as boys and greatly admired the 

learned women of his day, above all Margaret Roper, the daughter of his dear friend 

Thomas More, and the probable model for the learned lady who confutes an abbot in one 

of his popular colloquies” (King 181). However, Erasmus does not encourage even the 

rare scholarly woman to pursue her interests on a grand scale.  After all, Erasmus is 

not above what Linda Woodbridge in 1986 terms “mind-boggling pronouncements” 

about woman even as he recognizes her intelligence (323).  
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 Erasmus’ assessment of woman’s sexuality parallels that of his assessment of 

woman’s educational abilities: it is full of paradox. Specifically woman is capable of 

functioning as a fully sexual human being, but this functioning is dependent upon her 

primary role as subordinate wife. But before putting woman in the humanist bedroom, let 

us consider her in Adam’s garden before and after the Fall. Unlike authorities such as 

Augustine and Aquinas, Erasmus does not believe the sexual act is inherently sinful. Joan 

Larsn Klein in 1992 reports “Erasmus contradicted many of the church fathers who 

claimed that the sexual union was sinful in itself, indeed a cause and result of sin” (67). 

Indeed Klein states that Erasmus believed that the sex act “must have been sanctified by 

God in Paradise before the Fall” (67). Erasmus makes his case clear: 

Nor I hear him not which will say unto me that the foul itching and pricks 

of carnal lust come not of nature but of sin. What is more unlike the truth? 

As though matrimony (whose office can not be executed without these 

pricks) was not before sin . . . . And as touching the foulness, surely we 

make that by our imagination to be foul, which of the self nature is fair 

and holy . . . . For what thing is sweeter than with her to live, with whom 

ye may be straightly coupled, not only in the benevolence of the mind, but 

also in the conjunction of the body. (Laud and Praise of Matrimony 78-79) 

Additionally, Erasmus holds that virginity is not superior to the married life. He 

discourages a young man from choosing a celibate life. Indeed Erasmus had fled from the 

“slavery of monasticism” as he called it, although he himself had never been married. 

However, woman is not the beneficiary of this view of the sexual union as inherently 
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good, for in the Laud and Praise of Matrimony , the young man is encouraged to seek a 

wife, not to the mutual benefit and satisfaction of both, but so that man’s life “should not 

be utterly miserable and unpleasant, if he joined not Eve, a companion, unto him” (73). 

Additionally, Mary Prior reminds us in 1985 that Erasmus advocates clerical marriage for 

its lust-relieving benefits. As St. Paul himself points out, it is better to marry than to burn 

(118).  

 Erasmus’attitude toward woman’s spirituality and moral autonomy is conflicted. 

Woman has the same free will, the same moral responsibility to do good as a man, yet 

she remains beholding to the spiritual authority of the male. And curiously Erasmus ties 

the need for a man’s spiritual guidance of the woman’s moral development directly to 

Aristotelian biology as well as to woman’s inherently defective intelligence. Constance 

Jordan highlights this typical humanist attitude. She states: “In fact, Erasmus likens the 

product of a woman’s mind, if not shaped by masculine instruction to the menses. Only if 

her thoughts are ‘fertilized’ by the wit of her husband can she bring forth sound and well-

formed children” (63). Jordan then quotes Erasmus. The effect is a revelation into the 

workings of the Renaissance mind set: “For just as in generation a woman does not 

produce anything perfect without intercourse with a healthy man, and without this she 

produces nothing but unformed matter that is no more than bad humors, so also if a 

husband does not take care to cultivate his wife’s spirit, what else can we hope for” 

(Jordan 63). Jordan draws an unsettling conclusion from these words: “Practically 

speaking, it is difficult to imagine a situation in which an Erasmian wife could 

successfully obey her conscience. One is even at a loss to imagine what kind of 
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conscience she could claim” (63). Jordan terms the wife’s dependence on the husband’s 

guidance in Christian marriage “almost absolute” and furthermore that the woman is 

“fully human only in this condition” (63).  

 However, it must be said that Erasmus did not advocate a woman’s disregarding 

her conscience. She does not have to obey her husband in all matters if he contradicts 

God’s law; there is liberty of conscience. Erasmus argues, “If he [your husband] orders 

you to do something that is contrary to faith or good manners, gently refuse to obey him” 

(80). But such disobedience to the God-sanctioned chain of command must have been 

rare indeed if one considers other pronouncements of Erasmus. When presented with the 

challenge of woman’s being unkindly or unjustly treated by her husband, a woman 

should, according to Erasmus follow this advice: “Remember to suffer patiently a 

misfortune that you brought upon yourself. If it is not your fault, tolerate it nonetheless, 

for this pleases the Lord for reasons that are hidden from you” (80). In any event, 

Erasmus is forthright about the Lord’s moving in mysterious ways. And at other times, 

Erasmus just appears irascible when suggesting that the wife must go beyond duty. He 

advises, “It is not enough for the wife to be virtuous and honest if she does not know how 

to adjust to the temper of her husband, for one has never said that a mirror is faithful 

because it is decorated with gold and jewels” (80).  

 Even as Erasmus holds often traditional views regarding woman—especially in 

her role as subservient marriage partner—he is criticized during his own time for 

espousing a radical view of the superiority of marriage over celibacy. Apparently, 

Erasmus is faulted for holding heretical views in Laud and Praise of Matrimony (1526) 
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and while he took pains to categorize the original statement of this aberration as a 

“youthful exercise,” Klein points out that later in life Erasmus “never retracted its 

premises” (Klein xii) and that this praise of marriage is central to “Erasmus’s Christian 

humanism and despite his arguments about the innocence of the rhetoric, it also became 

central to reformist groups in Europe and England” (Klein 68). Perhaps, like a Jerome 

who adjusted a text to validate a particular point of view, Erasmus may be subverting a 

major tenet of Christendom under the pretext of practicing his rhetorical skills. Thus, the 

humanist is free to explore an unorthodox opinion without fear of “reprisal” since he has 

couched his unconventional ideas in the unthreatening garb of a rhetorical dress rehearsal 

of ideas. 

 Thomas More, a long-time friend of Erasmus, is an important Christian humanist 

whose views on woman’s education, sexuality, and moral autonomy concern this study 

because they are indicative of the paradoxes surrounding the woman problem. More 

believes that woman is a worthy companion to man. However, while being removed from 

that sometimes blatant antipathy of an Aristotle, Jerome, Augustine, or Aquinas, More 

still sees the need for masculine oversight of woman’s learning, sex life, and moral 

agency. For example, Pamela Benson in 1992 praises More for advocating education for 

woman. She argues, “He was a profeminist educator who gave his female students 

spiritual and ethical autonomy, which the hierarchy of marriage did not require them to 

sacrifice or compromise” (158). Furthermore, Benson finds that “More was an anomaly 

among Renaissance educators because he did not place woman in a dilemma” (158). 

While the quality of More’s “home schooling” is without question, scholars question its 
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efficacy as exemplar of strides supposedly made in the education of the general female 

population in Tudor England. 

 Theodora Jankowski in 1992 addresses the issue, asking readers to consider the 

limited effects that humanists, like More, have on the population as a whole. Jankowski 

observes, “It has led scholars to treat it [humanist education] as a force which radically 

changed society’s view of women as dependent creatures” (45). However, the reality is 

this education “is a force that changed the position of some women—a small portion of 

upper class women” (45). Certainly much is made of the fact that More’s children, 

especially Margaret, are excellent scholars, masters of Latin and Greek, well-trained in 

mathematics and astronomy. But does this education enhance the development of woman 

in general? Specifically, what does More’s view of humanist education achieve for 

woman in early-modern England? He does see woman as educable, but if asked to what 

purpose, More, like Erasmus, sees the educated woman as an asset limited to her husband 

and family. 

 Woodbridge finds the pronouncements on education for woman by the 

Renaissance humanists like Erasmus and More “far from feminist in our sense of the 

term” (168); in fact, the “feminist tendencies of the early humanists” are overestimated 

(168). Jordan sees More’s brand of humanism as subjecting woman as a class to “the 

earliest and most universal example of subordination to authority provided by human 

society” (245). All this in response to a little Latin and less Greek? Indeed, if one accepts 

More’s purported end of woman’s education. Warnicke explains that More posits his 

educational goals as utilitarian ones which actually support accepted gender ideologies: 
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“the preparing of men for public service and women for maternal and wifely service” 

(75). Jankowski comments that such a view of woman’s education being primarily for the 

benefit of the man is not surprising: “The desire to educate women in an attempt to please 

men—primarily those women’s future husbands—is not surprising given the context in 

which humanism operated” (46). Jankowski claims that More uses the educated woman 

as a means of enhancing the male’s need to be linked with the female in marriage. 

More attempted to solve the problem of how to rationalize marriage to 

such inferior beings as women by promoting their education. If a woman 

could excel in scholarship—as More believed possible—she would 

thereby achieve intellectual quality with men. Humanism at base did not 

promulgate any radically different ideas regarding the inferior nature of 

woman; it merely created a new rhetoric that, coupled with its teaching 

propensities, enabled men to unite with women without losing their 

credibility among other humanists. (Jankowski 46) 

 More himself advises his daughter Margaret, a formidable intellect, not to concern 

herself about garnering fame as a writer. Klein sees irony in his injunction that Margaret 

keep her intellectual light under wraps: “Margaret More Roper, one of the most learned 

women England produced in the sixteenth century, wrote mainly in the form of private 

letters, exercises, and translations, most of them were never published and are now lost” 

(xiv). Klein points out the limitation More imposed upon his female child: “Her father, 

Sir Thomas More, counseled her not to seek public esteem or to publish her writings, and 

to content herself with an audience composed of family and close friends” (xiv). 
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Similarly, Margaret King points to More’s emphasis on woman’s education making her 

better at traditional roles: “His [More’s] aim was not to create professional scholars of his 

daughters, but effective mothers and companionable wives for the governors of England” 

(207). And More’s assessment of woman, like the majority of thinkers surveyed in this 

chapter, is not without contradictions. 

 In another letter, More offers what Anne Murphy in Thomas More calls another 

example of More’s ambivalent and contradictory views. She quotes More’s letter to 

Gonell: “A woman’s wit is the more diligently to be cultivated, so that nature’s defect 

may be redressed by industry” (12). Is it any wonder that he is especially proud of 

Margaret’s accomplishments? Aristotle’s “defect” passes muster. Murphy connects 

More’s attitude to that of the era’s at large: “Here More shows a common view within 

Christian tradition, about the ‘special nature of woman,’ who seems to be especially 

prone to foolishness or folly, because less amenable to reason” (12). Furthermore, 

Murphy suggests that More’s love of mocking and ridiculing “the antifeminist discourse 

of the medieval sermon, or ‘merry tale’ is part of his inherited outlook” (13). Thus, 

Thomas More, that eminently reasonable, saintly humanist, is not inured to unreasonable 

attitudes toward woman. A brief look at More’s Utopia demonstrates another example of 

the sometimes contradictory attitudes that More entertained about women. 

 While More could question the social hierarchy of his day through Utopia, 

apparently he has trouble challenging the paternal structures that keep woman securely 

subordinate to male authority. Margaret M. Sullivan in 1991 ponders the inconsistency in 

Utopia: “Fictive questioning of hierarchy in Tudor England started with Utopia . . . 
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Thomas More could envision a government without private property but not a state 

without a patriarchal family” (75). Sullivan concludes, “Utopia represents a textual pale 

beyond which sixteenth-century humanism could not venture” (75).  

 Margaret King also notes this same ambivalence in Utopia. More creates the 

perfect society, but for woman it is not an equal state. According to King, Utopia “also 

assumed the stark subordination of women to their husbands,” adding that this 

dependence is “the one authoritative feature in an otherwise egalitarian society” (39). 

And Jean Brink in 1991 argues that More has limits to what he would allow for women. 

Brink states, “In Utopia, a work influenced by the Republic, Sir Thomas More 

investigated with some seriousness the idea of abolishing private property. The 

emancipation of women, however, was not an idea he was able to entertain” (307). Brink 

contends further that More “dismissed Plato’s revolutionary idea of women and based his 

fictionalized society on the patriarchal family. Even though property and class were 

abolished, women were still safely and securely subordinate to fathers and husbands” 

(307). She argues that More and the Renaissance audience would have little sympathy for 

anything akin to “Plato’s scandalous advocacy of the community of women and his 

daring abolition of the family among the Guardian class” (307). One the other hand, 

Anne Murphy reminds us that women priests are permitted in Utopia, and this idea must 

have shocked many of its readers. Another example of More’s ambivalence about 

women’s role in society is cited by William Nelson in 1968. Nelson points out that 

“According to Erasmus, More wrote a defense of Plato’s proposal [in the Republic] that 

wives be held communally, no doubt as a joke or a rhetorical exercise” (2). However, 
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perhaps a doubt does exist, the rhetorical exercise providing the opportunity to explore a 

radical idea in a non-threatening manner. One is reminded of Erasmus’ “youthful 

exercise” praising matrimony over celibacy and his “getting away with it,” in terms of 

not being brought up on charges of heresy. 

 Juan Luis Vives (1492-1540) is an important humanist whose writings, especially 

regarding education have a profound effect on Tudor England. Charles Fantazzi, editor 

and translator of Vives’ The Education of a Christian Woman (1523) notes in his 

introduction that “Education, both in theory and in practice, was a principal concern of 

the great Spanish humanist” (1). Vives, confidant and supporter of Queen Catherine of 

Aragon, wrote The Education, a treatise of great importance since its appearance in Latin 

in 1523 and its translation into English in 1529. Like his friends Erasmus and More, 

Vives is interested in woman’s education, sexuality, and moral agency. Before examining 

the Spaniard’s views in these areas, it is important to consider the overall impact of 

Vives’ major work, The Education (1523). 

 Margaret King defines The Education as “a vast comprehensive summary of the 

advice of the humanists on the subject” (164), noting its translations into not only 

English, but also French, German, Spanish, and Italian in over forty editions. Klein calls 

this work “not only the first but the most influential Renaissance treatise on the education 

of women” (98). In true humanist fashion, it advocates classical education, the 

prohibition of certain verses, and the emphasis on chastity, piety, silence, and obedience 

(Klein 78). Margaret L. Mikesell in 1982, noting the work’s pervasive influence, calls 

attention to The Education’s being quoted verbatim in A Godlie Forme of Household 
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Government in the early 1600s (239). Charles Fantazzi states that “The impact of this 

treatise, positive or negative, must be taken into account in the chronicling of the 

emergence of the other voice [woman’s] in early-modern Europe” (3). Fantazzi 

additionally cites the treatise as “of great importance in the history of education” because 

it “is the first systematic study to address explicitly and exclusively the universal 

education of women” (1). Suzanne Hull defines The Education as a “how-to-do-it of 

female living from infancy to widowhood that stresses moral education for women with 

emphasis on three womanly virtues: silence, piety, and obedience” (211).  

 The reception and interpretation of Vives’ treatise is of special interest to my 

inquiry since it is yet another indication of the disjunction often existing in male 

expectations of what constitutes appropriate female behavior. This disjunction often 

accompanies works dealing with the nature and function of woman as moral agent. For 

example, The Education of a Christian Woman recognizes the intelligence and spiritual 

nobility of woman but places this recognition squarely under the auspices of male 

determination of how that intelligence and spiritual nobility will be cultivated. Vives is 

influenced by his own cultural milieu which manifests itself in the limitations of what he 

can say about women. 

 Scholars’ reactions to Vives offer insight into the problem of perception. For 

instance, Margaret King and Albert Rabel, Jr. in “The Other Voice in Early Modern 

Europe: Introduction to the Series” suggest that Vives is “moderately sympathetic to the 

condition of women without reaching beyond the usual masculine prescriptions for 

female behavior” (The Education xxi). And King in Women of the Renaissance calls 
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attention to a paradox within Vives’ treatise whereby the humanist opens the door 

regarding women’s education but then closes it sharply, limiting “the scope and purpose 

of their learning” (165).  

 What is Vives’ educational program for the Christian woman and how does it 

impinge upon her sexual and spiritual being? Perhaps the most significantly traditional 

value that inheres in Vives’ educational scheme is the ideal of female chastity. In fact, he 

insists that one of the main purposes of education is that a woman be better able to keep 

her chastity intact. The organization of The Education mirrors this concern as it is divided 

according to youth until marriage, married domesticity, and widowhood. (King 36) As 

with Paul, Ambrose, Jerome, and Augustine, a woman’s virginity is of grave concern. 

Early in The Education Vives counsels the reader that “There is no kind of life more like 

the life which is lived in heaven than this life of virginity” (1:6, 90-91). Vives believes 

unequivocally that chastity is a woman’s particular concern, but he takes this view to 

illogical heights when he argues that a truly chaste woman would be impossible to rape: 

“It is an evil keeper that cannot keep one thing [chastity] to her keeping and put in trust to 

her with much commendation of words, and (e)specially which no man will take from her 

against her will, nor touch it, except she be willing herself” (The Education 107).  

 Even woman’s speech is to be controlled since its misuse is considered a form of 

unchastity (King and Rabel, Jr. xxii). Fantazzi argues that Vives has “a special place for 

Jerome’s most antifeminist tract—Against Jovenianus” in which virginity is highly 

esteemed (23). And it is through an education program of controlled reading that Vives 

hopes to preserve that most sacred of womanly virtues. Mary Ellen Lamb in 1986 
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identifies Vives’ almost obsessive concern with chastity this way: “At pains to protect 

woman’s chastity, influential educators like Vives confined women’s reading to church 

fathers, Scriptures, and a few ‘good’ classical authors” (207).  

 This absorption with controlling woman’s sexuality via chastity is evident in what 

Vives argues about the married state. However, unlike some of his predecessors, he is at 

least willing to grant that woman is not totally depraved. For example, Milagros Ortega 

Costa in 1989 observes: “Juan Luis Vives, in his De institutione foemina christiana, 

begins by saying that nothing can be more essential for humanity than attending to the 

good upbringing of Christian women from the cradle because ‘one can say without error 

that women are the source of all bad and good deeds in this world’” (89-90). Vives does 

however, see marriage as a mitigating state for woman. The sacrament will keep her best 

served by serving, her husband will be the primary beneficiary, and her own evil 

tendencies will be kept in check. 

 Like Aristotle, Vives believes in the Golden Mean and applies it when suggesting 

how the wife must make her husband’s life as calm and stress free as possible. Vives 

advises: “Do not bring up as a reproach against your husband some good deed you have 

done him. Besides, if you reflect on it, it is not possible to do a good deed for your 

husband, since you owe him as much as you do your father and your own self” (The 

Education 2. 4. 63). Like Aristotle and Aquinas, Vives supports the idea of a woman’s 

intellectual inferiority to man. He states emphatically: “All laws, human and divine, and 

nature itself, proclaim that a woman must be subject to a man and obey him, and nature 

has taught that this is the way things should be” (The Education 2. 3. 24). Furthermore, 
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woman lacks man’s reasoning powers, being the prisoner of her emotions. Vives states, 

“Nature herself has declared this [man must command; woman serve] by making the man 

more fit for governing than the woman. In great affairs and in moments of crisis, the 

woman is so shaken and confused by fear that she cannot use her reason or judgment” 

(The Education 2. 3. 26). Woman’s judgment is additionally suspect as it “is always 

influenced by some emotion . . . so that often it is impotent and ineffectual. With great 

wisdom, as in other matters Paul said, ‘The head of man is Christ, the head of woman is 

man’” (The Education 2. 3. 26). Vives also argues that woman should not consider 

ethical questions too deeply. He considers such questions “a large field to walk in” since 

woman “may be informed by few wordes” (The Instruction trans. Hyrde sig. B2). 

Besides, woman has only two things to concern her as she “hath no charge to see to but 

her honesty and chastity” (The Instruction trans. Hyrde sig. B2). Jordan notes the 

ramifications of Vives’ views. She argues that not only must a wife submit herself to the 

spiritual direction of her husband, but “she must take the terms of her intellectual 

discourse, her vision of life entirely from men; they must interpret the world for her, in 

both its past and present form” (118).  

 Thus far, Vives does not appear to offer much to woman in terms of education as 

a means to personal fulfillment. However, considering his times, such a pursuit would be 

an aberration. Diane E. Dreher in 1986 summarizes woman’s dilemma this way: “In the 

traditional Renaissance world order, love and obedience to social superiors constituted 

obedience to God . . . Love in this context was not a passion but a duty . . . . Woman’s 

life was a continuous lesson in submission” (16). 
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 Yet Vives poses some intriguing contradictions within his conduct manual that 

mark significant sign posts of woman’s status beginning to improve. For example, even 

though Vives is traditional in his view of the subservient role of woman, especially in 

marriage, he does break from the standard Catholic view of sex in marriage as being 

primarily for procreative purposes. Charles Fantazzi observes that in the second book of 

The Education, Vives offers the idea that “marriage was instituted not so much for the 

production of offspring as for community of life and indissoluble companionship” (175). 

And a second and more important discrepancy in Vives’ assessment of woman occurs, 

not only in contradictory elements in the body of the text itself, but also in its original 

English translation’s introduction by Richard Hyrde. (Klein notes that this English 

translation went through nine editions to 1592 [xi]). Hyrde inscribes a reader-directed 

pre-title to Vives’ original. The translation’s title reads: Juan Luis Vives: A Very Fruitful 

and Pleasant Book Called the Instruction of a Christian Woman. Thus the translator 

engages the reader’s attention by immediately advertising the work’s utility. 

 Caroline Benson sees the significance in Hyrde’s work, arguing: “The very act of 

translation itself addresses the work to women, who Hyrde says were excluded from the 

audience of the original work because their education had not included Latin as it ought 

to have done” (Benson 180). In dedicating the translation to Queen Catherine, its original 

inspiration, Hyrde praises her as an active patron of young women” (Benson 179). So, 

Hyrde finds value in Vives’ Instruction being applicable to any woman who might read 

it. What is significant is that the translator recognizes the intelligence of the female 
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reader, something that Vives does not do consistently. Benson comments on Hyrde’s 

appreciation of woman as thinker: 

Hyrde imagines his female reader as actively and practically engaged with 

the the text; he speaks of it as having to persuade her of its utility. Hyrde 

states, ‘I verily beleve there was never any treatis made either furnished 

with more goodly counsayles or set out with more effectual reasons, or 

garnished with more substanciall authorities or stored more plentuously of 

convenient examples than Master Vives hath done in his boke.’ (Benson 

180; Hyrde The Instruction A.iiv) 

 Benson sees Hyrde’s comments as important indicators that “Hyrde perceives the 

book as expecting its reader to use her judgment and be influenced by reasons, 

authorities, and examples. He does not anticipate that his work will be transmitted to 

women by way of male authorities” (180). Hyrde criticizes men for limiting woman’s 

education and thus limiting her moral development. Quoting Hyrde, Benson appreciates 

his open-mindedness: “Hyrde reproaches men for their past abuse of their authority over 

the education of women. Men complain about women’s natural frailty, he says, ‘Yet 

having the education and order of them in their own hands, not only to lintel [sic] 

diligence to teach them and bring them up better, but also purposely’” (180). 

 I mentioned previously that in addition to the translator’s comments on the text, a 

contradictory element is evident within the body of The Education itself. Typical of 

books defining woman’s conduct, Vives’ treatise also makes use of examples of famous 

women from the past, selected for female edification. In Vives’ list of good women, 
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Benson observes an unexpected development. The humanist provides many examples of 

devout women, but in the list, Benson sees women putting their “virginity to some 

nontraditional use or who stand out for some other accomplishment that is not in conflict 

with virginity, but is not necessarily due to it” (Benson 176). In including such examples, 

Benson argues that Vives “overlooks the radical undercurrent in his examples” (Benson 

176). 

 To encourage woman to remember the end of learning lies in moral action 

(Benson 177), Vives provides the example of Sulpitia from Martian’s epigram. But the 

paradoxical nature of this example is Sulpitia’s attaining virtue by her writing. Benson 

states that the epigram “stresses her writing as the means by which she achieved moral 

action” and that “Sulpitia wrote books and advised men as well as women; therefore, it 

would seem an activity that Vives favors” (Benson 177). However, the critic continues, 

“Vives wants attitudes not action imitated” (Benson 177). Vives then provides four and a 

half pages of examples of famous women, but as Benson suggests, Vives seems to slough 

them off by reminding them of their limited intelligence traceable to the Fall (178). 

 The problem represented by such inconsistency is aptly summarized by Benson, 

and her observation about a method of argument relates directly to my general inquiry. 

Therefore, I quote her comments in full: 

These examples themselves provide an alternate system of female conduct 

on which women could model themselves that goes directly contrary to 

the conduct Vives wishes to recommend. He has borrowed a method of 

argument from humanists more liberal than he and by so doing he reveals 
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possibilities for women only to withdraw them. This is a serious rhetorical 

error; Vives has weakened his own authority by allowing the ancient 

world to speak contrary to him. Whether a woman or the man providing 

education to her restricts herself to Vives’ models now depends on her 

confidence in his judgment . . . The evidence shows capacity for virtuous 

action outside the text. The independent woman is an alternative within 

the text. (Benson 170) 

 Thus, by using rhetorical strategies embraced by humanists, the most important 

one being the appeal to ancient authority, Vives, whether intentionally or not, creates a 

point of disjunction in the argument. He proves a point by citing an example of a woman, 

Sulpitia, who despite the disclaimer that her attitude and not behavior is to be modeled, 

accomplishes a goal by means proscribed from the field of appropriate female activity: 

woman as author and moral authority.  

 A contemporary of Erasmus, More, and Vives, Sir Thomas Elyot is another of the 

early humanists whose treatment of woman as moral agent is of particular import to my 

study. Elyot stands apart from the other writers because as Caroline Benson points out in 

“Virtue and Politics in Sir Thomas Eliot’s The Defense of Good Women,” his text is “the 

first native English work that fully and self-consciously participates in the Renaissance 

controversy about women in genre as well as in subject matter” (183). This important 

work will be analyzed in terms of how it treats woman’s education, her sexuality, and her 

moral capacity. 
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 Like the writers surveyed, Elyot is a mixture of contradiction and paradox 

regarding the analysis of woman. Scholars’ reactions to his master work are also 

conflicted. The import of these conflicts both in the work itself and in its critical 

reception informs my reading of how dramatists deal with presenting woman acting as 

moral agent in early-modern drama. Therefore, special attention will be paid to 

discrepancies with The Defense. 

 The Defense of Good Women (1540) consists of a dialogue between two third-

century A. D. speakers, Candidus and Caninius. As part of the ancient controversy about 

woman, in its first section the speakers debate the moral capacities of woman. Candidus 

succeeds in convincing Caninius of woman’s equality in the moral sphere, and in the 

second section Queen Zenobia, an historical ruler of Palmyra imprisoned by Emperor 

Aurelius, takes charge of the proceedings, explaining the details of her life that have 

gotten her into her present position. 

 Linda Woodbridge cites The Defense as an important part of the early Tudor 

controversy. She states that this “brief, intensive formal controversy” gains at its 

inception “the prestige of humanist credentials” especially when considering that it is 

“inaugurated by an author of no less distinction and reputation than Sir Thomas Elyot” 

(18). Fantazzi adds that “a rare note was struck by Sir Thomas Elyot in his Defense of 

Good Women (1540) justifying both women’s participation in civic life and prowess in 

arms” (xxv). But Watson offers a mixed review of the work, labeling it typical of many 

“often dreary moral treatises” (55), yet at the same time, acknowledging that The Defense 

provides “excellent definitions of the general culture values of the Renaissance 
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aristocracy” (55). While appreciating the pedigree of its author, Woodbridge suggests 

that Elyot’s work accomplishes “little more for woman’s cause than to create a stereotype 

of the ‘good’ woman to counter the misogynist stereotype of the ‘bad’” (38). 

Woodbridge’s disapprobation extends to Elyot’s supposed propagandizing typical ideals 

for his own time, specifically modesty, piety, and homemaking. The scholar labels these 

as “only ideals of his own culture” which treatises like his “were designed to promote” 

(18). Woodbridge calls Elyot’s often praised humanistically educated woman character, 

Queen Zenobia, “an insufferable prig” (20). On the other hand, Jordan appreciates 

Elyot’s depiction of the Queen as a woman acting on “her right to an independent 

judgment on moral matters” (121). But later Jordan finds fault with the ending of the 

defense, claiming that it “implies that her [Queen Zenobia’s] virile virtue is in the long 

term to be constrained by patriarchal norms” (121). 

 Caroline Benson’s analysis is most helpful in understanding the significance of 

the disparate reactions to Elyot’s text. Benson sees Elyot as challenging the reader to 

reconsider ideas about gender and what effect such ideas might have upon expected 

behaviors. Elyot’s Defense is both a dialogue and a defense, offering a “radical Platonic 

thesis that had never been proposed in England before” (Benson 183). Benson states 

Elyot’s important position: “one system of virtue for both sexes, with women 

participating equally with men, and educated women capable of governing nations and 

leading moral lives” (138). The treatise does not argue for radical political change, but it 

does argue that woman must be educated to prevent “moral and political chaos,” not to 

instigate it. I am especially interested in understanding the rhetorical strategies that Elyot 
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uses in creating this fiction. I will argue in subsequent chapters that at least one 

significant element in determining how woman is treated in Renaissance drama is found 

in part, at least, in how humanist rhetorical techniques lent themselves to a writer’s 

exploring a character’s actions in ways that perhaps undermine the culture’s expectations 

of appropriate female behavior. 

 Elyot’s defense takes the form of a Platonic dialogue. Through a series of 

questions and answers, pro-woman advocate Candidus brings the more conventionally 

minded Caninius to admit that woman has the ethical capacity of man and is equally 

capable of governing as the situation demands. Elyot dismantles Aristotelian standard 

antifeminine-tenets by framing the definition of woman through two questions: “Can 

women be faithful? And is Aristotle’s assertion that woman is an imperfect animal 

correct?” (Benson 142). Through Candidus, Elyot attacks the antifeminist authorities and 

cites others sympathetic to woman “with the result that woman’s capacity for virtue is 

shown to be equal to man’s” (Benson 184). It is significant, as Benson points out, that 

Elyot uses two rhetorical strategies (linchpins of a humanist education): a paradoxical 

proof of the superiority of women and a catalogue of famous women. The scholar argues 

that these are “two major Aristotelian rhetorical structures that profeminists 

conventionally use to break down antifeminist assumptions” (Benson 184). A more 

detailed look at how Elyot accomplishes this feat is warranted as it touches on the 

importance of humanist education as an ingredient in accounting for the discrepancies 

and contradictions in female characters in early-modern drama. 
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 Candidus’ argument of woman’s ethical equality rests on two ideas from Book 5 

of the Republic. First, woman is capable of “being a Guardian” (Republic 5.453d-55c); 

second, economics and politics are not disjointed (Benson 188). Benson relates how 

Socrates had argued that there is only one set of virtues for both men and women, but that 

he undercuts these remarks by belittling women’s domestic powers by asking, “Do you 

know, then, of anything practiced by mankind in which the masculine sex does not 

surpass the female on all these points? Must we make a long history of it by alleging 

weaving and the watching of pancakes and the boiling pot, whereon the sex plumes 

itself” (Republic 5. 455c).  

 Elyot proves woman is capable of ethical actions and that, contrary to what 

Socrates argues, woman’s economic prowess is equal to man’s “even in the domestic 

realm that Plato denigrated” (Benson 186). Elyot succeeds by having Caninius agree that 

faith underpins justice. In the debate about women, such an acknowledgement assumes 

great importance.  

 In the Defense, Caninius casually remarks that “Candidus will not be late; his 

noble nature will not let him break promise; for lack of faith defaceth all virtues” 

(Defense 214). By granting faith such a pivotal role, Caninius unwittingly opens the door 

to Candidus’ being able to point out that faith underpins all other virtues. Candidus says, 

“Which some do call trust is of justice so great a portion, that without it, neither God may 

be pleased, or any weal Public maybe [e]stablished.” Caninius agrees, “It is truly spoken” 

(Defense 214). Through this admission, Elyot argues that if faith is a part of all virtues, 

including justice, and that, if a woman is shown to be sexually faithful, she has shown a 
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“capacity for public justice” (Benson 188). A direct link is thus made between woman 

and her participation in the political world, as Benson reminds us “the notion that justice 

is the central virtue necessary in the ruler, the state, and the citizen is Platonic and 

essential in The Republic” (Benson 187).  

 This connection between sexual faith and public virtue (justice) is crucial as 

Benson reminds us: “Sexual faith is at the center of the controversy about women; it is 

the root of the male denial of female autonomy and the restriction of women to the 

private sphere” (188). Thus, if a lack of sexual faith is presumed to be grounds for 

keeping woman in the private sphere, it follows that “sexual fidelity indicates a capacity 

for public justice” (Benson 188). To prove woman’s ability to be sexually faithful, 

Candidus employs two standard profeminist strategies: discrediting authorities showing 

them as disappointed lovers and citing authorities illustrating sexual fidelity in women 

(Benson 188). Candidus provides examples of four historical women noted for their 

sexual fidelity and political fidelity to their husbands’ ideals: Panthea, Portia, Paulina, 

and the wife of Ligarius. 

 Elyot’s next rhetorical strategy is to mock Aristotelian notions that woman lacks 

reason and is an imperfect work of nature, that she lacks “fortitude, prudence, and 

temperance” (Benson 190). Candidus mocks Aristotle’s reputation, reminding readers 

that while purporting to think women inferior, the Philosopher worshipped Hermia 

(Benson 190). Next, Elyot uses a remarkable rhetorical technique. “To prove women’s 

prudence or reason, Candidus bases an astonishing paradoxical defense of the superiority 

of woman to man on the notion of the complementary roles of the sexes found in pseudo-
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Aristotelian Economics and Xenophon’s Oeconomicus” (Benson 190). These texts 

suggest the keeping of provisions (woman’s role) is just as important as man’s in 

attaining the provisions. Virtue so tied to sexual roles contradicts Plato. Yet, Elyot takes 

these works and suggests that “keeping” requires more than just “getting,” thereby 

assigning the superior reasoning ability to the female.  

 Next Elyot provides an example through Candidus of a woman who excels in 

using her reason on both the domestic and political fields, Queen Zenobia. The Queen of 

Palmyra is taken prisoner by Aurelian the Emperor after the death of her husband. Her 

exemplary life has been the subject of biographies by Boccaccio and Christine de Pizan 

(Benson 194-95). Elyot is careful to point out that the Queen is well-educated and 

capable. Benson describes her as “a great example of the ethical and political efficacy of 

humanist education” (Benson 195) who “provides a rational explanation for everything 

that she accomplishes” (Benson 195). Apparently, Zenobia studied Greek, understands 

Latin and Egyptian, and ponders moral philosophy (Benson 194). The fact that she 

remains a prisoner, however, cannot be denied. The implications of the situation have 

been alluded to. Benson would see the Queen as being sensible and politic given her 

situation; other critics, like Jordan, take small comfort in a highly educated captive. What 

I find intriguing is the existence of such a character in Elyot’s argument, whose 

personality is forcefully delineated; the Queen is admirable, never pitiable. She is a 

precursor, perhaps, of those female characters in early-modern drama who stake out for 

themselves spheres of moral influence despite inhospitable conditions. In sum, Elyot’s 

Defense shows that even in works that ostensibly support the values of the early-modern 
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patriarchal culture, forces are at work, unobtrusively perhaps, to undermine or question 

those values that place woman in a subordinate position. 

 The final humanist surveyed is Baldesar Castiglione, author of Il Cortegiano.1 

Although originally published in 1528, the work was translated into English as The 

Courtier by Sir Thomas Hoby in 1561. The English translation acts as a touchstone in the 

development of the controversy about women, and its reception by scholars showcases 

the contradictions or disjunctions in woman’s presentation as a moral entity. 

 Like Elyot’s The Defense of Good Women, Castiglione’s The Courtier is an 

important work in the Formal Controversy (1540-1620). Both Castiglione and his English 

translator are humanists. Peter Burke in 1995 points out that “Hoby was a member of 

what has been called the ‘Cambridge Connection’ of Protestant intellectuals who became 

influential on the accession of Queen Elizabeth. Hoby’s translation was reprinted three 

times in the Renaissance: 1577, 1588, and 1603” (64). E. Russ McDonald in 2001 calls 

The Courtier one of the most influential books in early-modern England, promoting “the 

humanist values of learning, civility, gracefulness, wit and the dignity of man” (73). Joel 

Altman notes in 1978 that The Courtier is structured “according to the grand tradition of 

serious literary dialogue that deals with political, ethical, and religious issues” (68). 

Woodbridge cites the importance of Hoby’s translation, proffering its value in the 

querelle de femmes, “Whatever else it may have accomplished, if the formal controversy 

was responsible for giving the world The Courtier in English, it deserves some honorable 

mention in literary alone” (52). 
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 The Courtier is arranged in four books, each devoted to the discussion of a 

particular issue relevant to the formation of the ideal male or female courtier. The 

principals assemble at the palace of the Duke and Duchess of Urbino. The Duchess acts 

as moderator for a series of debates, assisted by her companion, Lady Emilia Pia. 

Important participants are the antifeminist detractor, Lord Gaspar Pallavincio and the 

women’s champion, the Magnifico, Lord Julian de Medici (Woodbridge 53). Their 

ensuing dialogue is notable for its open-ended format as opposed to a more Platonic 

version of the genre, wherein the reader and the participants are led step by step to a 

predetermined conclusion, similar to what occurs in The Defense of Good Women. 

