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Introduction Performing Girls and Women: Medieval to Early Modern and Beyond

Deanne Williams

DOI: 10.5117/9789048562558_INTRO

____________________________
Williams, Deanne, ed. Performing Girls and Women: Medieval to Early Modern and Beyond. Amsterdam: Amsterdam University Press, 2025.
In July 2018, the artistic director of the now-defunct Pop-Up Globe theater in Auckland, New Zealand, faced stern criticism when he announced two upcoming all-male productions of Shakespeare’s Richard III and The Taming of the Shrew. He attempted to justify casting decisions as “feminist,” and in keeping with the spirit of the #MeToo movement. His detractors, however, pointed out that such a tone-deaf decision “flies in the face” of the feminist movement, capitalizing on trauma and abuse, and compounding women’s marginalization and exclusion by excluding actresses. Doubling down, a spokesperson for the theater then justified the casting on historical grounds: “to use all-male casts adhered to tradition as only men acted during Shakespeare’s time.”1

Clearly Auckland’s Pop-Up Globe was not up-to-date with current Shakespeare scholarship. For over two generations, feminist scholarship has called attention to the presence and participation of female performers in court masques, royal entries and civic processions, and liturgical and religious drama, as well as in professional companies on the continent. Girls and women have been recognized as authors and translators of dramatic texts, devisers of household entertainments, and patrons of theater companies, while their work behind the scenes of the professional stage, in every capacity from shareholders to laundresses, has been recognized. This transformative work has not, for the most part, unearthed brand-new archival discoveries; rather, it has called attention to and taken seriously historical evidence that has been long sitting under our noses, just not fully recognized or acknowledged. It is thus far from the case that “only men acted during Shakespeare’s time,” or that it was “illegal” for women to perform. And it is now generally understood that the all-male Shakespearean stage was but one small, albeit highly visible, slice of the very large pie that is early modern performance.

I happened to be in New Zealand when this controversy arose, presenting my research on the girl actor in medieval and early modern England at the universities of Auckland and Wellington.2 When I was interviewed about it on the radio and for the newspaper, I pointed out that feminist scholars since the 1980s have been refuting longstanding assumptions about the early modern English stage, and reconfiguring the field with fresh interpretations of archival evidence.3 Perhaps the best known example is the masquing of Queen Anne, who first appeared as Pallas Athena (wearing a very short skirt) in Samuel Daniel’s Vision of the Twelve Goddesses in 1604. The Queen’s scandalous portrayal of a “Daughter of Niger,” in what a contemporary reader would describe as blackface, in Ben Jonson’s Masque of Blackness in 1605, has served as a touchstone both for histories of female performance and for critical discussions of early modern conceptualizations of racial difference and the representation of Africans: in its 1606 sequel, Masque of Beauty, the Daughters are converted by the monarch and their faces are “cleansed” from black to white.4 In the Elizabethan period, the teenaged daughters of Lady Elizabeth Russell, Elizabeth and Anne, performed in the Bisham entertainment, devised by their mother to welcome the Queen when she visited their home on her 1592 progress.5 There are also the unnamed little girls who danced in Tethys Festival, a masque celebrating the 1610 investiture of the young Henry Stuart as Prince of Wales by dancing in formation alongside his thirteen-year-old sister, Elizabeth, “all of them the daughters of earls and Barons.”6

Well before Shakespeare’s time, female performers—and especially girls—appear in dramatic records. Looking back to the fifteenth century, there is the performance of the young Virgin Mary “as a child of iii 3ere age” in the N-Town play of the Presentation of Mary in the Temple, and the “virgynes” who dance together, bearing tapers, in the early sixteenth-century Digby Play of Candlemas Day and the Killing of the Children of Israel.7 And after Shakespeare’s day, in 1618, the schoolgirls of Deptford Ladies College performed a masque called Cupid’s Banishment for Queen Anne, with one of them taking the speaking part of Fortune.8 Queen Anne’s masque performances as a dancer in the early Stuart period would have been silent, but her successor, Queen Henrietta Maria, took speaking parts in various court performances of pastoral plays such as Artenice (1626), Florimène (1635), and The Shepherd’s Paradise (1633).9 A professional singer named Mme. Coniack performed in Aurelian Townshend’s Tempe Restored (1632); two years later, in 1634, the fifteen-year-old Alice Egerton, who had appeared as a Star in Aurelian Townshend’s Tempe Restored, sang songs composed by Henry Lawes and delivered dramatic speeches penned by John Milton in A Maske at Ludlow Castle, otherwise known as Comus.10

These thumbnail sketches of female performance in medieval and early modern England take place against a broader European backdrop which featured professional actresses such as Isabella Andreini, a contemporary of Shakespeare’s, whose career began at the age of fourteen, and who developed the commedia dell’arte type of the prima donna innamorata, a young girl in love, into a sophisticated dramatic role.11 Following Italian commedia models, Spanish actresses were members of traveling companies that performed plays by Lope de Vega and other Golden Age playwrights, who, unlike Shakespeare, created dramatic characters that were designed to be performed by actresses.12 Professional actresses in Spain and Italy co-existed with a long-standing tradition of convent drama: dramas composed by and for nuns.13 French actresses also appeared in both professional troupes and convent drama, and there was also a lively, magnificent tradition of court performance.14 Recent work on female performance charts the influence of European traditions on English drama, emphasizing the porousness of international boundaries and the emergence of a transnational theatrical culture thanks to traveling troupes, the rise of print culture, and other forms of intercultural transmission that Louise Clubb dubbed, famously, “theatergrams.”15

Histories of the English actress thus no longer start with the Restoration of the monarchy in 1660. Sophie Tomlinson dates the first use of the term “actress,” referencing a female performer, to Lording Barry’s The Family of 

Love, published in 1608: a Jacobean play written in the year of Shakespeare’s Pericles and Coriolanus.16 Performing Girls and Women: Medieval to Early Modern and Beyond makes an original contribution to the innovative and exciting ongoing scholarly discussion of early modern female performance by casting an especially wide net: geographically, temporally, and artistically. Moving past the fundamental and resounding “yes” that answers the question of whether women and girls actually in fact performed on early English stages, it explores the broad cultural impact of medieval and early modern female performance. Given that we now know so much more about female performance, the chapters in this volume explore the transformative reverberations of this profound shift in understanding.

Performance, in this volume, is a large and capacious category. In line with recent discussions of performance theory which regard performance as a form of “communicative activity” that extends beyond the conventions of theater, its chapters illustrate how the nature of medieval and early modern female performance reshapes our notions of premodern performance, generating an expansive notion of what it was to perform at that time.17 This includes a girl dancing alone in a churchyard on a Sunday, an old widow regaling tourists with anecdotes about her relatives, and a woman sitting “at her toilet,” making up her face for the day. It considers the schoolroom as a site of female performance, locating intersections between pedagogy and performance that cast girls and women as teachers as well as students. Rather than maintaining a cordoned-off space for the female performer, in private sequestration, it locates points of connection and dialogue between the female performer and the all-male professional stage of Shakespeare and his contemporaries, uncovering moments of public speech and performance that challenge ideals of female silence and obedience. This inclusive definition of performance highlights, as well, the various aspects of performance attendant upon the expression of feminine identity. It reveals the extent to which female performances, as dancers, actors, singers, or even wives and daughters, are subject to judgment, sanction, and approval, as well as to the constantly shifting goalposts that define what is acceptable and what is “too much.”

Most accounts of early modern women and performance begin with Shakespeare, but this volume extends its historical trajectory back to the traditions of female performance in the Middle Ages, which provide significant and often overlooked precedents for their early modern counterparts. This wider historical lens provides a more diverse and nuanced picture of the history of female performance on early English stages, folding in religious drama, devotional dancing, and civic spectacle. By paying attention to medieval drama, Performing Girls and Women also underscores the longue durée of the girl actor. Sidelined, until recently, by feminist scholarship’s focus on the category and experience of women, the distinctive contributions of the girl actor are recognized, in this book, as central to the history of female performance. Discussions of girl performers reveal hitherto under-examined histories of performance stretching back to the Middle Ages that show female performance to be constant, rather than anomalous.

Performing Girls and Women also casts a wide interdisciplinary net, moving beyond literary and theater studies to include visual art, music, dance, even the histories of cosmetics and tourism. The volume thus situates dramatic performance within a wider context of girls’ and women’s cultural productions, understanding archival moments of theater history as relevant to various other avenues of feminist historical research. This interdisciplinary approach also enables further reflections on the transhistorical impact of the female performer, reaching forward from the Restoration stage through the twenty-first century, with discussions of contemporary productions providing readers with an entirely new perspective on the extensive reach, range, and resonance of the premodern female performer.

Moving beyond England, Performing Girls and Women also offers a more expansive geographical context for female performance by introducing new perspectives on well-established international influences such as Spain, Italy, and France, and by exploring less familiar points of contact in Germany and Russia. By offering a set of new contexts for situating and interpreting the premodern female performer, Performing Girls and Women establishes a new international and transhistorical framework for future scholarship. No longer playing an overlooked or marginalized bit part or occasional walk-on, the female performer is, in fact, a major, transformative, and generative player, operating within a network of communities, both contemporary and across time, local and international, artistic and professional. Given the fact that early English theater, like its European counterparts, had a lived experience of female performance, what are the implications of this for a renewed understanding of its plays, and of its myriad dramatic offshoots?

To begin to answer this question, this volume is divided into three sections. The first section, “What Is Female Performance?” begins with two chapters that work within the ongoing traditions of female performance that extend from the Middle Ages through the early modern period. Bernice Mittertreiner Neal’s “‘A young wild airy girle’: Dancing in the Early English Archives” examines the historical evidence of medieval girls’ and women’s devotional dancing, and locates the continuity of this tradition after the Reformation. My own “Virgin Martyrs and the Girl Actor” charts performances by girl actors of the role of the virgin martyr, ranging from the plays of Hrotswitha of Gandersheim, written in tenth-century Germany, to John Dryden’s Tyrannick Love, performed at Drury Lane in 1669. As it establishes a wider transhistorical span, this section also presents a broader range of physical sites for female performance, from private chambers to the schoolroom. Erin Griffey’s “Performing Beauty: The Concealed Fancies and the Lady at Her Toilet in Early Modern England” explores the performative and creative artistry of personal adornment and beauty ritual that takes place within the private space of the lady’s closet, or toilet; these “concealed fancies” providing the title of Lady Jane Cavendish and Lady Elizabeth Brackley’s play. Tom Bishop’s “Dating Jane Lumley” addresses the as-yet-unresolved question of the age of Jane Lumley when she translated Euripides’s Iphigeneia, opening up the possibility that this dramatic work, which is an adaptation as much as a translation, was performed as a staged reading in an academic context, in a private library or study, in the company of siblings and a tutor.

All of the chapters in this first section push against existing narratives or prevailing scholarly preconceptions. Bishop’s chapter looks closely at Lumley’s manuscript and printed source material to argue against the later date that many scholars have ascribed to Lumley’s translation, which has, in turn, prompted related conjectures about her play’s presentation as staged performance in the gardens of Nonsuch Palace. Neal addresses scholarly commonplaces about Puritans and other reformers’ condemnation of dancing, in order to resist the assumption that women’s dance was entirely suppressed and abandoned in the aftermath of the Reformation. My own chapter on virgin martyrs offers a feminist alternative to David Bevington’s foundational From Mankind to Marlowe (1962) by offering a new history of the longstanding traditions of female performance in the Middle Ages and Renaissance. And Griffey’s focus on the ladies’ toilet in The Concealed Fancies engages with the ideology of closet drama that has been attached to the play, authored by the oft-overlooked stepdaughters of the much more famous Margaret Cavendish, in order to establish a closer connection between what is private and concealed—or suppressed—and what is overtly shown, acknowledged, or celebrated.