Woodbridge comments that “Castiglione creates more sense of actual controversy, 

genuine questioning, and genuine opposition” (58) than works of a similar nature. 

 The Courtier’s interest in controlling woman’s sexuality underlies a major theme 

of the work. An intriguing conversation centers on bawdy humor and its appropriateness 

from and about women. Antifeminist Gaspar calls such humor “women’s favorite sport” 

and claims that he has been “ready to blushe for shame at woordes which women have 

spoken to me oftener then men” (The Courtier 178). Julian is quick to speak in defense of 

woman, suggesting that Gaspar’s comment is just exaggeration, and that little harm is 

done to or by such bawdy humor “unless a woman’s chastity is impugned” (Woodbridge 

53). Woman’s chastity is no laughing matter, as we have seen from Aristotle to the 

present. And we have also seen in many quarters woman’s claim to moral status rests on 

how well her sexuality is controlled. “Just jesting,” according to Woodbridge, “can 

destroy a woman’s only source of honor, her sexual ‘credit’” (53) and for “Castiglione to 
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attack the seemingly innocuous habit of antifeminist jesting for this isolated moment, 

woman can thank the formal controversy” (53). 

 While The Courtier’s perfect woman is thus to be above reproach, nevertheless 

she is to be the witty and deferential male companion. Joan Kelly suggests that 

Castiglione’s work does not do anything radical in terms of upgrading woman’s coach 

seat to first-class Renaissance accommodation. The scholar argues that in this handbook 

for the nobility “for women charm had become the primary occupation and aim” (33), 

and that the text demonstrates “a contradiction between the professed parity of 

noblewomen and men in The Courtier and the merely decorative role Castiglione has 

unwittingly assigned the lady” (Kelly 35). Furthermore, Kelly places Castiglione in the 

ranks of the conservative ancient authorities as he “introduces into aristocratic conception 

of the sex roles some of the patriarchal notions of women’s confinement to the family 

that bourgeoisie humanists had been restoring” (38). 

 Agreeing with Kelly’s assessment of the contradictory notions inherent in The 

Courtier’s treatment of woman’s sexuality, Ann Rosalind Jones in 1999 points out the 

acute tension between public accessibility and private chastity: “Even in the idealizing 

atmosphere of Castiglione’s Il Cortegiano, the speeches of male characters register the 

strain arising from contradictory requirements imposed upon the court lady . . . to 

demonstrate courteous affability but also to be pure in manner and body” (320). Jones 

further notes that Julian de Medici, the ostensible champion of woman, advocates 

traditional proscriptions by viewing woman’s verbal abilities as suspect. Jones states: 

“Julian de Medici recommends that feminine speech balance ‘a ready liveliness of wit’ 
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against ‘sober and quiet manners’; the female courtier must compensate for being 

entertainingly witty by also being unfailingly modest” (320).  

 Nanette Salomon in 1994 also notes this traditional view of woman’s sexuality as 

something useful but also needing to be controlled. Salomon writes of “the endemic idea” 

openly stated in The Courtier that women are good for breeding and care giving. She 

offers in evidence the following citation: “He [Castiglione] writes, ‘the world has no 

profit by women, but for getting children. But the like is not of men, which governe 

cities, armies, as do so many other waighte matters’” (83). Benson also observes the 

traditional view that woman’s sexuality is not her private concern. She argues that in 

Books 3 and 4 the idea of a woman’s having sexual autonomy is a threat “that must 

carefully be restrained so that they [women] generate no challenge to the social order in 

the form of illegitimate babies” (75). Benson reasons that defenses like The Courtier have 

to shelter society against “the disruptive force of the independent woman” (75). 

 Castiglione is ambiguous when addressing woman’s moral autonomy and 

spiritual equality with man. It is in this particular area that scholars’ interpretations of 

The Courtier offer corroborating evidence to my thesis that such ambivalence is 

discernible from ancient to early-modern times. According to Woodbridge, Castiglione 

makes an important statement about woman’s moral equality with man upon which “a 

feminist movement can be built” (59). Julian states, “What matters in humans is the 

mind; and here the sexes are equal” (The Courtier 207). 

 Positing a contrary view, Joan Kelly suggests in that Castiglione does not support 

woman’s moral equality. She argues that one cannot come to any conclusion on this 
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issue. Kelly finds questions emerging at the end of the work, for instance, “whether or not 

women are as capable of divine love as men” (35), but that these questions must go 

unresolved because “at heart the spokesmen of Renaissance love were not really 

concerned about women or love at all” (44). 

 Margaret King calls attention to the equal, yet unequal, qualities that should exist 

in the ideal male and female courtier. Both sexes need to be graceful, clever, prudent, and 

capable, but a woman’s chastity becomes the differentiating quality. King refers to 

Castiglione’s own words about woman’s extra burden; she is to have “such a manner as 

to cause her to be thought no less chaste, prudent, and gentle than she is agreeable, witty, 

or discreet” (The Courtier 207).  

 Constance Jordan argues that while The Courtier acknowledges a certain moral 

equality between the sexes, this recognition is far from unequivocal. She writes, “His 

third book illustrates the logical complexity that can characterize the genre of defense 

when concessions are made to woman’s moral and intellectual equality with man and in 

social and political settings that require subordination to him” (85). Benson is in concert 

with Jordan’s seeing a contradictory element in The Courtier’s recognition of the ethical 

equality of men and women. Benson states, “The attribution of moral sense to women is 

liberating, yet the control that women win has no visible results. Female autonomy and 

the interests of society are identical” (89). Jordan argues that even though the same 

virtues are extolled for both sexes, woman’s function is still subservient. She cites The 

Courtier’s examples of women as discouraging since these lives assert “passive rather 

than active types of virtues” and that “magnanimity, courage, and wisdom lead down the 
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same virtuous path as the more traditional chastity, silence, and obedience” (90). Jordan 

calls such a paradigm a “separate but equal system of sexual difference” that “was a 

mythological construct even at the time of its creation” (90). 

 Thus, Castiglione’s The Courtier serves as a case study of “the patient” woman 

going through an identity crisis. In this respect, the text becomes a microcosm capturing 

the ferment of the woman’s question, especially in the last half of the sixteenth century. 

Joel Altman aptly comments on this point: “In essence, the perfect courtier is the image 

of a state of mind” (79). And it is precisely the state of mind of the patient, the 

Renaissance mind set regarding woman as moral agent, that is the focal point of my 

inquiry. Camille Paglia in 1990 labels The Courtier “a program for theatricality” (141), 

an apt appellation, for while woman gets to try on different roles in this fiction, once 

outside the theater, the show does not go on. However, in the contradictions and 

discrepancies examined in this survey early-modern, woman as understudy is seen 

preparing in the wings for her entrance into the drama. But first, we must follow her 

creators to school. 

 Louis B. Wright in 1935 writes that “For the Renaissance, the grammar school 

was the entrance to ‘all heavenly learning’ and surely no more worthy undertaking could 

be induced in the citizen then ‘the virtuous education of youth’” (51). The schools are 

looked to as places that would “produce understanding rather than memorizing by rote” 

(48). Wright acknowledges the grammar schools’ famous success stories: “Shakespeare, 

Marlow, Jonson, and other colleagues were the products of a school system within reach 

of any student capable of the discipline” (48). Kenneth Graham in 1994 notes the 
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importance of the philosophy that drives the curriculum of these schools. He states, 

“Humanism was fundamentally an education movement centered on a program of 

teaching language and rhetoric” (36).  

 Rhetoric is the primary subject taught in the humanist-influenced Renaissance 

school. English educators accepted Aristotle’s explanation that rhetoric’s goal should be a 

moral one, and by association a student’s use of et utramque partem (arguing from all 

sides of an issue) should not be viewed as just another way to demonstrate intellectual 

prowess by facility in such argument. In fact, Aristotle is quite explicit about this trope’s 

proper use. In Rhetoric he states: 

We must be able to employ persuasion [rhetoric] just as strict reasoning 

[dialectic] can be employed, on opposite sides of the question, not that we 

may in practice employ it both ways (for we must not make people believe 

what is wrong), but in order that we may clearly see what the facts are, 

and that, if another man argues unfairly, we on our part may be able to 

confute him. (Rhetoric 1.1. 1355 a 29-34) 

Joel Altman in also observes that rhetoric’s end is “moral” (31). The person skilled in 

rhetoric is “a privileged person due to his presumed moral rectitude” (32). Relating 

specifically to Renaissance writers, Altman suggests that the study of rhetoric “informed 

the attitudes of the humanists in England and northern Europe as they cultivated the arts 

of persuasion at the beginning of the century” (32). Altman contends that the English 

humanists’ study of rhetoric “under the strongest moral imperatives produced in them an 

eristic turn of mind that permanently affected the way they conducted themselves, the 
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way they read, and the way they wrote” (32). I am interested in exploring the effects that 

a thorough knowledge of et utramque partem has on the depiction of woman in the 

drama—an issue that will be addressed in subsequent chapters. At present, it is important 

to consider the trope in detail. 

 Altman reports that More and Erasmus practiced writing essays employing et 

utramque partem as a way to improve their inventive faculties (34). Altman finds its use 

ubiquitous: “The habit of arguing et utramque partem permeated virtually all areas of 

life” (34). Altman provides an anecdote about John Colet’s and Erasmus’ use of the 

technique that supports my contention that the trope might allow for the occurrence of 

disjunction or discrepancy when evidenced in the drama. Altman reports that Colet and 

Erasmus are arguing over a point of scripture involving Christ’s prayer about accepting 

the cup of suffering from His Father. Erasmus reportedly leaves the discussion to ponder 

his opponent’s point of view by writing about it as if he (Erasmus) accepted it as his own. 

Altman reports the results this way: “After doing so, although the force of Colet’s 

argument became clearer to him, he still was convinced he was right” (34). It is 

significant that et utramque partem’s use, in this case, ends in making the writer more 

aware of the reasonableness of the opposition’s point of view. The fact that Erasmus still 

holds his own ideas does not undermine the usefulness of the trope as a means to 

increased understanding of an issue. And it is precisely et utramque partem’s role in 

possibly enlarging the exploration of woman as moral agent that is my particular concern. 

 Altman provides another example of et utramque partem’s usefulness, this time, 

not as a means for its practitioner to understand more thoroughly the opponent’s point, 
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but rather as a means to challenge the status quo in an acceptable fashion. As evidence, 

Altman recalls the case of Thomas Starkey. In 1536, this courtier presented King Henry 

VIII with “A Dialogue Between Pole and Lupset,” described as “a memorandum of 

advice of the two famous humanists” (36). Altman points out Starkey’s use of et 

utramque partem as the latter sets “before Henry’s consideration other controversial 

issues that cannot gain easy acquiescence” (37). Starkey is described as “an idealist yet 

practical” who “as a humanist felt obliged to give the king the benefit of his deepest 

reflections” (37). Similarly, it is my contention that some early-modern dramatists’ use of 

et utramque partem is not meant necessarily as a blatant call for immediate social reform 

as represented by the particulars of the drama, but rather as one of the ways that 

playwrights, wittingly or unwittingly, call attention to areas of disjunction or 

contradiction. Altman takes a more forceful approach. He speaks of the power of et 

utramque partem’s allowing for the existence of new insights: “For the radical idea, once 

stated, is not lost, it hovers in the consciousness, awaiting its time” (38). 

 Specifically regarding et utramque partem and education, Altman calls it, “a 

method of inquiry cultivated by humanists in the Tudor grammar schools” (43). The 

method’s ultimate goal is to produce individuals of “moral conviction whose rhetorical 

skills would equip them for responsible public life” (43). Altman contends that for the 

future writer “well-grounded in this rhetorical device a foundation is laid for being able to 

explore the motivation in character” (44). This ability to explore all possibilities is 

profoundly important as the critic argues, “The concern to link the universal principle 

with the particular example—which lies at the heart of Renaissance poetic theory—and 
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the interest in the ability to see both side of the question remain constant throughout the 

program” (44). Altman contends that being able to use et utramque partem is important 

because “psychologically it involved a system of expansion of the imagination beyond its 

usual subjective limitations, and fostered an awareness of other human realities” (45). 

 Michael G. Dzialo in 1999 also addresses the topic of et utramque partem. Dzialo 

argues that the trope can be misused. Aware of Aristotle’s injunction “That we must not 

make people believe what is wrong,” Dzialo is concerned that writers too adept in 

arguing both sides of an issue sacrifice their integrity. He calls this moral difficulty “‘the 

controverted self,’ the bad conscience of argument, the assault of one’s sense of integrity 

provoked by facility in argument (or facileness if you wish)” (10). Dzialo posits that et 

utramque partem is a phenomenon “far more prevalent in the Renaissance than it ever 

was in the classical period” and that “literature provides evidence that this facility can 

prove painful” (10). Painful or not, it is my plan to examine et utramque partem as one 

tool of discovery, a method of uncovering inconsistencies and contradictions in the 

treatment of woman as moral agent in early-modern drama. The use of this trope acts as 

an ancillary mechanism, in addition to the recognition of inconsistencies and 

contradictions in the ideas of authorities outlined in this chapter that forms the basis for 

my investigation. 
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Notes 
 

 1I will refer to Il Cortegione by its English title The Courtier. 
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CHAPTER IV
 
 

“A LARGE FIELD TO WALK IN”: DAME CHRISTIAN CUSTANCE AND 

PUSHING THE BOUNDARIES OF WOMAN’S MORAL AUTONOMY 

IN NICHOLAS UDALL’S RALPH ROISTER DOISTER 

 In The Education of a Christian Woman (1526), Juan Luis Vives warns his 

readers that a female is not up to the task of moral determination. She would, after all, 

find such ethical questioning “a large field to walk in,” since she “yet may be informed 

with few words”; besides, Vives argues, a woman’s only moral concern is “to see but to 

her honesty and chastity” (Vives 34). Nonetheless, I want to walk in this “large field,” 

hoping not to get lost, and try to understand how a female character’s concern with her 

honesty and chastity ends up being ridiculed and eventually silenced in the first regular 

English comedy, Nicholas Udall’s Ralph Roister Doister.1 

 That such treatment of a female character exists is intriguing, given the traditional 

notion of the perfect Renaissance woman as chaste, silent, and obedient. Diane E. Dreher 

refines this cultural cliché to include a sobering insight that reflects directly on my area of 

investigation. She states, “The ideal woman would never achieve psychological 

adulthood, confronting moral dilemmas and developing her own moral system” (16). Yet, 

Ralph Roister Doister’s Christian Custance appears bent upon achieving such 

“psychological adulthood” by challenging her dismissive treatment by male characters as 

she tries to follow her conscience. 
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 Therefore, Udall’s Roister Doister makes an appropriate starting point for 

examining the development of the treatment of woman as moral agent in Renaissance 

drama. Scholarship has generally overlooked the play’s subversive possibilities as a 

challenge to ethical parity between the sexes that was promulgated by the Protestant ideal 

of marriage during the Reformation.2 In fact, John N. King credits Christian Custance as a 

standard bearer for this new order: “The heroine [Dame Custance] personifies the 

transformation of the medieval ideals of celibacy and courtly love into the hardheaded 

Protestant vision of married love, which exerted such a powerful influence on Spenser 

and Milton” (307). Furthermore, King argues that Custance’s choice of Goodlucke over 

Doister “holds out the promise of bourgeois concord, domestic bliss, and material 

prosperity” (307).3 I agree that Custance embodies the ideals of faithfulness and devotion 

to her espoused, and there does not seem to be much doubt of the couple’s wealth. 

However, I argue that the ending of this play does not necessarily presage “concord” or 

“domestic bliss.” If anything, Roister Doister’s traditional conclusion of female 

capitulation to male insistence of obedience harbors an almost palpable sense of injustice 

against Christian. Moreover, Udall’s work, as one of early-modern England’s first five-

act dramas, makes a natural benchmark for comparison with later plays that deal with the 

same important question: how is a female character delineated as she makes moral 

decisions? The framing of the question itself is instructive because the designation 

“female” suggests that by default the treatment of the male character will be the norm, 

and that determination is part of the problem. St. Paul may have proclaimed in Gal. 28: 
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28, that in Christ, “There is neither male or female,” but in cases of conscience in 

Renaissance drama female sex may still impede moral autonomy. 

 I argue that Udall’s play exhibits the Renaissance trope et utramque partem in 

developing the character of Dame Custance. Joel Altman explains that the use of et 

utramque partem does not operate within a rhetorical vacuum; rather, it works in 

conjunction with another important Renaissance classical legacy: Terence and the later 

commentaries about his works. I link the use of et utramque partem and Terentian 

dramatic principles with traditional views of woman as moral agent in order to account 

for inconsistencies or contradictions that occur in a number of Renaissance dramas. This 

current chapter investigates Udall’s characterization of Dame Custance as she is belittled 

by other characters for trying to follow her conscience, a conscience formed, ironically, 

by Protestant ideals. And this dramatic device allows the audience to glimpse a “nature” 

of woman they might not have otherwise seen in literature. 

 As mentioned in chapter one of this dissertation, Altman points out that as part of 

a humanist education, a playwright would train in the uses of et utramque partem. He also 

suggests that mastery of this particular method of analysis left its mark on sixteenth-

century dramatists, like Udall (3-4), whom Edgerton describes as “a humanist writing at 

the height of his powers” (85). Thinking and writing from an et utramque partem 

perspective allows for individual freedom to think outside Renaissance religious 

proscriptions. This method of approaching reality from different angles provides a logical 

vehicle for registering a culture’s unease with the woman problem. My inquiry addresses 
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woman’s ethical conflicts depicted in selected Renaissance plays as one representative 

segment of this unrest. 

 The second component of my critical apparatus is the recognition that the study of 

Terence forms a critical part of Renaissance learning and has a direct effect upon a 

Renaissance dramatist’s view of his craft. Altman argues that a thorough knowledge of 

Terence is essential to a Renaissance education. He states, “The same intellectual 

community that inspired the humanist play of ideas encouraged this movement from 

thesis [general principle] to hypothesis [application of the general principle to particular 

circumstance] in drama through its analysis of a venerable body of ancient mimetic 

plays—the comedies of Terence” (130). Altman further contends that studying the 

analyses of these plays formed “the most direct line of influence” in “grammar school, 

where Terence was an approved author” (130). Most important, Altman makes a direct 

link between Terence and the typical Renaissance playwright: “There [in school] his 

work was studied systematically, and in the humanist commentaries, future dramatists 

learned what plays consisted of, and absorbed a way of thinking about drama that was 

never really lost” (130). 

 Altman further explains that dramatists would learn one of the main purposes of 

drama is to be “Terentian”; that is, “It should help one to judge human affairs more 

prudently” (132). However, Altman finds a problem with such a basis for literary 

criticism, labeling it “a bi-fold activity” (132). He suggests that this “humanist pedagogy” 

creates a twofold problem for the reader because it focuses “upon techniques of sophistic 

argumentation, at another level seeking appropriately edifying principles” (132). This 
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binary vision suggests to the student “that drama may be perceived in two different 

frames of reference—one particular, qualified, and autonomous; the other reducible to 

axiomatic moral precept” (132). In other words, the result of this approach to studying 

Terentian comedy and its criticism is a realization that, essentially, at the conflict’s core, 

reason alone is never going to be sufficient to solve problems despite (or because of?) the 

dramatist’s training in et utramque partem. Altman posits, “A Terentian comedy was a 

running controversy waged by characters whose ruminations, inquiries, laments, and 

rejoicings were imagined responses to the need of proofs required to win the argument” 

(143). Altman argues that in early-modern comedies that “The final vision, while comic, 

implies that the perceptions of relationship—the reconciliation of fathers and sons, the 

acquisition of both love and money is a consummation not usually attainable by ordinary 

means” (146). Perhaps presenting the “status” or problem in a comedy from an Argus-

eyed point of view leaves the status quo’s door ajar, letting the unacceptable be given the 

spot light, or at least a backstage pass. 

 Altman’s contention that Renaissance dramatists are trained to aim for possibly 

mutually exclusive goals ( i.e. presenting a problem from all points of view, thus 

allowing for an unanticipated or less than an edifying conclusion) argues the importance 

of scholarship that investigates contradictions as indicators of ambivalence. Such an 

approach has scholarly support. For example, Catherine Belsey suggests that paying 

attention to discrepancies or contradictions in a text is important. Such searching provides 

a place of departure for understanding characters and their cultural milieu. Belsey argues: 

“Fictional texts are a rich repository of the meanings its members understand and 
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contend” (2). She continues, “It [fiction] therefore constitutes a possible place from 

which to begin analysis of what it means to be a person, a man or a woman, at a historical 

moment” (2-3). And Theodora Jankowski shares a similar perspective regarding the 

puzzling or irreconcilable. Jankowski argues the necessity of “examining various 

discourses, gender ideology, and rulership to see how the plays support, interrogate, or 

subvert the ideologies in question” (22). Similarly, Dorothea Kehler and Susan Baker see 

opportunities for critical exploration of a text through its contradictions caused by sex. 

They suggest, “The feminist study of an era’s literature can index at least a partial 

repertoire of thinking about women, of gender roles available and values attached to 

them” (3). Kehler and Baker also add that “contradictions” are “inevitable in any 

culture’s always ready self-divided discourses of gender” (3). Finally, Constance Jordan 

remarks that inconsistencies and contradictions located in various early-modern texts of 

all types are helpful as starting points to gaining an increased understanding of women 

depicted in literature. Even “dramatically misogynist literature,” she notes, “can have a 

feminist dimension; by depicting women as forceful rebels, it can convey their capacity 

to think and act” (18). Jordan does not underestimate “literary misogyny as a means of 

perpetuating patriarchal privilege,” but she does, however, find it useful in helping to 

“point the way in which it [literary misogyny] can become self-contradictory” (18). 

Keeping in mind that contradictions often indicate a questioning of a culture’s values, I 

argue that such a challenge comes from an unexpected source, Udall’s Dame Christian 

Custance. 
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 According to John King, “Udall dramatizes . . . the conflict between widow and 

roisterer over the nature of love” (307). I agree with the critic’s observation with one 

notable exception: the essential conflict “over the nature of love” is not limited to Dame 

Custance and Ralph, but includes Merygreeke, Suresby, Tristram, and most important, 

Goodlucke. And of all these characters, Christian alone demonstrates the most complete 

understanding of “the nature of love”—it is selfless and other-centered. Accordingly, 

Dame Custance also suffers the most because she genuinely tries to live by its precepts. I 

will show that Custance’s interactions with the other protagonists in Roister Doister 

follow a disturbing pattern: male characters operate as a unit to block or belittle 

Christian’s attempts to function as an independent moral agent. King’s earlier reference 

to “the hardheaded Protestant version of married love” that supposedly improves the 

reciprocity of affection between a couple may inadvertently provide an unflattering, but 

appropriate moniker for the intractable version of the companionate marriage reflected in 

Udall’s comedy. Thus, Christian’s mistreatment and cavalier dismissal at play’s end raise 

significant questions about an ideology that countenances such demeaning behavior 

toward women and makes Roister Doister an early work registering this concern. 

 I argue such a reading of this work is warranted by the careful manner in which 

Udall details the character of Christian Custance, even as he provides plenty of laughter 

through the antics of Roister and company. The work’s slapstick elements from mock 

funeral to mock heroic battle are not what make it so important; rather it is what happens 

to a character’s integrity: Christian’s efforts to maintain her good name. Therefore, from 

the outset, Udall carefully details Dame Custance’s moral modus operandi; her first 
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words concern propriety. Christian will not open Ralph’s unsolicited love letter, 

explaining simply, “I am bespoken” (1. 1. 5).4 She is not only loyal but also genuinely 

concerned about Gawin, as she registers disappointment that the missive is not from her 

beloved: “And I thought / Verily thys had bene some token / From my dere spouse Gawin 

Goodlucke; / Whom when him please, / God luckily send him home to both our heartes 

ease” (1. 5. 10). Christian is a woman in love, whose attention is on the beloved, not self.  

 Udall extends Dame Custance’s concern over her relationship with Gawin to her 

behavior with the servants. For instance, Christian warns her old nurse, Midge 

Mumblecrust, not to have anything to do with Ralph: “And see thou no more move me 

folly to begin” (1. 5. 19). Later, Midge reports receiving an additional reprimand from 

Custance for bringing Roister Doister’s letter initially. The old servant complains, “That 

our mistress could not have chide, I would have sworn” (2. 2. 2.). Tab Talkapace, Cannot 

Paleface, and Tom Truepennie are also scolded for later bringing a ring and a token from 

Ralph to Christian. Exasperated, Dame Custance exclaims, “But why should any of you 

take such things in hand” (2. 4. 11). She wants nothing to do with Ralph, making the 

prescient comment, “This will prove some foolish matter in the end!” (2. 4. 44). That 

Christian is known for such good sense and upright character is further emphasized when 

Merygreeke muses that she “Yet rather than with such a loutish dolt [Ralph] to marie, / I 

dare say, would live a poor life solitaire” (3. 1. 111-12).  

 Christian attests to her ethical sense. In response to Merygreeke’s wish to broach 

the topic of Ralph, she states, “But see it be honest, else better not speak” (3. 2. 32). He 

speaks anyway, accusing her of being a stereotypical “dissembling” female, hiding her 
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real affection for Roister Doister. Custance responds to such nonsense succinctly and 

accurately: “What a tale is this!” (3. 2. 4). The problem is precisely that her interest in 

Ralph is a tale, a fiction that will eventually not be funny at all. Dame Custance chides, 

“Hush, ye speake in jest!” (3. 2. 57). But the jest is not particularly humorous, as Roister 

Doister’s unwanted attentions impugn her good name. Once again Christian avows her 

innocence and good character: “I am promised; no creature hath my faith and trouth but 

one,--That is Gawin Goodlucke” (3. 2. 60-1). 

 It is ironic that the next major assault on Christian’s integrity is initiated, not by 

Ralph or even Merygreeke, but by the beloved Gawin. Goodlucke, waiting for a ship 

home, sends Sym Suresby ahead on a reconnaissance mission to check up on Dame 

Custance. Suresby explains his orders thus: “I must see how it is with her, well or wrong / 

And whether for him she doth not now thinke long” (4. 1. 119-20). Thus, Gawin 

demonstrates an inexplicable lack of faith in Christian, even before there is even any 

circumstantial evidence to call her devotion into question. Udall carefully juxtaposes the 

furtive nature of Suresby’s visit with Christian’s joy at news of Gawin’s good health and 

imminent arrival. Another contrast occurs with the approach of Ralph and Merygreeke: 

Christian, though innocent, immediately worries, “What meane these lewde felowes thus 

to trouble me stil? (4. 3. 1), and indicative of the unjust burden of her sex, frets: “Sym 

Suresby here perchance, / shal thereof deme some yll, / And shal su[s]pect me in some 

point of naughtinesse” (4. 3. 2-3). Suresby, the surrogate Goodlucke, is especially 

anxious to believe the worst of Christian, despite his protestations to the contrary. He 

wants to hear the gentlemen’s business and is already predisposed for bad news. “Let’s 
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hearken them . . . Somewhat there is, I fear it” (4. 3. 6). Suresby’s (and by association 

Goodlucke’s) fear is the ancient dread that woman’s sexuality cannot be controlled. 

Naturally, the report is not good—there are a ring, a letter, a token. Ralph addresses 

Christian as “sweet wife” (4. 3. 29). Sym anxious to get the incriminating “facts” to his 

master, beats a hasty retreat. Custance, sorely aware of her untenable position, muses: 

“Surely, this fellow disdeemeth some yll in me; / which thing, God helpe, will go nere to 

spill me” (4. 3. 52-53). Even though written for a comedy, the words have serious intent. 

Again, Udall focuses on Christian’s legitimate concern over a grave matter, despite its 

ridiculous cause. Woman’s moral integrity is never a given, even if her conduct has been 

exemplary. 

 Tristram Trusty ushers in the next frontal attack on Christian’s integrity, and 

again Goodlucke is the impetus. Ironically, Dame Custance elicits Trusty’s help, not 

because she fears for her physical safety from Ralph’s threat to destroy “thee and thine” 

(4. 3. 101), but because she fears that a “couple of dawes,” Ralph and Merygreeke, will 

give “great displeasure” to Goodlucke. As usual, Christian is other-centered, focused on 

the beloved. Unfortunately for her, Tristram is focused on Custance and her possible guilt 

in betraying their mutual friend, Gawin. Trusty’s source of information is Sym Suresby. 

It is significant that Udall has Tristram initially take the word of a serving man over the 

word of Dame Custance, a friend of impeccable moral credentials. Moreover, Tristram is 

not entirely forthcoming with Custance. He fails to let Christian know that he has already 

spoken to Suresby. “As concerning my friend is anything amisse?” (4. 5. 27), he asks 

disingenuously. The question provides Udall another opportunity for showcasing Dame 
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Custance’s sincere good heart and transparent honesty. She states, “No, not on my part, 

but here was Sym Suresby” (4. 5. 28). Tristram interrupts her; Sym has already reported 

Ralph’s marriage proposal. Again, Christian’s veracity is challenged; she responds 

vehemently, “No! I had rather be torne in pieces and slaine! / No man hath my faith and 

trouth but Gawin Goodlucke” (4. 5. 34-5), also reminding us at the same time that she 

had already sworn her innocence to Sym, “and that before Suresby dyd I say and there 

stucke” (4. 5. 36). Unfortunately for Christian, Tristram remains unimpressed, demanding 

for the third time within the space of twenty lines if she is certain of her fidelity. “But 

there was no matter, Dame Custance, indeed?” (4. 5. 40). 

 Before concluding the exchange, Udall illustrates the contradictory nature of the 

problem Custance faces. In the midst of having to defend her honesty—code word for 

sexual fidelity—she draws our attention to two obvious but over-looked facts. First, 

Ralph Roister Doister is a buffoon of the highest order, a “brainsick foole” (4. 5. 25), his 

reputation well known, a fact, which Tristram readily acknowledges: “Ye say full true 

ywis!” (4. 5. 57). Second, Merygreeke’s machinations in the whole Doister-Custance 

affair “appalls” Christian, yet they are easily dismissed by Trusty since “He doth it for a 

iest” (4. 5. 57). Thus, Udall highlights both the illogicality of someone of Christian’s 

moral stature having her word doubted against the town idiot’s, as well as Custance’s 

utter dismay over how the situation will appear to Gawin. She does not want to hurt him 

in any way. 

 Christian’s integrity is assailed a third time by the unlikely combination of 

Merygreeke and Tristram, and, as in the case of the previous two examples, Gawin’s tacit 
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approval of his friends’ interactions with Christian hovers in the background. Dame 

Custance accuses Merygreeke of “using her well” (4. 6. 2) in the confusion arising from 

her supposed engagement to Ralph. Mathewe insists that he means no harm. Almost 

scolding, he asks Christian, “Why, do ye thinke, Dame Custance, that in thys woowyng, I 

have ment ought but pastance?” (4. 6. 9). Custance points how “much things ye spoke to 

maintain his dotage” (4. 6. 10). But Merygreeke dismisses Christian’s objection, 

reminding her of her own common sense, while also managing to implicate the widow in 

the affair: “But well might ye judge I spake it all in mockage” (4. 6. 11). He reminds 

Dame Custance of Doister’s unsuitability for a husband (4. 6. 12), his (Mathewe’s) own 

knowledge of Christian’s betrothal (4. 1. 13), and his deliberate misreading of Ralph’s 

love letter (4. 4. 14). Merygreeke’s only fault, as he sees it, is helping “the whole town” 

being “made the merrier” (4. 6. 20). Dame Custance fails to see the humor in having her 

reputation questioned and her troubles made a laughingstock. She is not amused: “Ill ake 

your heades both! / I was never werier / Nor never more vexte, since the first day I was 

borne!” (4. 2. 22). Tristram, witness to this exchange, excuses Merygreeke’s behavior 

once again, rationalizing, “But very well I wist he here did it all in scorne [jest]” (4. 6. 

23). Paradoxically, Tristram did not think it at all funny initially when he suspected 

Christian’s disloyalty to his friend. He does not seem perturbed, however, by Christian’s 

vehement objection to the least notion of impropriety. Dame Custance protests, “But I 

feared thereof to take dishonestie” (4. 6. 24).5 For Christian, being thought “dishonest” or 

sexually impure would have been the death knell to her reputation and hopes of happiness 

with Goodlucke. Tristram’s initial keen interest in her sexual purity, and then easy 
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dismissal of her concern for the reputation of that same sexual purity, is one of the play’s 

contradictions that has not been commented upon by critics. I contend that Tristram’s 

conflicted attitude reflects a basic flaw in the Protestant version of married love, a vision 

that King argues the play unquestioningly supports. Even though Christian tries to 

demonstrate her love by keeping her reputation untarnished, she is told her concern does 

not matter. How does this inconsistency fit into the doctrine of companionate marriage? 

 Merygreeke reenters the conversation and, like Tristram, tries to make light of the 

situation; however, his words are paradoxical and troubling. He rationalizes the validity 

of the Roister Doister debacle this way: “This should both have made sport and shewed 

your honestie; / And Goodlucke, I dare sweare, your witte / therein would low [approve]” 

(4. 6. 23-4). Merygreeke’s three contentions underscore my argument that in the process 

of writing for the drama an author with an eristic frame of mind might elicit from the 

reader a response seemingly at odds with the prevailing theme of direction of the work,6 

since he is considering the issue from an et utramque partem point of view. And in this 

case, Udall’s efforts highlight the deleterious effects upon Custance. For instance, 

Merygreeke’s first assertion, “This should have made sport,” is problematical. The key 

term is the verb “should”; certainly, the actions of Ralph against Christian have delighted 

Mathewe Merygreeke. Ultimately, what “sport” they have given Custance is at best 

questionable as indicated by her distress. The second part of the assertion, “This should 

have shewed your honestie,” has backfired and is the source of the principle conundrum 

for Christian. Her “honestie” has been besmirched, not “shewed.” The last point of the 

argument, that Goodlucke “her witte therein would low,” is equally untenable, especially 
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given her eventual encounter with Gawin, who is less than amused by the goings-on. 

Merygreeke’s assertions add up to the comically rich but morally problematic 

proposition, that no significant harm has been or will be done to anyone in this affair. 

However, textual evidence suggests that Christian has been and will continue to be 

adversely affected by this assault on her reputation. And, of import to my inquiry, her 

struggle to maintain her good name is of little, if any, significance to the male characters, 

who, paradoxically, are quite sensitive about a woman’s sexual management. Christian’s 

unease with how Gawin will assess the situation extends right through the absurd battle 

against Ralph. Custance’s concern is not with laughing at the hapless Roister Doister, but 

in salvaging her reputation. She enjoins Tristram Trusty, who has witnessed the victory 

of Christian and her knightnesses, “I pray you be a witness with me” (4. 5. 58). Trusty 

assures her: “Dame Custance, I shall dispose for your honestie” (4. 8. 59). As a mutual 

friend of the couple, it is ironic that Tristram takes so long to support Christian 

unequivocally. 

 However, this lagging support is most evident in Gawin Goodlucke, whom I 

contend has been directly or indirectly orchestrating Christian’s troubles. First, 

Goodlucke facilitates Dame Custance’s problems by sending Suresby “to test” her love. 

(But if their love is representative of the new order of companionate marriage as King 

suggests (307), why send a secret emissary to gauge the beloved’s commitment?) In 

effect, Tristram assumes the role of surrogate love, demanding to know on at least three 

separate occasions if Dame Custance remains the unblemished lamb of Gawin’s 

affections. Here one is reminded of Christ’s triple questioning of St. Peter’s loyalty (John 
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21: 15-17),7 but unlike that circumstance, Tristram is not omnipotent, nor has Christian 

ever been unfaithful. Third, Merygreeke’s appeal to Gawin’s assured approval of the 

Roister Doister affair lends credence to my argument that Mathewe feels confident that 

Goodlucke would think as little of Christian’s sufferings as Merygreeke does. 

 Goodlucke’s arrival on stage confirms these assertions. His first words are of 

suspicion and mistrust about Christian’s fidelity: “Was there such adoe about Custance of 

a truth?” (5. 1. 3). He is anxious to quell what must have been his own serious 

misgivings, as he cautions Suresby, “See that no false surmises thou tell” (5. 1. 4). Sym 

dutifully reports of things seen and heard: letters, a token, charges of marriage promises. 

Suresby reminds his master, however, not to be too hasty judging by appearances, for 

Dame Custance “may hir-selfe discharge, and try her honestie” (5. 1. 8). However, Gawin 

seems more than eager to judge her. Just as Ralph was ready to take the law into his own 

hands earlier when attacking Christian, relegating the force of “sheriffe, and iustice, and 

the whole iudge of laws” (4. 7. 88-9) to himself, just so Goodlucke is ready to believe the 

worst when judging Christian on merely circumstantial evidence. Rather than appeal to 

providential wisdom, Goodlucke smugly quotes a petty proverb to support his rash 

judgment: “Ah sirra, now I see truthe in the proverbe olde: / All things that shineth is not 

by-and-by pure gold.” He easily extrapolates the situation to his betrothed. “If any do 

lyve a woman of honestie, / I would have sworne Christian Custance had been she” (5. 5. 

13-5). Suresby somewhat redeems himself in this scene, because for the second time, he 

reminds his master to be circumspect in dealing with Christian: “Yet doe not ye therfore 

your faithfull spouse mystrust; / But examine the matter, and if ye shall it finde To be all 
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well, be not ye for my wordes unkinde” (5. 1. 19-20). Goodlucke, aglow in his own moral 

superiority, assures Suresby, “I shall do that is right, and as I see cause why” (5. 1. 21). 

Some years later Shakespeare would have a better response to Gawin’s problem: “Let me 

not to the marriage of true minds admit impediments” (Sonnet 116).8 Unfortunately, 

Goodlucke lacks this mature vision of love, in contrast to Christian, who is at least trying 

to embody it. 

 Udall juxtaposes the couple’s understanding of the nature of love when they 

finally meet face to face. Goodlucke is suspicious and disingenuous, while Christian is 

frank and devoted. Custance is ecstatic to see Gawin, greeting him effusively, “What, 

Gawin Goodlucke, the only hope of my life, / Welcome home! And kysse me, your true 

espoused wife” (5. 2. 5-6). But, Gawin’s response verges on the chilling: the following 

exchange stands out in the play for its sobering realism. I argue that the lines represent a 

telling example of the power of et utramque partem at work, resulting in a view of reality 

seemingly at odds with the announced intent of the comedy, which is simply “against the 

vayne-glorious doth invey” (Prologue: 24). In response to Christian’s request for a kiss, 

Goodlucke makes vivid on stage a dramatic example of male control over female moral 

autonomy with words that both embarrass and rebuke Christian: “Nay, soft, Dame 

Custance! I must first, by your license, / See whether all things be cleere in your 

conscience” (5. 2. 7-8). Such god-like arrogance might be laughable, except the context 

of the scene precludes that possibility. Custance’s response is poignant, “What, feare ye 

that my faith towards you should change?” (5. 2. 10). Her love for Goodlucke is “a mark 

that looks on tempests and is never shaken.” That Custance should have to ask such a 
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question indicates Goodlucke’s utter lack of faith. Gawin is a living impediment to a 

marriage of true minds, as he accuses Christian of reneging on her solemn promise to 

him: “I must needes mistrust ye be elsewhere entangled, / For I heare that certaine men 

with you haue wrangled / About the promise of marriage by you to them made” (5. 2. 11-

13). 

 However, Christian’s conscience is “cleere,” her innocence and fidelity reflected 

in the question: “Could any mans report your mind therin persuade?” (5. 2. 14). In one 

sense, her query encapsulates more than fifteen-hundred years of misogynist attitudes 

doubting woman’s capacity to be a person of moral integrity. Christian’s simple question 

is therefore important. It lifts this comedy, at least momentarily, out of the world of farce 

into the world of sixteenth-century reality, reflecting its often disparaging notion of 

woman as an inherently faithless being, as an idea that the creation of characters like 

Dame Custance refutes. 

 Goodlucke shows an immature understanding of the nature of love, ignoring the 

pained disbelief in Custance’s question. Every man’s report in this play has persuaded 

him of her guilt. Dame Christian must prove her innocence; Goodlucke predicates his 

love directly upon that outcome. As such, he is more than ready to alter before he 

alteration finds, issuing the ultimatum: “Else I and you, Dame Custance, may not ioyne 

this yeare” (5. 2. 16). Christian, realizing how her own words are not enough proof of her 

fidelity, turns to Suresby. Frustrated she asks, “Is this the honestie that ye haue, / To hurt 

me with your report, not knowing the thing?” (5. 2. 18-9). It has come down to an age-old 

dilemma: a man’s word against a woman’s. Of course, the humor of comedy lies in 
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exactly just such a point—characters not knowing some important information, 

misrepresenting an overheard remark, perhaps misidentifying someone. But in this play, 

the misunderstanding about Christian’s activities is having a deleterious effect, not in the 

least lessened by Suresby’s Iago-like, self-justifying response: “If ye be honest, my 

wordes can hurt you nothing” (5. 2. 20). Unfortunately, words are destroying her despite 

her honesty. Christian appeals to God for help, exclaiming, “Oh Lord, helpe poor widows 

destitute of comfort!” (5. 2. 22). Jane Hinkle Tanner offers a different view of Custance 

in this scene. She sees Custance as regressing from the “powerful mistress of the house to 

the ‘pore ole wider woman,’ at the mercy of the bad man” (81).9 This is an interesting 

observation because I see Custance’s moral autonomy, while not “at the mercy of the bad 

man,” at the mercy of something more menacing—the traditional misogynist attitudes 

embodied by several male characters. 

 Goodlucke and Christian continue to be at odds over the truth of her fidelity. 

Custance credits “pastance” [fun, recreation] as her reason for getting involved with 

embarrassing Ralph. Unfortunately, Gawin, who is supposed to appreciate Custance’s 

providing sport and showing wit in the Doister affair, describes her involvement in the 

worst possible light: “But such kind of sporting is home dalliance” (5. 2. 24). Custance 

counters, “If ye knewe the truth, ye would take all in good part” (5. 2. 25). She is 

expecting a show of faith in her words and actions, in her personal truth, because she has 

done nothing morally wrong. But Goodlucke’s response is surprisingly cynical and mean-

spirited: “By your leave, I am not halfe-well skilled in that arte” (5. 2. 26). It would be 

difficult to find any character less worthy of the epithet “artful.” Christian’s actions and 
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words speak directly to the contrary. At a loss, Dame Custance reminds Gawin of her 

ridiculous pursuer. “It was not but Roister Doister, that foolish mome” (5. 2. 27). 

Goodlucke retorts, “Yea, Custance, ‘Better,’ they say, ‘a badde scuse than none’” (5. 2. 

28). For the second time in the play, Gawin chooses the facile escape of platitude when 

confronting a situation that calls for trust and mature judgment. Custance’s credibility 

with Gawin is non-existent; she resorts to Goodlucke’s “true and faithful friend,” 

Tristram Trusty. Not only is Tristram to be judge and jury—he will be a witness for the 

accused, an unusual application of jurisprudence: “Let him be the judge and for me 

testifie” (5. 2. 29-31). Christian’s suggestion that Goodlucke consult his second-self, 

Tristram, acknowledges the weakness of Gawin’s moral authority and understanding of 

mature love. The merchant pounces on this alternative, apparently somewhat relieved: “I 

will the more credit that he [Tristram] shall verifie” (5. 2. 32). Gawin has fully embraced 

the traditional notion of female honesty as oxymoronic. So where is the truth of 

Custance’s faithfulness? Not in the testimony of the beloved, but in the words of a male 

friend, Tristram Trusty, who becomes an oracle of wisdom for Goodlucke: “I will the 

truth know een as it is, / I will to him my-selfe, and know all without misse” (5. 2. 31-4). 

 Udall emphasizes the difference of the quality of the couple’s love for one another 

by focusing next on Christian’s inner turmoil. After failing Goodlucke’s “cleere” 

conscience litmus test, Dame Custance has a brief, but important, soliloquy. Ostensibly 

appealing to God, she also appeals to the audience to see the injustice of her situation. 

Jane Tanner describes this scene as an example of “bathetic overkill” (83). But 

Christian’s prayer reads not only as a plea for spiritual aid, but also as an indictment of a 
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society that undervalues the moral integrity of its female members. First, Christian 

reminds us of how ready people are to think the worst, especially of a woman: “For lette 

ever so little a gappe be open, / And be sure of this—the worst shall be spoken” (5. 3. 3-

4). Next, she aligns herself with famous exempla of Old and New Testament women who 

have been similarly maligned or victimized: the adulteress, Susanna, and Queen Hester 

(Ester). In each instance, Custance is careful to point out the ethical parallel to her 

situation. God helped the adulteress amend her faults, while Christian “never yll 

intended” (5. 3. 10) and is even more deserving of aid. Custance, like Susanna, is 

victimized by unwanted sexual advances,10 and finally, Custance, like Hester, knows 

what it is to be in great distress and need God. The soliloquy concludes with Custance’s 

pleading that her integrity be recognized: “Help, also, good Lord, that my truth may be 

tried” (5. 3. 14). Within the context of my argument, the line suggests not only the 

playwright’s awareness of the many sides of an issue, but also an awareness of, as Dreher 

termed it, the Renaissance woman’s struggle for “psychological and moral adulthood.” 

 In the reconciliation scene, immediately following Dame Custance’s soliloquy, 

Udall continues to highlight the maturity of Christian’s love in contrast to Gawin’s. Her 

prayer completed, Christian notes Gawin and Tristram’s approach; things do not bode 

well, as the men are “sadly [seriously] talking together” (5. 3. 17). Typical of her 

fortitude, Dame Custance does not quail in the face of what could be truly disastrous 

news: “I will abide and not shrink their coming hither” (5. 3. 17). But out of earshot, 

Gawin has been happily relieved of his doubts, asking Tristram for further assurance, 

“and it was none other than ye to me report?” (5. 4. 1). Tristram attests to Christian’s 
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loyalty, but then immediately remarks on how funny the whole Custance-Doister debacle 

has been, adding “and here ye wished to have seen the sport” (5. 4. 2). (It is ironic that in 

the presence of his male friend Goodlucke seems to have gotten over his aversion to 

jests.) Finally satisfied with this second-hand account of Christian’s fidelity, Goodlucke 

waxes magnanimous: “Well, I will no longer hold hir in discomfort” (5. 4. 8). In an ironic 

I Corinthians’ turn of phrase,11 Goodlucke announces, “Sweet Custance, neither heart can 

think nor tongue tell / How much I joy in your constant fidelitie” (5. 1. 19). Now that her 

conscience is “cleere” to him, purified by the corroborated testimony of Suresby-

Tristram, Christian is allowed to kiss Goodlucke. The former irritant to his male pride has 

become “the pearle of perfect honestie” (5. 4. 11). 

 Granted, there is nothing new going on here dramatically; the complication has 

been ironed out, but whether to everyone’s complete satisfaction is debatable. I argue the 

playwright shows cause why some reasonable people my not be happy with the 

denouement. The play continues to emphasize Custance’s concern over what has worried 

her from the first act: her moral integrity. For instance, Christian makes the expected 

gracious “acceptance speech” in response to Gawin’s absolution: “God lette me no longer 

continue in life, / Then shall I towards you continue a true wife” (5. 4. 13-4). However, 

the choice of the word “continue” in the second part of the statement is important. It 

implies that she has always been faithful. Still, a small point to make? Not if Udall is 

quietly suggesting Christian’s lingering annoyance at not being taken at her original 

avowal of faithfulness.  
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 Ambiguity haunts the rest of the play. Gawin admits only once in the comedy that 

he may have been at fault; it bears attention in light of my argument. He tells Christian, 

“Well now to make you for this some part of amendes, / I shall desire first you and then 

such of our friends . . . sup at home with me” (5. 4. 15-16), adding “we shall laugh and 

merry be” (5. 4. 14-18). There is not an acknowledgment of real harm, or any mention of 

a public apology for doubting Christian’s integrity in front of their friends. The emphasis 

is for Christian “to get over it,” and, for Gawin, sooner is better. Goodlucke lets himself 

smoothly off the proverbial hook. However, Dame Custance has a barb ready. As the 

reconciliation continues, Suresby reminds Christian that he was “only doing a true mans 

part” in reporting to her fiancé, and adds quickly the apologetic, “not wishing you 

repreefe [disgrace]” (5. 4. 20). Christian’s response reflects on my overall inquiry: 

“Though hastie reportes / Through surmises growyng / May of poore innocents be utter 

overthrowing, / Yet, because to thy maister thou hast a true hart, / And I know my owne 

truth, I forgive thee for my part” (5. 4. 21-24). This statement contains subversive 

elements challenging criticism that sees Custance as merely little more than a type. 

Furthermore, her words show Udall’s attention to Christian’s sense of ethical behavior. 

The comment has five important components. First, Dame Custance reminds the reader 

of her victimization in two ways: the “hastie reports”—unfounded accounts of her actions 

and then those actions being subsequently distorted by “surmises growing.” Second, 

Christian calls attention to the serious nature of the pain that the whole incident with 

Gawin has cost, referring obliquely to the assault upon her reputation: “May of poor 

innocents be utter overthrowing.” Third, she predicates Suresby’s forgiveness on his 

 106



 

being to Gawin, his master, what Goodlucke, her beloved, was incapable of being to her, 

“a true hart.” Fourth, Dame Custance’s statement that “I know mine owne truth” is a 

sophisticated moral insight that informs her ethical core. Fifth, her “I forgive thee for thy 

part,” not only demonstrates her living up to her name, “Christian,” but also suggests her 

own foray into maintaining her moral identity. Dame Custance has not been afraid to 

walk in Vives’ “wide field” of matters of conscience—at least for a time. 

 In the play’s closing scenes, a regression of sorts takes place in Custance’s 

characterization that affects her relationship to Gawin. When Merygreeke approaches 

with Ralph at hand, Christian exclaims, “I can scarce abide ye should his name recite” (5. 

5. 10). Mathewe, ignoring Custance, speaks directly to Gawin as the aggrieved party to 

“take him [Ralph] to favour, and pardon all past” (5. 5. 11). Apparently, Goodlucke’s 

love of a good time, and disregard for Christian’s feelings, prompt the reply, “I am right 

well content he have with us some chere” (5. 5. 13). Christian calls Ralph “beast” and 

threatens to leave: “Then wyll not I be there!” (5. 5. 14). Goodlucke’s response evidences 

his lack of respect for Christian: “Why Custance! Do ye hate hym more than ye love 

me?” (5. 5. 15). She ignores this red herring and mounts one final attempt to have her 

suffering validated. “But for your mind, sir, / where he were I not be!” (5. 5. 16). For the 

third time in the play, Christian is told what she should find humorous, even though the 

subject matter has been far from amusing to her. To Merygreeke and Tristram’s 

insistence that no harm has been done to anyone, Gawin adds, “He [Ralph] would make 

us all laugh. Ye nere had better sport” (5. 5. 17). The last direct exchange between the 

loves evinces a certain hollowness in the otherwise proverbial happy ending. “I pray you, 
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sweet Custance, let him to us resorte” (5. 5. 18). Christian simply complies, “To your will 

I assent” (5. 5. 19).  

 It would appear Udall has Dame Custance go out with a whimper, resigned to an 

odious request, her acquiescence at odds with the intelligent, sensible, and sensitive 

woman presented to us throughout the play. Yet, the playwright is not completely 

finished with Christian. In the last scene, Ralph and Custance have a final go at each 

other, Ralph too dense to apprehend her wit in calling him a usurer. Ralph whines to 

Merygreeke, “Did not thou promise she would picke me no more quarrels?” (5. 6. 25). 

Goodlucke, asserting his authority and again showing an unconscionable disregard for his 

espoused wife, interrupts, stating: “Sir, do not for hir sake beare me your displeasure” (5. 

5. 52). Christian says nothing for the rest of the play. What could she say? Thus, Wynne's 

description of this scene seems particularly off the mark: “That worthy man (Goodlucke) 

finds his lady true, friendship is established over all and Ralph and Merygreeke join the 

happy couple in a closing feast” (89). The certainty of Goodlucke’s worthiness, the 

probability of reestablished friendships, and the ultimate felicity of the couple have all 

been called into question by details that Udall deftly adds to the play. 

 We have witnessed something unique, if not remarkable, about Ralph Roister 

Doister. Udall’s play demonstrates the possibility that perhaps from the earliest days of 

Renaissance comedy, a sense of futility about what human reason would be capable of 

achieving is already present in this unimposing work whose avowed but unfulfilled 

purpose “Which against the vayne-glorious doth invey” (Prologue: 24). Certainly, I do 

not suggest that Roister Doister is a great philosophical play; it is not. But I cannot ignore 
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the obvious care that Udall devotes to developing Dame Custance's moral dilemma, 

added to the fact that what happens to Custance is not essentially humorous. I have tried 

to account for this careful building of her character by referring to a combination of 

elements. First, as a Renaissance student, Udall received a traditional body of literature, 

philosophy, and theology rife with misogynist beliefs waiting to be challenged or at least 

explored by a rational thinker. (And, to a limited degree, these had begun to be so 

investigated on a limited scale as outlined in my first chapter.) Second, as part of a 

humanist education, Udall would arguably have been trained to think and write in a 

manner based on the classical rhetorical trope et utramque partem. He would therefore be 

encouraged to argue an issue from as many different view points as possible, not just for 

the sake of argument, but in order to present a version of the truth to the best of his 

ability. Sometimes the result of this analysis would be disconcerting, especially if it led to 

questioning the culture’s accepted norms or traditional beliefs. Third, also as part of his 

education, Udall would arguably have learned Terentian rhetorical principles, primarily 

that drama should be edifying, upholding values of the status quo. But as seen in Ralph 

Roister Doister, the last two elements may work together to the opposite effect: either 

inadvertently or deliberately exposing problems or calling attention to issues that 

otherwise would not have received the attention they warranted. 

 Such has been the approach to this play. Since I first read Roister Doister, I could 

not see what was supposed to be so humorous about the way Custance is ignored in the 

end. I thought perhaps I was over-reacting and coming to the play with twenty-first 

century preconceived notions about how women ought to be treated. Research and 
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careful analysis have, however, helped me to understand my original discomfiture is not 

necessarily anachrostic. 

 A rational analysis of Ralph Roister Doister suggests that Nicholas Udall presents 

Dame Christian Custance as a character more thoroughly developed than the social 

thought of the time would have suggested or earlier commentary on the play has noticed. 

Through such a critical lens of seeing woman as moral agent, I want to see as Jankowski 

observes, if other early-modern plays “support, interrogate, or subvert ideologies in 

question” (22), especially when it comes to a female character’s use of her moral 

faculties. Christian Custance has made a good test case in the affirmative. 
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Notes 
 

 1John N. King in English Reformation Literature: The Tudor Origins of Protestant 

Traditions states: “Despite our stereotypes about Protestant art, the first regular English 

comedies, Ralph Roister Doister and Gammer Gurton’s Needle, stand in gentle contrast 

to the flood of violent pamphlet attacks on the mass and traditional doctrine” (279). 

 2 For positive critical assessments of Ralph Roister Doister see From Mankind to 

Marlowe: Growth of Structure in the Popular Drama of England. David Bevington 

(Cambridge: Harvard U P, 1962), 32; Milestones to Shakespeare: A Study of the 

Dramatic Forms and Pageantry That Were the Prelude to Shakespeare. David Klein (New 

York: Twayne Publishers, Inc., 1970), 29; English Reformation Literature: The Origins 

of the Protestant Tradition. John N. King (Princeton: Princeton U P, 1982), 272. 

 For scholarship on Udall’s achievement in creating a vibrant female character in 

Dame Custance see “Nicholas Udall” in Critical Survey of Drama. Eugene P. Wright 

(Englewood Cliffs, N J: Salem P, 1985), 1962; The Growth of English Drama. Arnold 

Wynne (Oxford: Claredon P, 1914), 89; English Reformation Literature. John N. King, 

282; “Nicholas Udall” in Dictionary of Literary Biography (62). Marie Axton (Detroit, 

MI: Gale Research Co., 1987), 355. 

 3For scholarship supporting King’s positive view of companionate marriage see 

“Shakespeare’s Women.” Velma B. Richmond Midwest Quarterly 19 (1977-78), 333; 

The Elizabethan Woman: A Panorama of Englishwomanhood, 1540-1640. Carroll 

Camden (New York: Elsevier P, 1952), 56; The Bedford Companion to Shakespeare: An 
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Introduction with Documents. 2nd ed. Russ McDonald (Boston: Bedford / St. Martin’s, 

2001), 261; “The Changing Image of Women in Renaissance Society.” What Manner of 

Woman: Essays in English and American Life and Literature. Catherine Dunn (New 

York: New York U P, 1977), 22. For scholarship that disagrees with King’s assessment 

of companionate marriage see Women in Power in the Renaissance. Theodora Jankowski 

(Chicago: U of Illinois P, 1992), 33, 48; The Renaissance Notion of Woman: A Study in 

the Fortunes of Scholasticism and Medical Science in European Intellectual Life. Ian 

McLean (Cambridge: Cambridge U P, 1980), 57, 85; Half Humankind: Contexts and 

Texts of the Controversy About Women in England, 1540-1640. (Chicago: U of Illinois 

P, 1985), 66. 

 4All quotations from Ralph Roister Doister are taken from Chief Pre-

Shakespearean Dramas: A Selection of Plays Illustrating the History of the English 

Drama from Its Origin Down to Shakespeare. Joseph Quincy Adams, ed. (New York: 

Houghton Mifflin, 1924): 423-68. 

 5See Women and the English Renaissance: Literature and the Nature of 

Womankind, 1540-1620. Linda Woodbridge (Chicago: U of Illinois P, 1984). 

Woodbridge comments on the deleterious effects of jests upon women: “Wit and humor 

loom large in Western misogyny. Woman cannot take a moral stand without suspecting 

the auditors consider her a scold” (31). 

 6See Milestones to Shakespeare. David Klein notes that the stated theme is not 

actually developed in the comedy: “However when we are through the play, we cannot 

remember where he does ‘inveigh’ against the vice” (42). 
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 7John 21: 15-17. I provide verse 17 in full: “He saith unto him the third time, 

Simon son of Jonas, lovest thou me? Peter was grieved because he said into him the third 

time, Lovest thou me? And he said unto him, Lord, thou knowest all things; thou knowest 

that I love thee. Jesus said unto him, Feed my sheep.” 

 8All quotations from the Sonnets are taken from The Structure of Shakespeare’s 

Sonnets. Eugene P. Wright. (Lewiston, N.Y.: The Edwin Mellen P, 1993). 

 9Jane Hinkle Tanner, “Sharing the Light: Feminine Power in Tudor Stuart 

Comedy,” diss., U of North Texas, 1994. 

 10In Woman and the English Renaissance, Linda Woodbridge calls attention to 

Gosynkyll’s use of Susanna in Mulierum Pean: “Susanna was assailed by detractors, who 

slandered her to cover up their own attempt at seducing her. This example obliquely 

impugns the motives of those detractors of women, implying that those who slander 

women are those who have themselves been frustrated in lewd attempts on feminine 

honor—exactly the accusation Elyot’s Candidus raises agasint the detractor Caninius” 

(37). A parallel exits between Woodbridge’s interpretation of the use of the Susanna 

exemplum and its application in Roister Doister. While Christian’s “slanderers,” Ralph, 

Merygreeke, Suresby, Tristram, and Gawin, have not been “frustrated in lewd attempts” 

upon Christian’s honor, each has impugned its integrity. 

 111 Corinthians 2:9 “But as it is written, Eye hath not seen, nor ear heard, neither 

have entered into the heart of man, the things which God hath prepared for them that love 

him.” 
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CHAPTER V
 
 

NEGATIVE CAPABILITIES: ANNE FRANKFORD’S MORAL 

CULPABILITY IN THOMAS HEYWOOD’S  

A WOMAN KILLED WITH KINDNESS 

 In 1607 Thomas Heywood published the domestic tragedy A Woman Killed With 

Kindness,1 and Anne Frankford has proven a challenge to critics ever since. Laura 

Bromley sees Anne as “irrelevant” (260); Michael Wentworth describes Anne as lacking 

“intellectual resources” (155), while Paula McQuade labels Mistress Frankford devoid of 

“sexual desire” (233). Other critics offer a more positive assessment of Anne. For 

example, John Canuteson admires her moral understanding, seeing Mistress Frankford as 

representative of “true Christian repentance” (136). Occasionally, critics even contradict 

themselves in trying to account for the disparate elements of the play. Robert Orstein, for 

instance, posits a contradictory assessment within one statement, arguing that the play 

ponders no moral questions, “even though Heywood deliberately creates the ambiguity of 

Frankford’s mildness [in punishing Anne]” (139). My purpose in this chapter is to 

examine Heywood’s portrayal of Anne Frankford as moral agent and the attempts to 

account for the contradictory reactions to her moral decision-making, both on the part of 

characters in the drama as well as by modern scholarship. As indicated in the preceding 

chapter, the presence of contradictions in a text is often indicative of the culture’s 

concern or anxiety about what is being discussed in a work. As in Ralph Roister Doister, 
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my primary concern with A Woman Killed With Kindness is the portrayal of the female 

protagonist’s conscience, insofar as it is discernible in the play. And like Udall’s comedy, 

Heywood’s domestic tragedy offers insights into how a work can reflect inconsistent 

attitudes toward women as they exercise moral agency.  

 Given such a perspective, questions arise in response to the drama. First, why are 

there such disparate responses to Anne’s adultery? After all, Anne is guilty, caught in 

flagrante delicto, and punished. Do varying reactions from characters in the play, as well 

as from modern critics, indicate an example of discomfiture with the status quo, that is 

the Protestant ideal of marriage? In the previous chapter, I suggested that even as early as 

1553, in the simple comedy Ralph Roister Doister, protests against woman’s 

mistreatment as a free moral agent might be heard in the silenced questionings of Dame 

Christian Custance. I also indicated that part of the effectiveness of her characterization 

may be attributable to Udall’s use of et utramque partem, a rhetorical technique allowing 

for the delineation of a problem from disparate points of view. Fifty years later, Anne 

Frankford, unlike Christian Custance, is unfaithful; however, similar questions about 

Anne’s moral agency emerge linking hers with Christian’s. For instance, how does the 

sinner, Anne, see herself? Does she, like Christian, experience frustration in being judged 

by others? Or does Anne concur with these judgments? How do other characters perceive 

Anne before and after her fall? Custance, although unjustly accused of infidelity, is 

expected to forgive wholeheartedly, but does so with some qualification. Anne, on the 

other hand, justly accused of adultery, repents, but to what extent and to what degree? Is 

there anything ambiguous in the play’s treatment of her infidelity or its reparation? Does 
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current scholarship itself reflect a similar ambiguity? Is A Woman Killed With Kindness 

another example of the effect of et utramque partem, by which a situation, presented in 

all its complexities, challenges cultural or religious norms of a time? In addressing these 

questions, I examine the ongoing unrest in the drama itself that accompanies the 

treatment of woman and her conscience. In Heywood’s drama, whether Anne Frankford 

is saint or sinner, as moral agent, is she any closer to establishing her “psychological 

adulthood”? 

 An analysis of Anne Frankford as moral agent encompasses four events in the 

play: the seduction, the testing of guilt, the discovery, and the reconciliation. Before 

dealing directly with Anne in the seduction scene, I will briefly explore three areas 

concerning Heywood’s development of Anne’s character which lay a foundation for 

understanding her actions as moral agent. Three of the four areas deal directly with Anne 

in the opening scene, and two have not received critical comment. The fourth area 

involves Wendoll’s soliloquy prior to propositioning Anne. His soul-searching must be 

assessed as it provides an immediate model or prototype for the machinations of Anne’s 

conscience later in the play. 

 The first scene finds the Frankfords married barely three hours (1. 39).2 Charles 

Mountford praises Anne as “beauty and perfection’s eldest daughter,” quite a prize as 

“many a heart hath sought her” (1. 23-24). The male guests dutifully joke about the 

wedding night and how the sheets will shake, as mentioned in the traditional song (1. 4). 

The men complement Anne for already learning wifely obligations by being “pliant and 

duteous in your husband’s love” (1. 41). Indeed, the bride has managed to “curtsey the 

 119



 

first day” to the delight of the onlookers. In the midst of these accommodations to male 

expectations of the ideal wife, however, Heywood adds two details that have not received 

critical comment, items important as early indicators of the play’s ambiguous nature, 

particularly in its delineation of Anne’s capacity as moral agent.  

 First, Anne responds to the wedding guests’ flatteries with lines that ostensibly 

indicate a dutiful, self-effacing wife. Anne states, “I would your praise could find a fitter 

theme / Than my imperfect beauty to speak on. / Such as they be, if they my husband 

please, / They suffice me now that I am married” (1. 2. 29-32). Mistress Frankford’s 

concluding remarks contain both a simile and metaphor, suggesting not only intelligence, 

but also a sly jibe at Elizabethan poetical convention: “His [Frankford’s] sweet content is 

like a flattering glass, / To make my face seem fairer to mine eye: / But the least wrinkle 

from his stormy brow / Will blast the roses in my cheek that grow” (1. 33-37). In other 

words, the possibility exists from Anne’s first words in the play that she is more than a 

simple naïve girl. Second, Anne’s intellectual prowess is mentioned twice; its 

significance heretofore unmentioned by scholars. Charles Mountford calls Frankford’s 

attention to his bride’s erudition: “First, her birth / Is noble, and her education such / As 

might become the daughter of a prince, / Her own tongue speaks all tongues, and her own 

hand / Can teach all strings to sing in their best grace” (1. 17-19). Mountford speaks once 

more of Anne’s learning. Congratulating the groom, he reminds Frankford that “There’s 

equality/ In this fair combination; you are both scholars, / Both young, both being 

descended nobly” (1. 66-68). Thus, early in the play, Heywood takes pains to point out 

that Anne is on an equal intellectual footing with her husband. This emphasis on Anne’s 
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erudition is a stumbling block to critics, such as Paula McQuade, who argue, for example, 

that Anne is “a moral and intellectual cripple” ( 249). And as reviewed in Chapter Four, a 

Renaissance woman of Anne’s class, and especially one whose education “might become 

the daughter of a prince,” would receive instruction in the classics, foreign languages, 

scripture, and conduct books in the tradition of Vives. Moreover, the goal of this 

education would be to help Anne remain a chaste wife and intelligent companion. 

Therefore, from the outset, certain important details in the play invite a rethinking of 

Anne’s character. 

 In addition to passing over Anne’s wit and erudition, critics have also generally 

overlooked another important aspect of Anne’s characterization that belies her reputation 

as simply a dutiful wife. Typical of critics who note Anne’s apparent malleability, 

Ornstein refers to “the ideal of female docility and submissiveness” elaborated in the 

play’s opening scene (129), while McQuade calls attention to Anne’s being “a decorative 

object, whose beauty and sexual purity embellish his [Frankford’s] own worth” (242). In 

scene four, Wendoll brings news of a fight between Charles Mountford and Anne’s 

brother, Sir Francis Acton. Based on the stage directions, Anne has gone out herself to 

greet Wendoll, instead of waiting for him to be presented formally. The young visitor and 

Anne come in together. Anne has gotten all the news already: “O Master Frankford, 

Master Wendoll here / Brings you the strangest news that e’er you heard” (4. 36-37). 

Moments later, Anne is compelled to augment her guest’s retelling of the hawking 

incident: “O but you hear not all” (4. 45). At least one critic finds Anne’s behavior 

impulsive and an indication that she is not so docile or pliant as typically perceived. Van 
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Fossen observes, “Anne’s fall is not wholly preposterous. One would not want to push 

the suggestion too far, but in Anne’s interruption of Wendoll’s account of the fight at the 

hawking, there is an impulsiveness that would make yielding more credible” (xlvii). 

 As mentioned, Wendoll’s soliloquy provides an important prelude to Anne’s 

seduction. Not only does the speech reveal Wendoll’s ethical gymnastics, but it also 

creates a paradigm against which to compare Anne’s moral workings. Like Faustus, 

Wendoll believes himself beyond the pale of God’s mercy: “Slave, thou art damned 

against redemption” (6.3). Next Wendoll also tempts the Almighty: “I’ll pray and see if 

God within my heart has better thoughts” (6. 7-8). Through the young man’s inverted 

logic and rationalizations, even praying becomes an occasion of sin, as Wendoll 

discovers, “Why, prayers are meditations, / And when I meditate—O God, forgive me--/ 

It is on her divine perfections” (6. 9-11). Thus, Wendoll gives up hope, doubts God’s 

help, and deifies his beloved. Having abandoned the traditional Christian methods of 

seeking spiritual aid, Wendoll errs once more by attempting to ward off temptation by 

himself: “I will arm myself / Not to entertain a thought of her” (6. 12-13). Self-restraint a 

failure, the young man returns to God, blaming the Divinity for what he (Wendoll) is 

about to do: “O God! O God! with what a violence / I am hurry’d to my own destruction” 

(6. 17-18). Wendoll’s egotism and powers of rationalization are aptly summarized in the 

concluding section of the soliloquy. Wendoll’s friendship with Frankford is a veritable 

ego trip, the young guest’s adultery an inevitability: “He [Frankford] cannot eat without 

me / Nor laugh without me. I am to his body / As necessary as his digestion, / And 

equally do make him whole or sick” (6. 40-43); after all, Wendoll’s name is “in the holy 
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book of his [Frankford’s] remembrance.” And as Faustus claimed, “My heart is hardened, 

I cannot repent” (2. 3. 19-20), 3 so Wendoll concludes, “And yet I must, then Wendoll, be 

content; / Thus villains, when they would, cannot repent” (6. 90-93). Although the young 

man makes some half-hearted attempts at self-control (“I may choose and I will choose . . 

. Who can compel me?” [6. 90-93]), still his limber conscience easily bends his moral 

backbone. Wendoll is not to blame. Again like Faustus who blames the “bewitching 

fiend” for tempting him and robbing him of eternal happiness (5. 2. 95-96), so Wendoll 

ascribes his moral failure to cosmic forces: “What sad destiny / Hath such command upon 

my yielding thoughts? / I will not. Ha! some fury pricks me on; / The swift Fates drag me 

at their chariot wheel / And hurry me to mischief. Speak I must” (6. 98-103).  

 Yet, my reading of Wendoll’s soliloquy is at odds with several critics whose 

interpretations do not find the speech an example of self-justification. And most 

significant, these same critics apply similarly permissive standards to Anne. For example, 

Rick Bowers argues that Wendoll’s speech shows an “inner sense of decency” and “sense 

of torment” (297-98), while David Cook observes that the soliloquy contains “no 

speciousness, no sophistry.” It is “simply the bare statement of passion” (357). Nancy 

Gutierrez attributes Wendoll’s capitulation of moral responsibility to simply “an example 

of passion too strong for reason to control” (276). These comments are typical reactions 

not only to Wendoll’s moral agency but to Anne’s as well. Wendoll’s soul-searching is 

important here because it provides a preliminary model for the machinations of Anne’s 

conscience. And as I will demonstrate, Anne’s moral deliberations parallel her lover’s, 

thus placing Anne on an ethical parity with a male character, thereby, assigning her a 
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level of independence not heretofore acknowledged. Mistress Frankford, even in 

choosing evil, is given the opportunity by Heywood to use her moral capacity for 

judgment as an adult. Through Anne’s fall from grace, Heywood depicts woman as fully 

human; he has respect for her moral agency. Thus A Woman Killed With Kindness may 

be as radical in its own way as Ralph Roister Doister. Even though the female characters 

come from opposite ends of the spectrum morally, the playwrights portray them making 

moral decisions as fully-deliberating adults. Reluctance from both characters and modern 

critics to allow Anne to let her conscience be her guide is evident by comparing the 

seduction scene itself with scholarship that falls into three areas of response: criticism 

that sympathizes with the sheer passion of the event, criticism that sees Anne as morally 

impaired, and criticism that finds Mistress Frankford a willing adulterer. 

 In scene six, Anne approaches Wendoll with solicitous concern. She and her 

husband John have sought Wendoll everywhere “about the house,” even shouting for him 

“into the fields” (6. 71-72). John wants Anne to inform Wendoll to make himself at 

home, “to make bold in his absence and command / Even as himself were present in the 

house” (6. 76-77). The audience hears the irony in her speech, being privy to Wendoll’s 

less than honorable intentions. Anne notices Wendoll’s troubled face and provides him 

the perfect empathetic opening: “Are you not well, sir, that you seem thus troubled? / 

There is sedition in your countenance” (6. 104-05). Wendoll, however, immediately 

complements Anne, using appropriate Renaissance hyperbole: “fair angel, chaste and 

wise: I love you” (6. 106-07). These lines have an immediately powerful effect upon 

Anne, not by what she says, but by Wendoll’s verbal response to her physical one: “Start 

 124



 

not, speak not, answer not. / I love you--nay, let me speak the rest” (107-08). Obviously, 

Anne is surprised, starting to object, but does not. She is obedient under the wrong 

circumstances. Critics propose that Anne’s reaction simply shows her innocence, that she 

is just a “sweet young thing” who has never encountered a “Wendoll” before. For 

example, Michael Wentworth argues that Anne is “victimized by naiveté and innocence, 

not by flaw in character” (150). David Cook, alluding to Mistress Frankford’s assumed 

purity, asks: “How could she be prepared for something she had not conceived” (361). 

The fact remains that although Anne is disturbed by what she hears, she is not disturbed 

enough to walk away.  

 Anne permits herself to get even more involved in conversation with Wendoll, 

clearly in Christian nomenclature, an overt occasion of sin. 4 She echoes Wendoll’s 

suggestion about the host of Heaven attesting to his sincerity. Anne repeats the phrase, 

reminding him and herself of imminent spiritual treachery: “The host of Heaven forbid / 

Wendoll should hatch such a disloyal thought” (6. 110-111). Both Anne and Wendoll are 

aware of the divine prohibition against what is suggested. Wendoll, however, replies, 

“Such is my fate; to this suit I was born, / To wear rich Pleasure’s crown, or Fortune’s 

scorn” (6. 111-112). These lines are significant in terms of Anne’s moral dilemma. First, 

Wendoll is patently rationalizing, abrogating his moral responsibility to fate—a fate at 

odds with the host of Heaven. Second, Anne cannot miss the erotic implication of the 

phrase, “To wear rich Pleasure’s crown”—Wendoll intends to “wear” Anne sexually. 