The second section, “Shakespeare and the Female Performer,” reassesses Shakespeare’s all-male stage in light of performing girls and women: both local to England and further afield. It opens with “Go To: You Are a Woman” by Stephen Orgel, whose work over the course of his career has set the terms for scholarship on gender, Shakespeare, and early modern performance. Orgel revisits the question of the interchangeability of men and women on the Shakespearean stage: as Shakespeare’s Rosalind puts it, in As You Like It, “for boys and women are cattle of the same color,” and as he entitled his classic 1989 essay, “Why Did the English Stage Take Boys for Women?”18 Addressing the impact of the introduction of actresses on Shakespeare’s romantic plots, especially Romeo and Juliet, he further complicates the question by considering the age of the actress, since the male actors who played Juliet were invariably boys. Ariane Balizet takes the subject of the professional actress over to Spain in “Performing Shakespeare and Lope’s Heroines in Romeo and Juliet and Castelvines y Monteses,” which weighs Shakespeare’s all-male stage not, as Orgel does, against a post-Restoration stage that admits actresses, but, instead, against the professional companies that staged Lope de Vega’s 1604 Castelvines y Monteses. Where Shakespeare’s Juliet was originally performed by a boy, Lope’s Julia was played by a professional actress from its first performance. Although they are the product of very different environments, as Balizet argues, these girl characters are defined through comedy and improvisation.

Further developing this section’s interest in professional women, Katherine Scheil’s “Women and Circuits of Tourism in Stratford-upon-Avon,” expands the idea of the female professional to include Mary Hornby, who has been credited with single-handedly turning “the house in which Shakespeare was born” into “the Birthplace.” Although Hornby was the object of misogynist hilarity for generations, Scheil offers an alternative perspective on her development of a Shakespeare tourist industry in Stratford-upon-Avon: crediting her ingenuity and creativity that channeled tourism into a performance experience that brought the past to life. Also bringing the past to life, Natalia Khomenko’s “Maria Andreeva’s Lady Macbeth and Desdemona: Advocating for Shakespeare Through Performance in Post-Revolutionary Russia” examines Andreeva’s performances of Lady Macbeth and Desdemona on post-revolutionary Russian stages. A key advocate for the performance of Shakespeare both at the Bolshoi Drama Theater, which she co-founded and managed, and elsewhere in Bolshevik Russia, Andreeva made Shakespearean female roles speak to the struggles of the everyday people in her audiences; Khomenko also identifies these roles with Andreeva’s personal and political challenges, as the longtime partner of Maxim Gorky. All of the chapters in this section offer a fresh look at the performance of femininity on the Shakespearean stage: from the advent of the fresh-faced young actress, to the inspiring capacity of older women to invent—and reinvent—themselves within the Shakespeare industry.

The third section, “Building on Female Performance,” moves beyond Shakespeare to explore different traditions of female performance. Eric Nicholson’s “You Know We’re No Good: Moll Cutpurse, Ophelia, and Her Musically Unruly Sisters” places Shakespeare’s Ophelia in dialogue with the disruptive female performance identified with the pazzia della donna abbandonata: an Italian tradition that combines madness and musicality with a tragic “virtuosa” passion. Moving beyond the better-known prima donna innamorata, Nicholson locates Ophelia within the musical performance and vocal expression of abandonment, as well as amorous feeling, that enchanted her audiences. Stacie Vos’s chapter, “Pioneer Players: The Woman Antiquarian and the First Actresses of Hrotswitha’s Plays in English, 1914–57,” locates political and social disruption in the suffragette writers and artists that performed and translated the works of Hrotswitha of Gandersheim. Vos unearths, in the papers of Christabel Marshall, a.k.a. Christopher St. John, an archival treasure trove of love and friendship that included such luminaries as Ellen Terry, Edith Craig, Virginia Woolf, and Vita Sackville-West, and shows, as well, how Hrotswitha’s work also provided an enabling paradigm for female community across the Atlantic, among the networks of distinguished professional women that formed the Hroswitha Club of New York.

The connection between female performance and the professional woman is developed as well, in Eleanor Bloomfield’s “Mrs. Browne’s Mystery Plays: The Dramatic and Domestic Circuits of Henzie Raeburn.” Like Maria Andreeva, Henzie Browne (née Raeburn) started out as an acclaimed actress, and shared her life and work with a more famous partner: in this case, the theater director E. Martin Browne, known for his revival of the York Mystery Plays in the 1950s. Revealing the extent of their creative and scholarly collaboration, Bloomfield calls attention to the scorn and prejudice that disparaged her as a mere “wife,” especially with regards to her acting, set amidst the repressive atmosphere and attitudes of prewar and wartime Britain. Like Mary Hornby, Henzie displays a combination of creative innovation and managerial acumen, as she juggled domestic responsibilities alongside her devotion to preserving and promoting the cultural significance of the early English stage.

Returning to the girl performers that open this volume, Amanda Eubanks Winkler’s “Then and Now: Alice Egerton in Milton’s Comus, 1634/2016,” examines the present-day revival of the teenage Alice Egerton’s virtuoso performance as the Lady in Milton’s 1634 Comus in the 2016 adaptation of the masque, staged at the Globe’s Sam Wanamaker Playhouse. Eubanks Winkler shows how the addition of new dialogue and a frame narrative enables a new interpretation of the character of Alice Egerton, who expresses both resistance to her father’s will and attraction to the stable boy who plays Comus: these additions work alongside the interpolation of additional early modern songs, which reveal the “gulf in training and experience” between the contemporary performer and the classically-trained early modern girl.19 Rather than attempting to bridge or gloss over this temporal distance, Eubanks Winkler shows how the production instead sits with the “awkwardness,” locating what she calls a “fake crackle,” whereby the present-day production calls attention to its pastness and distance from the seventeenth-century original.

Connections between the chapters emerge not only within but across the different sections. Both Balizet and Nicholson, for example, address the impact of the commedia dell’arte on Shakespeare’s work as well as the European stage, offering further insight into the influence of the visionary female performer and dramatist, Isabella Andreini. In Vos’s chapter and my own, the transformative dramatist is Hrotswitha of Gandersheim, whose virgin martyrs originate centuries of medieval and early modern performances of this role, while her legacy as a playwright galvanizes communities of twentieth-century female artists and bibliophiles. The feminist power and potential of domesticity in tandem with creative pursuits is explored in Vos’s analysis of attention to lifestyle in the circle of Christopher St. John, as well as in Griffey’s chapter on beauty rituals in the home, and in Scheil’s account of Mary Hornby’s imaginative re-creation of the Shakespeare Birthplace.

Scheil’s account of Hornby contradicts the ageist stereotyping that cast her, in previous scholarly discussions, as a garrulous old woman. However, the chapters in this volume contain numerous examples of girls and women encountering and resisting misogyny: from the early Christian virgin martyrs, who were tortured and killed for their piety, to the arrest, trial, and sentencing of members of Pussy Riot for their revolutionary antiestablishment messaging. This book reveals the double standard of societies which are as critical of women for being married (Henzie Raeburn) as they are of women who remain single (Maria Andreeva); and the contradictory standards women are held to on the mutually-reinforcing subjects of makeup, sexuality, and performance: always too much or not enough.

Locating the premodern female performer within multiple geographical, historical, and artistic contexts, as well as within a network of communities, both contemporary and across time, local and international, artistic and professional, Performing Girls and Women generates a new understanding of her activities. By placing her in dialogue with her successors, this book reveals her as not as a walk-on or even cameo, but instead as a major, transformative, and generative player. Consequently, the chapters in this book return to the age-old feminist motto of “sisters doing it for themselves”: as professionals or amateurs; mothers, grandmothers, daughters, and sisters; wives and lovers and nuns, and friends. My dedication records, with love and appreciation, two such friendships. Dympna Callaghan and Anne E. B. Coldiron, authors of foundational, field-transforming feminist scholarship, have always put into admirable practice their feminist commitment to supporting and uplifting their fellow scholars as mentors, models, and colleagues. I am pleased to thank them here for their friendship, guidance, and inspiration.
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Elizabeth Curling and Joan Hockman of Orlestone Parish in Kent traveled one Sunday in May 1592 to Snave to go dancing. Their dancing came to an end when they were eventually discovered by a church minister, who ordered them to attend service. They did so, but it appears that once at church they didn’t stay long but instead scampered to an alehouse, where they “kept ill rule vntill euensong was done.”1 Elizabeth Brett of Queenborough retained a fiddler and piper in her house so that she could dance at home. She was arraigned in 1579/80 for “keaping of naughtye Rewle in her howse contynually.” Her complainant remarked that “if there be anye daunsynge in the Towne eyther by day or nighte the olde woman will be the first that shall begyn & the last that will leave.” They added that “the weeke before whitsondaye” six or seven of a company of soldiers ran out into the street stark naked, and the fiddler, piper, and “this oulde woman & her daughter Ioane wyllowes without all shame wente & daunsed wyth them.”2 The language of ill rule, shamelessness, and illicit dancing “eyther by day or nighte” that these records use sharply contrasts with accounts of the practice of medieval dancers, who were enjoined, and paid, to dance for the church and the monarchy. For instance, from early to late 1400s in Cambridge girls were paid to dance in devotion on the dedication days of Little St. Mary’s church.3 Women moved symbolically in formal processions through streets in pageants for coronation ceremonies, royal entries, or to receive visitors from abroad, as the “ladies” did who, upon the marriage of Margaret, daughter of Edward I, 1289–90, “led ‘choreas et tripudia’ (‘round dances and set dances’)” in the king’s palace and through the city streets.4

Elizabeth Curling and Joan Hockman, summoned to the church court and excommunicated, find their place among the many people caught short by prohibitions that ecclesiastical and secular authorities instituted to govern the activities conducted by parishioners on a Sunday.5 Although these prohibitions are the result of a movement by the medieval church, referred to as sabbatarianism, which did not necessarily condemn dancing and other pastimes on Sunday so long as the laity attended church service, a stricter “form of sabbatarianism developed during the late sixteenth and early seventeenth century” (4). Given the existing statutes enforcing Protestant reform, the problem that confronted Curling and Hockman appears to be not so much their dancing, but their absence from service. But unlike dice or football, activities also restricted under sabbatarianism, dancing has a religious history: dance was once part of religious service and devotion. Moreover, attitudes to dance are governed in part by anxieties over the carnality that the dancing body foregrounds, and the female body is particularly subject to policing. Well-known Puritan reformers such as William Prynne and Phillip Stubbes were, as Alistair Dougall puts it, “particularly offended by dancing” (54–55) especially mixed-gender dancing. Such dancing brings with it the threat of lasciviousness—“a lustful loue, a venereous looue, a concupiscencious, baudie & beastiall looue”—according to Stubbes, whose concerns would likely register with the complainant who reported Elizabeth Brett.6

The reformer’s condemnation of dance holds sway in many current accounts of early modern dance. The lives of early modern English girls and women are frequently depicted by scholars as containing limited agency and little dancing. They tell a story of female dance framed by the discourse of the church and the courts, overlooking the continuities between early modern women’s illegal dancing and medieval religious and devotional dance, and concluding that, by the early seventeenth century, “the symbiotic relationship between dance and the church had largely been severed.”7 Some scholars call attention to “the spontaneous dancing that might occur in a convivial context of music and alcohol,” which “could readily get out of hand as the revelry grew wilder”; and to parish dancing that eventually was associated by civic authorities with debauchery and unruly public disorder.8 Other scholars downplay the existence of female dancers altogether. Lynneth Miller Renberg charts the construction of an increasingly demonic female dancer—a Salome—by the church and opposes that with evidence that real women didn’t dance much at all. While she demonstrates how thoroughly, in sermons, “women … were tied to sinful dance and damnation,” she argues that, “In reality, women were more likely sitting in the service listening to the sermons while their husbands … held raucous dances during Sunday services.”9

But there is more to be said about post-Reformation female dancers, about those like Joan Hockman, even if they may no longer dance for the church, and Elizabeth Brett, even when their dance scandalizes onlookers. Despite the cataclysmic changes brought by religious reform in the Tudor and Stuart periods, early modern dancing girls and women shared devotion, joy, and exaltation with their medieval counterparts. Of course, joyful medieval dancing women were similarly subject to the censure of their church. The story of a dancing body as told by a church authority who castigates a woman for her presumption and wanton performance of disorder may as well be, if differently framed, a story of a woman leaping in exaltation, on her own or with her sisters, as they have done year after year, on either side of the Reformation. Where contemporary scholars often reproduce seventeenth-century attitudes and foreground the voices of authorities in their language of disobedience and rebellion, this chapter explores what these accounts of post-Reformation female dancing overlook. It argues, instead, that these women’s dance expressed their joy and constituted their agency in the affairs of their households and communities, where they both defied authorities and inspired devotion in their beholders. Women and girls enlisted the expressive powers of their bodies in creative motion to express exaltation and inspire wonder, forging empathetic connection between fellow dancers and their spectators in post-Reformation England, just as the women did centuries earlier dancing in Catholic churches and parishes.