Ironically, these lines also echo an earlier line when Anne is described as something to be 

“worn” by another man. Charles Mountford hailed Anne as “a chain of gold to adorn 
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your [Frankford’s] neck” (1. 64). Anne shows her awareness of the sexually explosive 

implications of Wendoll’s words. She states, “My husband loves you” (6. 113). Nancy 

Gutierrez is only partially correct in her assessment of Anne’s behavior in this scene, 

suggesting, “Anne herself defines who she is solely in terms of her role as Frankford’s 

wife, responding to Wendoll’s entreaties in the seduction scene only in relationship to 

what such an act might be to her husband” (276). I suggest that Anne not only sees 

herself as more than just a wife; she also sees herself as a responsible person. It is 

probable that Anne is more attracted to Wendoll than she is ready to admit since her 

behavior keeps her engaged in a conversation she should never have continued. Her 

motivation for adultery may be traceable to nothing more mundane than vanity and 

sexual arousal. The situation presented between Anne and Wendoll is not unlike that 

between Caesar and Decius, when the confident conspirator is positive of the ability of 

his rhetorical skills to get Julius to the Capitol, for “If he be so resolv’d, / I can o’erway 

him; . . . / Let me work; / For I can give his humor the true bent, and I will bring him to 

the Capitol” (2. 1. 202-03; 209-11). Wendoll hopes to work upon Anne’s “humor,” by 

putting his salacious suggestions in heavenly diction, thus appealing to her better nature. 

Anne is after all his “fair angel, chaste and wise” (6. 106).  

 Anne’s moral struggle is obvious as she lists the good things her husband has 

done for Wendoll. Frankford “esteems” Wendoll, opening up his purse and table to the 

young man. Mistress Frankford finally asks, “I am his wife that in your power hath left 

his whole affairs; / It is to me you speak?” (6. 123-24). Anne did not need to work to such 

rhetorical heights. Her frequent impassioned references to John constitute a type of verbal 
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foreplay. It is as if the more Wendoll speaks to Anne of how “bad” they would be in 

betraying Frankford (for has not Wendoll recorded their treachery already “within the 

red-leav’d table of his heart”) [6. 126-27], the better their tryst will be. Anne invites this 

cat-and-mouse game by asking the fatuous, “Is it to me you speak?” (6. 124). Wendoll 

obliges by continuing the sexual volley that both realize will end in the bedroom. He 

quiets Anne: “Oh speak no more . . . Fair and of all belove’d” (6. 125-28), thus turning 

her into a divine sex object. And significantly, unlike longer speeches in this exchange, 

Anne makes no attempt to interrupt him. Wendoll only interrupts himself, with staccato 

interjections such as “I care not I . . . I care not . . . I care not,” carefully placed among 

meaningless threats to “hazard all my earthly means” or “incur the name of villain 

throughout the world” (6. 136-39). Wendoll’s utter desire for Anne includes his own 

destruction: “For you I’ll live and in your love I’ll die” (6. 138-39). In reply, Anne 

sounds the note of the loyal wife once more: “You move me, sir, to passion [anger] and 

to pity; / The love I bear my husband is as precious as my soul’s health” (6. 140-42). 

However, Mistress Frankford never offers an absolute refusal or immediate dismissal, no 

unequivocal, “Get thee behind me, Satan!” Instead, the young wife encourages the 

seduction. “You move me” is just another invitation to Wendoll to demonstrate his 

rhetorical prowess in succeeding in bedding her. 

 Wendoll attacks Anne’s lingering resistance by identifying with both of Anne’s 

loves: Frankford and her own soul. Therefore, the answer is simple to their moral 

dilemma; there isn’t one. After all, the seducer loves both Anne’s husband and her soul; 

the inference—it is all right for Anne and Wendoll to love one another, a veritable 
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ménage a trois without the trois:5 “I love your husband, too, / And for his love I will 

engage my life. / Mistake me not, the augmentation / Of my sincere affection borne to 

you / Doth no wit lessen my regard of him” (6. 142-46). Confident of his conquest, 

Wendoll assures Anne of his discretion: “I will be secret, lady, close as night, / And not 

the light of one small glorious star / Shall shine here in my forehead to bewray / That act 

of night” (6. 146-49). Anne’s passive response, a rhetorical question, is troubling. The 

stage directions indicate that Anne directs the next two lines in an aside to the audience: 

“What shall I say?” (6. 150). Ethically, Anne knows what she should say but shows 

herself every bit Wendoll’s equal at rationalizing: “My soul is wand’ring and hath lost 

her way” (6. 151). Significantly, her next line is uttered directly to Wendoll, her physical 

positioning indicates her willingness to continue. Thus, she capitulates, “O Master 

Wendoll, O” (6. 150-52). 

 Several critics do not view Anne as a full participant in an immoral action. For 

example, Paula McQuade contends that Anne “neither admits to any desire sexual or 

otherwise,” faulting Heywood for “refusing to provide a psychologically revealing 

explanation as to why Anne Frankford commits adultery” (232). I argue that Anne’s 

quasi-orgasmic “O Master Wendoll, O” answers McQuade’s objections. Other critics cite 

this scene between Wendoll and Anne up to this point as an example of eroticism on a 

grand, but fully-clothed scale. Rick Bowers contends, for instance, that Anne is no match 

for the power of Wendoll’s “exotic terms for which has no defense” (299). He further 

excuses the lovers for being “caught up in the excitement of the moment” (299), taking 

the rather unorthodox position that Anne and Wendoll are doing nothing wrong. Bowers 
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argues, “In the large tomes of society, it is ‘adultery’; while in the small sympathetic 

experience between two human desires it in no way approximates such conceptualized 

opprobrium” (300). He concludes, “We have been privileged to overhear simple human 

intimacy” (301). David Cook remarks that Anne’s fall is due to fate, referring to “her 

destiny in submitting to the passion of Wendoll” (358). Not enough sex—too much sex—

the situation is a critical conundrum but relevant to my inquiry. These critics’ 

observations attest to Heywood’s constructing a situation of ethical ambiguity in terms of 

Anne’s accountability, thus further supporting my argument that the play highlights the 

difficulties that not only characters but sometimes critics have in accepting an educated 

woman’s decision to act in a sexually immoral fashion. Furthermore, the presence of such 

ethical ambiguity is suggestive of the use of et utramque partem. The situation is 

delineated in its complexity, allowing for disparate viewpoints. 

 The last part of the seduction scene is particularly important, not only in terms of 

what the text itself suggests about Anne’s moral accountability, but also in terms of 

critical response to her actions. I argue that while Heywood shows Mistress Frankford as 

an adult moral agent, modern scholars, such as Rick Bowers, David Cook, Michael 

Wentworth, John Canuteson, and Peter Rudyntsky either see Anne as a woman-child, 

incapable of adult moral judgment or else, like Gutierrez and McQuade, as unwitting 

victim to a patriarchal system beyond her control. 

 Anne’s seduction is almost a fait accompli, but the last lines of her capitulation 

warrant careful investigation. Anne’s “O Master Wendoll, O” is another example within 

the text of her encouraging the dialogue. Immediately, Wendoll places a palatable patina 
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on their adulterous plans by taking up the religious sweet nothings bestowed on Anne 

previously—“the fair of all belove’d, chaste and wise angel” and through them 

metamorphasizing her into a “sweet sighing saint,” a step down in the chain of being 

perhaps, but nonetheless effective propaganda. “Saint” Anne weighs the indecent 

proposal judiciously and cynically. In another example of et utramque partem at work, 

Anne puts the argument to herself, not in terms of moral culpability, but in terms of 

logically justifying an immoral action. In this respect, Mistress Frankford is Wendoll’s 

equal. As we have witnessed thus far, both Anne and her paramour are prime examples of 

demonstrating how et utramque partem’s methodology can be manipulated. First, she 

considers her present state: “I’ve ne’er offended yet” (6. 154). “Yet” indicates an 

ethically dangerous pre-condition, a proclivity for unfaithfulness; adultery is considered 

“do-able.” At least the line is ambiguous enough to permit such an interpretation. Rick 

Bowers also notes the “readiness is all” in Anne: “The offense is already in her mind 

through the very denial of it” (300). Mistress Frankford’s main fear is not in hurting her 

husband, John, but rather she fears revealing her guilt: “My fault, I fear will in my brow 

be writ” (6. 155). Ironically, the line recalls the mirror image of Anne’s wedding day, 

when her husband’s face reflected his content with her: “His sweet content is like a 

flattering glass, / To make my face seem fairer to mine eye” (1. 33-35). Now Anne 

worries that her own face will mirror betrayal. In considering the difficulty of hiding 

guilt, the young wife identifies with other women in her situation: “Women that fall not 

quite bereft of grace / Have their offenses noted in their face” (6. 156-57). As an educated 

woman, Anne would be aware of biblical, classical, and contemporary exempla available 
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in conduct books and marriage manuals, highlighting the fate of the fallen woman. Thus, 

she states, “I blush and am ashamed” (6. 158). Despite feeling shame, fearing her guilt 

will be obvious, claiming equal love for soul and spouse, realizing her disloyalty, Anne 

consents to Wendoll’s proposition with an important moral caveat. Mistress Frankford 

states, “O Master Wendoll, / Pray God I be not born to curse your tongue, / That hath 

enchanted me. This maze I am in / I fear will prove the labyrinth of sin” (6. 158-61). Her 

words parallel those of Faustus—like Wendoll’s earlier: “And yet I must . . . Thus 

villains when they would, cannot repent” (6. 51-52). Thus, both characters choose evil 

freely and refuse to acknowledge their culpability. Heywood concludes the scene 

emphasizing the guilt of both parties. Wendoll, a clever rhetorician, takes the 

representations of Anne’s guilty conscience, the “labyrinth” and “maze,” changing them 

into physical delights: “The path to pleasure and the gate to bliss / Which on your lips I 

knock at with a kiss” (6. 162-63). Anne offers little resistance, and Wendoll wastes no 

time, urging her, “Your husband is far from home, your bed’s no blab-- / Nay look not 

down and blush” (6. 165-66). The couple exits. 

 Several critics differ with my reading of this scene, and their responses indicate 

the complex nature of Heywood’s description of woman as moral agent. For example, 

David Cook argues that Anne is morally a child, not aware of the magnitude of her 

offense: “Her [Anne’s] fault is a fault of moral sensibility, but not one involving 

cheapness or shallowness of emotion” (358). Cook characterizes Anne as “a young, 

sweet-natured but totally inexperienced girl” (355). But such views do violence to the 

text. Anne is shown as fully aware of the situation, sexually interested and available. She 
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may be “inexperienced” in extra-marital affairs, but Mistress Frankford is certainly not a 

“girl” in the condescending sense employed by Cook. However, Cook is equally lenient 

with Wendoll’s accountability. Although the critic falls short of calling Anne’s lover a 

“boy,” he excuses Wendoll for being “forced into self-betrayal by feelings he cannot 

master” (357), adding that Mistress Frankford’s fellow adulterer has “no calculated 

playing on her feelings” (357). Michael Wentworth, like Cook, does not give Anne credit 

for acting as independent moral agent. Referring to lines 160-61 of the seduction scene, 

Wentworth argues that Anne “enters the labyrinth of sin, it would seem, against her will,” 

and that Anne is in a state of “helplessness” (155). John Canuteson shares both Cook’s 

and Wentworth’s views in rationalizing Anne’s adultery. Canuteson contends, “The 

decision to sin is Wendoll’s and though we cannot excuse Anne, we can at best temper 

our attitude toward her guilt by blaming Wendoll as Nicholas does: ‘It is that Satan hath 

corrupted her’[6. 17-18]” (131). Peter Rudyntsky argues that Anne and Wendoll are 

paradoxically guilty, yet not guilty, because they did not choose to sin: “Both Anne and 

Wendoll are shown struggling with temptation, then involuntarily yielding to it” (114). 

Rudyntsky would make the reader an accessory to their crime, a co-conspirator by means 

of a certain immoral vicariousness: “Because we experience both the sweets of their sin 

and their moral conflicts, we find it impossible to condemn the lovers completely” (115). 

Rudyntsky’s reasoning is, I believe, specious. He argues that since Wendoll and Anne 

yield “involuntarily,” there could be no grounds for moral condemnation. 

 Some scholars mitigate Anne’s culpability through a different approach to the 

adultery itself. For example, Nancy Gutierrez and Paula McQuade do not argue that Anne 
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is so morally immature as to be unable to distinguish between right and wrong as do 

Cook and Bower; rather they mitigate their condemnation of the infidelity by blaming 

Anne’s fall on the patriarchal system of Protestant companionate marriage. Gutierrez 

argues that Anne is actually the victim of her education, which is described in the play’s 

first scene as being equal not only to her husband’s (they are both termed “scholars”) but 

also “as might become the daughter of a prince” (1. 17-18). Nevertheless, Gutierrez 

contends Anne’s “upbringing and her education, the foundation of her chastity are 

liabilities in the situation for they have defined her only in terms of wife and mother and 

have allowed her no internal resources with which to fight Wendoll’s suggestion” (272). 

The first part of the critic’s comment is unassailable: the most important goal of a 

Protestant Renaissance woman’s training and education is to keep her chaste. But to 

argue that this same education morally disabled Mistress Frankford is illogical. Anne 

would have been armed with fifteen-hundred years of examples of women who would 

have happily given their lives, not to mention eyes, hands, or breasts, rather than dishonor 

their flesh through some gross immorality. In facts, later Anne speaks of restoring her 

honor by lopping off her body parts as partial penance. Moreover, Anne is fully aware of 

the moral implications of her decision to have an affair with Wendoll, as evidence in the 

play attests. 

 However, Gutierrez does not concern herself with these particulars. She observes 

that it would not be literary traditions that would have failed Anne the most when she 

needed help; the failure would be a system that pigeon-holed her as wife and mother. 

Gutierrez argues that Anne “gives in to Wendoll, the only guide in this disordered new 
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world in which she finds herself, a man who, in all ways but one, she has been treating as 

her husband” (272). The critic would have us believe that Anne is so indoctrinated to 

love, honor, and obey, that this otherwise intelligent, educated woman’s only reason for 

consenting to an affair with Wendoll is to make her husband happy by pleasing his best 

friend. I understand the possibility of something like this happening, but not its 

plausibility. Based on Heywood’s delineation of Anne’s character, I cannot entertain 

Gutierrez’s assessment as a cogent explanation of events in the play. The “O Master 

Wendoll” indicates passion of a young woman for a lusty young man, not the utterance of 

a dutiful wife. 

 Like Gutierrez, McQuade faults the Protestant patriarchal system more than Anne 

for the character’s fall. However, McQuade arrives at her view of Anne’s culpability 

quite differently from Gutierrez. McQuade suggests that the Protestant view of 

companionate marriage has the peculiar effect of rendering Anne morally incapable of 

acting as an independent moral agent. In arriving at this conclusion, McQuade cites 

Heywood’s theory of drama articulated in the Apology for Actors; the dramatist suggests 

that the theater be didactic (231). Heywood states that playwrights should, like the wise 

men of Greece, “by their own industry find no nearer or directer course to plant humanity 

and manners in the hearts of the multitude, than to instruct them by moralized mysteries 

what vices to avoid, what virtues to embrace, what enormities to abandon, what 

ordinances to observe” (10-11). McQuade argues that Heywood is not being traditionally 

didactic in his portrayal of Anne and that the playwright could not have intended to 

condemn the young wife outright as another example of weak womanhood. McQuade 

 134



 

observes, “Heywood refused to provide a psychologically revealing explanation as to 

why Anne Frankford, the female protagonist, commits adultery” (232). The critic 

continues, “If the purpose of the play is to warn female spectators to avoid similar 

behavior, why did Heywood fail to provide any of the conventional explanations for 

female sexual transgression?” (323). But as I have argued, Heywood provides a 

compelling reason—Anne’s lust. McQuade counters that Anne’s “utter lack of desire is 

arguably her most salient characteristic” (233). On the contrary, I suggest that the 

seduction scene shows a woman filled from the crown to the toe topful, not of direst 

cruelty, but of direst sexual desire. While I agree with McQuade that Heywood addresses 

the issue of woman’s moral agency in A Woman Killed, I disagree with her contention 

that Anne is characterized as not fully aware that her behavior is not unethical. McQuade 

suggests that Anne has no decision-making ability, the lack being directly attributable to 

her Protestant patriarchal-tinged attitude toward marriage. McQuade states, “Heywood 

intends Anne’s lack of agency to reflect the loss of autonomy demanded of woman in 

marriage” (233). It is important to note that McQuade claims that Anne lacks the “ability 

to use her conscience to recognize ethically ambiguous situations and respond 

appropriately” (233). She further argues that not only is Anne’s moral capacity warped 

but so is that of her husband. In sum, McQuade contends: “Heywood provides a 

compelling critique of female subjection within Christian marriage on the grounds that it 

prevents both men and women from acting as moral agents” (233). 

 McQuade traces this state of affairs “to the play’s relation to early-modern 

English religious thought” (232)6 that was especially interested in helping individual 
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Christians apply universal moral truths to particular areas of conscience. I suggest that 

this theological concern parallels the rhetorical purpose of et utramque partem, which 

explores moral issues through drama, seeing in the lives of individual characters 

universal moral principles in operation. McQuade observes that while “no divine ever 

suggests that conscience is gender-specific” (233), the wife’s “status in marriage could 

affect her moral capacity subordinating her to masculine authority, thereby requiring her 

to accept the judgment of her husband” (234). In addition to a woman’s being subjected 

to her husband’s authority, thereby impugning on the operation of her conscience, 

McQuade points to another problem that a Christian wife might encounter. This same 

subjection might curtail the “ethical practice sessions” a wife would need to build a 

strong moral center. According to McQuade, Protestant Casuists advocated exercising 

moral decision-making: “Casuists did suggest ways for people to gain skill in moral 

analysis. The first is through careful consideration of arguments for or against a course of 

action and vigorous intellectual debate within one’s self or others” (236). For example, 

McQuade notes Protestant clerics’ interest in John Donne’s Biathanatos 1648 (a defense 

of suicide), wherein the divine reminds us “that the best way to find the truth in this 

matter [deciding a case of conscience] was to debate it and vex it” (30). 

 This information is relevant to Anne’s situation. As a married woman, her ability 

to “debate” and “vex” moral dilemmas would be necessarily circumscribed. “When they 

address questions concerning the duty of a married woman,” McQuade contends, 

“casuists implicitly recognize that her dual status makes independent moral decisions 

difficult” (238). The critic extends the argument, maintaining that because Anne is a 
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married woman in early-modern England, she would be morally incapacitated—at least 

as far as making an independent moral judgment. McQuade frames the crux of Anne’s 

predicament thus: “Having suspended her ‘will and reason’ in deference to her husband 

and relying on her husband as moral guide, a wife would find it difficult to exercise 

moral judgment that casuistry deemed crucial. This contradiction has explosive 

implications” (239). McQuade continues, “If writers were convinced that each partner in 

marriage must be an independent moral agent, he (or she!) might develop a Christian 

critique of patriarchal marriage on the grounds that an unequal marriage relationship 

impeded such individual moral capacity” (239). The critic concludes, “I argue that A 

Woman Killed With Kindness provides a Christian critique of patriarchal marriage” 

(239). Therefore, McQuade’s analysis sees Anne as falling because the character does not 

quite know how to respond to Wendoll—a man her husband loves and wants her to 

respect. “To illustrate the incompatibility with companionate marriage,” McQuade 

maintains, “Heywood shows how Frankford’s friendship fosters confusion in Anne 

concerning her status in the household” (243). But the evidence in the play does not 

support the notion that Anne would be confused; on the contrary, Heywood’s 

characterization shows Anne’s conscience actively engaged in applying the universal 

moral principles. Nevertheless, McQuade argues that Frankford’s instructions to Wendoll 

“to be a present Frankford in his absence” (6. 79) are a source of grave concern for Anne. 

Supposedly, the request puts Anne in a double bind. Do Frankford’s words mean 

Wendoll has uxorial authority? Or do they mean nothing more than to extend hospitality 

in her husband’s absence? McQuade’s response reveals a lack of appreciation for 
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Heywood’s delineation of Anne’s character. For instance, McQuade maintains that 

“Anne would most likely examine the precise wording of her husband’s instructions and 

her own experience—both of which suggest that it does” (243). Frankford’s request 

transforms Wendoll into a surrogate husband. As evidence that Anne would logically 

respond in this manner, McQuade reminds us that Sir Francis had asked John’s 

permission to dance with Anne during the wedding scene (1. 6-8) and had also joked with 

him about his sister’s already curtsying “the first day” (1. 43). However, I argue that 

these examples are insufficient to warrant McQuade’s conclusion that “Anne would have 

good reason to believe, therefore, that her husband has transferred her over to Wendoll” 

(244).  

 For example, during the actual seduction scene, when Anne engages in verbal 

volleys with Wendoll, McQuade refers to the same scene as Heywood’s using 

“Wendoll’s declaration of love to create a case of conscience concerning the limits of 

wifely obedience” (244). She refers specifically to lines (6. 114-24) where Anne says, 

“My husband loves you.” McQuade quite correctly notes that Anne is especially active in 

the exchange. However, while Heywood shows Anne as enjoying the theatricality of her 

resistance, McQuade views Anne as spending “considerable rhetorical and emotional 

energy underscoring her husband’s hospitality” (244). And where the dialogue in the 

scene presents a person fully aware that what she is allowing herself to entertain is 

morally dangerous, McQuade interprets the scene as “expressing Anne’s moral dilation; 

she attempts to determine what his love means for her decision to yield or not to yield to 

Wendoll’s request” (245). I fail to see how a character of Anne’s intelligence would 
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consider adultery a viable moral option, especially under the conditions given in the play. 

Certainly nothing in her dialogue suggests such a reading. Yet, this interpretation is 

precisely what McQuade’s reading of the scene invites us to do. She argues, “As Anne 

sees it, she faced a complicated moral situation in which her duty to obey her husband 

would seem to lead her to commit an act that both religion and morality would normally 

forbid” (245). Thus, the reader is asked to accept Anne’s education and upbringing as 

responsible for placing her into this situation. Apparently, this is the inexorable 

conclusion McQuade draws on the basis of the evidence: “She [Anne] therefore accedes 

to Wendoll’s request, not out of sexual desire [O Wendoll O no?] but because she is 

unsure of what to do and unable to advance a compelling argument for preserving her 

chastity” (245). Indeed, Anne did not want to argue; she wanted to go to bed. Yet, 

McQuade acknowledges, “It is easy to fault Anne for not taking a more active role in 

rejecting Wendoll’s advances” (245). I agree with that observation, but I disagree with 

McQuade’s final assessment of this portion of the play: “But Anne’s lack of agency 

ignores the fact that as a wife, her virtue lies in her ‘meek’ and ‘submissive’ courtesy to 

her husband and his surrogates” (245). I find nothing in the play to suggest such a 

conclusion. 

 Cecile W. Cary quite correctly finds that Anne is accountable for her actions in 

the seduction scene, contrary to the scholarly response surveyed thus far in this chapter. 

Cary examines how Heywood’s use of music gives clues to Anne’s characterization. 

Cary relates Anne’s adultery to the character’s “letting her reason be overmastered by 

passion” (112), constructing her argument in part on Anne’s association with music, an 

 139



 

association that traditionally looks at the Renaissance through the highly ordered lens of 

that particular discipline. Cary refers to the De Institutione Musica where Boethias 

divides music into three types: “musica munda,” means the music of the universe; 

“musica humana,” involves the use of reason to help put society and the individual in 

tune with heavenly concord; and “musica instrumentalis” refers to presented music (112). 

Cary suggests, “Heywood makes significant use of this concept of music in his depiction 

of Anne Frankford” (112). Cary additionally notes this Renaissance association of love 

and music in The Courtier, when Count Ludovico speaks of music’s ability to move the 

mind to love, and Bembo speaks of how the lover must love even the voice of the 

beloved.7 Establishing these associations of music with love and reason, Cary refers to 

the opening of A Woman Killed when Sir Charles comments, “There’s music in this 

sympathy, it carries / Consort and expectation of much joy” (1. 70-1). The audience 

would expect a balance and harmony in the Frankfords’ married life. But Cary also notes 

the ambiguity associated with music and its foreshadowing marital discord. 

 For example, in the jocularity about who will dance “The Shaking of the Sheets” 

with Anne, Cary points out something disconcerting. The critic reminds us that it is 

Wendoll who brings up the subject of death inadvertently when he states: “That’s not the 

dance that every man must dance / According to the ballad” (1. 4). R. W. Fossen 

contends “Wendoll’s allusion to death as common to every man is apparent in the first 

stanza of eleven” (4). The ballad is somewhat grim: “Can you dance the shaking of the 

sheets . . . Make ready then your winding sheet / And see how you can bestir your feet, / 

For death is the man that all must meet” (Van Fossen 4). Cary observes, “Literally, 
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Wendoll is the cause of Anne’s death” (115-16). Additionally she points to music’s 

association with reason and harmony in the seduction scene, where Wendoll is busy 

quelling his conscience. Cary argues, “The guest has now fallen passionately in love with 

Anne and wishes ‘to drive away this passion with a song’” (119). Cary also notes 

Wendoll’s rationalizing skills, observing how at first he connects music with purgation 

but does not maintain that association for long. “He [Wendoll] immediately links it 

[music] with laughter and determines he cannot sing because he is so unhappy” (119). 

When Wendoll tries to pray, Cary argues, “He rationalizes that ‘prayers are meditations; 

and when I meditate, it is on her divine perfections’” (119). Cary states that here Wendoll 

effectively “denies the efficacy of both song and prayer,” disassociating himself from the 

traditional notion “that music is an aid to the rational faculty of man” (119). Anne is 

“enchanted” then in one sense by the irrationality of his words, words that have by his 

disassociation from music suggested a breech with heavenly harmony. These 

observations about the characters and music add credence to my argument that Heywood 

shows Anne as capable of acting rationally and morally; she simply chooses not to. 

 Heywood provides additional opportunities for the audience to consider Anne’s 

adultery from the male perspective, notably Frankford’s. His comments help the audience 

gauge the extent of Anne’s moral agency from the outset of the affair until its termination 

and repentance. Frankford is hard pressed to believe that Anne could succumb to 

inappropriate advances. When Nicholas informs his master of Anne’s apparent betrayal, 

stating, “I love you better than your wife,” (8. 42), Frankford can barely entertain the 

suggestion: “May this be true . . . Is it by any wonder possible?” (75-77). Nevertheless, 
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his suspicions are obvious, as he stops Nicholas with a curt, “No more,” when the servant 

offers, “Shall I discourse the same by circumstance” (8. 87). Immediately, Frankford lists 

Anne’s attributes, as if trying to reason away what he can only understand must be 

irrational behavior. After Anne’s noble parentage, Frankford recalls her “virtuous” 

education, and along with her beauty, previously uncontested sexual purity, and wifely 

demeanor toward him personally, concludes, “in all her actions that concern love / To me 

her husband,” Anne has been “modest, chaste, and godly” (8.95-100). Anne’s education, 

therefore, should have been the bastion of defense against her fall. John expected his wife 

to be intellectually and spiritually prepared. As such, he is correct to ask, “Is all this 

seeming gold plain copper?” (8. 109). Anne is the ideal companion, or had been. Since 

Frankford and his wife are identified at least three times as scholars, it seems implausible, 

as McQuade argues, that Anne would lack the moral training necessary to rebuff 

Wendoll’s first inappropriate word. Frankford’s disbelief also lends support to the play’s 

highlighting a woman’s making a fully-informed moral decision, even as she challenges 

the traditional view of womanly virtue, an action the male characters, like Frankford, find 

difficult to imagine. 

 Frankford’s ambivalent attitude toward Anne is further highlighted during the 

card game in scene eight, lines 114-222. Like Frankford’s previous comments in response 

to Nicholas’s unburdening of his suspicions of his mistress’s infidelity, the gaming scene 

provides proof of Anne’s acting as a fully informed moral agent. The indications are that 

before the advent of Wendoll, Frankford and Anne had an affectionate, loving 

relationship. What is of particular interest is that analysis of this scene makes critics’ 
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observations such as Bowers, Cook, and Rudynsky’s that Anne is a naïve victim less 

credible.  

 For example, the card game presents Anne as a less than passive victim. Van 

Fossen observes that “it is impossible to tell whether Wendoll and Anne are innocently 

betrayed by their own words or are exchanging glances and enjoying a joke between 

themselves” (xliii). As Frankford excuses himself from the scene which seems to all but 

have convinced him of his wife’s guilt, he tells Anne to go ahead to bed without him. For 

his part, Frankford faces a long night. In an aside he states, “To bed then, not to rest; / 

Care lodges in my brain, / Grief in my breast” (8. 221-22). For her part, Anne appears a 

“smooth operator,” for in the midst of her ongoing affair with Wendoll, Mistress 

Frankford assures John that, “No sleep will fasten on my eyes, you know, / Until you 

come” (8. 210-ll). The scene indicates that Anne has a certain sang froid in 

countenancing her own adulterous behavior. She is the smiling serpent beneath the flower 

of wifely concern. Consequently, in this scene Heywood not only makes the case for 

Anne’s psychological adulthood, but also sets the stage for Anne’s dealing with her 

conscience throughout the remainder of the play. 

 It is significant that Anne’s growing sense of guilt over her affair with Wendoll 

does not give her the strength to end it. For example, even though she tells Wendoll, “O 

sir you are too public in your love” (11. 93), Anne does not refuse him. To Wendoll’s 

suggestion, “Come, Nan, I prithee let us sup within” (11. 102), Mistress Frankford’s 

response is not a vigorous, “No!” rather Anne expresses a growing sense, not of sorrow 

for betraying her husband, but regret over a growing sense of guilt. “O what a clog unto 
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the soul is sin” (11. 103), she cries, ironically reversing Mountford’s praise of her on the 

wedding day: “The lady is not clog as many are” (1. 58). As Anne bemoans the anxiety 

of an uneasy conscience, Wendoll mocks her, “Fie, fie you talk too much like a Puritan” 

(11. 109). Anne’s response is another example of her unwillingness to accept full 

responsibility for the adultery: “You have tempted me to mischief, Master Wendoll” (11. 

110). No one would argue the point; however, Anne’s next words show that like a good 

casuist, she has wrestled with her conscience as Donne suggests in Biathanatos. Anne 

knows the truth; she simply refuses to face it: “I have done I know not what” (11. 111). 

This line ironically parallels Wendoll’s, who Faustus-like also ignored the promptings of 

his conscience: “What sad destiny / hath command upon my yielding thoughts / And 

hurry me to mischief. Speak I must” (6. 98-103). Still rationalizing, Anne not only 

refuses to take her share of responsibility for the affair, but she also claims she cannot 

end it. “Well, you plead custom; / That for want of wit I granted erst / I now must yield 

through fear” (11. 111-13). Anne knows this argument is specious and attests to its 

shallowness in the next lines: “Come, come let’s in. / Once o’er shoes, we are straight 

o’er head in sin” (11. 113-14). Her deterministic attitude echoes another Renaissance 

character who ignores his better judgment. Like Anne Frankford, Macbeth refuses to stop 

his sinful deeds, claiming custom: “I am in blood / Stepp’d in so far that I wade no more, 

/ Returning were as tedious as go o’er” (3. 4. 135-37). I do not suggest that Anne’s crime 

approaches the moral proportions of the Scot’s, but she arguably shares his reluctance to 

admit culpability and stop the immoralities. Certainly, Heywood has created a female 
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character not only any man’s equal in freely choosing evil, but also his equal in 

intellectually justifying sin. 

 Critics offer different explanations for Wendoll’s behavior in scene six; however, 

each writer shares the view that Anne is in some manner morally incapacitated. For 

example, Jennifer Panek describes Anne’s claiming that she was tempted to do she knew 

not what as just another example of Mistress Frankford’s “entirely passive, unwilling 

role” (368). Evidence in the play, however, shows that Anne feels guilt after the fact; 

moreover, Anne has never been “entirely passive or unwilling.” For instance, the affair 

does not end until Anne is caught in flagrante delicto. But scholars do not seem 

particularly concerned with this observation. Wentworth, like Panek, views Anne as a 

less than mature moral agent. In reference to the same scene of Mistress Frankford’s 

abrogating her moral responsibility by claiming “lack of wit,” Wentworth argues, “Anne 

further betrays the confused and involuntary nature of her actions which even now she 

fails to completely understand” (155). However, Wentworth’s comment suggests an 

important question: if Anne’s actions are involuntary, should she not be crying, “Rape!”? 

Apparently, Wentworth sees no contradiction in this statement; he sees Anne as incapable 

of acting as a responsible moral agent: “Anne still lacks the intellectual resources and 

moral insight to discern any solution to her predicament” (155). Cook also argues that 

this scene illustrates that Anne “is still an unsophisticated girl” (364). However, I believe 

that Panek, Wentworth, and Cook give Anne short shrift, failing to appreciate the 

development of Anne’s character. Lacking this perception, they fail to consider an 

important statement Heywood makes about woman through Anne: she is an adult human 
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being capable of great good as well as of great evil. Frankford’s words and actions 

corroborate such a view in the discovery scene.  

 After Frankford discovers Anne and Wendoll’s adultery, he tells Nicholas, “O me 

unhappy, I have found them lying / Close in each other’s arms and fast asleep” (13. 42-

3). Frankford explains that he would have killed them both then and there, “But that I 

would damn two precious souls / Bought with my Savior’s blood and send them laden / 

With all their scarlet sins upon their backs / Unto a fearful Judgment” (13. 44-7). While 

critics have noted the similarity between this scene and Hamlet’s not killing Claudius at 

prayer,8 no one has commented upon the significance of the lovers being “close in each 

other’s arms and fast asleep.” Anne must lose some credibility at this point, for an hour or 

two before, she bemoaned her troubled conscience, calling herself “a pale offender” who 

was “still full of fear” (11. 104). Despite such protestations, Anne sleeps peacefully, 

locked in Wendoll’s embrace. Her slumbering makes a sadly ironic contrast to 

Frankford’s earlier inability to sleep at the mere thought of his wife’s unfaithfulness: “To 

bed then, not to rest; / Care lodges in my brain, grief in my breast” (8. 222-23). 

Frankford’s sorrow is deep because his second self has deceived him. Heywood 

characterizes Anne as a “fair match” for John; they are equals based on social rank, 

education, and mutual affection. Anne’s betrayal is so egregious because she knows 

better but deliberately chooses to deceive her husband and have a sexual relationship with 

Wendoll. Frankford may wish “that I might take her / As spotless as an angel in my 

arms,” (13. 61-2) but realizes Anne’s actions preclude this possibility if he is to be a good 

Protestant wronged husband.  
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 Anne’s behavior as discovered adulterer further supports the reading of Anne as 

competent moral agent. And her behavior in the remainder of scene thirteen has not 

received critical attention. Anne’s repentance is ambiguously presented. According to 

traditional Christian beliefs of faithfulness in marriage, if an individual is repentant, she 

undergoes a spiritual conversion or metanoia, which involves not simply ending immoral 

behavior but living a fully Christian life. The biblical story of the woman taken in 

adultery is especially apt to Anne’s situation, for Christ forgives the woman, telling her 

specifically, “Go, and sin no more” (John 8:ll). He does not instruct the woman to kill 

herself for sorrow. Anne’s conversion and self-styled repentance are ambiguous in their 

efficacy when considered against Christian teaching. Thus, my reading of the play 

challenges current views of Anne as passive victim. I argue that Heywood subverts a 

view of Anne as chastened sinner by showing her capable of adult moral agency, even as 

she chooses to violate Christian behavior and in repentance chooses how she will control 

her situation. 

 The depth of Anne’s repentance is questionable from the outset. She speaks to 

Frankford, referring to herself five times within the space of six lines: “O by what word, 

what title, or what name / Shall I entreat your pardon? Pardon! O / I am as far from 

hoping such sweet grace / As Lucifer from Heaven. To call you husband--/ O me most 

wretched, I have lost that name; / I am no more your wife” (13.78-83). A swoon, whether 

natural or contrived on Anne’s part ends the speech. Frankford sees the fainting as merely 

theatrics, ordering Anne to “Spare thou thy tears, for I will weep for thee” (13. 84). He 

must also remind his wife just who the offended party is: “Now I protest I think ‘tis I am 
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tainted, / For I am most asham’d” (13. 86-87). To Frankford’s question, “What wouldst 

thou speak?” (13. 89), Anne has much to say. On one hand, the first lines of her response 

are a seemingly mature acknowledgement of moral culpability. Anne states, “I would I 

had no tongue, no ears, no eyes, / No apprehension, no capacity” (13. 90-1). Mistress 

Frankford seems fully aware of the magnitude of her offense, so much so existence seems 

intolerable. However, the next lines show Anne to be the self-absorbed penitent, 

transformed into a pitiable victim, demanding to know when Frankford will spurn her 

like a dog, tread her underfoot, and drag her by the hair (13. 92-94). Next Anne resorts to 

cliché, asking to be spared physical abuse: “For womanhood—to which I am a shame, / 

Though once an ornament” (13. 96-7). Then, she goes straight to her trump card, Jesus 

Christ, begging that “Even for His sake / That hath redeem’d our souls” (13. 97-8), that 

Frankford would “Mark not my face / Nor hack me with your sword, but let me go / 

Perfect and undeformed to my tomb” (13. 98-100). Conspicuously absent from all of 

these lines is heartfelt contrition. Frankford is equally unimpressed; he replies, “May God 

with patience arm me” (13. 106). 

 Ironically, Frankford, in trying to understand Anne’s behavior, subjects her to the 

same type of questioning Anne made of Wendoll before the seduction. In both cases, the 

subject is Frankford’s honorable conduct. And in both instances, Anne shows her full 

awareness of her husband’s faithfulness and her own duplicity. Through Frankford’s 

questioning, Heywood addresses the quality of Anne and John’s marriage before the 

advent of Wendoll. Nothing had been amiss. Frankford had responded to Anne’s 

material, psychological, and sexual needs (13. 106-09). Yet rather than fully accept her 
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share of responsibility for the adultery, Anne deflects this unpleasant task by stressing her 

present suffering. For example, Frankford asks Anne whether the thought of their 

children might stop her from infidelity. Anne has nothing to say except to emphasize her 

agony: “In this one life I die ten thousand deaths” (13. 128). For the second time in the 

scene, Frankford is demonstrably annoyed at Anne’s grandstanding; he insists his still 

supine wife “stand up, stand up” (13. 129).  

 Anne’s soliloquy demonstrates the ambiguous nature of her repentance. While she 

will “play by the rules” imposed by the Protestant patriarchal establishment, Anne will 

retain as much control over her situation as possible. For example, Anne’s stated hopes 

for capital punishment, her seemingly stoic wish, “T’is welcome, be it death,” (13. 131) 

is undermined by its emphasis, not on the pain she has inflicted on Frankford, but rather 

on her own pain and degradation. This “base strumpet” will no longer enjoy “such a 

husband, / such sweet children” (13. 133). To redeem her honor, Anne would prefer 

mutilation and racking: “I would have this hand cut off, these breasts sear’d / be rack’d, 

strappado’d” (3. 135-36). Anne verges on blasphemy, offering “to whip but this scandal 

out, I would hazard the dear redemption of my soul” (13. 137-38). Ironically, her words 

counterpoint Wendoll’s in the seduction scene, when the “rich” redemption of Anne’s 

soul is ignored in his haste “To wear rich Pleasure’s crown” (6. 113), a pleasure Anne is 

all too happy to provide. Similarly, Mistress Frankford says she would willingly be 

damned in return for her honor. Anne addresses the women in the audience, directly 

admonishing them: “O women, women, you that yet have kept / Your holy matrimonial 

vow unstain’d / make me your instance: when you tread awry, / Your sins like mine will 
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on your conscience lie” (13. 141-42). Anne’s sins lie on her conscience, the realization of 

their gravity yet unknown. What at first might be read as a simple avowal of guilt and 

regret becomes an ambiguous statement of controlled pride. For who is Anne to presume 

to “hazard the dear redemption” of her soul? The purpose of repentance is to restore the 

soul to God, not to exonerate one’s self in eyes of the world as Anne’s words clearly 

indicate. So, women in the audience might think twice before taking Anne as their model.  

 Frankford’s comments before passing sentence on Anne further support the 

ambiguous nature of her repentance. Frankford announces, “I’ll not martyr thee, / Nor 

mark thee for a strumpet” (13.153-54). He has something spiritually more instructive for 

her than martyrdom. Frankford will, “But with usage / Of more humility torment thy soul 

/ And kill thee even with kindness” (13. 154-56). He tells Anne she is to live nearby, but 

cut off from all contact with the family, and therefore, “never after this sad day . . . send 

by word . . . or otherwise to move me, by thyself or by thy friends” (13. 174-78). The 

supposedly repentant Anne fails to follow this request. Critics have not commented on 

the significance of Mistress Frankford’s recalcitrance, an omission I address. 

 Heywood ambiguously dramatizes Anne’s repentance. Her words, while declaring 

sorrow for adultery, have centered upon herself, what she is feeling, her humiliation, her 

suffering, her desire to die. Her subtle egoism is present even as she moves to the manor 

house, her “holding cell.” Anne stops the coach on the pretext she is not worthy of such 

luxurious transport. Yet she assiduously avoids acknowledging her guilt. Like Wendoll, 

who earlier attributed his fall from grace to forces beyond his control (“The swift Fates 

drag me at their chariot wheel” [6. 101-02]), so Anne credits the same forces for her 
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demise: “Why should I ride in state, / Being hurl’d so low down by the hand of fate?” 

(16. 1-2). It is further ironic that Anne has quite an entourage, a coterie, who can attest to 

the depths of her degradation. Jenkins offers encouragement and validates her sufferings: 

“Comfort, good mistress; you have watered your coach with tears already” (16. 5-6). 

Sisly also offers solace along with practical wisdom: “Good mistress, be of good cheer. 

Sorrow you see hurts you, but helps you not” (16. 11-12), and like Jenkins adds another 

positive acknowledgment to Anne of her misery: “We all mourn to see you so sad” (16. 

12). Anne continues to attest to her own sufferings when Franklin sends Nicholas with 

her lute. The young wife acknowledges that she and the instrument “are both out of tune, 

both out of time” (16. 18-19). However, Anne takes the time to have the servants gather 

round and invites their “tears / To wash my spotted sins” (16. 29-30). Apparently, Anne 

cannot bear to suffer in silence or alone, the extent of her agony tenuous at best. 

Moreover, her sincerity is questionable when Anne provides Nicholas a full listing of her 

sufferings with specific instructions to impart them to Frankford, who only hours ago 

forbade any further contact. Anne is intelligent enough to couch the request in self-

denigrating language, while at the same time, evoking pity. She states, “If you return unto 

your master, say-- / though not from me, for I am all unworthy . . . That you have seen 

me weep, wish myself dead. / Nay, you may say so too—for my vow is pass’d--/ Last 

night you saw me eat and drink my last / This to your master you may say and swear, / 

For it is writ in Heaven and decreed here” (16. 58-59). Not only has Anne violated the 

terms of her reformation by giving a full account of her spiritual journey to Frankford, 
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she trumps his penance by announcing a heaven-ordained suicide. “This to your master 

you may say and swear” (16. 64). 

 Anne’s self-promotion continues, the effect of her intended suicide enhanced by 

breaking the lute, her dramatic “farewell to all earth’s joys.” Again, she instructs 

Nicholas, “So your master tell” (16. 73). Mistress Frankford singles herself out for 

special sympathy as “the woefullest wretch on earth” (16. 77), her suffering unique: “My 

inward grief / No tongue can utter” (16.80). However, Anne is careful to make certain a 

third time that Nicholas let Frankford know her pain: “Would you had words,” she 

instructs the servant, “To express but what you see  

. . . yet unto your power / You may describe my sorrow and disclose / To thy sad master 

my abundant woes” (16. 79-82). Nicholas agrees to Anne’s request, but she claims 

sudden humility: “O no. I dare not so presume” (16. 83-84). However, she gives Nicholas 

permission a fourth time to violate Frankford’s request not to hear from her. Anne 

demurs, “I have no more to say. Speak not for me, / Yet you may tell your master what 

you see” (16. 93-94). Like a Mark Antony feigning a lack of rhetorical skills (Julius 

Caesar 3. 2. 217; 221-23), Mistress Frankford is just as successful as the erstwhile Roman 

in getting the listener to obey. 

 Evidence in the text indicates that Anne Franklin is more in charge of her 

situation than previously recognized by critics. She may be under her husband’s 

jurisdiction as far as his initial punishment, but she is completely under her own 

judgment when determining how long her penance will last, and it will not last long. 

Anne will go to her death bed; she will not eat or drink; she will do nothing to save her 
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life; she will advertise her sufferings: “I never will smile, nor sleep, nor rest” (16. 101-

03). In this respect, Heywood illustrates a female character’s attempts to work against the 

strictures of a Protestant ideal of marriage with its draconian punishments for adultery. If 

Anne Frankford is the model of adulteress-turned-penitent, she exerts as much control 

over the particulars of that conversion as possible. Katherine Henderson and Barbara 

McManus recognize subversive behavior like Anne’s as one way for a woman to protest 

her situation. The critics observe: “While some modes of achieving power involve 

manipulation or bullying, the society that decreed female submission gave no other 

alternatives to the woman married to an oversensitive or overbearing husband” (80). 

Anne is adept at such manipulation. But such an attitude prevents the soul waiting upon 

God’s will. In practically determining the time and manner of her own death, Anne 

assumes a false Christ-like authority in determining when she will hand her soul over to 

her Maker. Her “It is finished” (John 10:30) is on her time, not God’s. “But when my 

tears have wash’d my black soul white,” Anne announces, then, “Sweet Savior, to Thy 

hands I yield my sprite” (16. 106-07). Heywood’s characterization of Anne Frankford is 

that she is subversive of the Protestant ideal of companionate marriage. Anne’s 

“cooperation” with her punishment is a subtle protest against an ostensibly divine justice, 

biblically-based and Protestant-approved. Anne Frankford, like Christian Custance, does 

what she can to assert herself in a situation over which she has limited control. In both 

Ralph Roister Doister and A Woman Filled With Kindness, the playwrights’ delineations 

of female characters’ moral agency creates ambiguity that allows for an interpretation 

that these works highlight the discomfiture of women acting as independent persons. 
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 Anne’s death scene itself is also ambiguous. Heywood juxtaposes Anne’s 

subversive acquiescence with the conflicted attitudes toward female moral autonomy 

shown in the remarks of Anne’s brother and sister-in-law. For example, Sir Francis 

blames Wendoll for destroying Anne: “O that same villain Wendoll! ‘Twas his tongue / 

That did corrupt her; she was of herself / Chaste and devoted well” (17. 12-14). Here 

Acton echoes Nicholas’s assessment in scene six: “It is that Satan hath corrupted her, / 

For she was fair and chaste” (6. 179-80). In both instances, male characters cannot 

entertain the possibility of Anne’s freely choosing to act upon illicit sexual desire. Next, 

immediately after mitigating Anne’s behavior, Acton criticizes Frankford’s punishment 

as too lenient; Sir Francis would have killed Anne and Wendoll on the spot: “Had it been 

my case, / Their souls at once had from their breasts been freed; / Death to such deeds of 

shame is due meed” (17: 21-22). Furthermore, Anne’s sister-in-law, like Acton, 

exonerates Anne in one line, then blames her in the next. Susan remarks, “Alas that she 

should bear so hard a fate; / Pity it is that repentance comes too late” (17. 31-32). Further, 

Susan joins Anne and Wendoll in ascribing the lovers’ fall to fate. 

 In addition to the contrary statements of the Actons, the audience learns two 

important facts contributing to the ambiguous nature of Anne’s repentance. Jenkins 

reports his mistress’s deplorable physical condition over which Anne has had complete 

control: “She hath plainly starved herself, and now is lean as a lath” (17. 35-36). Second, 

the exiled, disgraced adulterer has been a local celebrity of sorts, for “Many gentlemen 

and gentlewomen of the country are come to comfort her” (17: 37-38). Such adulation is 

not what Frankford probably had in mind for Anne’s spiritual renewal. Thus, we not only 
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see the conflicted attitudes towards Anne’s responsibility in the affair, but also the 

conflicted actions of a penitent in self-indulgent public display. 

 Heywood further suggests the ambiguous nature of Anne’s conversion as she 

speaks for a final time with her brother and Charles Mountford. Anticipating Frankford’s 

imminent arrival, Anne recalls his chiding her shameless behavior. He had criticized, “I’ll 

blush for thee. / Now I protest I think ‘tis I am tainted” (13. 85-86). Now Anne asks 

Acton and Mountford if they can read her “fault writ in my cheek?” (17. 56). Mountford 

assures her, “Alas, good mistress, sickness hath left you / Blood in your face not enough 

to make you blush” (17. 58-59). Anne is pleased, stating, “ Then sickness like a friend my 

fault would hide” (17. 60). This sentimental exchange is somewhat disingenuous on 

Anne’s part, for she is not sick in the traditional sense of becoming ill by chance. 

Mistress Frankford has chosen to starve herself, and has, thereby, maintained a degree of 

power over her fate. True, Anne’s “fault,” her adultery is not visibly attested to by a 

flushed face; however, this ashen camouflage results not from patient and humble 

contrition but rather from a willful decision to carry penance to extremes. Anne once 

exclaimed as a newly wed, “But the least wrinkle from his [Frankford’s] stormy brow 

will blast the roses in my cheeks that grow” (1. 36-37). Now, it is her control of 

Frankford’s punishment that has left her blush-less. In Christian tradition, saints are 

known for heroic virtue and child-like dependence on the will of God revealed in the 

ordinary circumstances of their lives.9 Although it is arguable that Anne is heroic in her 

determination to show her sorrow, nevertheless Anne creates the situation under which 

this contrition occurs and is observed by others. In this regard, then, Anne is unlike the 
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sinful tax collector, hidden in the recesses, begging God’s mercy. Mistress Frankford, 

like the Pharisee of the parable (Luke 18: 9-14) is front and center stage, actively 

promoting her sufferings and unworthiness. 

 Heywood adds to the disputed atmosphere of Anne’s death scene by the comment 

of one particular onlooker, a comment that has received little critical attention. The line’s 

prominent placement in the scene invites scrutiny because it seems especially “out of 

tune” and “out of time.” Franklin forgives Anne, solemnly stating, “I pardon thee . . . and 

in mere pity / Of thy state I’ll wish to die with thee” (17. 95-97). All those present at the 

deathbed chorus: “So do we all” (17. 98). All except Nicholas, who wryly observes, “So 

will not I; / I’ll sigh and sob, but, my faith, not die” (17. 99-100). These words might 

appear inappropriate and disrespectful. But Nicholas speaks the truth, commenting on 

Anne’s wasteful death. Neither he nor anyone else is going to die immediately, except 

Anne, and her death is not necessary. As Ornstein comments, “Since this comic aside 

threatens to expose all the tearful sympathizing as sentimental cant, one cannot imagine 

Heywood risking it unless he thought that some in the audience would appreciate its 

honesty” (177). Significantly, Nicholas’ comment draws our attention a final time to the 

crux of the play: a woman decides how she will work out her spiritual journey, acting as 

her own independent moral agent, within a system that does not encourage such 

autonomy. Anne commits adultery because she desires the physical Wendoll more than 

she desires the abstract chastity and obedience. The play does not purport that her 

behavior is a good thing. Characters suffer; lives change irrevocably. But the manner in 

which Heywood presents her fall and her repentance is suggestive of the recognition that 
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woman has come of age in terms of reckoning with her private conscience. She may not 

have much recourse once her sin is committed; there would be a high price to pay in a 

Protestant patriarchal culture that held woman to an especially high standard and meted 

out punishment perhaps often disproportionate to the crime. However, an intriguing 

connection emerges here between Anne and another woman struggling within the 

Protestant culture of companionate marriage. Like Christian Custance, Anne challenges 

the status quo of male determination of feminine operation of conscience. Christian 

knows she is innocent; she suffers a good deal of embarrassment and heartache as her 

chastity and faithfulness are impugned by a fool. Ironically, the men who hold her to this 

same standard of chastity and faithfulness eventually tell her to forget her sufferings 

because it is all a joke. Even her espoused ignores Christian’s deeply expressed pain, 

preferring instead to be silent and humiliate her at the end of the play. She is trying to live 

the ideal of Protestant companionate marriage and is sabotaged. Anne Frankford, on the 

other hand, is not trying to live the ideal. She commits adultery with full consent of the 

will. But ironically, unlike Christian Custance, who is laughed at for attempting to keep 

her reputation unsullied and meets male ridicule, Anne Frankford is characterized as 

being incapable of choosing evil as an adult woman who freely chooses to ignore the 

promptings of her conscience. It is significant that much of the current scholarship in 

response to A Woman Killed With Kindness focuses on Anne in the same way that 

several of the male characters do: Frankford, Acton, and Nicholas for example cannot 

readily believe that would choose Wendoll over virtue. Their explanation: the devil made 

her do it. But these characters fail to appreciate that Anne’s decision was freely made. 
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Similarly, in the criticism surveyed in this chapter, there has been a reluctance to grant 

Anne true moral autonomy, even if it be in choosing evil. But Heywood allows Anne this 

autonomy. By critics and other characters, Mistress Frankford is described as an 

innocent, inexperienced girl, an individual morally incapacitated by a patriarchal system 

that made it impossible for her to make ethical decisions. On the contrary, just the 

opposite happens in the play. We observe a rational human being, who happens to be 

female, exerting her will not only in her crime, but also in her punishment. Anne 

Frankford is not perfect, but she is perfectly capable of making moral decisions. She is 

capable of knowledgeable self-destruction as any Faustus or Macbeth. 
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Notes 
 

 1Domestic tragedy is defined as “Tragedy dealing with the life of commonplace 

people.” A Handbook to Literature. 6th ed. C. Hugh Holman and William Hamon. (New 

York: Macmillan, 1992): 146. 

 2All quotations from A Woman Killed With Kindness are taken from A Woman 

Killed With Kindness. R. W. Van Fossen, ed. (Cambridge, MA: Harvard U P, 1961): 1-

101. 

 3All quotations from The Tragical History of Dr. Faustus are taken from English 

Drama 1580 to 1642. C. F. Tucker Brooke and Nathaniel Paradise, eds. (Lexington, MA: 

D. C. Heath and Company, 1933): 179-91. 

 4See Daniel Kroger in The HarperCollins Encyclopedia of Catholicism Richard P. 

McBrian, ed. Referring to an occasion of sin, Daniel Kroger states: “The principle 

involved is that since Christians have an obligation to avoid serious sin, they are obliged 

by reason of prudence to avoid whatever will lure them into sin or is likely to provide an 

easy avenue for sin,” 928. 

 5See Margaret B. Bryan, “Food Symbolism in A Woman Killed With Kindness,” 

Renaissance Papers 1974, Dennis G. Donovan and A. Leigh Denief, eds. (Durham, NC: 

Duke U P, 1975): 15. 

 6See Albert J. Jonsen and Stephen Toulmin, “The Achievement of Casuistry” in 

The Abuse of Casuistry: A History of Moral Reasoning (Berkeley, 1988): 19; and 
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Camille Wells Sleights, The Casuistical Tradition in Shakespeare, Donne, Herbert, and 

Milton (Princeton, NJ, 1981). 

 7See The Book of the Courtier from the Italian Count Baldassare Castiglione: 

Done into English by Sir Thomas Hoby Anno 1561 (London, 1901), Bk. I: 75-90; Book 

IV: 343-355. 

 8Rudnytsky remarks, “The refusal to damn Anne and Wendoll by not giving them 

a chance to repent before killing them contrasts with, and is directly modeled upon, 

Hamlet’s unwillingness to kill Claudius at his prayers lest he go directly to heaven” 

(Hamlet 3.3.73-96) (111). Van Fossen observes: “This would have been their fate if they 

died without a chance to repent; contrast Hamlet’s refusal to kill Claudius at his prayers 

lest he go straight to Heaven” (73). 

 9See David Hugh Farmer, The Oxford Dictionary of Saints. (New York: Oxford U 

P, 1987 and entries for Francis of Assisi 1181-1226: 167-68; Theresa of Avila 1575-82: 

403; Philip Neri 1515-95: 314. 
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CHAPTER VI
 
 

“SULLEN PASSION” OR “VIRTUOUS PRIDE”: FEMALE MORAL  

AUTONOMY IN ELIZABETH CARY, LADY FALKLAND’S  

THE TRAGEDY OF MARIAM: THE FAIR QUEEN OF JEWRY 

 Although a closet drama not meant for public performance, Elizabeth Cary’s The 

Tragedy of Mariam: The Faire Queen of Jewry (1613) is, nevertheless, an important play 

in this study of how female characters are portrayed struggling to act in accordance with 

conscience. Whether those actions result in moral or immoral behaviors has not been the 

focus of the inquiry, so much as how female characters, like Mariam, arrive at those 

decisions. For example, in Nicholas Udall’s Ralph Roister Doister, Christian Custance 

tries to live her life according to the ideals of honesty and integrity as prescribed by both 

the prevailing patriarchal culture and her Christian faith, but unfortunately finds her 

legitimate concerns marginalized and her objections silenced. It is important to note that, 

Dame Custance articulates her discomfiture in a way that highlights the injustice of a 

system in which woman is expected to play by the rules, even when the other players 

ignore them. On the other hand, in Thomas Heywood’s A Woman Killed With Kindness, 

Anne Frankford does not try to live by the ideals of honesty or integrity; she chooses 

adultery. Mistress Frankford’s husband, as well as several other characters, trivialize 

Anne’s moral agency by suggesting that she did not realize what she was doing, or as one 

character suggests, “the devil made her do it.” Both women, one “good,” the other “bad,” 
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are nonetheless subjected to subtle attempts to control or devalue their independence as 

moral agents. 

 Mariam’s moral agency is also the centerpiece of what critic Mary R. Mahl calls 

Cary’s “landmark” drama (100). The first of its kind written by a female playwright, the 

work focuses on a woman’s ethical concerns. The social status of the work’s main 

character lends added gravity and importance to the depiction of woman as moral agent. I 

argue that Cary’s Mariam, like Udall’s Ralph Roister Doister and Heywood’s A Woman 

Killed With Kindness, exposes the hypocrisy and illogicality of the patriarchal mind set 

bent on seeing woman not as a spiritual equal, but as spiritual inferior. Queen Mariam, 

like Dame Custance and Mistress Frankford, effectively interrogates this unacceptable 

state of affairs. 

 Unlike the other plays in this study, the fact that Mariam has a female author 

warrants comment. The playwright’s sex impinges not only upon the actual writing of the 

work itself, but also upon the approach to source material. As a female dramatist, Cary 

faces a unique cultural and sexual bias. The implications of the author’s sex are also 

germane to my other area of inquiry—how a playwright’s knowledge and use of et 

utramque partem might aid in revealing the inconsistencies and fallacies within a 

particular culture’s value system. Therefore, background information regarding Cary’s 

education is appropriate. 

 Nancy Cotton Pearse calls Cary “startlingly precocious” (603). Retha Warnicke 

describes the important influences on Cary, observing that Lady Falkland’s classical 

learning made her unique (195). The Lady Falkland: Her Life, written by one of Cary’s 
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daughters, describes how Cary “without a teacher, whilst she was a child learnt French, 

Spanish, Italian, which she always understood perfectly. She learnt Latin in the same 

manner” (186). The Life testifies to an incident from Elizabeth’s childhood in which the 

young girl’s shrewdness of intellect is apparent. Apparently, ten-year-old Elizabeth was 

instrumental in saving a woman from being condemned as a witch. Cary happened to be 

present at the accused’s trial. Elizabeth’s father was the presiding judge. Cary told her 

father to ask the accused if she had “bewitched to death Mr. John Symondes”(Cary’s 

uncle present in the courtroom) (187). Only young Elizabeth had the presence of mind to 

ask a question that proved to all present that witchcraft did not exist. The woman was 

released thanks to Cary’s quick wit. The biography also relates how as a twelve year old, 

Cary received a copy of Calvin’s Institutions from her father “against which she made so 

many objections, and found him [Calvin] so many contradictions”(188) that her parent 

did not know quite what to make of her powers of analysis. Douglas Bush describes Cary 

as one of the representatives in the seventeenth century “of the ideal woman of Erasmus, 

More, Ascham, and Sir Anthony Cooke” (22). However, Bush argues that such women 

scholars are rare, noting, “But in the feminine as well as in other spheres, there was a 

change from aristocratic to middle class standards” (22). This change focused on “a 

common masculine view, which women held also, of the limited furnishings desirable for 

the female mind” (22). Bush observes of this period: “In general, feminine reading was 

expected to be pious and elegant rather than classical and solid” (23). Therefore, Cary’s 

education as described above would make her all the more unusual.  
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 Of particular importance to this study, Warnicke observes that Cary studied 

Senecan drama, a particularly apt vehicle for addressing the types of intellectual and 

moral issues that Mariam investigates. Warnicke contends, “Like other aspiring 

dramatists of the period, she [Cary] had realized the need to study Seneca and had 

decided to read his works in their original versions” (195). Barbara K. Lewalski also 

comments on the significance of Cary’s writing in the Senecan vein. The critic finds that 

Senecan drama as a genre is “often perceived as dangerous by Elizabethan and Jacobean 

censors precisely because they allow for the class of ideological positions and for the 

sympathetic presentation of resistance and rebellion” (179). Warnicke attests to Mariam’s 

being “the most regular of the classical plays published in England,” noting that besides 

being written in rhymed quatrains, it has “five acts, a chorus, long expositions, with little 

action. There are no comic scenes, almost no action, and Mariam’s death occurs off 

stage” (189). And in addition to a structure that lent itself to philosophical discussion of 

issues, Cary’s unique handling of her material (for example, making Mariam the focal 

point instead of Herod)1 may be facilitated by the theological debates of the Renaissance. 

Warnicke argues, “The prolonged conflict among kaleidoscope Christian views created 

opportunities for both men and women to perform in unexpected and unusual ways” 

(208).2  

 I argue that in Mariam Cary interrogates the illogicality and inherent 

contradictions in a patriarchal system that works against female characters’ 

unencumbered use of moral agency; the use of Senecan styled drama is particularly apt as 

it lends itself to investigating controversial ideas. Barbara Lewalski also points out the 
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aptness of the genre for articulating ideas at odds with the prevailing culture. She states, 

“Cary, like Samuel Daniel and Fulke Grevile, chose genres and took over generic 

strategies which allowed her to explore dangerous political issues” (179). And Margaret 

Ferguson refers to the significance of Cary’s choice of dramatic vehicle: “Her authorship 

of Mariam makes her the first woman in England to attempt substantial original work in a 

genre socially coded off bounds to women, authors and actresses alike” (37). 

 Cary’s choosing a medium noted for facilitating discussion of complex issues is 

particularly apt, as Renaissance prejudice against both woman and her intellectual 

capabilities remained strong. Patricia Labalme describes the sobering milieu: “For 

women who were learned had gone beyond the expectations of their sex; intellectual 

activity, the highest human function, was not appropriate for women. The Aristotelian 

notion of woman as a defective man lingered on” (4-5). Labalme concludes that these 

views “as late as the seventeenth century,” contend “a woman’s natural humors—cold 

and moist—were considered unpropitious for cerebral activity” (5). Modern critic David 

Murdock echoes Aristotle’s appraisal of the feminine intellect. Murdock argues, “It is 

fortunate that the children she [Cary] bore, nursed, and taught left her little time for 

religious speculation” (17). He describes Cary’s intellectual and spiritual struggles as 

placing her in a “cloud cuckoo land” (27). Yet, ironically, the same critic finds no 

contradiction in complementing Cary for the most positive influence she had on her son, 

Lucius Cary. Murdock concludes, “Lucius like his mother was absorbed in books and 

fascinated with ideas” (32). (Apparently, Cary must have come down occasionally from 

cuckoo land.) So, unlike Nicholas Udall and Thomas Heywood, Elizabeth Cary faces a 
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sex bias perhaps equipping her with an even greater empathy than her male counterparts 

in portraying the moral dilemmas of female characters. 

 Cary’s hostile cultural milieu may help explain the diverse critical response to the 

tragedy. Margaret Ferguson explains, “The question of woman’s right to a ‘public voice’ 

is both central to the drama and unanswered within it.” She contends, “The unanswerable 

question, central to this play but also to the Renaissance debates about the nature and 

proper behavior of womankind, underlies the lack of consensus among the play’s (few) 

readers about its ideological statement” (38). Ferguson frames the debate about this 

drama as a challenge to patriarchal control of female moral agency. Ferguson continues, 

“Mariam seems at times to mount a radical attack on the Renaissance concept of wife as 

property of her husband; but the play also seems—or has seemed to some of its readers, 

both feminist and nonfeminist—to justify, even to advocate a highly conservative 

doctrine of female obedience to male authority” (38). Ferguson wishes to know “why the 

play’s ideological message is so contradictory” (38). 

 Warnicke argues that the play represents its author’s ambivalent feelings toward 

marriage: “The subject of her tragedy is not typical of the reading generally 

recommended to Protestant women of the time, for it dealt with the destructive nature of 

marriage and the wrongful deaths of innocent and loyal spouses” (190). Ellen Beilin 

speaks of Mariam’s centering on “the spiritual heroism” of the queen and “exalting the 

feminine archetype of the Christian soul” (152). Beilin has no doubts about Mariam’s 

ideological stance, finding it “a fully-developed glorification of woman,” (153). Lewalski 

also reads the play as subverting “more conventional formulations of wifely duty” (199). 

 169



 

On the other hand, Louise Schleiner sees nothing exalting about Cary’s treatment of 

woman as independent moral being. Schleiner argues, “The play had, while portraying 

Mariam’s dilemma sympathetically, celebrated an ideal of extravagantly submissive 

wifeliness” (280). Schleiner faults critics of the play “from Pearse to Beilin and others” 

for “choosing to ignore or de-emphasize this point by preferring to view Mariam as a 

feminine heroine” (285). Sharing Schleiner’s assessment of the play, Betty Travitsky sees 

Cary as a conservative backer of being “chaste, silent, and obedient” (188), and the play 

itself as “the endorsement of traditional wifely humility” (285). 

 This diversity of critical reaction forms an appropriate background for a modern 

reading of Cary’s play. Such discussion indicates that Cary’s work is a thoughtful 

presentation of complex and controversial ideas. Ferguson observes, “Cary’s drama goes 

a long way toward unraveling the logic which binds ‘chastity’ to ‘silence’ and ‘obedience 

(44).’” This critic notes the intellectual dynamic of the playwright’s approach to Mariam, 

a view I believe is supported by evidence in the play. Cary uses reason to interrogate the 

culture’s bias toward irrational woman that would prevent her from acting as competent 

moral agent. 

 As mentioned, choosing to write in the Senecan mode offered Cary the freedom to 

explore complex issues. As a dramatist familiar with the classics and humanist 

educational tradition, Cary, as well as her peers, would be aware of the dangerous ground 

she was about to enter. Lady Falkland, no less than her heroine, would be subjected to 

scrutiny because of her daring to express what some consider radical opinions. Anne 

Rosalind Jones explains the dilemma women like Cary face merely because of their sex: 
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“Ideological pressures worked against their entry into the world of public print. Female 

silence was equated with chastity, female eloquence with promiscuity. Yet at the same 

time humanist culture celebrated eloquence in general as the distinguishing skill of male 

scholars, politicians, courtiers, and poets” (1). Like other women writers of the time, 

Jones argues that Cary finds ways “to maneuver within the chastity-silence equation” (1). 

Writing in the Senecan mode also offers a second advantage. Mary Ellen Lamb explains 

that the Senecan ideal “emphasizes passive endurance rather than heroic action,” and 

“withdrawal and inner composure as positive virtues” (213). Thus, the traditionally 

feminine virtues would have the same ethical weight as the more highly valued masculine 

virtues. 

 My method of analysis will be to examine those particular examples in the play in 

which Mariam, in Ferguson’s words, “unravels the logic which binds ‘chastity’ to 

‘silence’ and ‘obedience’,” thus allowing for the possibility of independent moral agency. 

If the drama succeeds in untying the Gordian knot of what constitutes essential properties 

of ethical behavior for woman, Mariam deserves more praise than being “a sophisticated 

achievement for a seventeen year old” ( Pearse 604). Before analyzing Cary’s tragedy in 

terms of its portrayal of Mariam, it is important to discuss the significance of silence in 

that triad of Renaissance feminine virtues: chastity, silence, and obedience. Catherine 

Belsey stresses the importance of Mariam’s speech: “It is worth noting that The Tragedy 

of Mariam (1603-04), the one play of the early seventeenth century that we know to have 

been written by a woman, sharply problematizes patriarchal absolutism and women’s 

speech” (164). Belsey also observes that two of the play’s central questions involve the 
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virtue of silence. First, does a wife have the right to speak her mind? Second, to what 

extent may a wife speak in resisting the dictates of a tyrannical husband? (171). Belsey 

notes, “As the play makes repeatedly clear, it is Mariam’s speech which puts her in 

danger” (173). Margaret Ferguson addresses the importance of woman’s speaking out. 

Ferguson argues Cary’s tragedy “provides another exemplary meditation on the vexed 

relationship between female speech and chastity. Cary both interrogates and in some 

sense affirms the ideological link between unruly female bodies and unruly tongues” 

(105). Moreover, Peter Stallybrass notes the significance of silence to a woman’s 

reputation, suggesting, “The surveillance of women concentrated upon three specific 

areas: the mouth, chastity, and the threshold of the house” (126). Stallybrass continues, 

“These three areas were frequently collapsed into each other. The connection between 

speaking and wantonness was common to legal discourse and to the conduct books. 

Silence, the closed mouth, is made the sign of chastity” (127). And finally, Beilin 

connects the concern with silence not only with Mariam’s characters, but also to the 

author herself: “In a culture that associated silence with feminine virtue, the articulate 

woman, whether her message was Salome’s or Mariam’s, risked the opprobrium reserved 

for ‘lewd, idle, forward, and unconstant women (169).’” Beilin suggests, “The writer’s 

problem, like Mariam’s, was to prove that her utterance did not make her an unnatural 

woman nor preclude her virtue”(169). 

 Mariam’s first line articulates the work’s preoccupation with a woman’s public 

voice: does she have the right to speak? “How oft have I with public voice run on / To 

censure Rome’s last hero [Julius Caesar] for deceit” (1. 1. 1).3 What has caused this guilt? 

 172



 

Mariam has heard that Herod is “now done to death” (1. 1. 15). The queen, torn by both 

feelings of relief and sorrow, identifies with Caesar’s weeping over someone he 

sometimes despised. Although Caesar “wept when Pompey’s life was gone,” he still 

“envied his [Pompey’s] power when living” (1. 1. 14). But here the similarities between 

Caesar and Mariam end. Mariam has more than justifiable reasons for being a “merry 

widow.” Despite Herod’s acknowledged love for his queen, which Mariam herself calls 

“the deepest love that ever yet was seen” (1. 1. 56), Herod’s great jealousy has kept 

Mariam emotionally estranged, keeping her heart “from paying him his debt,” and has 

“barred” her from her liberty (1. 1. 122-25). Additionally, Herod has also been 

responsible for the deaths of the queen’s brother Aristobulus, as well as her grandfather, 

Hyrcanus. The memory of their deaths makes Herod’s demise endurable; Mariam states: 

“These thoughts [of her loved ones’ deaths] have power, his death to make me bear” (1. 

1. 51). And most recently Sohemus informed Mariam of Herod’s orders to have her 

executed in the event of his [Herod’s] death. Yet even as Mariam tallies her husband’s 

crimes, she confesses her old passion “doth to my heart begin to creep again” (1. 1. 173). 

What is particularly interesting in this soliloquy is the personification the queen uses to 

describe her predicament. The trope establishes the ideological boundaries of the play 

with a subtle irony that no critic has yet commented upon. In describing the moral 

complexities of her situation, Mariam uses a term usually reserved for man, epitomizing 

the masculine or rational approach to discerning an appropriate course of action, as 

opposed to the feminine or irrational approach. Mariam states, “But yet too chaste a 

scholar was my heart / To learn to love another than my lord: / To leave his love, my 
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lesson’s former part / I quickly learn’d, the other I abhorr’d” (1. 1. 27-30). Mariam links 

the quintessential feminine virtue “chastity” with the traditional male scholar, and then 

immediately connects the scholar to the feminine heart. This juxtaposition clearly 

demonstrates the drama’s intent on working with (or against) the reader’s preconceptions 

about sex-appropriate roles. Thus, a female character ties chastity, not to silence and 

obedience, but to her moral agency, her powers of discernment. Mariam has the power to 

withhold part of herself, even as she feels the pain of Herod’s failures. 

 While Cary’s primary focus is Mariam, the playwright not only counterpoints the 

workings of Salome’s conscience as a foil to Mariam’s, but she also suggests both 

women address serious concerns of patriarchal control. For example, Salome is not the 

quintessential villainess. Even as she soliloquizes about how to get rid of Constabarus, 

Salome also admits knowledge of moral precepts. She muses, “And now, except I do the 

Hebrew wrong, / I cannot be the fair Arabian bride” (1. 4. 280-81). Like Mariam, Salome 

feels conflicting ethical demands, but unlike Mariam, she calls the constraints of her 

conscience “childish lets” (1. 4. 281-82). Nevertheless, Salome inventories her moral 

failures. She at least recognizes her moral culpabilities: she forgets to feel shame or 

concern for her reputation, or keep her thoughts “without remove” and then perhaps, 

“Josephus’ veins had still been stuff’d with blood” (1. 4. 287) and Constabarus’ face 

would not be “detested” (1. 4. 290). With logical precision, however, Salome dismisses 

her own moral accountability, stating simply: “But shame is gone, and honor wiped 

away” (1. 4. 293). Almost like a female Macbeth, Salome might admit she is “in blood 

stepp’d in so far” that “returning were as tedious as go o’er” (3. 4. 135-37). Salome 
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represents the adult woman freely choosing evil. Sandra Fischer maintains that Mariam’s 

primary foil, Salome, “may have some feminist principles but not moral sense” (232). 

Fischer’s observation, however, cannot go unchallenged. Even as Salome dismisses her 

own moral scruples (“And for my part I will employ my wits”) (1. 4. 296) within the 

same scene, the character also makes a rational plea for woman’s equal right to divorce. 

And if the reader disregards who is speaking, Salome’s words might easily be placed in 

Mariam’s mouth, especially noting the latter’s frustration with male misappropriation of 

power. The importance of Salome’s speech bears full quotation: 

Why should such a privilege to men be given? 