Drawing upon the records assembled in the Records of Early English Drama, I demonstrate how early modern girls who danced contributed, like their medieval sisters, to their own and their communities’ flourishing, thus claiming for themselves both spiritual authority and political action.10 My chapter presents a counterpoint to the pervasive language of opprobrium found in ecclesiastical and civic court records, which has shaped contemporary responses to post-Reformation female dance as largely and merely a matter of defiance and the object of increasingly intolerant religious reformers and sermon writers. The “young wild airy girle”11 that I locate in these records is very different from the demon dancer of the cleric’s imagination, and the rebellious law-breaker recreated in current scholarship. Instead, the “wild airy girle” represents a body in motion to music that expresses boundless love and joyous pleasure. Thinking about her dancing and its effects puts Elizabeth Brett’s dancing in a different perspective than her complainant’s. As in this case, I locate alternative perspectives about dance in the records; and I reinterpret records whose rhetoric censures determinedly obstreperous female dancers, women who may nevertheless inspire or celebrate as they dance, even if defiant. By considering how the unbound joyfulness of female dancing serves the dancer herself, and her community, I make room for a perspective upon early modern female dancers as not only subject to, or reacting to, authorities, but claiming independent authority and the freedom to dance.

I offer a way of reading what Catherine Sanok might call the “taciturn archival records”12 of the illicit dancing of women and girls, which recognizes that the texts describing a woman and her dance may be reported by a spectator as an apparent statement of fact, but are, as well, a kind of storytelling about a unique and contingent event. My analysis examines the rhetoric of disapprobation that colors the language of records describing the details of a scene of female dancing, and acknowledges subjectivity, as Peter L. Allen advises, using “literary strategies in reading historical documents.”13 This method interprets not only how women were regarded and judged, but also what a particular instance of dance might enable a woman or a group of girls to do. My method interprets the effects and motivations of both the observer/transcriber of the dance and the dancer herself, thus troubling the binary in legal and ecclesiastical discourse between sacred and profane performance in both pre- and post-Reformation England, and expanding the parameters of dance as devotional in senses beyond the strictly religious and church-ordained. I trace a circuit through English terrain between medieval and early modern females claiming authority to dance joyfully, fiercely, in the context of a patriarchy that would limit or prohibit their performance. By their dance, these girls and women act politically, demonstrating their agency, and forging the relationships they desire with their community members and their God.


“They are awed”

What constitutes rebellious versus devotional dance is not strictly codified in early England, which complicates a story of female dance transitioning from devotional to defiant. To propose a more nuanced account of the contemporary understanding of what is deemed devotional dancing, I turn to a 1618 book written in Latin by the Vicar of Bisley, Christopher Windle, in support of King James’ Book of Sports. Aiming to obtain a royal pardon, Windle—who is at this point imprisoned in a debtor’s gaol in Gloucester—comes to the king’s defense in the face of the increasingly powerful Puritan sabbatarianism by examining what he calls “liberal ways of rejoicing” and offering a theory of festive dance as a devotional dance of exaltation. Reading medieval and early modern records of dance through the lens of Windle’s theory of festive dance helps foreground previously unnoticed continuities in the expressive qualities of female dance over the centuries.

While Windle acknowledges that dances and other May games have their proper times and places, he argues that the actions of festive dancers are as sacred as those of priests with respect to the effects upon those who watch them.14 A Book, for a Buck argues that “no day or time whatever has been more befitting or appropriate for round dances, dances, physical actions, jests, (and) liberal ways of rejoicing than Sabbaths, Sundays, holidays, feast days, and Lord’s Days.”15 Windle caps his argument by claiming that if there’s a reformation to be had it should be the understanding that games, too, are sacred, because they provide an occasion of “awe” and “wonder” just like “sermons” and “chanting”: the crowd gazes at the dancers, the musicians, and their instruments as churchgoers “gaze at the pulpits, the Bibles, the preachers; they are awed and wonder at their sermons and their chanting, customs, positions, and gestures.”16

This theory of dance does not point back to ancient pagan ritual in order to make a church out of the Maypole field. James D. Stokes explains why reformers particularly loathed the May games, with dances that “drew parishioners away from divine services and toward the maypole,” and that “extended the idea of ‘church’ to include the natural environment of field, wood, and street, and ‘worship’ to include play.”17 But this is not Windle’s argument. Whereas Stokes suggests that “[h]olding May games in the churchyard redefined that spot as a place of revelry rather than death and resurrection,” Windle claims that dances around the maypole inspire awe and exaltation precisely as contemporary priests do, and therefore, his liberal ways of rejoicing should “be made morally right in conformity with doctrine; in this way they can and should be reformed.”18

Windle’s argument asserts a highly theatrical means of performing grace—chanting, position, and gestures—and an equivalence between dancer and priest, between festive dance and sacred devotion. Part of the rhetoric of his argument turns on his use of two different Latin terms to refer to “dance”: tripudio (to dance) and salto (to dance, jump, or leap). He uses the former when he describes “various ritual dances” (varia tripudia). But when Windle makes use of salto, it is in the context of the verb of exulting (exultare) and in association with sacred assembly and chanting.19 The youngsters dancing round dances on the greens, saltatores, move spectators to devotion—“they are awed”—as they are when they attend mass and gaze at the preachers chanting from the pulpit. The dance of Windle’s salto is one of large, leaping, expressive gestures inspired by the wild energy of religious exaltation.

Of course, there are different attitudes to dance and to women that reflect different religious perspectives variously throughout England during the upheaval of the Reformation. For the purposes of this chapter, postReformation tripudiantes and saltatriculae dance devotionally, like their medieval sisters, by performing ritually, communicating grace joyfully, and expressing exaltation, while moving others to devotion and forging fellowship. My definition of devotional dance includes a non-religious sense of the word “devotion” that was introduced in the sixteenth century from ancient Latin through Italian and French according to the OED, as the quality of being devoted to a person, cause, pursuit, with an attachment akin to religious devotion; the condition of being devoted to something good, loyalty, fealty, allegiance.20

The capacity of dance to express devotion—devotion to the good and to communal allegiances—also draws on the political agency associated with dance. Kathryn Dickason explores “the Church’s ideological stakes in authorizing religious dance,” tracing an extensive tradition of devotional dance that was suppressed by the Protestant Reformation.21 As Anthony Shay explains it, as a non-verbal, image-making art, “dance is frequently an important propagandistic vehicle for the government and its ideology.”22 That a body in motion may be perceived as an effective tool for asserting ideology puts the female dancer, particularly, in a precarious position. She may find herself in the crosshairs of an authority figure depending upon whether her body has moved in a manner deemed sacred or profane, as she mobilizes the power that Naomi M. Jackson suggests is afforded by dance—to create community, to display sexuality, to embody memory, to communicate cultural value, and to “expres[s] deeply felt emotions including the agony of loss and the exuberance of life and/or transcendence of spirit.”23 The wide range of expressive qualities that generate the power of dance are not strictly religious in their scope, yet dancers can use that power to assert their agency and authority in a religious, patriarchal domain.

Indeed, women’s devotional dance in medieval England was recognized as an activity undertaken for serious purposes: to venerate the Christian God in support of the communal salvation of people. The devotional dancer thus claimed access to a patriarchally-controlled space in the mightiest of institutions in medieval England’s human affairs, the Roman Catholic church, along with the power to invoke the intercession of supernatural aid in earthly matters.24 Most important, women participated in traditional festive celebrations within the social framework of local religious guilds, which, as Stokes argues, afforded them what he calls “universal cultural suffrage … in that their charters equitably enfranchised everyone—man and woman alike—in the life of the guilds.”25 Women contributed to the flourishing of their parish by dancing in fundraising activities, for instance: in 1467–68, the parish of St. Ewen received “daunsyng mony” from Margaret Nancothan and Margaret Wolf.26 These two and other “maidens” like her would hold “either a dance or a collection to maintain a light dedicated to the Virgin Mary.”27

Girls and women were associated, furthermore, with the most powerful female figure of the Catholic Church, the Virgin and Mother Mary. A rich female devotional tradition that entailed guild sisters dancing in procession with each other at evening, morning, and day masses, bearing light, springs from women’s devotion to Mary. As Deanne Williams explains, “[t]he Marian focus of pre-Reformation devotional culture extends as far back as the AngloSaxons, who observed the Feast of the Presentation of the Virgin,” and early English stages and streets featured girls performing as Marys and as dancing virgins. The last feast of the Christmas cycle, Candlemas, “[celebrated] the purity of the Virgin with the lighting of candles and a candlelit procession,” as performed at the Guild of St. Mary at Beverley, for instance, featuring “‘bretheren and sisteren’ carrying candles for the Feast of the Purification.”29

Even so, medieval female devotional dancers could attract the opprobrium of religious authorities. Saltatus, for Windle, a dance of exaltation, has theatrical connotations that might be employed pejoratively by a spectator perturbed by the unbound expression of a woman’s devotion and delight. Whereas tripudio means “to beat the ground with the feet, to dance; especially as a religious rite,” salto is used especially of dance “with pantomimic gestures.”30 Thomas Cooper’s Thesaurus Linguae (1578) defines saltatrix as “a woman dancer”31 but includes saltatricula as well: “a lyttle Dauncing wench.”32 Such an evocative epithet can express a fond affection for a little leaping girl or maiden, dancing in devotion. But it can also evoke a sense of condescension, with its diminutive “lyttle,” its root form salto and its associations with actors and the sexual connotations of wench.33 Church sanctions against dancing began at least as early as the fourth century,34 and against women dancers particularly. For instance, the Bishop of London’s disapproval of round dances led by women in the churchyard rings loud and clear in his Synodal Statutes 1245–59. Wanting to preserve the reverence due to saints’ relics and the body of Christ, the bishop did


firmly prohibit plays or wrestling matches from taking place in churchyards or church porches or women from presuming to lead wanton (or extravagant) round dances over a wide area by singing songs.35


Two similar statutes are delivered by bishops from the Diocese of Winchester in 1224 and 1247–49, forbidding that “women presume to conduct dances there wantonly with the singing of lay songs” in cemeteries or churchyards.36 The original Latin word that REED’s translation renders as “wanton (or extravagant)” is luxuriosas. The adjective and its cognate verb mean variously to live riotously, to be exuberant, run riot, along with associations of rankness, profusion, extravagance, and voluptuousness.37 The repeated use of “presume” certainly suggests the bishops’ censure of what they perceived as female pride and defiance. But where bishops perceived defiance, the women themselves may have perceived ritual, in accordance with which they claimed the space of the churchyard, along with the authority to lead an exuberant ring dance for Mary.

I turn to the exuberant dance of a young girl well after the Reformation in the borough of Prescot, 1632, whom nobody discusses, perhaps because there is no discourse of what early modern devotional dance looks like. The dance of “a young wild airy girle” is written into the archives via the autobiography of Adam Martindale, who writes about his eldest brother’s marriage to a girl whom his family thought a most unsuitable bride. Martindale’s father had procured a match that included a dowry of “sevenscore pounds to her portion” and “otherwise likely to make an excellent wife.” But the brother suddenly refused her:


… [W]hen things were neare accomplishing, he on a sudden sleights her; and sets his affections upon a young wild airy girle between 15 and 16 yeares of age, an huge lover and frequenter of wakes, greenes and merrie nights where musick and dancing abounded: And as for her portion it was onely 40 pounds.38


The hyperbole of the adjective “huge” for the girle as “lover,” the epithet initially isolated by its separation from its object, “wakes … and merrie nights,” highlights so provocatively the young girle’s expression of the prime emotion of devotion, which is love. As framed by Windle’s theory of devotional dance, the “nights” are “merrie” in an old English sense, associated with the love of Jesus and the sight of God.39 That beatific sense of love in abundance communicated by the airy girle carries through to the end of the description of the merrie nights (so frequently had), where love, music, and dancing “abounded,” the latter evoking not just “plenty” but the bounce and bound of exuberant dance. Her body in motion evokes the eternal abundance of divine blessing and love, and suggests that the little brother who painted her picture equally as smitten as his elder, his language of devotion bespeaking his reverence.

But she is also “wild”: untamed, undomesticated, perhaps ungovernable, and even a little fierce.40 By her wildness, she inspires in her betrothed a will to defy those who would thwart his joy and love: Adam acknowledges the great upset his brother’s turn of affections caused: “say and doe what we could he was uncouncellable, have her he would, and at last with much adoe he procured my fathers unwilling consent, and married her about Shrovetide 1632.” He adds how, once married, she contributed to his family in both social and religious terms: “Tis true indeed she proved above all just expectation, not onely civill but religious …”41 Her devotional dance of love and joy fostered good: family allegiance was restored, and she was seen to uphold her religious and social obligations. However, the only reference to this record cites it verbatim as de facto evidence only for a popular custom that involves “public merry-making with music and dancing on open stretches of grassy common,” which “sabbath abuse” is associated with complaints of “profaning the sabbath” and “open and lasciuious dancing.”42

My method of reading this overlooked record is our way into early modern joyful dance and the devotional work it can do. As Stokes argues, evidence for women’s major contributions to performance including dance is found well into the early modern period.43 However, here I look to records of female dance that, at first glance, do not appear to be the kind that extended the suffrage parish-sponsored performances enabled for women, nor the kind traditionally looked to as evidence of their contributions to female performance. The kind of dance conducted by Elizabeth Brett, presented in Queenborough for “keaping of naughtye Rewle in her howse contynually,” has so far not been considered analogous to that conducted in guild-sponsored entertainments and processions. Rather, her behavior would be more of a piece with what J. Alan B. Somerset remarks of some of the dancing in Shropshire: “Beyond simple infractions of the law, often there is clear indication that the activity for which an offender is cited is grossly disobedient or deliberately defiant.”44 Stokes, too, notes of the festive dance that did survive reformers’ suppression that “in many places it inevitably evolved from celebration into a vehicle for defiance and protest in the face of official opprobrium.”45 I do not argue that festive dance post-Reformation did not express a defiant response to reformers’ efforts to crush it. Certainly, a record, particularly a court record, with as salacious details as that of Brett and her daughter, both of them widows—two women who “without all shame wente & daunsed wyth” six or seven soldiers that ran out “one eveninge starke naked in to the Streate”—can service an argument about dance as a vehicle for defiance and protest, and about the “rhetorical framing of dance as destructive to female virtue and reputations in sixteenth- and seventeenth-century sermons.”46

Elizabeth Brett may be defiant and shameless according to her accuser, but I suggest on the basis of the complainant’s language that her brazen performance is her defense of her longstanding “liberal ways of rejoicing.” The matter of her dancing is introduced not until halfway through a long record, dated 1579/80, that begins with an account of men seen to enter her house, in which her daughter also shows up repeatedly.47 Brett appears to ensure that she may dance whenever she pleases, for she “doth also retayne Thomas mylles the pyper & Edward mylls the fydler in her howse.” The following sentence corroborates her joy of the dance: “And if there be anye daunsynge in the Towne eyther by day or nighte the olde woman will be the first that shall begyn & the last that will leave.”48 Like the young wild airy girle, this olde woman is a huge lover and frequenter of merrie nights where music and dance abound. She is old enough to have once danced legitimately for the church in devotion before, as Claire S. Schen puts it, “the Edwardian Reformation … deprived [her]—at a stroke—of potential patrons, role models, intercessors, and opportunities for membership of sometimes very important voluntary associations.”â€Š49

If so, then it makes sense that Brett would seek and constitute her community in “anye daunsynge in the Towne” by day or night. Moreover, “the first that shall begyn & the last that will leave,” she demonstrates a strong will and thorough commitment to her practice. Her complainant, on the other hand, gives evidence of tracking her comings and goings relentlessly, pressing repeatedly upon her “olde age.”50 Their actions suggest their sustained surveillance of her body and perhaps an increasingly obsessive revulsion or resentment over a widow, having found some freedom in her elder years, who presumes to throw her weight around, literally and figuratively, too much for their liking. Given her fearlessness striding into the street where seven naked men dance to the music she loves, she may well have commandeered the dance, with her own daughter in tow, and assumed the role of a makeshift May queen in advance of “whitesondaye,”51 showing Joan Willows how it ought to be done. Saltatrix luxuriosa, she devoted herself day and night to “anye daunsynge” throughout what appears to be a long and vigorously exuberant life. Brett is not merely an object of reproof, but a subject with a will and the agency to resist those who would thwart her joyful dance.

Not just the greens and the streets, but parish church property, as vexed a ground for dancing in the seventeenth century as it was for the women in the thirteenth century, continued to be jealously guarded by the authorities.52 An exemplary instance of a female occupation of church property involved a company of women who in 1598–99 were accused of disorder after breaking into the churchyard and dancing.53 Isabell Parker, Owin’s and Smythe’s wives, two daughters of Edward Slegge, and one widowe, Marie Fisher, “an old poore woman,” were accused of dancing unlawfully in the middle of the night by John Phettibone, warden of the college of minor cannons of 

St. Paul’s Cathedral. He tells how they broke


open the gates of our Colledge to the great disturbaunce of the whole society and verie Rudly attired or disguised like masquers daunsed Round aboute the Courte of the Colledge and after many disorders departed.54


Phettibone describes here what Ben Jonson might have fashioned as an anti-masque, presenting a world of “disorders” and vice: the warden points hyperbolically “to the great disturbaunce of the whole society” and comments not only that they are “disguised” but dressed “verie Rudly.” “Rude” in this context has the sense not only of an attire lacking in culture, wild, or uncivilized, but, of a person, an action that is rough or violent.55 Where thirteenth-century bishops complained about riotous women dancing rounds in the churchyard, seventeenth-century petticannons are complaining about unlearned women barging into a college garden and dancing “Round aboute the Courte.”

But this record does not only tell us something about Phettibone’s point of view, from which one might glean something about early modern female dance. The words “disguised like masquers” invites us to consider what early modern masquing entailed, in order to interpret something of what Isabell, the wives, the old woman, and the two daughters might have thought they were up to. A masque, after all, is also a dance of devotion—to the monarch, as God’s representative, its idealized referent—and therefore as suitable a dance for a churchyard as well as a court. Stephen Orgel, in his landmark study of the Jonsonian masque, shows how the masque “educates by praising, by creating heroic roles for the leaders of society to fill.” These roles “teach, they celebrate virtue, they persuade by example; they lead the court to its ideal self through wonder.”56 Masques afforded the dancer, especially the female dancer, an arena to acquire and assert power. Skiles Howard traces a development in elite early modern dance that “evolve[ed] into a means of courtly self-fashioning, an instrument for the acquisition and exercise of social power.”57 Deanne Williams pays attention to the effect of a masquer’s performance upon her spectators and argues that “what … matters about the girl masquer is her creation of an arresting spectacle through dance, music, and costume.”58

Where Phettibone may see “verie Rudly attired” interlopers “disguised like masquers” performing “many disorders,” Isabell Parker, Owin’s and Smythe’s wives, the two daughters of Edward Slegge, and Marie Fisher may have come to St. Paul’s courtyard to perform their devotions. Making a brilliant spectacle of themselves in accordance with their ritual, these masquers forged heroic roles and a fellowship, fashioning an ideal order of their own and claiming the college garden as their court. Shakespeare might have thought so, since an analogous scene of obstreperous women barging into a male domain in order to dance occurs in one of his plays too.59 Elizabeth Zeman Kolkovich refers particularly to this break-in at St. Paul’s in her discussion of the masque in Shakespeare’s Timon of Athens. She shows how the folio text of Timon orchestrates an irrepressible bursting on to the scene by a masque of female Amazons, dancing and playing their lutes, who do not wait for permission to enter, but arrive in advance of their “fore-runner,” Cupid, and the servant attempting to introduce them. Kolkovich argues that “[t]his exchange emphasizes the wills and pleasures not of the onstage audience but of the female characters about to perform”; and that the folio text “emphasizes the masquers’ unruliness. Their sudden presence interrupts and threatens to undermine the masculine order of Timon’s party.”60 Phettibone’s fear for the “disturbaunce of the whole society” is perhaps more correctly identified as his fear of these three generations of rude females upending the masculine order of his constitution of society.

Fictional and real, these girls and women claim their spiritual authority to occupy a sacred space and perform both ritually and with unbound exuberance: they too are wild airy girles. And if as masquers dance they celebrate virtue and persuade others by example, then the further remarks of another minor canon, Ambrose Goldinge, another man who fears what damage a few presumptuous women might do to the fabric of his social order, suggests that the masquers were successful in their devotions. Goldinge reported that Parker, Fisher, the wives, and daughters Marie and Honor Slegge danced until about midnight, then came down and danced in the college yard with their minstrel, and in the end, went to the college gate, “which being locked accordinge to order theise maskers brake open most auditiouslie.” The masquers not only “brake open” the gates, but broke the “order” to close them in the first place, a local order fortifying a larger social order that excluded the women from the ranks of the collegiate, and they did so “most auditiouslie.” The etymology of audacious is the Latin audax, bold; audere, to dare. As already shown, one of the qualities of the early modern devotional dancer is her fearlessness, which is accounted by reproving complainants as shamelessness, as “auditiouslie” also implies, along with defiance and impudence.61 Sure enough, Goldinge refers to their break-in as a “presumptious facte,” which, “other seinge it passe vncontrouled have likewise broken them open since.” Not only did the masque of devotional girls and women breach locked gates, and the social order they protected, but they inspired others to follow in their wake.

As far as the petticannons are concerned, the women who should subject their minds and bodies to them have, by their audacity, left the petticannons “subiecte to all wicked enterprises of Atheistes or treacherous persons …”62 Their charge accuses the women and their devotees of disorder, atheism, and evil enterprise, and thus strips their dancing of any devotional intention or meaning. Their charge implies the very threat posed by the Jonsonian antimasque to the masque proper, its symbolic world “one of ideal abstractions and eternal verities”: a “return to chaos,” a return to “disorder, misrule, Mutability.”63 With a rhetoric of disapprobation familiar in records describing women who dance, it translates their ritual to signify only defiance. If we think of these women’s actions only as a rebellious, disorderly bit of revelry, we will find ourselves in agreement with the government and church authorities, whose language foregrounds the women’s audacity and denounces their wickedness. But these girls and women can as well be read to resist the symbolic roles scripted for them as agents of chaos. By the light of the records of Vicar Windle and a young wild airy girle, they claim the authority to occupy sacred ground and dance in devotion, celebrating their own companionship, gleefully, fiercely, jubilantly, asserting their will to resist those who would thwart their joy and love, and inspiring their beholders to the same.