Or given them, why barr’d from women then? 

Are men in greater grace with Heav’n? 

Or cannot women hate as well as men? 

I’ll be the custom-breaker: And begin 

To show my sex the way to freedom’s door 

And with an offering will I purge my sin’ 

The law was made for none but who are poor. (1. 4. 305-10) 

 Nancy Cotton Pearse, referring to this same passage, observes that Salome “is 

most convincing here,” and concludes that the “active and lustful” Salome makes a 

“provocative contrast with the passive and chaste Mariam” (604). Yet, Salome’s views 

cannot be ignored. In fact, in important ways, Salome and Mariam are similar. As I 

suggested earlier in this chapter, early-modern dramatists, as recipients of classical 

humanist educations, would be familiar with the trope et utramque partem, that is, 
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looking at a situation from many different points of view. I contend that Cary’s use of 

this trope is particularly evident in this scene. Moreover, Cary presents controversial 

ideas that even when spoken by a less-than-virtuous character, like Salome, warrant 

serious consideration. Also, we know that Elizabeth Cary had a humanist education and 

subsequently selected a particular genre that encouraged the rational exploration of 

controversial topics. Certainly, Cary is, in her own way, “the custom-breaker.” However, 

Valerie Wayne argues, “Most Renaissance women were excluded from what has been 

called the ‘Tudor play of mind,’ the rhetorical tradition, so important to humanist 

education that posed abstract questions and argues answers on both sides of the topic” 

(27). Wayne cites Joel Altman’s view, which I share, that this tradition inspired and gave 

shape to a large body of literature. According to Wayne, “Women were denied crucial 

elements for such literary activity. Their education was not primarily dialectic” (27). 

However, Elizabeth Cary is not “most women,” but a brilliant intellect, who ironically 

even the historian Edward Hyde, Earl of Clarendon praises for her “masculine 

understanding.”4 And while Cary might not have had the opportunity to dispute 

philosophy before a king, like the daughters of Sir Thomas More (Pearse 27), she is 

reported to have enjoyed “joining in disputations with Oxford men and Dr. Laud found 

her Catholic arguments so convincing and influential that he recommended her 

banishment from London and the court” (Fischer 230). Cary creates a complex interplay 

of characters who, at least in Salome’s case, challenge blanket condemnation or praise. 

 In terms of moral agency, Mariam and Salome find their greatest differences. For 

Salome, the ends justify the means: “It doth suffice, / If our endeavors with their end be 
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crowned” (1. 3. 31-32). Mariam’s modus operandi is applying rational philosophy, not 

expediency: “With purest body I will shape my tomb and wish no favors” (1. 2. 201-02). 

But by the end of the first act, Cary accomplishes a remarkable feat. She introduces two 

strong female characters who compel the audience to consider some rather startling ideas: 

women speaking out against tyrannical husbands and women demanding equal 

opportunity to divorce. The drama’s female characters give full vent to the complexities 

of moral decision-making front and center stage. Cary showcases women as mature 

moral agents capable of heroic as well as tragic decisions. 

 It is helpful at this point to consider the choral commentary. As usual in a 

Senecan-inspired drama, the chorus provided non-authorial criticism.5 Considering the 

controversial topics introduced by Salome (woman’s right to initiate divorce taking any 

expedient measure required) and Mariam (woman’s right to hate a tyrannical spouse), the 

chorus, as representative of prevailing cultural norms, emphasizes Cary’s presentation 

and exploration of woman’s moral agency. At the end of Act One, the chorus criticizes 

individuals whose minds “only dote upon delight,” seek “what they cannot find,” and are 

unable to find happiness. However, the chorus eventually connects its apparently 

disparate thoughts to Mariam, accusing her of not being satisfied with her lot in life, 

unhappy with her husband Herod and desiring more wealth. The chorus is off its mark 

when it criticizes Mariam’s “wavering mind” (1. 6. 498) as stemming from an 

inappropriate desire for riches: “Yet cannot all their plenty make them glad” (1. 6. 504). 

The queen comes from a royal family and does not need Herod’s wealth or fame to 

enhance her fortunes, as she tells Salome earlier: “My birth to both of you [Salome and 
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Herod] the princess been / Thou parti-Jew and parti-Edomite, Thou mongrel” (1. 6. 233-

35). Next the chorus errs by assuming that Mariam is tormented with wanting “vain 

additions” (1. 6. 508), that is, seeking more than she has; but Mariam is not seeking 

anything materially or physically exciting. She simply calls on Herod to take 

responsibility for his actions. The chorus also errs in dismissing Maraim’s complaints 

against Herod as capricious whim: “To wish variety is a sign of grief” (1. 6. 511). 

According to this group, the queen is guilty of disloyalty and for a petty reason: “Still 

Mariam wish’d she from her lord were free, / For expectation of variety” (1. 6. 517-18). 

Thus, the chorus ignores Herod’s treachery and murders, as well as Salome’s evil plans, 

as it trivializes Mariam’s moral anguish as the ill-advised complaints of an ignorant 

female: “Her wishes guide her to she knows not what” (1. 6. 526). Mariam’s speech is 

judged by the chorus to be illogical, ill-formed, and tied to her chastity. The chorus 

condemns the queen, since people like her are to be pitied as “sad must be their looks, 

their honor sour, / That care for nothing being in their power” (1. 6. 527-28). Through 

these comments, Cary establishes the boundaries of the debate, the chorus’s articulating 

the culture’s expectations for women: a wife has little right to quarrel with her husband. 

Her role is to make the best of any situation and not complain.  

 Mariam’s next appearance not only directly confronts the issue of proper wifely 

behavior as stated by the chorus, but also focuses on a double standard of moral agency 

that has not received critical comment. Sohemus challenges Mariam’s moral agency. He 

informs the queen of Herod’s imminent arrival and almost immediately tries to limit her 

outpouring of anger and disappointment. The servant instructs his mistress: “Be not 
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impatient, Mariam, be but mild, / His love to you again will soon be bred” (3. 1. 131-32). 

In light of the audience’s knowledge of Herod’s despicable behavior toward the queen 

and her family, Sohemus’ request rings logically hollow. And it is Sohemus who, 

according to Mariam in her initial soliloquy, has the courage to tell her that her death “to 

his [Herod’s] had been inseparate” (1. 1. 150). The idea of Mariam’s resuming marital 

relations with Herod, as indicated by the term “bred,” seems especially inappropriate, 

since he has killed Mariam’s brother and grandfather. Unfortunately, Mariam’s response 

will eventually cost her life: “I will not to his love be reconcil’d / With solemn vows I 

have forsworn his bed” (3. 3. 132-33). Mariam condemns resuming marital relations with 

Herod, likening such action to returning to a base captivity. The queen asks, “And must I 

to my prison turn again?” (3. 3. 151). Earlier in the play, Mariam has laid the rational 

foundation leading to this decision. Now in Act Three, Sohemus acts as a foil to 

Mariam’s moral agency, insisting with patriarchal authority, the queen “must break those 

vows” (3. 1. 134) because Mariam as a wife should submit to her husband’s authority. On 

one hand, his words read as little more than what a loyal servant would say to his 

endangered mistress, but on the other Sohemus’ suggestion intimates that Mariam’s right 

to follow her conscience is expendable. But the play makes clear that in following her 

conscience, Mariam is following a rationally arguable course of action as indicated by her 

assessment of Herod’s actions. Mariam must respond to what her conscience has made 

clear to her. She tells Sohemus: “But speak no more to me / To live with him I so 

profoundly hate” (3. 3. 37-38). In terms of my overall inquiry, their exchange epitomizes 

the parent-child relationship typical of the Renaissance man and woman respectively. 
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Mariam orders Sohemus not to speak to her any more about returning to Herod’s bed. 

Ironically, Sohemus counters that he must speak, claiming, “I cannot now your will obey: 

If your command should me to silence drive, / It were not to obey, but to betray” (3. 1. 

139-42). Apparently, his moral necessity, based on the traditional view that woman be 

submissive to her husband, takes precedence over the queen’s, even as she brings up 

Herod’s grievous faults. Sohemus insists for himself what he will not allow for Mariam: 

“Yet will I ever freely speak my thought” (3. 1. 146), even as he counsels well-

intentioned expediency for his mistress: “Yet for your issue’s sake more temp’rate be, / 

The heart by affability is won” (3. 1. 149-50). Mariam launches a full-blown attack 

against this masculine appeal for feminine silence and meekness in the face of evil 

behavior. If she does not “speak out,” by means of withdrawing her body, Mariam will be 

morally reprehensible: “Oh, now I see I was an hypocrite” (3. 3. 152). 

 The chorus intrudes on this crucial section of the play. Cary strategically places its 

commentary immediately after Mariam’s and Sohemus’s remarks and before the physical 

arrival of Herod on stage. The assessment of the chorus wants careful review as Beilin 

notes: “In the dramatic structure of the play, the third chorus ensures that there is a 

complete separation between Mariam and established authority” (170); it also highlights 

the contradictory elements of the patriarchal value system it represents. In its first 

commentary, the chorus ignored Mariam’s legitimate complaints against her husband, 

accusing her of triviality of desire, the queen’s problem merely a longing for “variety.” 

Even as it represents the prevailing patriarchal view of woman’s limited freedom of 
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conscience, the chorus provides the dramatist the opportunity to point out its inconsistent 

commentary. 

 Here the chorus adds to its prescriptions of wifely behavior. But it is questionable 

that it accurately addresses issues immediately raised by Mariam’s situation. As already 

noted, in Act One the chorus accuses Mariam of recalcitrance; she only wants “variety.” 

However, in the third act, the chorus has all but forgotten the queen’s seeking change and 

faults Mariam in an inconsistent and illogical fashion. For example, in describing the 

duties of the prototypical virtuous wife, the chorus suggests that not only must she be 

“spotless from an act of ill” and above suspicion, but she should also voluntarily divest 

herself of any power because it “is not so glorious for her to be free, / As by her proper 

self restrain’d to be” (3. 3. 219-20). Next, the chorus elaborates the idea of a woman’s 

neither wanting nor needing much of a life outside the parameters of a Protestant 

patriarchal marriage. In “geographical” language reminiscent of Vives’ injunction that 

woman not meander into the “large field” of ethical inquiry lest she get lost, the chorus 

observes, “When she hath spacious ground to walk upon, / Why on the ridge should she 

desire to go?” (3. 3. 221-22). Thus feminine willfulness is immediately linked to the 

essence of woman’s being—chastity. A woman not completely humble, not devoid of a 

sense of self, might run into something on that ridge that “may her honour overthrow” (3. 

3. 224). Moreover, the good wife “will not take / All lawful liberties for honour’s sake” 

(3. 2. 227). Thus far, the chorus’s comments might strike the reader as so many 

incongruous statements that have little to do with a virtuous wife’s standing up to her 

tyrannical and murderous spouse. However, the chorus’s circuitous reasoning does not 
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disappoint. In addition, therefore, to the wife’s being morally pure, above suspicion, 

devoid of self-will, willing to forgo rightful freedoms in deference to her lord, she must 

also be silent. Even “though most chaste,” a woman who gives a “private word to any 

second ear” endangers her reputation since, “Yet though most chaste, she doth her glory 

blot, / And wounds her honour, though she kills it not” (3. 3. 231-32). The chorus’s 

spurious reasoning continues. The group mouths conventional Renaissance cultural 

givens regarding wifely duty: it is total and unquestioning. Father-husband knows best. 

The chorus asks, “When to their husbands they themselves do bind, / Do they not wholly 

give themselves away?” (3. 3. 233-34). The wife’s self-abnegation should extend even to 

her intellect: “No sure, their thoughts no more can be their own” for they must “to none 

but one be known” (3. 3. 330).6  

 Next, the chorus describes in political terms the dire consequences of a wife’s 

speaking to anyone but her husband: “Then she usurps upon another’s right / That seeks 

to be by public language grac’d” (3. 3. 239-40). Again the wife’s communications must 

be weighed against her husband’s approval. The chorus’ rationale for such control of 

woman’s speech reaches absurd heights as it insists, “And though her thoughts reflect 

with purest light, / Her mind if not peculiar is not chaste” (3. 3. 242-44). So, if Mariam 

speaks privately to anyone but her husband, it must be assumed that she seeks glory and 

therefore “Doth in a sort her pureness overthrow” (3. 3. 248). Therefore, a woman can be 

unchaste even as she is the purest of beings. The chorus concludes speech that fills 

“anyone’s ears but one” is Mariam’s fault: “Now Mariam had (but that to this she bent) / 

Been free from fear, as well as innocent” (3. 3. 249-50). Barbara Lewalski notes the 
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inconsistency in the argument presented by the chorus. She contends this body claims, 

“Mariam seeks to be free of Herod ‘for expectation of variety,’ that she has invited 

suspicion by her too-free conversation with others; that she seeks public glory; and that 

she exhibits an ignoble vengefulness of mind” (197-98). Lewalski continues, “These 

positions are undermined by the drama as a whole,” and “we soon realize that Mariam 

seeks no other lovers, that she loved Herod devotedly until his wrongdoing destroyed that 

love, and that the qualities the chorus ascribes to her pertain rather to Salome, Alexandra, 

and Doris” (198). 

 Margaret Ferguson also sees the contradictions in the chorus’ode: “Both the 

rhetoric of the speech and its larger dramatic context render this extreme prescription of 

wife self-censorship problematic” (51-52). Ferguson argues, “The chorus, indeed, offers 

contradictory statements about the precise nature of the error Mariam has committed” 

(52). And finally, Lewalski posits that the chorus also “ignores the distinction so 

important to this genre and the age, between rightful authority, and tyrannical power” 

(198). 

 In sum, Mariam’s decision to speak out against her husband has been described 

by the chorus as mere variety seeking, uncontrolled emotion, lawful activity that should 

not be eschewed, unlawful activity that usurps another’s right, and a blatant indication of 

“a common mind,” worse far in the patriarchal scheme than a “common body.” This 

analysis of the chorus as representative of the contradictory expectations and 

proscriptions of the patriarchal provenance provides an informative background for 

Mariam’s and Herod’s first fact to face meeting. 
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 Cary’s preparation for this encounter is further complicated, not only by Mariam’s 

intended change to the marital paradigm, but also by remarks made by the king 

immediately before the couple’s meeting. Herod orders the death of Constabarus for 

disobeying his orders by concealing Babas’s rebellious sons. Herod learns that Salome 

has already divorced Constabarus out of supposed loyalty to her brother. Herod speaks of 

making appropriate thanks to Salome, but instead of saying his sister’s name, he utters 

Mariam’s. Herod states, “I will requite / Thee, gentle Mariam—Salome, I mean. / The 

thought of Mariam doth so steal my spirit, / My mouth from speech of her I cannot wean” 

(4. 2. 83-86). In a drama concerned with a woman’s right to speak and its contingent 

ethical implications, it is surprising that no critic has commented on the significance of 

Herod’s remark. I find his comment intriguing, especially considering that critics 

comment on Herod’s supposedly newly discovered appreciation for his wife’s speech 

only after her death.7 The nursing image is also apt; it exposes the unrealized depth of 

Herod’s dependence on Mariam, while at the same time giving the playwright, who is 

known to have nursed nine of her eleven children, a sly jibe at male self-sufficiency.8  

 Cary interrogates the inconsistencies within male control of female speech. Even 

as Herod insists that his wife speak to him, he will essentially murder Mariam for 

speaking her mind. Observing Mariam’s downcast appearance, Herod insists, “Oh, speak, 

that I thy sorrow may prevent” (4. 3. 96). In an un-patriarchal role-reversal, Herod 

attempts to charm Mariam out of her apparent ill humor by a series of politically 

powerful appellations. Mariam is his “commandress” and “sovereign guide”; she will 

direct him and rule Arabia (4. 3. 97-103). Unimpressed, Mariam confronts Herod with his 
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crimes: murdering her brother and grandfather. To Herod’s attempts at “hearty truth” (4. 

3. 132), Mariam is incredulous. The queen boldly accuses Herod of acting with 

“importunity” in the death of her brother: “You made him priest, and shortly after die” (4. 

3. 138-39). The king’s rejoinders are instructive. First, Herod attacks Mariam’s moral 

outrage as mere “forward humor” (4. 3. 140), while also threatening her that this mood 

“will not do you good” (4. 3. 140). Then turning from intimidation and belittlement, 

Herod becomes the parent placating a child by flattery and cajolery: “Yet smile, my 

dearest Mariam, do but smile, / And I all unkind conceits exile” (4. 3. 143-44). Herod 

articulates the arrogance of patriarchal power. However, Mariam’s response is equally on 

point, epitomizing her refusal to capitulate to Herod’s denigrating tactics: “I cannot frame 

disguise, nor never taught / My face a look dissenting from my thought” (4. 3. 145-46). 

However, Herod is not impressed by Mariam’s self-assessment and accuses her of trying 

to poison him and of being unfaithful with Sohemus. The queen is a “painted devil” and 

“white enchantress” (4. 4. 175-76)—familiar epithets for the patently untrustworthy 

female. She can only ask, “Is this a dream?” (4. 6. 184). To Herod’s accusation of 

impurity, Mariam responds sardonically, “They can tell / That say I lov’d him, Mariam 

says not so” (4. 4. 193-94).  

 It is important to consider the impact of Mariam’s alleged infidelity upon the 

play’s theme of the right of woman to articulate moral concerns. Mariam’s denial means 

nothing to Herod; the usual monikers apply to this daughter of Eve. She is “hell itself,” 

hidden beneath “her heavenly show”; “bright workmanship of nature sullied o’er” (4. 4. 

203-04). Mariam is Desdemona to Herod’s Othello, whose beauty exists only to corrupt 
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men. “Thou shalt not live to cozen more, / With heavenly semblance as thou cozen’dst 

me” (Othello 4. 4. 412-15).9 Beilin describes Mariam’s untenable situation. “When 

Mariam speaks to someone other than her husband [earlier to Sohemus], she breaks the 

rules governing female utterance; when she reasons and argues with Herod, she 

compounds her disobedience by expressing it eloquently” (175). And as Stallybrass 

observes, “Silence, the closed mouth, is made a sign of chastity,” and therefore, 

“woman’s body could be imagined as the passive terrain on which the inequalities of 

masculine power were fought out” (142). Consequently, Mariam’s refusal to sleep with 

Herod and her denial of infidelity place her in grave danger. Ferguson sums up the 

situation: “Her [Mariam’s] habits of speech bring her downfall. The problem is that she 

both speaks too freely and refuses to give her body to Herod” (109). Additionally, the 

critic identifies the seriousness of Mariam’s behavior as criminal as well as dangerous to 

the established patriarchal order. Ferguson argues, “Her [Mariam’s] behavior entails a 

property crime in certain ways more threatening than adultery because she takes to a 

logical extreme, and deploys against the husband, the ideal of female chastity” (108). A 

husband, like Herod, wants a chaste wife, but not one so chaste she withholds sex from 

him. Yet Mariam transforms her moral conviction into physical expression. Belsey 

concurs with Ferguson’s view, adding that the queen’s predicament is caused by 

“attempting to reconcile contrary values . . . her goal is the preservation of integrity” 

(172). This integrity will be difficult to achieve; nonetheless, Mariam attempts to unify 

meaning and speech, which Belsey argues, “is located in a consciousness united with 
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utterance which is its outward expression” (172). Withholding sex in marriage is a 

powerful way for Mariam to be heard.  

 In support of Mariam’s right to personal integrity expressed by disobedience to 

wifely duties, Cary uses two male characters who serve as witnesses to the queen’s 

chastity, one by ironically misusing speech to accuse Mariam, the other by praising 

Mariam as that rare creature: a chaste woman. No critic has commented upon the 

significance of the butler. This traitorous servant, bribed by Salome to accuse Marian of 

poisoning Herod, serves as moral foil to the queen. The servant regrets too late that he did 

“not enforce,” his tongue, “that tale control” (4. 5. 260-61). In contrast to Mariam, who 

speaks the truth, the butler slanders innocents, lies, and deceives. Ironically, his speech, 

unlike Mariam’s is truly “unbridled” and doubly fatal. He dies at his own hand, giving 

mute testimony to the injustice of the queen’s situation, while his words drive Mariam to 

the grave. Constabarus, the second male character witnessing to woman’s right to speak 

in matters of conscience, offers unparalleled praise of the queen. Ironically, the tribute 

lies embedded in a patriarchal anti-woman harangue. Even as Constabarus curses all 

women and his own “damned” wife in particular (4. 6. 229), he recognizes Mariam’s 

exemplary character, thus paradoxically exploding the female stereotype so ably 

articulated. Constabarus states, “You had but one [one woman of virtue] to give you [all 

women] any grace” (4. 6. 312). It must also be pointed out Constabarus never faults 

Herod’s part in the unfolding tragedy. The sad state of affairs rests on the weaker sex: 

“You [women] are the least of goods, the worst of evils, / Your best are worse than men: 

Your worst are devils” (4. 6. 349-50).  
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 Cary continues to emphasize the inconsistent attitudes toward woman’s speech by 

those most ostensibly opposed to it. Salome and Herod discuss Mariam’s demise, and in 

so doing the king reveals his vacillating response to his wife’s speech. Significantly, 

Herod does not speak of the beauty of Mariam’s voice, but of her “world-amazing wit” 

(4. 7. 428), obviously at least one time proud of a public display of her intelligence. But 

Herod is also barred from the bedroom by this “world-amazing wit” and by the inverted 

logic of patriarchal reasoning which concludes, on the basis of no factual evidence, that 

Mariam is “unchaste, / Her mouth will ope to every stranger’s ear” (4. 7. 33-34). The 

king’s comments provide another cogent example of the intimate connection made 

between speech and woman’s chastity. Critics note the importance of this connection as 

an indication of male authority trying to justify control of female behavior. It simply does 

not matter if Mariam is chaste and faithful. She has violated a taboo, and what is the 

inevitable conclusion to be drawn from her transgression? The queen is impure. Ferguson 

specifically notes the paradoxical nature of Herod’s assessment of his spouse’s behavior: 

“The image of a female mouth promiscuously opening to a male ear rewrites Mariam’s 

fault as one of double excess or ‘openness,’ whereas what the play actually shows is that 

Mariam’s verbal openness is a sign of sexual closure” (53).  

 In Mariam’s final soliloquy, Cary continues to interrogate the complexities of 

woman’s trying to find the voice of moral agency. Mariam muses over her approaching 

death, incredulous that her sexual purity is not enough to save her life. The queen’s 

tragedy rests on the erroneous assumption that Herod’s love for her is irrevocable. 

Unfortunately, Mariam has not accepted the prevailing mores of the era that equates 
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chastity with silence and obedience. She accepts chastity unequivocally, as shown by her 

speech and actions. What Mariam does not accept is unconditional silence. As she 

explains, “I cannot frame disguise, nor ever taught / My face a look dissenting from my 

thought” (4. 3. 144-45). As a result of this attempt to break up the traditional formula of 

chastity equaling silence and obedience, Mariam realizes she must die: “Had I but with 

humility been grac’d / As well as fair I might have prov’d me wise: / But I did think 

because I knew me chaste, / One virtue [chastity] for woman might suffice” (4. 8. 549-

52). It is important to note, however, that Mariam has no regrets; she is at peace with her 

decision to confront her husband’s crimes and refuse his bed: “And I had singly one 

[virtue—chastity], but ‘tis my joy, / That I was ever innocent though sour: / And 

therefore can they but my life destroy, / My soul is free from adversary’s power” (4. 8. 

567-70). Lewalski observes the significance of Mariam’s radical stance: “Mariam’s 

challenge to patriarchal control within the institution of marriage is revolutionary” (201). 

 Cary juxtaposes Mariam’s final self-assessment with the chorus’ view of her. 

Mariam’s actions are again scrutinized and found lacking. However, instead of mouthing 

impossibly difficult standards of wifely perfection, this time the chorus intones an ode to 

forgiveness, espousing equally impossible standards of wifely nobless oblige. The worthy 

wife should and ought to forgive everything, but this advice directly assaults the integrity 

of Mariam’s decision to call her husband to account and die rather than ignore his 

immoral acts. Therefore, it is important to examine in some detail the content of the 

chorus’s remarks at this point because they suggest the possibility of Cary’s subverting 
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certain patriarchal norms, while at the same time arguably supporting them. Certainly, 

this is an example of maneuvering within the system. 

 For instance, one might imagine the chorus’ calling dying for a principle like 

Queen Mariam, “the fairest action of our human life” (4. 8. 629). But it does not. Instead, 

“scorning to revenge an injury” (4. 8. 630) is the most important ethical imperative, no 

doubt directed at what the chorus and the society it represents perceive as Mariam’s 

egotistical stand against her husband. The benefit of such action is not based on any 

biblical injunction, as might be expected. The “reward” for not taking revenge is 

expediency—to make a friend of a former foe. Another example of the chorus’s dubious 

advice is to avoid revenge, especially if against “a worthless foe” (4. 8. 640). It is not 

worth the trouble. Meticulously working its way specifically to Mariam, the chorus lists 

things that a “noble” heart would abhor. These include the following tenets: refusing to 

complete a duty, staying overlong in anyone’s debt, lying, doing wrong, or nursing 

injuries (4. 8. 647-52). Again Mariam’s “stubbornness” as Herod called it earlier, this 

“forward humor” is thinly criticized. The chorus devises a Christian way “to get even.” 

Do not let “our hate prevail against our mind. / What can ‘gainst him a greater revenge 

be, / Than make his foe more worthy far than he” (4. 8. 657-59). According to the chorus, 

the coup de grace of patriarchal culture and religious prescription for the good wife is 

delivered to Mariam in language that leaves no room for a woman to act with integrity as 

moral agent: “Had Mariam scorn’d to leave a due unpaid, / She should to Herod then 

have paid her love” (4. 8. 659-60). Mariam has no right to withhold her body from her 

husband, especially when the reasons amount to nothing more than “sullen passion” (4. 8. 
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661). The chorus suggests a preferred ethical choice: “To fix her thoughts all injury 

above / Is virtuous pride” (4. 8. 661). Mariam needs to get over her slights—some 

revenge killings, her own assassination plot. The chorus concludes its case on Queen 

Mariam’s moral dilemma: “Had Mariam thus been prov’d / Long famous life to her had 

been allow’d” (4. 8. 63-64). On one level, casual readers of this play might find 

themselves agreeing with the chorus’s view. It sounds perfectly Christian—forgive your 

enemies, don’t hold on to grudges, be the bigger person. Perhaps a more astute reader 

should also consider important elements conveniently left out of the chorus’s assessment 

of Queen Mariam’s situation. No mention is made, for example, of Herod’s 

unconscionable behavior: the murder of Mariam’s brother and grandfather, as well as 

Josephus and Sohemus. These criminal acts are merely characterized as “injuries” that a 

mature woman of “virtuous pride” should forgive, then readily forget. However, the 

focus of the tragedy, particularly the emphasis given to Mariam’s articulating her distress, 

argues against any interpretation that fails to see the irony in the speeches of characters 

who represent the patriarchal order of the status quo. For woman, this interpretation 

means hear no evil, see no evil, and most important speak no evil. 

 The problem of woman’s right to speak extends into the fifth act, even though 

Mariam has already been executed. The nuntio’s announcement of her death affords the 

playwright a final opportunity to discuss the significance of Mariam’s sacrifice. Indeed, 

critics find a connection between Mariam’s martyrdom and Christ’s death and 

resurrection. Beilin calls the fifth act “extraordinary” as “the female protagonist becomes 

a type of Christ” (164). Fischer also sees Mariam as a religious figure. She argues that 
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Mariam “becomes a combined symbol of scapegoat and sacrificial lamb whose death will 

cleanse the kingdom of tyrannical misjudgment” (235). Fischer notes a further connection 

to the passion story by suggesting that Herod “vacillates in Pilate-like fashion through an 

entire scene in giving the command for her execution” (235). 

 In addition to these critics’ observations linking Mariam’s story to the Bible, I 

suggest another parallel between Christ and Mariam which has not been commented 

upon, but I argue is significant. As Herod mourns for his queen, he refers to Mariam’s 

public speech as spiritual food. The king observes, “Each word she said / Shall be to me 

the food wherein my heart is fed” (5. 1. 70-72). The allusion to John’s gospel is striking: 

“I am the living bread which has come down from heaven . . . He who comes to me will 

never be hungry” (John 6: 51; 55). Just as Christ’s words, his public speech, wrought 

death for him but life for his believers, just so Mariam’s words, her public speech, 

wrought death for her, but encouragement to readers hopeful of change in the patriarchal, 

anti-woman mind set. 

 Herod continues to meditate on the loss of Mariam’s speech, a loss that he himself 

caused. Chastened by suffering like the speaker in Shakespeare’s Sonnet 29 now with 

what he most enjoyed contented least,10 Herod recognizes his own “punishment but needs 

sufficient be, / In missing the content I valued most” (5. 1. 116-17). Like an aghast 

Macbeth who has indeed “done the deed” (Macbeth 2. 2. 14), Herod contemplates his 

own moral failure: “I am the villain that have done the deed” (5. 1. 187). But unlike 

Macbeth, whose life ends in utter despair, Herod salvages something important from 

Mariam’s death: recognition of the disastrous nature of a patriarchal system that fails to 
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respect the dignity and freedom of woman’s conscience, that misconstrues chastity as 

synonymous with silence and obedience, that stifles a voice that only speaks with more 

urgency in death. Herod mouths the patriarchal party line, disjoining beauty and goodness 

in a woman, claiming, “Her heav’nly beauty ‘twas that made me think / That it with 

chastity could never dwell,” but through witnessing Mariam’s moral courage and self-

sacrifice, he has learned to overcome the age-old prejudice disjointing woman from 

goodness. The two are compatible. Herod laments, “But now I see that Heaven in her did 

live / A spirit and a person to excel” (5. 1. 245-46). 

 The chorus has the last word, but ironically its summary statement does not 

directly address the significance of Mariam’s insistence that her voice be heard and her 

integrity maintained. It simply suggests the queen had enjoyed a secure place in her 

society, “And all the Jews on Mariam did attend” (5. 1. 266), and that the end of the 

drama finds her “guiltless” but “depriv’d of breath” (5. 1. 272). Herod’s recent tributes to 

Mariam’s superiority to Leda (5. 1. 217) and Venus (5. 1. 220) seem forgotten, as does 

Herod’s insistence that “Mercurius thought her wit his wit surpass’d” (5. 1. 233). 

Perhaps, this apparent lack of commitment to what Mariam has come to represent in the 

drama is a final interrogation of a system that would expect nothing less than Mariam’s 

death for her transgression of the cardinal rules of marriage; a wife shall obey her 

husband. Cary lets the irony of the situation speak for itself in the tragedy’s conclusion: 

This day’s events were certainly ordain’d 

To be the warning to prosperity: 

So many changes are therein contain’d, 
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So admirably strange variety. 

This day alone, our sagest Hebrews shall 

In after times the school of wisdom call. (5. 1. 289-94) 

 The lines are sufficiently ambiguous to allow for conflicting interpretations, one 

that sees only the wisdom of the patriarchal system affirmed, the other that sees that same 

wisdom questioned. The play may be read as “a warning to posterity,” chaos reigning 

when individuals question that society. The drama may be read as the rightful 

continuation of centuries-long derogation of woman as less than man spiritually and 

intellectually, or the beginning of confronting an inherently flawed system that would kill 

a woman rather than let her conscience be her guide. 
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Notes 
 

 1See Sandra K. Fischer, “Elizabeth Cary and Tyranny, Domestic and Religious” 

in Silent but for the Word: Tudor Women as Patrons, Translators, and Writers of 

Religious Works. ed. Margaret P. Hannay, (Kent, OH: Kent State U P, 1985): 231. 

According to Fischer, “Although Cary is predictably faithful (according to our theory of 

marginal intent) to her source in the Antiquities of Josephus, she makes several artistic 

alterations in focus and emphasis that help to reveal her main concerns. First, she chooses 

Mariam, the wronged wife, over king, husband and tyrant Herod, as her tragic focal 

point” (231). 

 2See Valerie Wayne, “Some Sad Silence: Vives’ Instruction of a Christian 

Woman” in Silent but for the Word, ed. Hannay. Wayne notes that this “performance” is 

in dangerous times. The historical context “was markedly suspicious of imaginative 

activity. The climate was even less hospitable when Puritan views became more 

influential. But if such work was difficult for men under those circumstances, how much 

more difficult was it for women, who were so often called to a more rigid performance of 

their duties in order to prove the goodness of their weaker natures” (27). 

 3The Tragedy of Mariam: The Fair Queen of Jewry with the Lady Falkland: Her 

Life By One of Her Daughters. Berry Weller and Margaret W. Ferguson, eds. (Berkeley: 

U of California P, 1994) 65-149. All quotations are from this text. 

 4See The History of the Rebellion and Civil Wars in England, begun in the Year 

1641 by Edward Hyde, Earl of Claredon, ed. W. Dunn Macray (Oxford, 1883), 3: 180. 
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 5See Lewalski, Writing Women in Jacobean England. Lewalski notes, “In this 

genre, however, the chorus is expected to speak from a partial, not authoritative vantage 

point” (198). 

 6Catherine Belsey suggests that the “one” here might refer to Mariam. “Perhaps, 

then, the ‘none but one’ should be the speaker herself? Mariam is in danger because she 

speaks her thoughts to Herod. Perhaps, she would be wiser to keep them to herself, 

precisely because in marriage they are no longer her own?” (173-74). 

 7See Ferguson in “A Room Not Their Own.” The critic sees Herod’s recognizing 

the value of his wife’s speech after her death. She labels his insight perhaps, “the play’s 

most complex ambivalent irony” (109). 

 8See Pearse in “Elizabeth Cary, Renaissance Playwright” (605). 

 9Critics have noted the play’s direct and indirect relationship with The Tragedy of 

Othello. See Ferguson, “Running On with Almost Public Voice: “The Case of ‘E. C.’” 

Ferguson sees parallels between Othello’s and Herod’s bemoaning the loss of their 

“jewels,” their wives’ chastity. Ferguson argues, “Unlike Othello, however, this jealous 

husband created by a female playwright laments not only his innocent’s wife’s death, but 

specifically the loss of her too lately valued powers of speech” (39). Elaine Beilin in 

Redeeming Eve sees a parallel between Graphina and Salome as representative of 

Mariam’s two sides, recalling “Desdemona and Iago in Othello” (173). Peter Stallybrass 

notes the sexual nature that female speech has in Othello: “The very fact that Desdemona 

was ‘open’ to him endangers her status as his spiritual enclosure, the impermeable 
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container of his [Othello’s] honor” (136). This same type of sexual openness related to 

female speech occurs in Mariam. 

 10“Sonnet 29,” The Structure of Shakespeare’s Sonnets, Eugene P. Wright, 

(Lewiston, NY: Mellon, 1994). The relevant lines read: “Wishing me like to one more 

rich in hope, / Featured like him, like him with friends possess’d, / Desiring this man’s 

art, and that man’s scope, / With what I most enjoy contented least” (5-8). 
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CHAPTER VII
 
 

“A FEARFUL MADNESS: THE SPIRIT OF GREATNESS OR OF WOMAN”  

IN SHAKESPEARE’S CYMBELINE AND THE WINTER’S TALE 

AND WEBSTER’S THE DUCHESS OF MALFI 

 This inquiry next examines three plays: two romances by William Shakespeare 

Cymbeline (1609-10) and The Winter’s Tale (1610-11), and the tragedy The Duchess of 

Malfi (1614) by John Webster. I examine how Shakespeare and Webster, like the other 

dramatists discussed in the dissertation, address the issue of woman as moral agent. 

 As one of his last female creations, Shakespeare’s Imogen in Cymbeline provides 

the audience an important opportunity to judge if woman’s second- class status as moral 

agent has improved. In Cymbeline, the answer appears mixed. For even as Imogen is one 

of early-modern drama’s examples of a morally incorruptible mature individual, she 

suffers primarily at the hands of male characters who seem incapable, or unwilling, of 

attributing such characteristics to a female. Like so many of the women characters 

studied in this investigation, one of Imogen’s greatest obstacles comes from the person 

who claims to know her and love her best, her husband, Posthumus. Like a sophisticated 

Gawain Goodlucke, Posthumus will all too readily doubt the honesty of his beloved, 

relying exclusively on the inadequate testimony of another male. I contend that in 

Cymbeline, as in Ralph Roister Doister, A Woman Killed With Kindness, and Queen 

Mariam, a female character trying to act in accordance with conscience faces great 
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difficulty, not only from the challenge found in dealing with individual difficulties, but 

also from those misogynist attitudes ingrained in the culture itself as displayed 

particularly by Jachimo and Posthumus. My discussion focuses on Imogen’s response to 

the obligation of marriage contrasted with those of her husband, Posthumus. As found 

with the cases of other female characters, this young woman’s moral determinations are 

the subject of male scrutiny, and as such are not immune to sex bias that is obviously in 

the context of the play. Imogen, like Christian Custance, Anne Frankford, or Queen 

Mariam, must subject her decisions to men, and therefore must also work through the 

difficulties presented by male misappropriation of a female’s working out the dictates of 

conscience. 