Conclusion

Divided reactions to female dancers, whether they are sanctioned puellae tripudiantes or censured wanton saltatriculae, are evident in England’s archives as early as 1245 through to the seventeenth century. This chapter has argued that though early modern festive female dancers incurred condemnation from religious and civic authorities when they danced, they might nonetheless have claimed the powers wielded by the bodies of their medieval dancing sisters. The unbound characteristic of their dance might antagonize bishops, whose gambit is to uphold order and boundaries necessary to keep the church in their own image. But tripudiantes luxuriosae need not compel current scholars to see only rebellion, disorder, and opprobrium in the records of Elizabeth Curling and her sisters, about whom we otherwise hear very little. Women like Elizabeth Brett were huge lovers of dance and did it whenever they could, and asserted their will most vehemently to do so. Honor and Marie Slegge, girl masquers, inspired their fellow community members to claim their right to sacred space, to perform within it, just as they did.

These women’s potential for agency and political power through dance is important beyond England and their Protestant Reformation. Government and religious authorities, globally, continue to combat female political will, some with accusations of blasphemy against those who have echoed traditions of mobilizing the power of dancing and singing in the chapel. On February 21, 2012, five members of Pussy Riot entered the Cathedral of Christ the Savior of the Russian Orthodox Church in Moscow. They played guitar, danced, and sang to the Virgin Mary, asking her to take away Vladimir Putin. Maria Alyokhina, Nadezhda Tolokonnikova, and Yekaterina Samutsevich were publicly accused of blasphemy, detained, imprisoned, and eventually convicted for “hooliganism.” Putin denied repeatedly that their actions were political, but only blasphemous: “their main goal was to desecrate a sacred space.”64 Saltatriculae indeed. Belittling noisy women who take up space is an age-old strategy: after all, thirteenth-century English bishops did it too. But Tolokonnikova theorized their performance as employing the “holy foolishness (iurodstvo) of punk.”65 Tripudiantes, Pussy Riot generated current in the same circuit as Honor and Marie Slegge and the women who presumed to lead round dances in the churchyard. English archives give evidence of a flickering circuit of influence connecting a sisterhood of holy fools dancing over centuries and continents.
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Abstract: This chapter explores girl actors performing the role of the virgin martyr, from their performances in virgin martyr plays in medieval England and Europe to the presentation of virgin martyrs as characters in early Tudor royal entries and civic entertainments. It argues that the seventeenth-century vogue for virgin martyr plays performed by boy actors on the public stage, in plays such as Webster’s Sir Thomas Wyatt and Philip Massinger’s The Virgin Martyr, revisits and memorializes a tradition of girls’ performance associated with England’s Catholic past. It concludes by examining the return of the girl actor in these parts on the Restoration Stage.
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Girls have always loved to play the martyr. The ludic gymnasts and alluring flute players of the classical world, along with the candle-bearing dancers of medieval drama and sparkly-costumed girl masquers, constitute a tradition of festive exultation. But the other side of the coin is that of tragic sacrifice, embodied by the medieval virgin martyr, who evokes ancient figures such as the Greek Iphigeneia and the biblical Jephthah’s daughter. While the playful and ceremonial girl performer sings, dances, or plays music, the virgin martyr is a creature of eloquence, who carves out principled positions with resolute speeches, puts torturers and suitors alike in their place with witty and cutting rejoinders, and moves her audience with her piteous expressions of suffering. As the object of gruesome and spectacular physical tortures, the virgin martyr manifests a timeless truth about the urge to silence the oppositional and resistant voices of young women, even though they achieve immortality, their lives are memorialized, and their stories re-enacted on stage.

The six extraordinary Latin plays of the tenth-century German abbess, Hrotswitha of Gandersheim, are among the earliest examples of virgin martyr plays, as well as the earliest dramatic works known to be composed by a female author. These plays, which I have described elsewhere as a “theater of girlhood,” were re-discovered by the German humanist Conrad Celtes in the early sixteenth century and published, along with Hrotswitha’s other writing, in 1501.1 The elegant incunable produced by Celtes illustrates Hrotswitha’s plays with striking full-page woodcuts that elaborate and explore the plays’ various engagements with martyrdom. The visualization of sacred narratives in these woodcut illustrations provide a visual counterpart and analogue to the medieval and early modern virgin martyr plays that were performed in England until the Reformation, as well as throughout Europe. Although there is ample evidence of the performance of virgin martyr plays on the continent, none of the English ones actually survive as a play-text. However, parish archives, records of payment, and eye-witness accounts attest to their existence and popularity. Virgin martyrdom was a topos explored across the landscape of early modern English theater, from representations of popular virgin martyrs such as St. Catherine, in medieval religious drama and Tudor civic pageants, to the dramatization of classical and biblical sacrificial daughters in academic environments. Examples of the latter include Jane Lumley’s translation of Euripides’s Iphigeneia, the first known English translation of Greek drama, and the play of Iephte, or Jephthah, written in Greek as well as Latin by John Christopherson.2 Composed by ardent Catholics at the height of the Reformation, these plays reflect the widespread culture of female sacrifice that defined sixteenth-century England, from Anne Boleyn through Catherine Howard to Lady Jane Grey and Mary Queen of Scots.

When Elizabethan, Jacobean, and Caroline playwrights revisit the subject of sacrificial daughters and virgin martyrs in a post-Reformation context, they invoke and extend a Catholic tradition associated with female performance, recasting paradigmatic figures of virginal piety and courage as the stuff of commercial entertainment, and reformulating a tradition associated with girl performers to suit the all-male stage. One way of reading this process of adaptation is to see it as fundamentally reframing the central religious motivation for these narratives, moving from performing intense piety in the context of devotion to staging controversial religious belief in a climate of reform. It may also be seen as an opportunity to link the virgin martyr to political propaganda and misogynist wish-fulfilment, capitalizing on voyeuristic audiences’ interest in the victimization of women and girls. As I propose, here, from Hrotswitha of Gandersheim in the tenth century to Thomas Dekker and Philip Massinger’s The Virgin Martyr in the seventeenth, virgin martyr plays allow us to construct an alternative, female-oriented theater history that replaces familiar figures such as Everyman or Ralph Roister Doister with virgin martyrs such as St. Catherine and St. Agnes: female protagonists that were often performed by girl actors. At the same time, when viewed as a whole, medieval and early modern virgin martyr plays engage and reflect upon a longstanding cultural compulsion to punish and silence articulate, independent, and challenging female voices. It may be that the Reformist expression of this cultural compulsion was to actively suppress the plays, which may account for why so many disappeared.

Preparing the works of Hrotswitha for print in 1501, Conrad Celtes made the audacious editorial decision to rename her plays. Naming was important to Hrotswitha, who glosses her own Saxon name as the “strong voice” of Gandersheim, and named all of her plays after their female heroines. But Celtes altered the titles of the majority of her plays in his edition, promoting male characters over girl heroines. For example, the title of Passio Sanctarum Virginum Agapis, Chioniae, et Hirenae, based on the Roman Passio Anastasie or Passion of St. Anastasia, highlights its three martyred virgin protagonists. It becomes Dulcitius in the Celtes edition, shifting the focus to the play’s male antagonist. However, the woodcuts that illustrate each play redirect the reader’s attention to the girl heroines and virgin martyrs that are Hrotswitha’s main interest. The woodcut for Dulcitius, arguably Hrotswitha’s most famous play, uses the new male-oriented title but it depicts the martyrdom of the virgins, Agape, Chionia, and Hirena, named in Hrotswitha’s original title (figure 2.1). A typical reader would expect a woodcut illustration to focus on the play’s comical climax: when the governor Dulcitius attempts to make love to dirty pots and pans, mistaking them for the bodies of the three virgins he has locked in a kitchen cupboard in order to seduce. But this woodcut, presenting the virgin martyrs just as they would appear on stage, conveys the opposite of Dulcitius’s burning love: just as the girls are left cold by Dulcitius’s seductive advances, the flames that lick the girls’ bodies cannot make them burn.


[image: 1501 woodcut titled Dulcitius, showing three haloed women in flames, flanked by two men. Background includes hills, trees, townscape, and Latin heading. ]
Figure 2.1 Dulcitius. Opera Hrosvite, 1501. Library Of Congress, Rare Book And Special Collections Division. ⏎
The woodcut illustration of the final play in the sequence, Sapientia, represents a similarly dramatic moment: the eponymous heroine’s assumption to heaven over the graves of her three daughters, Fides, Spes, and Karitas, who were martyred by Emperor Hadrian (figure 2.2). Originally entitled Passio Sanctarum Virgin Fidei Spei et Karitatis, but renamed, in this case, for their mother, Sapientia is based on the early Christian martyrdom of Sophie of Milan. The woodcut reinforces the connection between its three martyred sisters and the trio of martyrs in Dulcitius. Whereas the virgins of Dulcitius are depicted as the target of the soldier’s sword, and engulfed by the fire’s flames, in this woodcut the eponymous Sapientia makes a defensive, protective, gesture, like an interceding Madonna. As an apotheosized mother/teacher, the figure of Sapientia, named for wisdom, recalls the benevolent encompassing gesture of Hrotswitha’s Latin teacher, the Abbess Gerberga in Albrecht Dürer’s frontispiece woodcut, who is looking on as Hrotswitha of Gandersheim presents her manuscript to the Holy Roman Emperor Otto the Great (figure 2.3).


[image: Woodcut Sapientia (1501) depicts a woman surrendering three girls to a turbaned man. Architectural elements—towers, dome—appear behind. Latin text names virtues Faith, Hope, and Charity.]
Figure 2.2 Sapientia. Opera Hrosvite, 1501. Library Of Congress, Rare Book And Special Collections Division. ⏎

[image: 1501 Dürer frontispiece to Opera Hrosvite, showing two regal figures in robes with orb, staff, coats of arms, and a cityscape framed by foliage.]
Figure 2.3 Albrecht Dürer's frontispiece to Opera Hrosvite, 1501. Library of Congress, Rare Book and Special Collections Division. ⏎
Just as the three maidens of Dulcitius ridicule their captor, Sapientia’s daughters mock Hadrian, displaying their extensive academic knowledge: the practical reach and depth of girls’ education that extends beyond the spiritual achievement of the martyr. But the woodcut illustration displays, not their learned speechifying, but their corpses, serving as a poignant reminder of the fragility of their physical bodies, and their vulnerability to worldly power and masculine will. This woodcut provides a fitting finale to the six plays of Hrotswitha’s theater of girlhood: performed by the girl students for whom she wrote her plays, and promoting girls as models of learning and virtue, capable of teaching and reforming others.3 It reveals how the performance of martyrdom engages with a broader cultural impulse to suppress vigorous and independent female voices, aligning Christianity with the ongoing, transhistorical feminist struggle to be heard, and to resist being reduced to a physical body.

The Roman generals and pagan emperors of Hrotswitha’s plays seek to erase troublesome girls by making them martyrs, silencing their mockery and resistance—and religion—through torture and execution. By renaming the plays after their male protagonists, Conrad Celtes makes an editorial attempt to suppress girl heroines. Hrotswitha’s first English translator, Christabel Marshall, a.k.a. Christopher St. John, who is discussed in detail in Stacie Vos’s chapter in this volume, later charged Celtes with making further editorial changes to the manuscript stage directions, in order to disguise their status as actual play-texts.4 When generations of theater historians later perpetuate these erasures by relegating Hrotswitha to closet drama, they muted not only the “strong voice” of the author, who describes herself as “Clamor Validus Gandeshemensis” [the strong voice of Gandersheim], but also stifled the history of the girl student actors who performed them as staged readings, or scenica lectio, just as the plays of Terence were read in the medieval classroom.5 A tenth-century Terence manuscript, signed by three girl students, Adelheit, Hetwich, and Mathilt, all of whom have connections to the Ottonian dynasty and Gandersheim Abbey, attests to the active engagement with Terence by girls during Hrotswitha’s time.6 The woodcuts that assemble female bodies on the page, just as they would be positioned on the stage, make it possible to imagine the girl actor’s contribution to Hrotswitha’s foundational work.


From Catherine to Dorothea

Hrotswitha’s plays were performed as pedagogical exercises, but virgin martyr plays found their way into virtually every other performance space and occasion across premodern Europe, including: Italian convents, courts, universities, and private homes, Spanish professional theater companies, French provincial town squares, and even the city of Paris itself.7 In England, known performances of saints’ plays include: a play of St. Catherine performed in the city of London (1393), plays of St. Christina in a little park in Coventry (1504) and in the town of Bethersden, Kent (1522), and a play about the Roman martyrs, St. Feliciana and St. Sabina, performed in a quarry behind the town walls of Shrewsbury (1516).8

Described by Eamon Duffy as “more or less cloned and identical,” narrative accounts of the virgin martyrs share, along with lurid scenes of physical torture, the key plot elements of an amorous Roman/pagan authority figure, a proposal of marriage, and a horrified refusal.9 Converted to Christianity through a vision of the Virgin Mary, the learned St. Catherine disputed with as many educated men as her persecutor, the Emperor Maxentius, could find. In the Latin prose life of the saint, her speech was dismissed by him as the “silly ravings of a girl” [frivola puelle delirementa].10 When Maxentius ran out of patience and resorted to torture and imprisonment, angels healed Catherine’s wounds and she was fed by manna from heaven. Rejecting his final offer of marriage, she shattered the wheel that was used to torture her, and, when she was beheaded, her neck ran with milk, not blood. St. Christina of Markyate (1096–1155), originally named Theodora, also rejected marriage: this one brokered for her by a bishop. Luckier than St. Catherine, Christina was ultimately released from this contract in order to become an anchoress, living near St. Alban’s Abbey: a happy ending that she shares with Hrotswitha’s Thais and Maria. St. Sabina, converted to Christianity by her Syrian slave girl, Serapia, was martyred at Rome in 126 AD. The “Feliciane” who appears alongside “Sabine” in the Shropshire records may refer to St. Felicianus of Foligno, who was cared for by the virgin martyr Messalina, since both Felicianus and Messalina were martyred around 250 AD. It is also possible that “Feliciane” is a misreading or mistranscription of “Felicite,” who was the mother of the Seven Holy Brothers and witnessed the martyrdom of each of them. And St. Susanna, whose play was performed at Lincoln in 1447, was beheaded for refusing the advances of one of the Roman Emperor Diocletian’s relatives.

Although their play-texts have largely vanished, the volume of surviving records of virgin martyr plays affirms their popularity and cultural significance. A St. Agnes play was planned at Winchester in 1409, but not actually performed because the script was stolen, confirming the existence of a play-text, now lost.11 Other English saints’ plays survive, such as the Digby Play of Mary Magdalene and Conversion of St Paul. And there are numerous examples of continental virgin martyr plays, such as the fourteenth-century Provençal play Le Jeu de Sainte Agnes, whose hair grows miraculously to cover her naked body when she is held captive in a brothel, and who is beheaded after her body fails to burn at the stake: a play composed in Occitan with Latin didascalia, or stage directions, as well sixteen songs, complete with music.12 Described by Jocelyn Wogan-Brown as “complex, polyglot, and still only partially mapped,” the lives of virgin martyrs are ubiquitous in medieval texts, from Old English lives of saints composed by Aelfric and other anonymous authors, to the Anglo-Norman Campsey manuscript, to the Middle English Catherine Group, South English legendaries, and works of Osbern Bokenham and John Capgrave.13 Jacobus de Voragine’s monumental Legenda Aurea, one of the first books translated and printed by Caxton, was among the most popular early printed books in England.14 Although early Reformers were not as opposed to the theater as their Puritan successors, it is possible that the disappearance of virgin martyr plays reflects some kind of reaction against the deep embeddedness of virgin martyrs in English medieval culture.15

Surviving artistic depictions of the martyrs, from stained glass windows and manuscript illuminations to statues and rood screen carvings, offer concrete indications of how these lost plays might have looked on stage. For example, St. Catherine of Alexandria, the most popular saint in medieval England, is the subject of the first saints’ play we know to be performed in England: at the Augustinian priory at Dunstable in 1119, long before the time of the Corpus Christi plays.16 Her life is narrated in the Anglo-Norman La vie de Sainte Catherine by the Benedictine nun Clemence de Barking (1163–1200). Barking Abbey was known for learning and vernacular literary production, and, some centuries later, for drama: the Easter plays of Katherine of Sutton, who was its Abbess between 1358 and 1376, are the first works on record by an English female playwright.17 We can imagine the St. Catherine plays performed regularly in London (1393), Coventry (1491), Hereford (1503), and Shrewsbury (1526) including passionate disputations between Christians and pagans, a violent scene with the Catherine wheel, and shimmering costumes for the angels.18

However, not all dramatic representations of virgin martyrs were tragic: they also appeared in civic celebrations such as royal entries and Midsummer shows. Accounts of the pageant of St. Catherine and St. Ursula performed on the London Bridge for Catherine of Aragon’s entry into London in 1501 describe a cluster of pretty girls: “a faire yonge lady with a wheel in hir hand … with right many virgyns in every side of her.”19 St. Catherine welcomes the new queen, her namesake, to her “Courte Celestiall.” Flanked by a “great multitude of virgyns right goodly dressid and arayed,” St. Ursula makes a speech that traces her “lynage” all the way back to Arthur, King of the Britons. Plays about St. Margaret of Antioch, accompanied by “as mony Virgyns as myght be,” were performed in London and Coventry to welcome Margaret of Anjou in 1445–46; in Coventry, this included St. Margaret triumphantly slaying “a grete dragon” before she proceeds to offer a gracious welcome to the queen.20

The male-dominated narrative of the early English stage sketched out and embodied by the title of David Bevington’s influential study, From Mankind to Marlowe, features plays whose heroes and theological structures of repentance as opposed to conversion, and of salvation rather than martyrdom, were easily adaptable to the Reformation agenda. But the lost virgin martyr plays point the way to another, alternative, parallel, story: one that we may chart from the twelfth-century Dunstable play of St. Catherine to Philip Massinger’s 1620 The Virgin-Martyr, performed five hundred years later at the Red Bull Theater, which dramatizes the tale of St. Dorothea of Cesarea. Like Hrotswitha’s Constantia, St. Dorothea converts pagan girls to Christianity, and continues to make converts from heaven, after her martyrdom. We could thus, fancifully, imagine the title of an alternative volume about female characters and performances: From Dunstable to Dorothea.



From Dunstable to Drury Lane

What happens to the virgin martyr play in England during and after the Reformation? On the one hand, saints’ lives are reworked through classical humanism: Lady Jane Lumley’s Iphigeneia, discussed elsewhere in this volume, refashions Euripides’s tragic heroine as a virgin martyr.21 Virgin martyrs also remain part of symbolic pageantry: the dragon-killing St. Margaret remained particularly popular in the civic and religious drama of London, Coventry, and Norwich.22 Some plays that are likely to have dramatized virgin martyrs are lost, such as Predor and Lucia, performed by the Earl of Leicester’s servants at Whitehall, on the feast of Steven, December 26, 1573. The “Predor” of the title, possibly Praetor, refers to the kind of Roman magistrate that liked to court and torture young Christian converts; St. Lucia is a Roman martyr popular in continental religious drama. A St. Lucy play would be consistent with the Earl of Leicester’s company’s interest in revisiting medieval subject matter, as illustrated by their Lady of the Lake play. The story may have been appealing more for its Frenchness than for its Catholicism: Louis Petit de Jullville refers to another lost St. Luce play in his Les Mystères.23 However, it may also represent an ongoing interest in revisiting virgin martyr plays: a Lady Barbara play had been presented by Sir Robert Lane’s Men at Whitehall on Saint John’s Night (June 23) the previous year, at a time in the liturgical year once associated with the Corpus Christi plays.24 Petit de Jullville mentions other French plays about St. Barbara, who was imprisoned in a tower by her pagan father, who was struck by lightning when he beheaded her.25 Both of these plays are associated with further examples of female characters and performers: the Lady Barbara play was followed by a court masque performed by “men, women, and children,” and a lost play of Iphigenia performed by the Children of Paul’s.26 And a few weeks following the Christmastime performance of Predor and Lucia, Queen Elizabeth was entertained, at Hampton Court, by a “Masque of Women.”27

Even as the virgin martyr forms part of a history of female performance that begins in the Middle Ages, she proves easily adaptable to the horrors of Reformation history. Lady Jane Grey received a kind of Protestant “canonization” after her execution as a truly blameless innocent: with her prison writings published, and her story replayed in ballads, dramatic dialogues, and plays.28 The 1554 publication of the Epistle of the Ladye Jayne, described by John N. King as “the most powerful contemporary Protestant attack on the Marian regime,” was reprinted throughout the seventeenth century, and John Foxe includes these dialogues and prayers in his account of Jane’s life and works in his own Book of Martyrs, officially entitled Acts and Monuments (1563).29 Entered into the Stationers Register in 1570, A Disputation Between Lady Jane and Dr Feckenham is a dramatic version of Jane’s famous dialogue with the Catholic Dr Feckenham, who attempted to convert her to Protestantism days before her death, illustrating the essentially dramatic, performative nature of these dialogues, epistles, and prayers associated with Jane. Although a Protestant, Jane has much in common with the longstanding tradition of virgin martyr plays: her story hinges on impassioned exchanges on matters of religion, as well as first-person, confessional, attestations of belief. As Edith Snook observes, Jane’s iconic long black gown, velvet cap, French hood, and two books, one bound in velvet, together serve as the stage properties of her “martyrdom.”30 Jane’s self-identification with the “faire fellowshippe of marteres,” as she signs her letter to the Master Lieutenant, confirms the easy translation of Catholic genres, imagery, and conventions into a Protestant framework.31

Jane herself had a sense of this connection. In her writings, she recalls the disputatious virgins dramatized by Hrotswitha when she asks Heinrich Bullinger to “pardon the more than feminine boldness of an untaught virgin.”32 She draws upon the charged rhetoric of virgin innocence in a letter to her father, written from the Tower just before her execution, that describes herself as “washing my hands with the innocence of my fact, my guiltless blood may cry before the Lord, Mercy to the Innocent!” and asserts, “my enforced honor never mingled with my innocent heart” (47–48). Her final letter to her sister highlights the symbolic significance of literacy and the book to Protestant reformers:


I have here sent you, my dear sister Katherine, a book, which although it be not outwardly trimmed with gold, or the curious embroidery; of the artfulest needles, yet inwardly it is more worth than all the precious mines which the vast world can boast of: it is the book, my only best, and best loved sister, of the law of the Lord

(41).


Jane creates a dramatic moment in this letter, as she passes on her book to her sister. Her description of the volume’s unflashy cover signifies the values of their faith, which prioritizes an interior, personal relationship with God, in opposition to the outward and embroidered trimmings of Catholic devotion. Thomas Heywood would go on to make climactic dramatic use of the Protestant Bible as a symbol in If You Know Not Me, You Know Nobody, or, The Troubles of Queen Elizabeth (1605), when the young Princess Elizabeth first imagines her potential destiny as another Jane Grey while imprisoned in the Tower as “A Virgine and a Martyr both” (B4r), and, finally, points to the Protestant Bible that, like her, “hath so long concealed itself,” as the foundation of her triumphant succession: “We here unclaspe, forever it is free” (G4r).33

As many scholars have observed, the figure of the virgin martyr provides Lady Jane Grey, and other Protestants such as Anne Askew and Katharine Parr, with “a model of chaste femininity and divinely inspired vehemence,” as Snook rightly puts it (59). But what has not been fully acknowledged is that the idea of martyrdom also connects Lady Jane Grey back to medieval virgin martyr plays, thus placing her own narrative within a tradition associated with female performance.34 When the part of Lady Jane Grey, the Protestant martyr, was played by boy actors on the London stage in the late sixteenth century, they impersonated – in the all-male, commercial, secular theater – a dramatic figure that had been played by girls and women in the Middle Ages.