 My analysis focuses on the marriage of Imogen and Posthumus and how each 

spouse’s attitude and action toward that union highlights the disparity between a mature 

commitment and an immature, vacillating one. I argue that the rhetorical trope et 

utramque partem operates on two levels within the play. First, the trope’s presence is 

suggested by the playwright’s emphasis on the use and misuse of language in pointing 

out contradictions within a patriarchal system that would work against unimpeded 

operation of conscience, even when that operation is unequivocally moving in a moral 

direction. I will also show that, while critics generally attest to Imogen’s misuse at the 

hands of her husband, few have specifically addressed in particular how Posthumus’ and 

Imogen’s use of language directly reflects the relative moral maturity of their actions. 

Second, et utramque partem’s presence is strongly suggested in Posthumus’ growth into 

mature love. The young husband not only realizes the injustices of the patriarchal 
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mindset, but he also realizes how unrealistic it is to expect perfection from any human 

being. He eventually accepts the possibility that a less than perfect woman is still 

perfectly lovable. 

 In Cymbeline’s first scene, Shakespeare presents Imogen as a woman of 

independent mind and heir to a kingdom, a woman who “hath referr’d herself / Unto a 

poor but worthy gentleman” (1. 1. 6-7).1 Her kingly father, however, disapproves of the 

match; for “her husband” is “banish’d, she imprison’d” (1. 1. 8). Ironically, the young 

woman’s character forms a standard for male characters’ appraisal of Posthumus’ 

character, for “his virtue / By her election may be truly read, / What kind of man he is” 

(1. 1. 52-3). What the play reveals, unfortunately, is how Imogen’s is the only virtue that 

can be consistently read from its initial appearance until the play’s conclusion. 

Posthumus comes to wisdom by drama’s end, but only after repenting his moral failings, 

and only after these failings have exerted a heavy toll upon Imogen and himself. 

 In the first scene, Imogen demonstrates the validity of the gentlemen’s recognition 

of her moral stature, as the young woman comments on her stepmother’s pledge to be 

Posthumus’advocate. The queen ironically refers to herself as a “jailer” and to her 

daughter as “my prisoner,” promising Imogen to “deliver you the keys / That lock up 

your restraint” (1. 1. 81-83). Imogen sees the hypocrisy of the woman’s promise to “win 

th’ offended king” (1. 1. 75) astutely observing, “Dissembling courtesy! How fine this 

tyrant / Can tickle where she wounds!” (1. 1. 84-85). Imogen’s experience with her 

stepmother allows her to recognize duplicity hidden “in smiles and affability” (JC 2. 1. 

82) as Brutus sees through the feigned friendliness of the conspirators in Julius Caesar.  
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 Even with only this much evidence of Imogen’s intelligence and reputation, it 

seems odd that J. A. Bryant would label Imogen as both “naïve” and “untutored in the 

way of the world” (224). I argue that the princess’ accurate appraisal of the essential 

nature of her stepmother suggests just the opposite. The first scene is also vital in the 

playwright’s establishing an important distinction between the quality and depth of 

Imogen’s commitment to her marriage versus Posthumus’ dedication to his vows. This 

distinction is reflected in the objects the couple exchanges as the young husband is forced 

into exile. Imogen states simply, “Look here, love, / This diamond was my mother’s. 

Take it, heart, / But keep it till you woo another wife, / When Imogen is dead” (1. 1. 121-

23). With this ring, Imogen pledges fidelity. Posthumus also offers a token, but unlike the 

ring, his gift has an ambiguous association. He tells Imogen: “For my sake wear this: / It 

is a manacle of love, I’ll place it / Upon this fairest prisoner” (1. 1. 121-21). The bracelet 

may be interpreted as a shackle rather than as a token. Critics note the significance of this 

exchange of “trifles” (1. 1. 120) as an early indication of the disparity between Imogen’s 

and Posthumus’ view of their relationship. For example, Diane Dreher argues that 

Posthumus’ “love for Imogen is flawed and immature. Her love, by contrast, is grounded 

in trust and commitment” (153). Dreher observes that while Imogen’s ring is “a ritualistic 

pledge of fidelity in marriage,” the manacle of love is merely “a symbol of possession by 

force” (154). Additionally, Constance Jordan notes that unlike Imogen’s gift, Posthumus’ 

bracelet is an ironic choice as it recalls “a device to secure property” (38). Lawrence 

Danson shares a similar view seeing in the bracelet “a language of possessiveness” (75). 
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 The remainder of the play suggests the couple’s gifts represent a discrepancy 

between their understandings of married love. While the characters face assault upon 

their fidelity, they react differently, as presaged by these tokens. Imogen’s devotion is 

unbreakable, like the stone chosen for Posthumus, while Posthumus’ bracelet forms a 

slavish desire to control by force, a notion that should be inimical to a mature love. 

 Imogen’s behavior after this exchange bears witness to the gifts as representative 

of attitudes. As soon as Cymbeline dismisses Posthumus, Imogen does not hesitate to 

express her distress and anger toward her father, even in the presence of the court. To 

Cymbeline’s calling her “a disloyal thing,” (1. 1. 131), who should help, not hurt him, 

Imogen counters she “is senseless” to his wrath. To Cymbeline’s incestuous suggestion 

that she “mightst have had the sole son [her step-brother Cloten] of my queen,” (1. 1. 

138), Imogen replies, “I chose an eagle / And did avoid a puttock” (1. 1. 139-40). She 

shows wit and courage, additionally arguing that Cymbeline himself is to blame for her 

loving Posthumus, as she reminds her father, “It is your fault . . . You bred him as my 

playfellow, and he is / A man worthy any woman” (1. 1. 144-46). Cymbeline’s response 

registers patriarchal outrage at a witty woman: “What? Art thou mad?” (1. 1. 147). 

Imogen, of course, is not mad, but only maddeningly faithful to her commitment. 

 On the other hand, Posthumus fails to exhibit the same level of trust. In fact, not 

only does he fall short of Imogen’s selflessness, but he will eventually call for her 

execution as a deceiving adulterer. How he changes from doting spouse to jealous 

husband warrants study as it demonstrates through his patriarchal attitudes the misuse of 

reason to justify immoral actions. Imogen’s troubles begin when Posthumus places the 
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princess and himself into an ethically questionable situation. The use of et utramque 

partem in the play suggests Shakespeare’s having the audience consider the deleterious 

effects of an age-old tradition of subjecting the beloved to tests of her virtue. 

 Posthumus’ moral dilemma begins when he allows something as transcendent as 

spousal love to become the basis for a crass wager precipitated by male sexual insecurity. 

Specifically, Jachimo convinces Posthumus to support his assertion that Imogen is inured 

to marital infidelity by allowing her to be tempted (1. 3. 126-31), in effect staging an 

immoral “sting operation.” Such a plan should be inimical to Posthumus because he is 

deliberately placing Imogen in harm’s way. That he is aware of the vile nature of the 

scheme is suggested by his comment: “My mistress exceeds in goodness the hugeness of 

your unworthy thinking”(1. 4. 133-35). Yet even as he labels the idea “unworthy,” the 

young husband is eager to make the test legitimate by setting up a legal contract: “ We 

will have these things set down by lawful counsel” (1. 4. 164-65). In essence, two men 

decide to put a woman into a sexually and morally compromising situation. Moreover, 

Posthumus cannot only accommodate the idea of Imogen’s infidelity, but he can also 

entertain its consequences: “If you make your voyage upon her / I am no further your 

enemy; / She is not worth our debate” (1. 4. 158-60). Thus, he becomes almost a co-

conspirator in that exchange, an example of bad-faith conscience. Dreher poses the 

problem of the wager this way: “Jachimo leads Posthumus to denigrate his love by 

wagering on Imogen’s chastity as man wagers on horses, and cards, and dice, behavior 

not only distressful, but disrespectful” (154). Jordan also notes the inappropriateness of 

the bet, emphasizing how patriarchal attitudes toward women can impair clear thinking. 
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She observes, “At first Posthumus rejects Jachimo’s terms; it is only after repeated insults 

that he adopts them in order, as he mistakenly thinks, to defend his honor” (38). Jordan 

additionally stresses the misuse of language in Posthumus’ all-to-eager willingness to 

endanger his marriage. Jordan argues, “Once in Rome, Posthumus is easy prey for 

Jachimo, who teases him from his faith by language that prices Imogen’s diamond and, 

by association, her fidelity” (38-39). The critic further points out, “The fact that the 

wager is for a considerable sum does not obscure the lack of faith and bad conscience that 

motivated it. His wager has removed his wife from an inner world of feeling and faith 

and placed her in a market of items and objects” (39). The young man’s moral immaturity 

is also evident when he, as Jordan observes, “allows himself to be indebted to Jachimo 

for an honorable reputation” (39). Danson also notes Posthumus’ less-than -

commendable devotion to Imogen: “Once entered into the realm of commodified value, 

Posthumus is easily susceptible to Jachimo’s revaluations” (75). Finally, Bryant 

comments upon this character’s lack of critical reasoning in setting up Imogen in such a 

reprehensible fashion: “Posthumus allows himself to be drawn into a foolish wager and 

subsequently is soundly deceived” (224). 

 Shakespeare contrasts Posthumus’ lack of judgment with Imogen’s impeccably 

moral acumen. For example, Jachimo attempts to seduce Imogen but fails miserably. 

Imogen unequivocally condemns him when he suggests a tryst in order to spite the 

supposedly faithless Posthumus. The princess states, “Away, I do condemn my ears that 

have / so long attended thee” (1. 6. 141-42). No critic has commented upon the 

significance of this line, which demonstrates not only the depth of Imogen’s love but also 
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her unwillingness to entertain even the suggestion of impropriety. One wonders why 

Posthumus does not act with similar alacrity in refusing to countenance the suggestion of 

his beloved’s infidelity, not to mention the idea of his own lack of faith. Moreover, critics 

have not commented upon another important aspect of Imogen’s condemnation of 

Jachimo’s illicit suggestion. The princess not only stops his salacious solicitations, but 

also reminds Jachimo that the disclosure of another’s evil should be done to help the 

individual, not be used as an excuse for more immoral behavior. Imogen argues, “If thou 

wert honorable, / Thou wouldst have told this tale [of Posthumus’ alleged infidelity] for 

virtue, not / For such an end [to bed Imogen] thou seek’st” (1. 6. 142-44). In this regard, 

Imogen is like Desdemona, another young wife who will not accept rationalization for 

immoral behavior. Desdemona chastises with a prayer Emilia’s attributing women’s 

infidelities to the example of their unfaithful husbands: “[God] me such uses send, / Not 

to pick bad from bad, but by bad mend” (Othello 4. 6. 104-05). Imogen’s mature love 

also contrasts with Posthumus’ in terms of their relationship being reduced to a mere 

legal matter. Posthumus has recently set up his wager over Imogen’s fidelity by means of 

a legal contract (1.4. 164-65). Ironically, Imogen also refers to legal action when 

dismissing Cloten’s unwanted attention. Specifically, when her step-brother claims 

Imogen has “abused him” by calling him unworthy to be so much as Posthumus’ 

“meanest garment” (2. 3. 148), Imogen challenges him to take her to court. “If you 

(Cloten) will make ‘t an action / call witness to it” (2. 3. 252). As he threatens to call her 

father, Imogen silences him by suggesting this would-be husband call her step-mother, 

too. 
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 As quickly as Imogen dismisses the attack upon her and her husband’s mutual 

devotion, Posthumus is quickly bending with the remover to remove the foundation of 

trust in his marriage. His fidelity does not withstand Jachimo’s eyewitness account. 

Unlike Imogen, who chides herself for “so long attending” Jachimo’s alleged accusations 

against her exiled spouse, Posthumus eagerly listens to accounts of Imogen’s adulterous 

behavior and finds himself believing them. In true misogynist fashion, he negates the 

vows of women as worthless: “The vows of women / Of no more bondage be to where 

they are made / Than they are to their virtues, which is nothing” (2. 4. 110-12). 

Moreover, Posthumus is so enraged by Imogen’s imagined faithlessness that he claims 

his husbandly right “to tear her limb meal” (2. 4. 147). Peggy Munoz Simonds assesses 

the young husband’s willingness to mistrust Imogen as a moral breakdown: “Posthumus 

fails the test of conscience when he accepts Jachimo’s vicious slander as a truth to be 

acted upon” (289). Similarly, Jordan notes this moral lapse, arguing that it has disturbing 

implications: “Posthumus’ failure to persist in doubt reflects a more fundamental distrust 

of woman. Like Jachimo, he sees them merely as objects; they have a price but not 

unique worth” (40). The critic concludes that having so “priced” Imogen’s fidelity, 

Posthumus “engages in a kind of prostitution” (40). And Danson attests to Posthumus’ 

misuse of reason stemming directly from his failure to believe in Imogen’s original 

promise of lifelong fidelity. “Once in doubt,” the critic contends, “Posthumus finds doubt 

everywhere,” even converting “the evidence of Imogen’s chastity into evidence of her 

slipperiness” (75). Posthumus remembers bitterly: “Me of my lawful pleasures she 

restrained” (2. 5. 10-13). 
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 Imogen is not only the victim of Posthumus’ moral breakdown but also of a 

breakdown in the use of right reason. The princess reads in Posthumus’ letter ordering 

her death that her spouse claims to speak “not out of weak surmises, but / From proof as 

strong as grief and as certain as I / Expect my revenge” (3. 4. 23-25). Posthumus acts 

upon circumstantial evidence with an eagerness Pisanio terms “thy too ready hearing” (3. 

2. 6). In this respect, Posthumus typifies the misogynist belief: woman is guilty by reason 

of her sex. The fact that Imogen and he are happily reunited in the last act does not 

mitigate his earlier behavior toward her. However, Posthumus shows considerable growth 

by that last act. And Shakespeare’s use of et utramque partem can be seen in the mature 

and chastened man Posthumus has become. By thinking Imogen dead as he himself had 

ordered, Posthumus begins to look at what he has done from an un-patriarchal 

perspective. This change is especially evident when he addresses married men: “If each 

of you should take this course, how many / Must murther wives much better than 

themselves / For wrying but a little” (5. 1. 2-5). His words attest to an important insight—

that even if Imogen had fallen off his Petrarchan pedestal, she still would be more than 

worth loving. That this realization is heartfelt is evident when Posthumus admits that he 

is more guilty of faults than Imogen could ever be. He tells the gods he is “more worth 

your vengeance” (5. 1. 9). Finally, Posthumus’ unselfish love is most clear when he takes 

responsibility for his wife’s “death”: “I am Posthumus, / That killed thy daughter—

villain-like, I lie— / That cause’d a lesser villain than myself, / A sacrilegious thief, to 

do’t” (5. 5. 217-20). While Imogen has certainly suffered at the hands of a patriarchal 
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system that encouraged such thinking as Posthumus’, by the play’s end, that same system 

has taught her husband what an irrational and hurtful thing it is. 

 Similarly, in The Winter’s Tale, the pattern of subjecting woman’s moral 

determinations to severe consequences remains intact. And even as this romance ends 

happily, its conclusion is not without ambiguity. While it is true, couples are reunited or 

newly joined, the play asks, “But at what price?” Even as the female characters, Queen 

Hermione and her lady-in-waiting, Paulina, find themselves in the arms of husbands or 

future spouses, each woman has paid dearly for that conjugal embrace, a price exacted for 

being female and being in a desperate political situation. As in Cymbeline, Shakespeare 

applies the principles of et utramque partem in The Winter’s Tale to highlight the 

disparity between what the early-modern culture expects (or tolerates) from woman as 

moral agent, contrasted with the playwright’s depiction of these female characters 

making controversial decisions. I suggest that analysis of this drama will not only 

indicate the presence of the trope itself but will also indicate that the nature of the critical 

response elicited from the work is another sign of et utramque partem’s operation. 

 Current scholarship provides a platform from which to view the possible effects 

of Shakespeare’s use of et utramque partem in exploring woman’s role as moral agent. 

While none of the critics surveyed for this chapter mentions the trope specifically by 

name, their assessments of The Winter’s Tale suggest its presence. For example, Robert 

Heilman in “Shakespearean Comedy and Tragedy: Implicit Political Analogies,” argues 

that the playwright’s ability to present characters from all vantage points is a valuable 

skill that by its very nature creates multi-dimensional characters. Struck by what he 
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perceives as Shakespeare’s fascination for “devious men [like Leontes] and the devices 

used to see themselves as worthy of respect or sympathy” (32), the critic notes that the 

playwright “seems to fall into so thorough an imaginative participation in these self-

extolling or self-creating devices that his characterizations can create serious ambiguity” 

(33). Moreover, Heilman notes Shakespeare’s mastery in invariably including “the self-

image by which men and women put the best possible light on the actions they perform” 

(29). In The Winter’s Tale, for example, I argue that Hermione must confront the bad-

faith misuse of logic by her husband-king, Leontes, as he seeks to justify his immoral 

decisions. It is significant that Heilman recognizes the playwright’s control in depicting 

complex intellectual and moral interplay as he observes, “The Shakespearean imagination 

has a strong grasp of humanity’s case-making instinct, either in the rhetorical form in 

which words give the best possible coloring to deeds, or in the dramatic form, in which a 

man’s assumption of a credible role defines him as favorably as possible” (30). Hermione 

must confront King Leontes’ chameleon moral fashionings as he tries to destroy her 

integrity. 

 Marilyn Williamson also intimates the working of et utramque partem in the very 

structure of the play itself. For example, Williamson comments on the self-correcting 

devices in the romance such as “the substitution of Florizel for Mamillius against the 

theme of nature’s triumph over art,” and she notes that this effect “allows the audience to 

become a little skeptical about a highly artificial genre which seeks to ground itself in 

nature” (175). Williamson argues, “By introducing these dramatic effects and the theme 

of illusion into plays which mythologized their patriarchal structure as natural and 
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inevitable, Shakespeare enables his audience to recognize political ideology in its literary 

representation” (175). In other words, the audience is led to consider what occurs in the 

play from more than one viewpoint. 

 Additionally, Sara Eaton suggests the presence of et utramque partem in 

Shakespeare’s ability to show how one character can completely misread the motivation 

of another, thereby allowing the audience to see a situation from an unexpected point of 

view. For instance, Eaton refers to Leontes’ jealous outburst in the first scene as a direct 

response to what the king perceives as “Hermione’s presumptuous use of a courtier’s 

witticisms, implying Polixenes’ friendship has sexual meaning for herself” (74). Here, 

too, we have an example of a male’s objecting to a female’s use of her intelligence in a 

way not commensurate with the expected norm of its simple supporting role to chastity, 

silence, and obedience.  

 Furthermore, David McCandless’ also intimates the playwright’s use of the 

rhetorical trope. McCandless’ comment itself mirrors the ambiguous moral elements of 

The Winter’s Tale. For example, while McCandless recognizes the play’s “violent 

dislocations of male identity of perceived female inconstancy” (36), he observes that 

despite this displacement, the work’s “idealized” conclusion “tends to exorcise magically 

the provocation of difference,” as the offending female Hermione is “safely returned to 

male favor at the cost of desexualization” (36). I argue that Hermione is not “safely 

returned” and that she has not been desexualized, that the “idealized conclusion” does not 

exorcise the “provocation of difference”; rather the conclusion exacerbates the sense of 

injustice borne by the queen. 
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 Finally, Patricia S. Gourlay, like Sara Eaton, notes the unexpected use by women 

of language usually reserved for men, namely, intellectual banter. Gourlay observes that 

“Hermione’s ‘courtly teasing’ of Polixenes introduces the complex theme of ‘femaleness’ 

which Shakespeare expands to major importance in the play” (259). Of particular interest 

to my investigation is Gourlay’s suggestion that the theme of “femaleness” entails a 

misuse of language by the king and that this misuse becomes a means of controlling 

woman. Gourlay contends, “Like Othello, his [Leontes’] claim to justice and his 

perversion of the law and reason to support his madness suggest the dangerous possibility 

of his masculine (patriarchal) social order” (260). 

 Shakespeare’s characterization of Hermione supports the diverse responses just 

indicated. Two critics’ ideas are of particular help in gauging the playwright’s ability to 

create a female character that even as she appears to have triumphed through the power 

of her integrity and intelligence nonetheless leaves the audience questioning the cost of 

this victory. Carol Thomas Neely’s analysis of the play suggests that Hermione’s triumph 

is not without qualification. Neely’s assessment itself contains contradictory elements 

and therefore points to the ambiguities inherent in Hermione’s situation. Neely observes 

how from early in the first act, Leontes “employs reason, language, and tyranny to 

eradicate Hermione and replace her with abstraction, whose ‘actions’ are his ‘dreams’ [3. 

2. 80] as he aptly put it” (245). Hermione, for her part, confronts Leontes through the 

strength of reason in conjunction with a clear conscience. 

 Hermione’s problems are evident, when after succeeding in having Polixenes 

extend his visit at the behest of Leontes, she dares mention she considers Polixenes “a 
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friend” (1. 1. 108).2 The jealous Leontes views this comment as sexual infidelity and 

ascribes to his wife the worst of intentions: “Too hot, too hot / To mingle friendship far is 

mingling blood” (1. 2. 108-10). Hermione soon notices a visible change in Leontes, his 

face registering his inner turmoil. However, to her concerned inquiry, “Are you mov’d 

my Lord?” he denies any emotion: “No, in good earnest” ( 1. 2. 150). Leontes makes no 

attempt to limit the salacious ravings of his imagination. He, like King Herod, John 

Frankford, and even Gawain Goodluck, does little to stop the influx of impediments to 

the marriage of true minds. Leontes concludes, “Should all despair / That have revolted 

wives, the tenth of mankind / Would hang themselves” (1. 2. 198-200). The king self-

righteously, and to his mind logically, sums up the necessity of Hermione’s faithlessness: 

“Be it concluded, / No barricade for a belly. Know’t, / It will let in and out the enemy, / 

With bag and baggage” (1. 2. 203-05). The king’s illogical thinking continues as he tries 

to persuade Camillo of Hermione’s corruption, offering an either-or statement, neither of 

which assertion is correct: “If thou inclin’st that way, thou art a coward . . . or else a fool / 

That sees a game play’d home . . . and tak’st it all for jest” (1. 2. 243-48). Leontes 

continues his case-making skills, cloaking his irrational claims in robes of reason: 

Hermione is an adulteress, for clearly “thought (for cogitation / Resides not in that man 

that does not think) / My wife is slippery” (1. 2. 271-73). Camillo’s response registers 

moral revulsion, as well as recognition of the self-corrupting nature of such language 

itself. Camillo admonishes, “You never spoke what did become you less / Than this; 

which to reiterate were sin / As deep as that, though true” (1. 2. 282-83). Leontes’ 

“diseased imagination” (1. 2. 297) verbally obliterates Hermione. Unable or unwilling to 
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consider his own fallibility in misjudging Hermione and Polixenes, the king proclaims, 

“My wife is nothing” (1. 2. 294). And the king continues to misuse logic as the means to 

justify the unjustifiable. If Camillo cannot agree that Hermione is a slattern, than Camillo 

is pronounced “a hovering temporizer that / Canst with thine eyes at once see good and 

evil, / Inclining to them both” (1. 2. 301-04). And Camillo later decides to flee rather than 

stay to poison Polixenes at Leontes’ request, aptly stating a Brutus-like recognition of the 

problem of violating one’s conscience: “I must be the poisoner / Of good Polixenes, and 

my ground to do’t / Is the obedience to a master; one / Who, in rebellion with himself, 

will have / All that are his so too” (1. 2. 353-56). Unlike his master, who toys with “foul 

imaginings,” Camillo makes a moral decision to act: “I must / Forsake the court” (1. 2. 

361-62). He avoids the occasion of sin; the king luxuriates in it. 

 However, Camillo’s behavior is not faultless. Shakespeare focuses on the male 

characters’ machinations of conscience with their attendant misuse of reason. As noted, 

Camillo determines to leave the scene of future crime and warns Polixenes, “I am 

appointed to murther you” (1. 2. 413). Learning that Leontes accuses him of touching the 

queen forbiddenly, Polixenes is not concerned with what will happen to Hermione, as 

much as with the damage done to his own reputation: “Turn then my freshest reputation 

to / A savor that may strike the dullest nostril / Where I arrive, and my approach be 

shunn’d” (1. 2. 420-22). Camillo is also more concerned with self-preservation than with 

Hermione’s fate, as he counsels Polixenes, “I am sure ‘tis safer to / Avoid what’s grown 

than question how ‘tis born” (1. 2. 432-33). Thus, Hermione is victimized by a male 

character, even as she tries to do what is right. Leontes, her spouse, believes the worst; 
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Camillo, even while acknowledging her innocence abandons her, as does her friend, 

Polixenes. 

 Like a female Marc Antony, whose credit must stand on similarly slippery 

grounds, Hermione must face her accuser. When first insulted by Leontes in Act Two, 

Hermione registers disbelief: “What is this? Sport?” (2. 1. 58). To the king’s charge of 

adultery, Hermione responds, “You my lord / Do but mistake” (2. 1. 80-81). At this 

important point in the play, the problem of language is specifically addressed in terms of 

its misuse. In response to Hermione’s patient response to Leontes’ unjust comments as a 

mistake, Leontes accuses Hermione of mistaking Polixenes for her husband. The king 

misappropriates language in his own analysis of Hermione’s situation. Leontes labels the 

queen “an object,” someone no longer worthy of respect, someone who would manipulate 

the language to hide her guilt. He claims, “O thou thing! / Which I’ll not call a creature of 

thy place, / Lest barbarism (making me the precedent) / Should a like language use to all 

degrees, / And mannerly distinguishment leave out / Betwixt the prince and beggar” (2. 1. 

82-87). Hermione’s response to this public humiliation is to call him to account, to insist 

that when he shall come “to clearer knowledge,” he will be the one misusing language: 

“You scarce can right me thoroughly, then, to say / You did mistake” (2. 1. 98-99). And 

what is more important, even as Hermione goes obediently to prison, she is not so abject 

a loyal subject as to quail from calling immediate attention to the injustice of the king’s 

accusations, demanding that the spectators judge her fairly, “with thoughts so qualified as 

your charities / Shall best instruct you, measure me” (2. 1. 112-14). Even as she obeys, 

Hermione does not avoid challenging her morally bereft spouse, calling on his eventual 
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return to reason and to grace: “Adieu, my lord, / I never wish’d to see you sorry, now / I 

trust I shall” (2. 1. 123-24). 

 Even in the face of objections from his lords at Hermione’s dismissal to prison, 

Leontes persists in his misapprehension of reality. To those who question the validity of 

Hermione’s guilt, Leontes insists that his own “natural goodness” makes his judgment the 

final arbiter. Again, he reverts to a misuse of logic, a false dilemma, in answering the 

objections that he wrongs the queen. The king pontificates: “Either thou are most 

ignorant by age, / Or thou wert born a fool” (2. 1. 173-74). There is no ocular evidence of 

Hermione’s infidelity, but such a lack of evidence is a mere technicality to her spouse. 

Leontes agrees to consult the oracle at Delphos regarding Hermione’s guilt, not because 

he has the slightest doubt, but only to “Give rest to th’ minds of others . . . / Whose 

ignorant credulity will not / Come up to th’ truth” (2. 1. 191-93). 

 The third act’s courtroom scene warrants analysis, for it provides an example not 

only of how far woman has come in her depiction as autonomous moral agent, but at the 

same time how far woman still needs to go to gain complete moral authority over her 

decision making. Leontes sees the courtroom as the opportunity to establish objectively 

his wife’s guilt. His noblesse oblige stems from the desire to be seen as a just man. 

Leontes assures the observers: “Let us be clear’d / Of being tyrannous, since we so 

openly / Proceed in justice, which shall have due course, / Even to the guilt or the 

purgation” (3. 2. 4-7). However, Hermione does not flinch from the accusation and 

instead counters that divine powers shall reveal her innocence. Furthermore, the queen 

dares to call the salacious accusations of the king “tyranny” (3. 2. 31). Hermione lays out 
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her defense: a spotless life, faithful marriage partner, daughter of a king, mother to a 

prince (3. 2. 38-40). Her primary concern is that of honor, since it is “a derivative” from 

her to her children “and only that” (3. 2. 45) she stands for. Hermione confronts her 

husband, “I appeal to your own conscience, sir” (3. 2. 45). The problem, here of course, 

is that the king’s conscience is not of the same caliber as her own. Next, the queen 

reminds Leontes of a mature understanding of love. Yes, she loved Polixenes but only “as 

in honor as required” (3. 2. 63), and as the king himself commanded. Her charity 

extended to her guest, for to not have honored him would have shown “disobedience and 

ingratitude” (3. 2. 68) to her husband. Leontes persists in his ranting to which Hermione 

replies, “You speak a language I understand not” (3. 2. 80). The queen’s observation is 

critical as it points to the crux of her dilemma. Hers is the language of truth because there 

is no discrepancy between her actions that adhere to objective standards of ethical 

behavior and her motivation that drives her to follow those same objective standards. On 

the other hand, Leontes’ language is the misappropriation of truth because he no longer 

looks outside himself for objective standards of ethical behavior. The truth is only what 

he wants to believe, and it is of no importance if his will to accept something as true 

directly contradicts the evidence. Ironically, Leontes fails to see the appropriateness of 

Hermione’s statement. There is a factual correspondence to Hermione’s actions, but for 

Leontes, her actions are his dreams (3. 2. 82). His jealousy makes him irrational. 

Hermione lists specific facts of her suffering: she lacks the king’s favor, she is barred 

from her son, she is torn from her nursing new born, and she is proclaimed a strumpet. 

She is in a court, yet she must remind the judge of the necessity of rational proofs of 
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guilt. If she is to be condemned, it should not be the result of “surmises” (3. 2. 102). 

Hermione, speaking not only for herself, but also for all women who suffer injustice 

under a system that ignores its own precepts of fairness when applied to females, states 

simply, “I tell you / ‘Tis [her condemnation] rigor and not law” (3. 2. 113-14). 

Hermione’s appeal to law also extends to the gods, in particular to the oracle. But even as 

the oracle pronounces her chaste and Leontes a jealous tyrant, the king is determined in 

the face of what should be incontrovertible support of the queen’s virtue to cling to the 

stereotype of woman as inherently evil. Leontes proclaims, “There is no truth at all ‘n ‘th 

oracle” (3. 2. 140). Ironically, the king who has pledged to stop or else be spurred on by 

the god’s proclamation (2. 1. 186-87), sputters in contradiction: “This is mere falsehood” 

(3. 2. 141). 

 It is curious to consider against this exchange of Leontes and Hermione, their 

responses to the death of their son. Leontes’ words are self-centered. He is consumed 

with his own guilt and injustice. Hermione has no words, her death-like swoon 

contrasting with Leontes’ almost cavalier observation, “Her heart is but o’er charged; she 

will recover” (3. 2. 150). Leontes misjudges Hermione even in her greatest distress, once 

more showing a misunderstanding of the power of words. Even as he refused to 

acknowledge the truth in Hermione’s proclamations of innocence, Leontes naively 

believes that a few sweet nothings will suffice to make up for the suffering inflicted on 

others. The king believes that what is done can indeed be undone. 

 Paulina announces Hermione’s death, and Leontes appears eager for words of 

condemnation: “Go on, go on,” he encourages Paulina, “Thou canst not speak too much. I 
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have serv’d / All tongues to talk their bitt’rest” (3. 2. 214-16). Yet he has a chorus of 

male companions who even in the face of unquestionably just criticism resist a female’s 

calling a male’s misdeeds to account. The lords’ arrogance is clear as they reprimand 

Paulina: “Say no more. / How’ver the business goes, you have made fault / I’ th’ boldness 

of your speech” (3. 2. 217-18). Speaking for all so ignorantly faulted, Paulina refuses to 

be silenced: “Alas, I have show’d too much / The rashness of a woman / Let me be 

punish’d that have minded you / Of what you should forget” (3. 2. 221-22; 225-26). 

Leontes appears suitably chastised. He states, “Thou dids’t speak but well / When most 

the truth” (3. 2. 232-33); however, the rest of the scene is ambiguous in its depiction of 

repentance. Certainly, Leontes intends to make public his sorrow for the deaths of 

Hermione and Mamillius. But there is something self-serving in this penance. Leontes’ 

speech, rather than focusing on the qualities of his deceased wife and son, seems skewed 

by its emphasis on himself—his sufferings, his repentance, his daily (and apparently quite 

public) display of sorrow. The tomb will register his “shame perpetual” (3. 2. 238), his 

recreation, shedding tears (3. 2. 239), this ritual performed “daily” (3. 2. 242). Leontes 

fails to mention Hermione or Mamillius by name. 

 The reunion of Hermione and Leontes in Act Five is not without ambiguity. When 

told that Paulina can “make the statue move, indeed, descend, / And take you by the 

hand” (5. 3. 87-88), Leontes specifically responds he is now content to hear whatever 

Hermione may say to him (5. 3. 92-93). Ironically, Hermione has nothing to say to the 

king. While it is true, “she embraces him” (5. 3. 111), and Camillo observes the queen 

“hangs about his neck,” (5. 3. 112) yet the queen only has words only for Perdita. She 

 221



 

reveals that she has been kept alive by her love for her daughter rather than for her 

spouse, for “knowing by Paulina that the oracle / Gave hope thou wast in being, have 

preserv’d / Myself to see the issue” (5. 3. 126-28). This assessment does not preclude the 

possibility of fuller accord between Hermione and Leontes, but within the parameters of 

the play, the marriage of true minds has yet to exist. Two critics in particular note such 

ambiguity in The Winter’s Tale, especially regarding its use of reason and language. 

Carol T. Neely addresses the importance of what the play suggests about woman’s 

language. Next, Wilbur Sanders questions the possibility of Hermione’s and Leontes’ 

return to normalcy after the king’s disjoining remorse from power, causing irreparable 

harm to his family. 

 In “Woman and Issue in The Winter’s Tale,” Neely notes how the female 

characters in this drama are persons of influence who “by their presence and their actions 

teach men to accept life’s rhythms” (75). The critic points out how the women, especially 

Hermione, use the skills of “wit and reason in the service of passion to mock male folly, 

to educate men, and to achieve fruitful union with them” (75). Neely refers unabashedly 

to “the breath-taking rejuvenation of Hermione and her marriage,” (76) even going so far 

as to conclude that the play provides “Shakespeare’s final marvelous transformations of 

roles of good wife, shrew, and beloved” (79). While I agree with the good female 

characters’ attempts to guide the males in the drama, I question the effectiveness of these 

attempts as indicated in my previous assessment. For example, while Hermione may 

teach Leontes “to accept life’s rhythms,” nothing is said about Hermione’s enforced 

sixteen-year exile, during which she’s been allowed to age but not to have lived. 
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Hermione tries to point out Leontes’ misuse of language in his folly to judge her, his use 

of “rigor not law,” yet she pays a heavy price for the tutelage: son dead of grief, infant 

spirited away, her own life put on hold as though encased in stone. And whether 

Hermione has returned to fruitful union is open to question. Furthermore, Neely 

undercuts her assertions by contradictory statements that belie the happily-ever-after 

tenor of her initial remarks about the play. 

 First, Neely recognizes the serious effects of Leontes’ refusing to accept 

Hermione’s moral integrity. Hermione’s protestations are insignificant to Leontes; 

indeed, he calls her “this thing.” Neely correctly points out how “With his [Leontes’] 

denial of her particularity, her words, her sexuality, her offspring, she died to him” (80). 

Apparently, however, Neely forgets this obliterating denial in the joy of the couple’s 

reunion. Yet, she argues that the reunion is only partially satisfactory, citing Hermione’s 

words to Perdita. Neely contends, “The union with Leontes is not final, or perhaps even 

the central one for Hermione . . . Her own renewal is completed only when she speaks to 

Perdita” (88). Hermione says nothing to Leontes. Her silence may indicate that the “wide 

gap of time” may take more than a mute embrace to fill. Neely’s conclusion is 

questionable. She argues, “For only here [in The Winter’s Tale] are women who are 

crucial to them [the men], accepted into the play as fully human figures ‘freed and 

enfranchised’ from imprisoning roles and imprisoning conceptions projected on them by 

foolish men” (88). Yet Hermione, for maintaining her innocence, for demanding to be 

treated rationally, is imprisoned for sixteen years, Perdita deprived of a mother, Paulina 

of a husband. These women’s sufferings are an inordinately high price for the queen’s 
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supposed infidelity. Shakespeare’s use of et utramque partem is suggested here by the 

sense of injustice that overshadows the drama’s “happily ever after” theme. 

 Similarly, contradictory elements occur in Neely’s “The Triumph of Speech in 

The Winter’s Tale.” Once again the critic addresses the misuse of language as it directly 

affects the play’s female characters, Hermione in particular. As in her previous work, 

Neely notes Leontes’ misappropriation of ratiocination and words to subjugate Hermione. 

She contends, “Leontes employs reason, language, and tyranny to eradicate Hermione 

and replace her with an abstraction whose ‘actions’ are his ‘dreams’ [2. 2. 80] as he aptly 

puts it” (245). Neely draws particular attention to Hermione’s challenge to the misuse of 

words to condemn her, as the queen tells the king, “You speak a language that I 

understand not” (3. 2. 79). Furthermore, Neely remarks on Hermione’s wishes “to be 

seen without distortion of passion or imagination, without rhetorical heightening of its 

contours by the pattern of history or drama or courtroom spectacle” (247). In addition to 

pointing out Hermione’s linguistic savvy in terms of not wanting to manipulate or 

amplify the truth for effect, Neely also considers how Leontes appears to have learned 

something significant about the misuse of language. She argues, “Leontes no longer trusts 

reason or its rhetoric absolutely. He is aware that he can be unfurnished of it. Most 

important, he has lost his old habits of abstraction and categorization” (250). I agree with 

Neely’s assessment up to this point. But, as in her previous assessment, there are 

contradictions in her account of the drama’s conclusion. Neely asserts, “Hermione is not 

fully and humanly alive, however, until she uses language, the art which is integral to 

human nature, to human life. ‘If she pertain to life, let her speak too’” (113). However, 
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Hermione does not speak to her husband; those words that would make her fully human 

are only directed to Perdita. The queen has no words for Leontes. While Neely contends, 

“Her [Hermione’s] speech completes and celebrates her renewal and embodies the union 

of thought and tongue which is necessary for the preservation of human life,” (255), the 

fact remains that the lack of verbal exchange between Hermione and Leontes suggests the 

possibility of a less-than-perfect reunion. 