Heywood had a hand in the two-part Lady Jane play by John Webster and Thomas Dekker that was purchased by Philip Henslowe in 1602.35 The original play, which dates from the dying days of Elizabeth’s reign, does not survive: adding to the long list of lost saints’ plays. However, an abridged 1607 version, renamed The Famous History of Sir Thomas Wyatt—just as Celtes renamed Hrotswitha’s plays after their male protagonists—does not forget its original inspiration. The phrase “Daughter Queene” appears within the first lines of the play (i. 8), confirmed by references to Jane as both “princely daughter” (47) and “Queen” (60), along with an ominous reference to her head: “This hand shall place the crown on Queene Jane’s head” (64). Characterized as a “Catholicke Queen” (iii. 20), Mary receives the news that Edward VI has died while carrying a prayer book, and habited “like a nun” (iii. 1), a phrase which appears in the stage direction as well as in the opening line of the scene. David Carnegie is correct to point out the “reverse trajectory” (17) that replaces the cloistered Mary, by the end of the play, with the martyred Jane. As they are led to the Tower of London for their Coronation, Jane prophesies her martyrdom there, imagining it in terms of musical accompaniment as well as stage directions: “O God! Me thinkes you sing my death, in parts / Of musickes lowdnes, tis not my turn to rise” (ii. 38–39). While Guilford just envisions blood: “See how thy blood keeps course with mine” (ii. 18), remembering the Tower’s status as a prison, with “dead mens sculs” (55), in lines that deliberately echo Shakespeare’s “dead men’s skulls” in Richard II (4.1.150) and III (1.4.30).

When Guilford and Jane next appear, Guilford connects their story again with theater and performance, describing the “sad” crowds that throng the Tower walls “as if prepared for a Tragedie” (xii. 28), and “as if a generall passion possest them” (25), invoking Christ’s passion, re-enacted in Corpus Christi plays, and imitated by the virgin martyrs. Later Guilford observes “our lives have plaide their part” (xvii. 134). Initially condemned to “death by fire” (xvii. 121), a martyr’s death that recalls the recent Marian burnings, and is pictured in the woodcut illustration of Hrotswitha’s Dulcitius (figure 2.1), Jane is hailed by Guilford in terms that connect her to her martyrdom: “an innocent to die” (xviii. 63); “thy soule, as white as snow” (61); “to adde Angels to heavens happiness” (64), while Jane describes herself, as she had done in her own words, as “armde to die” (88) and calls “My worldly death a new Celestiall bearth” (116). The emphasis, throughout this scene, is on Jane’s body parts: her eyes, her head, her skin, her heart, her face, along with her clothing, or costumes: robes, gowns, and other “worldly ornaments” (114). This is the conventional structure of the virgin martyr legend: the tortured body and dismembered limbs that signify the “worldly death” (117) are what is left behind, as they “shake of this worldes Pompe” (120) as Jane puts it, and “depart this haplesse world” (96). When Norfolke says “Now their heads and bodies shall bee joynd / And buried in one grave, as fits their loves” (162–63) his lines recall the woodcut of Sapientia (figure 2.2), with the martyred bodies of the sisters reunited in their grave. Even as its rhetoric gestures towards the heavens, this radically edited version of the play, instead, ends not with reunion with the godhead, but with the spectacle of Jane’s lost head: a gruesome prop.

Dramatic representations of virgin martyrs revisited ancient as well as recent history. Two plays on the subject of Appius and Virginia address contemporary religious controversies through a story, popularized by Livy’s History of Rome, of an ancient Roman virgin martyr who is murdered by her father to preserve her chastity. The first, by “R.B,” (possibly Richard Bower, Master of the Chapel Royal) was performed, most likely for the Queen in ca. 1566, and published in 1575.36 Shakespeare likely had this version in mind when the Titus of Titus Andronicus, written before 1593, asks, “Was it well done of rash Virginius– / To slay his daughter with his own right hand / Because she was enforced, stained, deflowered?” (5.3.36–38) right before he kills his own daughter, Lavinia. However, the story was also available for the English readers in William Painter’s Palace of Pleasure (1566), which furnished Webster’s source material for the Duchess of Malfi, and was retold by Chaucer in The Physicians Tale and by Gower in the Confessio Amantis. It even appeared in the widely read thirteenth-century Roman de la Rose. It is thus possible to think of the tale as bringing with it medieval associations, like the lost play, Fair Constance of Rome (1600), most likely a saints’ play based on Chaucer’s Man of Law’s Tale, and also re-told by Gower, concerning the peregrinations of the hapless, virtuous Constance, or “Couste.”

R.B.’s A new Tragical Comedy of Appius and Virginia, however, offers a very different approach to the figure of Virginia, by representing her as an active, articulate agent of her own destiny. Chaucer’s Virginia in The Physician’s Tale begs for her father’s “mercy” (231) asking him if there is no other “remedye” (236) before she “fil aswowne” (245) in a dead faint.37 And Gower’s version, which comes right at the end of Book Seven of Confessio Amantis, and thus just before the father-daughter drama that dominates Book Eight’s tale of Apollonius of Tyre, Virginius acts more expeditiously by swiftly dispatching his daughter, who remains an unnamed “gentil maide” (5135), “A naked swerd he pulleth oute, / The which amonges al the route, / He threste thurgh his dowter side” (5243–45).38 R.B., however, appears to be revising his source material, which also includes Livy’s representation of Virginia as “stupefied with terror” [pavide puella stupente] while her fiancé Icilius joins with her father in strenuously defending her.39 With her strongminded willingness to die in order to preserve her chastity, rather than having that fate thrust upon her by her father, R. B.’s Virginia recalls Lady Jane Grey, or Hrotswitha’s virgin martyrs.

R.B.’s A new Tragical Comedy of Appius and Virginia is written in the same mannered fourteeners that appear in the “Pyramus and Thisbe” play, in Shakespeare’s A Midsummer Night’s Dream: a forceful, mannered meter that sounds somewhat comical to modern ears.40 The tautology of the title “Tragical Comedy” may well have inspired Peter Quince’s subtitle, “very tragical mirth,” and perhaps, later, Polonius’s famous “tragical-comicalhistorical-pastoral.” Certainly Shakespeare seems to have R.B.’s predilection for d-alliteration at the top of his mind; Bottom’s lines: “What dreadful dole is here,” “O dainty duck, O dear” (5.1.271–74), and, most famously, “Now die die die die die” (299), recall R.B.’s Prologue, “her dolor and her doleful loss, and yet her joys at death” (109) as well as Virginius’s “O daughter, O dear, O darling, O dame” (144). The tale of Pyramus and Thisbe was solemnly Christianized in the Middle Ages, with Pyramus representing the Church; it is just one step further to contemplate Thisbe as a type of virgin martyr, thrown to the lions.

With a rare stalwart mother figure, Mater, who joins the family in a rousing song in praise of happy families, “the trustiest treasure on earth” (116), allegorical figures such as Haphazard the Vice, Subservus, and a married couple called Mansipulus and Mansipula (possibly related to mancipium, which gives us the English term “manciple,” the person who purchases and stores food for a monastery or college), R.B.’s Tragical Comedy conjures a rollicking, roistering atmosphere that is very distant from the harsh legalism of the Roman decemviri.41 The inspiration Shakespeare draws from R.B.’s play is the tension between earnest intention and unanticipated comedy, the temporal gap that makes one generation’s cultural tastes ripe for ridicule in the next, and the interplay between the grave tragic matter of virgin sacrifice and the satirical possibilities that open up when viewed through unsympathetic or mirthful eyes.

Almost three generations after R.B., John Webster’s (and possibly Thomas Heywood’s) Appius and Virginia establishes a connection between the Roman Virginia and the virgin martyr, smoothly negotiating competing Protestant and Catholic affiliations. Dated sometime between 1608 and 1627, and first published in 1654, Webster’s Appius and Virginia appears in the 1639 repertory of a children’s company known as “Beeston’s Boys,” or the King and Queen’s Young Company. The company’s director, Christopher Beeston, had a long history with female royal theater patronage: he had been involved with Queen Anne’s Men and the Lady Elizabeth’s Men, as well as, later, Queen Henrietta’s Men at the Cockpit, an indoor venue that competed with Blackfriars. Established in 1625, Queen Henrietta’s Men actually ran a good line in both virgins and martyrdom: their repertory included Heywood’s If You Know Not Me, which had previously been in the repertory of Queen Anne’s Men, along with his Roman Tragedy, The Rape of Lucrece (1606–8); Henry Shirley’s The Martyred Soldier (1618), pitting Roman Christians against the Vandals; Massinger’s The Maid of Honor (1632), in which the heroine enters a nunnery; as well as James Shirley’s The Maid’s Revenge (1626) in which the wronged Berithia murders her brother and her sister before killing herself, and The Constant Maid (ca. 1630), which tests the fidelity of Hartwell, suitor of the virtuous Frances.

Webster’s Virginia would have been right at home with Hrotswitha and her girls. She has a rich inner life and sophisticated knowledge of self: “My father’s wondrous pensive, and withall / With a supprest rage left his house displeas’d, / And so in post is hurried to the camp: / It sads me much; to expell which melancholy, / I have sent for company” (2.1. 21–25). She engages in playful verbal wordplay with her servant Corbulo, even on subjects that include cuckoldry and the sex lives of widows; and, most importantly, she treats Appius with haughty scorn, “Ignoble villain … Unhand me” (3.3.76–79), describing him, insultingly, as a “putrified dunghill” (4.1.145).42 Swearing by her own “Virgins honour” (3.3.230), she plays the part of a typical Hrotswithan heroine by strenuously schooling her father: “take the life you gave me / And sacrifice it rather to the gods / Then to a villain’s Lust” (4.1.33–34). When Icilius bears her body through the streets, the play underscores the common ground between Virginia’s martyrdom and the redemption of Rome; as Virginius puts it, “I have bred a daughter whose chast blood / Was spilt for you, and for Romes lasting good” (4.2.184), codified in the play’s moral: “Two Ladies fair, but most infortunate, / Have in their ruins rais’d declining Rome, / Lucretia and Virginia, both renown’d / For chastity” (5.3.176–79). As the reference to the ruins of ancient Rome here links Virginia with Lucrece, it frames the virgin martyrs as figures of resistance to its corruption. Just as Webster and Dekker drew on Catholic martyrdom in their figuration of Lady Jane Grey, Virginia’s status as a martyr both engages with the tradition and rebels from it: like Webster’s Duchess of Malfi, who is victimized by the Catholic establishment (who are also her siblings), while also breaking from it. Designed, originally, for Catholic girl performers and played, subsequently, by Protestant boy actors, the virgin martyr on the Jacobean stage embodies these hybrid and in-between cultural and religious allegiances.

After the Restoration, Appius and Virginia was adapted by Betterton and renamed The Roman Virgin (1679), with the part of Virginia played, not by a boy, but by the thirty-something Mrs. Betterton. This version of the play was performed regularly through the eighteenth century and well into the nineteenth. Philip Massinger and Thomas Dekker’s The Virgin-Martyr (1620) also had a substantial Restoration afterlife: it was printed four times between 1622 and 1661, and revived in 1661 and 1668. Based on the story of Dorothea of Cesarea, it has been described by Louise Clubb as “the only post-Reformation saints’ play on the London Stage before the theaters were closed in 1642.”43 Whereas the two Appius and Virginia plays focus on a Roman, not a Christian, virgin, while The Famous History of Sir Thomas Wyatt represents Lady Jane Grey as a virgin martyr, The Virgin-Martyr dramatizes the history of a virgin martyr, played by the young Rebecca Marshall, in a way that hadn’t been done since the lost plays of St. Lucy and St. Barbara in the 1570s.