 Wilbur Sanders has also noted such possible ambiguity within the play. He infers 

the operation of the playwright’s use of et utramque partem early in the drama in 

reference to Leontes’ and Hermione’s discussion of early courtship. In reference to the 

king’s mentioning of “three crabb’d months” (1. 1. 102), waiting for Hermione’s consent, 

Sanders observes, “Here with usual consummate unobtrusiveness, Shakespeare is giving 

us the long perspective on this particular marriage and its origins” (16). And Sanders 

notes difficulties in their intellectual and spiritual approaches to life. Sanders argues that 

“Hermione has a free play of spirit that Leontes cannot command and cannot rise to” 

(17). In other words, Hermione can look at a situation from several perspectives (with a 

“Tudor play of mind”), Leontes one. Thus, Hermione sees hospitality extended to her 

husband’s friend; Leontes sees infidelity. Sanders also notes the king’s moral immaturity. 

Regarding the king’s salacious accusations against Hermione, Sanders states: “He 

[Leontes] has given himself up to foul, familiar imaginings—gone rag picking among the 

ancient garbage of misogynist cynicism and misanthropic prurience, and the momentum 

will carry him away far before it is exhausted” (21). 
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 Sanders also notes Hermione’s rigorously honest use of language, as she tries to 

instruct her errant husband, even as he would condemn her unjustly. Recalling how 

Hermione tries to defuse Leontes’ false accusations, tactfully suggesting that “You, my 

lord, / Do but mistake,” Sanders observes that while Hermione’s integrity is “wounded, it 

does not shrivel into self-righteousness,” (38) rather it has its own “measured 

intransigence” (38). The queen is not afraid to say she wishes her husband sorry for his 

deed (2. 1. 122). Sanders observes, “She is a woman strong enough to wish upon her 

husband the misery to which his deeds have entitled him” (39). Sanders refers to Leontes’ 

condemnation of the queen in a public trial. The critic finds in the king’s words, if not 

irreparable damage, at least something close to it. Sanders states, “At this point in the 

action, it is, I believe, unthinkable that there can be any return to an equable domesticity” 

(45). He explains the breech thus: “Hermione has been driven too far out into that 

comfortless asocial wilderness where the tragic individual makes up his accounts with 

life which he would spare. Her solitude is final. So is her estrangement” (45).  

 This inquiry concludes with a brief assessment of Webster’s tragedy, The 

Duchess of Malfi (1614). Its heroine epitomizes woman’s struggle as independent moral 

agent. As an “every woman,” it is appropriate that the Duchess has no other appellation. 

In this work, Webster creates a character who embodies many facets of womanhood: 

sister, mother, widow, wife; and who, consequently, experiences the resistance of a 

patriarchal culture that finds these facets threatening and in need of control. In addition to 

the other plays examined in this dissertation, Ralph Roister Doister, A Woman Killed 

With Kindness, The Tragedy of Mariam Fair Queen of Jewry, Cymbeline, and The 
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Winter’s Tale, The Duchess of Malfi considers a woman in crisis over moral concerns. 

What is clear thus far is a patriarchal culture’s abiding concern for determining woman’s 

moral decision making. In Webster’s tragedy, it is apparent that the female person has not 

advanced much beyond the limits of Ancient male prescriptions of what constitutes 

appropriate female behavior in matters of conscience. The Duchess may function as an 

autonomous moral agent, but she pays the ultimate price for the privilege. Her death 

comes as the logical culmination of how woman has been treated since the beginning of 

early-modern drama: desirable, helpful, but often expendable. 

 As part of my approach to Webster’s work, I consider the playwright’s use of et 

utramque partem as a means of bringing to the forefront contradictory or illogical 

components within the culture’s expectations of its female members. As previously 

mentioned in this inquiry, use of this rhetorical trope may help account for the 

ambiguities with a text that often result from such contradictions. Significantly, critics 

recognize the presence of such ambiguity in this tragedy. Their observations corroborate 

my argument of Webster’s use et utramque partem. For example, Maurice Hunt 

comments on Webster’s intention of creating in the work a “dramatic ambiguity;”(173) 

Martha R. Lifson finds that this drama “demands moral and psychological perception and 

then confounds it;” (47) while Barbara Keifer Lewalski reminds us that even as such 

dramas as The Duchess of Malfi present “subversive images of female power, wit, and 

rebellion” that finally, “patriarchal power is reinforced by allowing and then controlling 

such gestures” (9). 
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 Christy Desmet also sees the presence of inconsistency in the workings of the 

patriarchal culture’s attempts to control the Duchess’s moral agency. I am particularly 

indebted to Desmet’s analysis as it helps inform my assessment of the play. However, as 

it will be shown, while I agree with Desmet’s contention that the tragedy showcases the 

limitations placed upon woman’s attempts to function as independent moral agent, I 

disagree with her conclusion that ultimately the work only “affirms traditional 

hierarchies” (71). I argue that even as the traditional hierarchies remain solidly in place, 

The Duchess of Malfi exposes the inadequacies of a system that would destroy a woman 

of such demonstrated greatness. Moreover, the extent of that affirmation becomes subject 

to scrutiny. 

 Desmet analyzes Webster’s work through the lens of the Renaissance Woman 

Controversy. She contends that the mechanism or workings of this controversy allow 

specifically for modeling “a process in which rhetoric is used to deny women any 

possibility of virtue and therefore of power” (71). This observation supports my 

contention that the system contains contradictions that in turn suggest its vulnerability. 

Desmet argues that the drama misuses rhetoric, the same way that the church and culture 

used the Ancient authorities and church fathers to argue the naturalness of woman’s 

being subject to man’s authority. Desmet states, “The drama exploits rhetoric the same 

way the commonplaces of the controversy misuse logic by relying on enthymeme, an 

implicit syllogism” (81). For example, Desmet notes this exploitation in the intellectual 

workings of a culture that must provide a logical reason why woman is not fit to rule. 

Desmet refers to the example of Queen Mary. The implicit syllogism works along these 
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lines: Mary is a woman. God has forbidden woman to have mastery over man. Therefore, 

Mary cannot logically rule. 

 Desmet points to the logically valid but flawed conclusion: “Because she [Queen 

Mary] attempts to usurp the male prerogative of rule, Mary is no better than a whore” 

(81). This method of thinking typifies the misuse of reason applied to keep woman in her 

place. Specifically, Desmet argues this corruption of logic when applied to rhetoric 

“subjugates women to patriarchal authority by excluding them from the realm of moral 

agency by rhetorical sleight-of-hand”(86). I further contend that such “rhetorical sleight-

of-hand” corroborates my observations that the playwright’s use of et utramque partem 

(considering a topic from all sides) may account for presenting characters in such a way 

that disparate interpretations by the audience of these same characters seem encouraged. 

Desmet argues that “When commonplaces from the controversy appear in drama . . . they 

are not images defining female characters, but exercises in definition” (87). She finds the 

result of such logic sobering, for such habits of mind embedded in the patriarchal culture 

“encompass women with a game that excluded them” (88). Against this critical 

assessment, in which the rhetoric of the play mirrors the culture’s ideas about woman, I 

contend that the noble Duchess of Malfi suffers the same external controls upon her 

moral agency as the humble Christian Custance. 

 In Webster’s drama, the Duchess’ brothers, Duke Ferdinand and the Cardinal, 

exert the strongest external controls upon her functioning as independent moral agent. 

(And it is noteworthy, that like his sister, the Cardinal lacks a given name, perhaps 

making his representation of religious authority even more emblematic.) The brothers 
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would deny the Duchess the opportunity to marry whomever she wishes.3 But Martha 

Lifson points out, the Duchess is not initially intimidated by their disapproval. Lifson 

observes that the Duchess “is certain of her value--and she positions this value by her 

own body by asserting the right to dispose of it as she chooses, not as her brothers would 

choose for her” (50). Lifson commends the Duchess for self-determination in the face of 

opposition, finding that “at the very outset of the play, she [the Duchess] is willing to risk 

as she says, ‘going into a wilderness,’ in order to speak her desire” (50).  

 In addition to wanting to control the Duchess’ moral agency by forbidding her to 

marry, the brothers feel compelled to control her self-perception by denigrating her 

sexuality itself. The Duke and Cardinal’s stereotypical assessment of their sex-starved 

widowed sister paints a bleak picture. Ferdinand cautions, “They are most luxurious who 

wed twice” (1. 3. 7);4 the Cardinal warns, “The marriage night / Is the entrance into some 

prison” (1. 3. 8). To these general warnings about the inappropriateness of second 

marriage, the Duchess shows mild amusement at her brothers’ overly solicitous concern 

for her sexuality. She wittily counters Ferdinand’s words, chiding him, “I think this 

speech between you both was studied, / It came so roundly off” (1. 3. 38-39). However, 

in one sense, their words are “studied,” as they epitomize patriarchal rhetoric that 

ascribes to woman a naturally lascivious nature. Desmet notes how the brothers use this 

truism to “prove their sister unfit for rule by stressing her sexuality” (82). The Duchess, 

however, refuses to have this unjust expectation circumscribe her behavior. If she wishes 

to marry, her brothers’ objections will merely be “low footsteps” (1. 3. 52) to her nuptial. 

Yet, even while the Duchess realizes the irrationality inherent in her siblings’ wish to 
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control her, she is sophisticated enough to realize that following her desires will not be 

easy; thus, she determines, “so I through frights and threat’nings will assay / This 

dangerous venture” (1. 3. 56-57). The Duchess not only recognizes the difficulty of 

woman’s acting upon legitimate sexual desire, but also the burden of being a woman 

ruler. She tells Antonio, “The misery of us that are born great! / We are forc’d to woo, 

because none dare woo us” (1. 3. 150-51). 

 Thus far, Duke Ferdinand and the Cardinal try to control the Duchess’ moral 

agency by forbidding her to marry and by disparaging her sexuality. The Duchess, in 

turn, responds to each attack on her personhood by refusing to acknowledge the 

legitimacy of their claims. However, their influence over her moral agency takes its toll 

in an additionally unwelcome way. The Duchess’ moral sensibilities are burdened by 

having to dissemble her true feelings because of her brothers’ expectations of woman. 

The Duchess complains, “And as a tyrant doubles with his words / And fearfully 

equivocates, so we / Are forc’d to express our violent passions / . . . and leave the path / 

Of simple virtue, which was never made / To seem the thing it is not” (1. 3. 152-56). 

Desmet sees in these words the Duchess’ exploring “another consequence of the logical 

argument against female rule. The woman prince is not fully a woman. Sophistry and 

truth meet in the Duchess’ lament that in wooing her husband she must act like a tyrant 

who equivocates his words” (82). While the Duchess obviously regrets her duplicity in 

circumventing her brothers’ injunctions that she not marry, she values her legitimate love 

for Antonio above this regrettable but necessary subterfuge. Furthermore, she is woman 

enough to admit her physical passion to Antonio: “This is flesh and blood, sir, / ‘T is not 
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the figure cut in alabaster / Kneels at my husband’s tomb” (1. 3. 162-64). Linda 

Woodbridge notes the significance of Webster’s creating a female character of such 

frankness. Woodbridge states, “But to turn a widow . . . into a tragic hero was 

revolutionary” (206). 

 Not only does the Duchess defy convention by expressing legitimate sexual 

desire, but she further frustrates patriarchal expectations by acting upon those desires. 

Since the Duke and Cardinal would never permit a public religious ceremony, the 

Duchess and Antonio perform their own ceremony, witnessed by Cariola. Ironically, the 

Duchess uses the law to help justify her case. She reasons, “I have heard lawyers say, a 

contract in chamber / Per verba [de] presenti is absolute marriage” (1. 3. 184-85). As the 

couple exchanges vows, the Duchess observes, “How can the church build faster? / We 

are now man and wife, and ‘t is the church / That must echo this” (1. 3. 197-200). 

Significantly, critical response to the union varies. For example, Maurice Hunt looks 

upon the marriage as evidence of the Duchess’ hubris, citing “a tone of self-

congratulation” (175) in her insistence that the church approve the match. Hunt argues 

that the lines imply “a condescending attitude toward formal religion,” seeing the 

Duchess “believes that her willful private marriage is sufficient and that the religious 

ceremony of wedlock cannot add meaning or value to what she herself has ordered” 

(175). Yet Hunt undercuts his analysis when he acknowledges the dire straits into which 

the brothers have placed the Duchess by their fierce desire to control her. Hunt notes that 

Ferdinand, in particular, “forces his sister into secrecy, concerning her love for a man 

socially beneath her” (174). It seems ironic, therefore, that the critic labels the Duchess’ 
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attitude toward the sacrament “condescending,” when he himself admits that she has not 

been allowed access to it. The Duchess may indeed have “a fiercely independent 

definition of marriage” and feel compelled “to create her own sacrament” (174), but why 

not, considering her brothers’ adamantine opposition? Hunt’s labeling the Duchess’ 

attitude as condescending trivializes her response to a desperate situation. After all, the 

Duchess is denied access to the sacrament. Therefore, she acts responsibly within such a 

limitation. Most important, the Duchess sees her marriage as something administered 

under the moral order and thereby acceptable to God, unlike a marriage administered by a 

corrupt representative of a corrupt church, the Cardinal. On the other hand, Catherine 

Belsey finds the Duchess’ marriage reflective of changes in the culture, changes that may 

or may not be particularly welcome. Belsey posits, “The protagonist marries in 

accordance with emerging values of love and not for lineage” (90). In the conflict 

represented in the Duchess’ marriage to Antonio, Belsey labels the patriarchal culture’s 

resistance to such fundamental change “a collision between this sympathetic affective 

ideal and an older overtly dynastic and patriarchal model, in which the male head of the 

family expects to control his sister’s sexual alliance” (90). 

 This collision of values that Belsey refers to is particularly evident in Cariola’s 

assessment of the marriage of her mistress. The servant’s evaluation reflects the struggle 

of woman as moral agent. Cariola worries, “Whether the spirit of greatness or of woman / 

Reign most in her, I know not; but it shows / A fearful madness” (1. 3. 211-13). Webster 

has Cariola employ an either-or proposition that is logically incompatible. Why does the 

spirit of greatness necessarily have to be at odds with the spirit of woman? And more 
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disconcerting still, why would either indicate “a fearful madness”? Perhaps, here is 

exactly the situation in which the dramatist represents the views of the culture, and in so 

doing paradoxically subjects those same views to reevaluation. Why does a spirit of 

greatness have to be in a mutually exclusive category with the spirit of woman? If one 

subscribes to the patriarchal view of woman as man’s necessary but unequal partner, 

there is no problem. However, if one begins to question the logical underpinnings of the 

culture’s construct of woman, which I argue is what Webster does here, then the lines are 

ambiguous enough to elicit different responses, and as such they add irony to Cariola’s 

final view of the Duchess’s marital life: “I owe her much of pity” (1. 3. 112). 

 Critics’ responses to these lines also indicate the presence of ambiguity. For 

example, Hunt sees Webster supporting the status quo in that the Duchess has no right to 

wed Antonio under the circumstances described. Hunt argues, “Cariola’s strong judgment 

upon the Duchess’ proud attitude appears to be Webster’s way of admitting the 

possibility of hamartia” (175). Hunt finds the Duchess guilty of inappropriately 

transgressing “conventional morality” (175) and suggests that “Cariola concludes that the 

Duchess is mad in her disregard for Ferdinand’s warnings and the judgmental social 

context within which she, Antonio, and the children must live” (175). Lifson, unlike 

Hunt, posits that the Duchess’ actions give a positive alternative to Cariola’s either or 

proposition: “She [the Duchess] dares to seduce, to demand; she seems to assert that the 

answer to Cariola’s uncertainty here is ‘both’” (51). Moreover, Lifson sees the Duchess 

as directly challenging debilitating patriarchal stereotypes. The critic reasons, “If the 

male characters tend to see women, especially those who are assertive and self possessed, 
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as the source of depravity, the Duchess clearly represents elements missing from public 

life and contrary to the depravity her brothers charge her with: normal sexuality, 

nurturance, independence, recognition of value not associated with class and status” (52). 

 In addition to the Duchess being criticized for a secret and forbidden marriage 

outside her class, she is also faulted for what some perceive as a cynical disregard for 

religion itself. When preparing to join Antonio in Ancona, the Duchess accepts Bosola’s 

suggestion “to feign a pilgrimage to our Lady of Loretto” (3. 3. 312-13). To Cariola’s 

objections to “this jesting with religion,” (3. 3. 322) the Duchess calls her servant “a 

superstitious fool” (3. 3. 324). Certainly, it is not unreasonable to see a cavalier attitude in 

these remarks. In fact, Hunt labels her attitude toward religion “patronizing” (174) and 

her use of Christianity “questionable” (177); moreover, he argues that “while Webster 

may sympathize with the necessity of the Duchess’ living within spiritually corrupt 

realm, he does not condone her blanket rejection of religion itself” (175). In contrast, 

Lifson contends that “To be concerned with the family’s safety is not to jest with religion 

itself as Cariola suggests, but quite the contrary, to take it seriously as the Cardinal 

obviously does not” (52). And John Wilks supports the Duchess’ inherently strong moral 

fiber, calling her the play’s “one luminous exception to its pejorative estimate of 

mankind” (195).  

 Webster’s complex characterization of the Duchess continues up until her death. 

It is noteworthy that at every stage of persecution, she responds with good sense couched 

in the diction of logic. For instance, Bosola, as representative of the patriarchal status 

quo, encourages the Duchess to reject Antonio on cultural grounds that he is “a base, low 

 235



 

fellow” (3. 5. 113). Webster clothes the Duchess’ response in logical terms: “Say that he 

[Antonio] was born mean, / Man is most happy when’s own actions / Be arguments and 

examples of his virtue” (3. 5. 117-19). The playwright thus has the audience consider 

things from another point of view (et utramque partem). Unfortunately, a woman’s 

objections to the patriarchal idea of virtue are not enough to excuse her, at least within 

the parameters of the drama. The Duchess must die because she dares to act on her own 

behalf, her dilemma compounded by her being a political figure. She may rationally and 

morally account for her decisions, but the reality is the Duchess has no truly reasonable 

alternative. The Duchess sums up the insurmountable difficulty of woman trying to act as 

independent moral agent: “Nothing but noise and folly / Can keep me in my right wits; 

whereas reason / And silence make me stark mad” (4. 2. 3-6). She may not agree with the 

irrationality of a world that demands her death, but this character maintains a sense of self 

until the end. “I am,” she declares, “Duchess of Malfi still” (4. 1. 150). And even as she 

submits to execution, the Duchess maintains a sense of irony about being female. She 

tells her executioners, “I would fain put off my last woman’s fault: I’d not be tedious to 

you” (4. 2. 235-36). Thus, the Duchess shows for the last time her awareness of a culture 

that prefers to silence women, by execution if necessary, rather than permit them to live 

in defiance of its cherished precepts. Earlier the Duchess has stated: “I have not gone 

about this to create / Any new world or new custom” (4. 2. 111-12). However, intended 

or not, the Duchess’ independent moral agency is perceived by most of the male 

characters as trying to create such a new world and new custom, and, as such, this threat 
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is stopped. Although as Richard Levin observes: “None of the guilty retains in memory 

the Duchess as a moral beacon,” (17) the audience will long remember her ethical stance. 

 In Webster’s drama, therefore, the Duchess’ tragedy becomes emblematic of more 

than the experience of a single character; rather, it represents the tragedy of a system that 

works against the treatment of woman as rational adult. It is significant that one of the 

greatest non-Shakespearean tragedies of the period concerns itself explicitly with the 

functioning of a woman’s conscience against the attending difficulties of male 

determination of appropriate moral action. Webster’s work, even in its heroine’s demise, 

demonstrates woman’s struggle for recognition as an independent moral agent. The 

Duchess, like Christian Custance, finds it difficult to believe that she must subject her 

ethical decisions to male judgment. Like Anne Frankford, the Duchess knows what it is 

to try to work within a system that thinks woman is not fully capable of choosing her own 

course of action. As Queen Mariam feels the restrictions placed upon woman’s speaking 

out against injustice, the Duchess knows well the lengths that can be taken to silence the 

female voice of conscience. Sharing the commitment of Imogen to her beloved, the 

Duchess experiences the attendant suffering that such devotion involves. And like Queen 

Hermione, the Duchess experiences the unjust application of law based on nothing more 

than her sexuality. 
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Notes 
 

 1All quotations from Cymbeline are taken from Cymbeline. The Riverside 

Shakespeare. G. Blakemore Evans, ed. (Princeton, NJ: Houghton Mifflin Co., 1974): 

1521-63. 

 2All quotations from The Winter’s Tale are taken from The Winter’s Tale. The 

Riverside Shakespeare. G. Blakemore Evans, ed. (Princeton, NJ: Houghton Mifflin Co., 

1974): 1569-1605. 

 3See “Duke Ferdinand’s Lycanthropy As a Disguise Motive in Webster’s The 

Duchess 

of Malfi.” Giles Mitchell and Eugene Wright Literature and Psychology 25 (1975), 117-

23. Mitchell and Wright address Duke Ferdinand’s search to explain why he had his 

sister, the Duchess, killed. Their article purports to answer the question by showing “the 

incestuous feelings to lycanthropy and to necrophilia, both of which psychoses afflict 

Ferdinand to an extreme degree” (117); Woman in Power in the Early Modern Drama 

Theodora Jankowski (Chicago : U of Illinois P, 1992), 336-38. Jankowski comments on 

the incestuous feeling Ferdinand has for his sister. 

 4All quotations from The Duchess of Malfi are taken from The Duchess of Malfi. 

English Drama 1580-1640. C. F. Tucker Brooke, ed. (Lexington, MA: D. C. Heath and 

Co., 1933): 647-86. 
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CHAPTER VIII
 
 

CONCLUSION 
 

 In order to understand why female characters in early-modern drama, even when 

trying to follow the dictates of conscience, appear inextricably bound to patriarchal 

expectations, I have surveyed a traditional body of philosophical opinion regarding 

female intellectual and moral capacities. This knowledge would have been part of the 

Renaissance playwright’s educational experience. In understanding the impact of this 

background, I have been particularly interested not only in what the ancient, medieval, 

and early-modern authorities have to say about woman, but also how their often 

contradictory notions presage the questioning of woman’s traditional role as explored in 

early-modern drama. In addition to this traditional body of knowledge influencing how 

female characters are delineated, I have argued that the Renaissance playwright would 

have been also influenced by an ancient rhetorical trope et utramque partem, that is, 

examining an issue from all sides. Renaissance students would be encouraged to apply 

this method of analysis not just for the sake of argument, but in order to come to a better 

understanding of the truth of an issue. The use of this trope, in addition to the Terentian 

dramatic principle that drama be edifying, might help to explain the paradox of how even 

as a drama ostensibly supports the patriarchal status quo regarding woman’s subordinate 

position, that same drama might simultaneously question or subvert the presentation of 

woman as an inferior moral being. 
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 I have argued that analysis of the six early-modern dramas included in this study 

lend credence to my argument that when woman is depicted as moral agent 

contradictions occur between what the culture deems appropriate behavior and what 

occurs in the dramatic works themselves. I have examined women in various economic 

and social situations, from middle-class housewife to gentile lady of the manor, from 

princess to queen to duchess. In each instance, the playwright’s depiction of woman as 

moral agent shows a person at odds with a patriarchal system that in some ways makes it 

impossible for her either to play by its rules or receive equable treatment. That a female 

character would be so treated is not a particularly startling insight, but what is worth 

noting, however, is that within each play analyzed, the woman’s moral determinations are 

shown to be unduly affected by male interference of some type. And I have argued that 

one of the primary reasons accounting for this exposure of the difficulties woman has in 

acting as an autonomous adult is the playwright’s use of et utramque partem, a device 

that not only encourages critical examination of an issue but also seeks to discover the 

truth in that particular situation. The problem with such a goal, of course, is that reason 

alone may be insufficient in accounting for the vagaries of human nature. At least et 

utramque partem helps to point out that there may not only be several sides to an issue, 

but that none of these sides may be an understandable or equable solution to the conflict.  

 For example, in Udall’s Ralph Roister Doister, Christian Custance is the victim of 

misogynist beliefs about the sexually rapacious widow. Christian spends much of her 

time dealing with ridiculous accusations against her good name. Udall is careful to show 

that Dame Custance does not find such slurs upon her chastity humorous, as many of the 
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comic characters obviously do; nor does she find them of no great concern, as her 

betrothed appears to. The playwright’s depiction shows a sympathetic understanding of 

her predicament. Mistress Custance tries to live the ideal of the Protestant companionate 

marriage. She is faithful to Gawain and abhors the very suggestion of infidelity. This 

woman should therefore be held in high regard for such moral scruples. Instead the male 

characters, including the beloved Gawain, dismiss her sufferings, basically suggesting in 

the work’s last scene that she “get over it” and enjoy a good laugh with the very man who 

has caused her much real grief, Ralph. However, I argue, Udall makes it clear that 

Christian does not follow Gawin’s suggestion; moreover, at the end of the comedy she is 

literally ignored when she asks that Ralph be reprimanded. Everyone else on stage is 

laughing, except Christian. She is not heard from again. By looking at an ostensibly 

ridiculously comic situation from the woman’s point of view, Udall opens up an area of 

interpretation that at first may not be apparent. But even in this first regular comedy, et 

utramque partem becomes a vehicle for a rational appraisal of a situation that results in a 

sobering reassessment. 

 In A Woman Killed With Kindness, a domestic tragedy, Thomas Heywood, like 

Udall, depicts another female character at odds with a patriarchal culture as she makes 

moral decisions. And as with Christian Custance’s situation, Anne Frankford’s dilemma 

becomes more complicated through the playwright’s use of et utramque partem. As a 

confessed adulteress, Anne’s problem is not in denying her guilt; rather, her problem is 

working through a punishment imposed upon her by the patriarchal establishment in the 

person of her husband, John Frankford. Anne appears to be the textbook repentant 
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spouse, readily agreeing with all the punishments prescribed by Frankford. However, I 

argue that it is precisely at that instance in the drama when the other characters (and 

several modern critics) see Anne as her most compliant, patriarchal status quo supporting 

self, that she is actually most radical in resisting the forces that punish her. Mistress 

Frankford is not only willing to be punished, but she will also determine the extent and 

severity of this punishment, even at the cost of her life. Thus, Anne serves as an example 

of a woman who has tragically beaten the system in the sense of deciding for herself the 

degree of her punishment. I argue that looking at Anne’s words and actions from this 

point of view—that she assumes as much control as possible in the situation—clearly 

indicates Heywood’s use of et utramque partem. In this respect, the trope’s presence 

makes it possible to consider Anne more than the patriarchal poster child of repentant 

adulterer; instead, Mistress Frankford becomes one of Protestant patriarchy’s least 

wanted. 

 The Tragedy of Mariam: The Fair Queen of Jewry offers a unique exploration of 

the treatment of woman as moral agent, since it is the first play of its kind to be written 

by a woman, Elizabeth Cary, Lady Falkland. As discussed in the third chapter, the 

recipient of a humanist education would have been aware of the rhetorical trope et 

utramque partem. As a female author, Cary herself faced cultural expectations that would 

frown upon a woman’s even attempting such a masculine undertaking as being a 

playwright. Thus, Cary’s particular personal situation might all the more support the use 

of et utramque partem as one means of exposing issues at odds with the predominantly 

patriarchal culture’s expectations regarding woman’s moral agency. Additionally, I have 
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argued that Cary’s decision to write in a genre especially suited to the exploration of 

controversial ideas provides another reason to find the use of a rhetorical trope that 

encourages examination of an issue from as many different view points quite possible. 

Analysis of the play supports these observations. At issue is the right of Queen Mariam 

not only to speak out against the outrages of her husband, King Herod, but also to 

withhold her body from the royal bed in protest against his crimes: the murders of 

Mariam’s grandfather and brother, as well as Herod’s plan to have Mariam herself 

assassinated in case of her husband’s death. The drama, particularly in the words of the 

chorus, challenges the queen’s right to follow her conscience when doing so flies in the 

face of patriarchal demands of wifely obedience, silence, and all-accepting forgiveness. 

Cary challenges the status quo especially by means of this choral commentary as it 

assesses the actions of the characters. Its observations voice the logically flawed 

expectations of a culture that places ludicrous demands upon its female members. One 

especially telling example of et utramque paretm’s use in this regard occurs when the 

chorus accuses Mariam of “sullen passion” for daring to withhold her body from her 

husband. On the surface, Mariam would seem unjustified except for evidence presented 

in the play which the chorus ignores. The chorus suggests that her evil passion should 

have been replaced with “virtuous pride” that would have made her more womanly by 

choosing to rise above the “injuries” of such things as Herod’s premeditated murders. 

Even Mariam’s execution by Herod does not change the chorus’s assessment of her. Yet 

the audience is challenged to look at patriarchal marital expectations in a challenging 

way. 
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 My study of early woman’s treatment as moral agent included two works by 

Shakespeare, both romances, Cymbeline and The Winter’s Tale. In Cymbeline, 

Shakespeare focuses on the disparity between a young husband’s and wife’s attitude 

toward their marital vows. Princess Imogen exemplifies a mature faithful love that suffers 

at the hands of Posthumus’ immature vacillating one. Of import to this study is the 

playwright’s delineation of a female character whose virtuous actions and unwavering 

commitment to her marital vows directly contradict the stereotypes of a culture that 

labeled woman generally either lascivious or impossibly pure. Shakespeare’s use of et 

utramque partem is suggested most in the exchanges between Posthumus and Jachimo 

regarding Imogen. The traditional male boasting of the superiority of the beloved in 

response to challenges assailing that superiority takes on serious overtones when the 

consequences of Posthumus’ and Jachimo’s wager over Imogen’s chastity causes much 

heartache. Et utramque partem is evident as the audience considers the difficulties 

encountered when stereotypical thinking like Posthumus’ and Jachimo’s takes 

precedence over reason working in conjunction with the ideal of faithfulness. Posthumus 

believes Imogen unfaithful on circumstantial evidence; he is indeed, as Pisano says, 

guilty of “all too ready hearing” when it comes to Jachimo’s false accounts of a night 

spent in Imogen’s bed. The princess, unlike her male counterpart when tempted to doubt 

the beloved, refuses to listen to Jachimo’s salacious suggestions. While the romance ends 

happily, I have argued that Imogen’s sufferings are the direct result of her moral 

determination to believe her beloved to be of the same moral character as herself. Et 

utramque partem works to help Posthumus see his own moral rigidity in his 
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condemnation of Imogen. He must deal with the remorse of being responsible for her 

“death” and does gain maturity enough to recognize that even if Imogen had been 

unfaithful, she would still be worth loving. The trope works not only by showing how 

woman is abused even as she upholds the moral ideals of the culture, but also how man 

grows in maturity when encouraged to consider a dilemma from the female point of view. 

As a result, the male character grows through his own “discovery” of the et utramque 

partem principle. By personally experiencing the ravages of a system that called for 

Imogen’s death, Posthumus changes his perception of what constitutes appropriate 

behavior. What both man and woman need is the ability to forgive. If Imogen had been 

unfaithful, she did not deserve to die. She was only human. In Act Five Posthumus knows 

the patriarchal system that placed super-human expectations upon woman is one he no 

longer endorses. He learns to have a love deep enough to withstand her infidelity. The 

fact that Imogen is not unfaithful does not change the importance of this male character’s 

growth into wisdom. 

 In The Winter’s Tale, Shakespeare’s interest in woman as moral agent assumes a 

more complex characterization in Queen Hermione. The queen is a mature married 

woman, mother of a young son, pregnant with a second child, and unjustly accused by 

her husband, Leontes, of being unfaithful with his friend Polixenes. I have suggested that 

through Hermione, the playwright shows not only how far woman has come as moral 

agent, but also how far she still needs to go to be treated as a fully autonomous adult. I 

argue that Shakespeare uses et utramque partem, especially as he has Hermione confront 

the culture’s negative expectations and proscriptions against women. I have suggested 
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that modern criticism of the play itself suggests the presence of this trope, as critics 

specifically point to Shakespeare’s ability to create multi-dimensional characters whose 

verisimilitude almost automatically guarantees a complexity of motivation. Other critics 

cite the structure of the play as yet another source of ambiguity because even as the work 

ends happily, with for example, the substitution of a future son-in-law for a dead child, 

the audience might see the theme of illusion in such contrivances. While some critics 

have seen a marvelous restoration of the marriage of Hermione and Leontes, others have 

seen a less-than-copasetic reunion. I have attributed the possibility of these reasonable 

interpretations to the use of et utramque partem. Additionally, I suggest that Queen 

Hermione’s reprehensible treatment at the hand of her husband exposes the inherent 

flaws in a patriarchal culture that would punish a woman even as she embodies the best 

of human virtue. The courtroom scene in particular shows the principle of et utramque 

partem at work where as woman, maligned as degenerate and unfaithful, Hermione 

speaks with the voice of right reason and a clear conscience. The audience sees Hermione 

operate with complete moral autonomy when she labels her condemnation for adultery 

and treason “rigor and not law” (3. 2. 114). Even the oracle’s avowal of the queen’s 

purity would not have been enough to save her, had not Mamillius’ death from grief, 

brought Leontes to his senses. Finally, Shakespeare’s use of et utramque partem is 

perhaps most clearly suggested when he depicts Hermione’s reunion with her husband 

and daughter. Certainly, there is much happiness in the scene, but I argue there is also the 

strong indication that a complete reconciliation between Hermione and Leontes may not 

be possible. My observation is born out by the queen’s failure to speak to her husband 
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directly. Hermione has words only for her daughter. One might argue, as some critics 

have, that the queen’s hanging upon the king’s neck indicates a complete healing. 

However, I contend that Hermione’s silence could arguably indicate a divide that may be 

impossible to cross. This ambiguity accounts for a sense of injustice that pervades the 

conclusion of The Winter’s Tale. 

 Finally, John Webster in the tragedy of The Duchess of Malfi creates a female 

character who epitomizes the struggles of woman acting as independent moral agent in a 

setting particularly hostile to such activity. The Duchess, as a sort of “every-woman,” 

represents the basic facets of woman’s life: sister, mother, widow, and wife. And perhaps 

more clearly than in any of the female characters assessed in this study, the Duchess 

provides the most compelling example of a playwright’s use of the rhetorical trope, et 

utramque partem. For if, as I have argued, the working of this trope can provide the 

writer an opportunity to question the logical underpinnings of the patriarchal status quo 

regarding woman, while at the same time ostensibly supporting it, Webster’s play is a 

prime example of et utramque partem. The Duchess is such a dangerous woman because 

even as she embodies acceptable feminine attributes of motherhood, she simultaneously 

embodies unacceptable feminine attributes of courtly wit, sexual desire, outspokenness, 

and the strength to act on her convictions even when such actions contradict the plans of 

male authority. In particular, Webster’s use of et utramque partem is evident in Cariola’s 

assessment of the Duchess’ plans to wed Antonio. Cariola observes, “Whether the spirit 

of greatness or of woman / Reign most in her, I know not; but it shows / A fearful 

madness” (1. 3. 211-13). This observation encapsulates the dilemma of any woman trying 
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to act independently of a patriarchal culture’s debilitating strictures. By the time these 

lines are spoken, the audience knows the Duchess to be a woman of exceptional quality, 

the antithesis of a mad woman. On the other hand, the audience recognizes the real 

dangers even a great woman like the Duchess faces when she defers to her conscience 

and ignores the demands of males who are determined to control her sexuality and 

spirituality. Therefore, Cariola’s final comments on her mistress’ plight, “I owe her much 

of pity,” may be taken in two ways. The statement may be read as simple concern for the 

Duchess’ radical behavior or as the playwright’s way of suggesting the environment that 

creates the Duchess’ dilemma should not have to exist at all.  

 Et utramque partem’s use is also evident when Bosola, representative of the 

patriarchal culture, tries to convince the Duchess to forsake Antonio because her husband 

is “a base low fellow” (3. 5. 113). However, the Duchess uses logic to confute Bosola, 

arguing that appearances are nothing; actions are a man’s “arguments and examples of 

his virtue” (3. 5. 119). The tragedy of course is that being right, acting not only according 

to conscience, but also according to virtues recognized by the culture itself, is not enough 

to exonerate a person if the agent of these virtuous actions happens to be female. 

 Thus, the Duchess might speak for all the female characters studied in this inquiry 

when she states, “I have not gone about in this to create / Any new world or new custom” 

–“this” being trying to make individual moral determinations for good or ill. But despite 

the disclaimer, the Duchess and the other female characters from these early-modern 

dramas have created a new world order in the sense of calling attention to the inherent 

flaws of a patriarchal culture. 
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