The play opens with Artemia, Diocletian’s daughter, sketching out, for Theophilus, a graphic scene of virgin martyrdom as she causes him to imagine the torture of his daughters, Calista and Christeta: “And could you endure, / Being a father, to behold their limbs / Extended on the rack?” (1.1.). Theophilus’s cold-hearted reply, “I did,” underscores the patriarchal will with which he compelled Calista and Christeta, his “chaste, fair daughters,” to “abandon forever the Christian way” (1.1).44 This dialogue sets up the main plot, in which Diocletian attempts to force Dorothea to reject Christianity and return to paganism. Antoninus, a soldier recently returned to Rome, rejects Artemia because he loves Dorothea, describing her as a “deity” and “goddess” (1.1). Dorothea, who rejects Antoninus’s attempt to seduce her: “I hate you everlastingly;” “O base villain” (2.3), is unafraid of martyrdom, as she, too, conjures up the dramatic scene: “The sight of whips, racks, gibbets, axes, fires / Are scaffoldings by which my soul climbs up / To an eternal habitation” (2.3). Fearing that Dorothea’s martyrdom will scorn and shame the Roman gods, “deriding both our gods and Caesar, / Build to herself a kingdom in her death, / Going laughing from us” (2.3.), Theophilus begs his daughters to convert Dorothea back to paganism.

Of course, Theophilus underestimates Dorothea’s divinely sanctioned rhetorical power, and she proceeds to reconvert daughters Calista and Christeta back to Christianity. When they overturn a statue of Jupiter and spit on it, Theophilus’s daughters embody his worst nightmare of scornful virgins rejecting Roman gods, professing themselves, “like Dorothea, Christians.” Like a rash Roman Virginius, the enraged Theophilus immediately dispatches his daughters. Dorothea, after miraculously resisting rape and beatings, is eventually brought to a scaffold, where, following her strident mockery of Roman gods, and eloquent anticipation of the fruits of heaven, she is beheaded: “She lived a virgin and a virgin dies” (4.3). Antoninus dies, too, following his love. When Theophilus receives from her servant Angelo the fruits from heaven that Dorothea had promised him on the scaffold, he is immediately converted, living up, at last, to his name. Tortured to death, the god-loving Theophilus, as a new Christian convert, follows Dorothea and his two daughters to heaven.

Samuel Pepys was completely “ravished” by The Virgin Martyr. His diary entry for February 27, 1668 is as follows:45


All the morning at the office, and at noon home to dinner, and thence with my wife and Deb. to the King’s House, to see “The Virgin Martyr,” the first time it hath been acted a great while: and it is mighty pleasant; not that the play is worth much, but it is finely acted by Becke Marshall. But that which did please me beyond any thing in, the whole world was the wind-musique when the angel comes down, which is so sweet that it ravished me, and indeed, in a word, did wrap up my soul so that it made me really sick, just as I have formerly been when in love with my wife; that neither then, nor all the evening going home, and at home, I was able to think of any thing, but remained all night transported, so as I could not believe that ever any musick hath that real command over the soul of a man as this did upon me: and makes me resolve to practice wind-musique, and to make my wife do the like.


Pepys liked the play so much he saw it again three days later on March 2, noting:46


above all the musique at the coming down of the angel, which at this hearing the second time, do still commend me as nothing ever did, and the other musique is nothing to it.


The music associated with the religious conversion of Theophilus evokes, for Pepys, the world-transforming experience of new love; while it does not survive, the recorder music aroused Pepys as if he were an earthy young man again, while also inspiring the ineffable experience of an encounter with a divine. Pepys describes himself as “ravished,” “transported,” like a lovesick young virgin escaped with her lover, or a pious maiden hankering after the godhead, confirming the capacity of the play, and the brilliance of its accompanying music consort, to achieve supreme identification with the rapturous passion of the virgin martyr.

I have here sketched out what we can think of as the dramatic afterlife of Hrotswitha of Gandersheim, whose virgin martyr plays initiate and illustrate a hitherto under-examined thread of theater history that illuminates a continuity of the traditions of female performance from the Middle Ages to the Restoration. Although I have not made a one-to-one argument for Hrotswitha as literary source, her virgin heroines may easily find a home within Louise Clubb’s dramatic concept of the “theatergram,” which had its origins in her analysis of commedia dell’arte “types,” but may equally apply to the easily recognizable repertoire of virgin martyr plays and performances.47 It is easy to draw a parallel between the absence of surviving virgin martyr plays, the lack of scholarly attention (until now) to a tradition of girls performing virgin martyr plays, and the virgin martyr narratives themselves, in which pagan tyrants seek to silence the challenges that the martyrs represent to their authority. Yet the popular afterlife of the virgin martyr play in the Restoration period speaks, on the one hand, to its lurid and prurient theatrical tastes, but also, on the other, to a public stage that embraced female performers.

John Dryden’s Tyrannick Love, or, The Royal Martyr (1669) returns to the story of St. Catherine of Alexandria: the first virgin martyr play that was performed in England, ca. 1119.48 Performed at Drury Lane by Margaret Hughes, widely acknowledged as the first professional actress on the Restoration Stage, St. Catherine of Alexandria was probably the second part that she played, after Shakespeare’s Desdemona. The part of Valeria, daughter of the Roman Emperor Maximin, was played by Nell Gwyn, who describes herself, in the Epilogue, as an “actress.”49 After the dead body of Valeria is removed from the stage, Nell Gwyn comically undermines the tragic conclusion by returning to life as herself: “I walk because I dye / Out of my Calling in a Tragedy.” She offers a pretty, witty couplet as her faux Epitaph:


Here Nelly lies, who, though she liv’d a Slater’n

Yet dy’d a Princess, acting in S. Cathar’n.


While her lines highlight the tremendous gulf between the high-minded Hrotswitha and her Latin lessons, and the frolicsome licentiousness of her own day, they also indicate the profound “sea change” in English theater as it shifted from the devotional dramas of the Middle Ages to the Restoration stage. Even as she acknowledges the outlandish nature of this “godly, out of fashion, Play,” with its virgin martyrs, Nell’s Epilogue embraces the returnto-life taking place on the Restoration stage, with female performers and the performance of virgin martyr plays a provocative rejection of the Puritan sensibilities that shut it down. Although it may also be that audiences are always drawn to see girls victimized. This chapter began with a reflection on how virgin martyr plays, the stories they tell, and their minimal presence in theater history, illustrate the extent to which female voices and work are shut down, minimized, glossed over, and erased. But like those virgin martyrs themselves, however, Nell gets the final word and the last laugh.
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Beauty, it is pleasing, either Natural or Artificial, and both to be admired; for if Art be Commendable, why not in The Face, as well as in The Feet in dancing Measures, or as in The Hand upon Musick Instruments, or in The Voyce, or in The Art of Oratory, and Poetry, which will sooner increase Desires … And if These Arts be Commendable, and are Graces to all parts of The Body, shall it be condemned onely for Colour in The Face? And as Beauty is The Adornment of Nature, so is Art The Adornment of Beauty … I believe all Adornments of Beauty are lawfull for Women, if The Intention be good.



In Margaret Cavendish’s (née Lucas) The Worlds Olio (1655), she presents the artful, activated body as worthy of admiration: feet that can dance, hands that can play musical instruments, voices that can sing and speak, a face flushed by movement.1 Cavendish accepts “all adornments of beauty” by women as “lawfull” if motivated by “good” intentions—namely “to get a good Husband” or “to keep her Husband” (85–86). Although she commends “Adornments” such as “Curling, Powdring, Powncing, Cloathing” and even admires “Colour in The Face,” she insists that she is “utterly against the Art of Painting” (86–87).2 She describes the “sluttishness” of face paints, invoking their unsavoury smells, sloppy textures, the “horrid” sight and “stink” of “sear-Clothes” like “Dead Bodies” and “wet, greasy” pomatums and poultices, much like a “Chandlers Shop” where animal fats are made into candles.3 She focuses not on color but texture: fatty layers of goo and withered skin. Along with their sensorily offensive dirt comes disease: the disfiguring health effects of mercury. She also warns that “Dry Painting shrivels up the Skin … filling it with Wrinkles” (87). The painted body she luridly conjures is not one that is being activated with beautiful and artful motion but one that is decaying, its matter slowly breaking down. Worthy of a “slut,” a word used at the time to denote a woman whose appearance was “dirty” as well as a prostitute who harboured internal disease, these “paints” are physically and morally offensive.4 Cavendish’s connection between adornment and performance, the acceptability of female adornment, and the evocative sights, smells, and textures of bodyarts set the stage for this chapter.

With a focus on Jane and Elizabeth Cavendish’s The Concealed Fancies (ca. 1644–45), this chapter examines representations of the lady at her toilet. It encompasses works that depict, discuss, and/or teach the “Art” of beauty so key to its performance: plays, artworks, and recipe books. The material analyzed is almost exclusively English, although a few European artworks are included to demonstrate the reach of the chapter’s arguments beyond England. While the artworks were made by men, the other works—the play and recipe books under discussion—were produced by or associated with women: Elizabeth Grey, Countess of Kent’s A Choice Manual of Rare and Select Secrets in Physic and Chyrurgery (1653), W. M.’s (Walter Montagu’s) compilation of The Queens [Henrietta Maria’s] Closet Opened (1655) and Hannah Woolley’s books of household management (1670–74). Remarkably, many of these women were connected to Margaret Cavendish by kinship or royal service: her two stepdaughters, Jane and Elizabeth Cavendish, her kinswoman Lady Elizabeth Grey, Countess of Kent and the queen she served as a maid of honor, Henrietta Maria. Ben Jonson’s plays further underscore the staging of beauty through female dialogue and performance. Dated to ca. 1644–45, The Concealed Fancies coincides with the courtship and marriage of Margaret Lucas with William Cavendish. It has been suggested that the figure of Lady Tranquillity is the Cavendish sisters’ satirical portrayal of Margaret before they met;5 if so, it is particularly biting given Margaret’s professed distaste for face painting a decade later in The Worlds Olio.

The significance of adornment for women in early modern England has been well canvased by literary, art, and dress historians who have pointed to the social, political, and cultural power of cosmetics, clothing, and hair.6 Literary scholars have analyzed face painting in English drama, locating this within anticosmetic discourse, constructions of race, and themes of dissimulation. They have also stressed the inherent theatricality of face painting on the stage, what Andrea Stevens has aptly described as a “process of cosmetic transformation.”7 Edith Snook’s examination of women’s manuscript recipe collections has been important, too, in showing the positive aspects of cosmetic culture on a daily basis for women who exercised empiric knowledge, attended to their health, and showcased their elite social status.8

Building on this gendered, social and cultural analysis of female adornment, this chapter unlocks the door to the lady’s chamber to access the tools, rituals, and recipes of the toilet and the women enacting it. Guided by female voices and performers, it presents the lady at her toilet on the canvas, on the stage, and in real life as a performative site of natural and artificial beauty, knowledge and materiality, agency and seduction in ways that resonate with Cavendish’s passage from The Worlds Olio. Literary analysis has heretofore included little visual analysis of images of the toilet and, with the exception of Snook’s work, has focused primarily on artificial beauty, such as face painting. This chapter, then, uses scenes from The Concealed Fancies as the springboard to interrogate the toilet as concept, image, and performance in early modern England. The chapter begins by describing the toilet as motif and the key elements of its performance, including the femaledominated spaces in which it was enacted. Even when this space was on display, maintaining the secrecy and intimacy of the woman’s art was key to its success. It also moves the focus of face painting, like Margaret Cavendish’s The Worlds Olio and Jane and Elizabeth Cavendish’s The Concealed Fancies, beyond color to the wider palette of painterly effects—of finish and texture—and their centrality to the performance of beauty and decay.


Sighting the Toilet: The Motif and its Iconography

Deriving from the French, the “toile” (cloth) and “toilette” (little cloth) evolved in early modern English as toilet/toylet/twilet. These words described cloth used in the context of dressing (to protect the shoulders, for example, while dressing or to cover the table used for the dressing implements), the accoutrements of dressing (from combs and cosmetics to ribbons and perfume) and the act of dressing.9 “Toilet” became closely associated with the materials and performances of adornment by the late seventeenth century in England. None of the works or scenes analyzed in this chapter was described as a “toilet” when it was made, but terms such as “dressing,” “adorning,” and “beautifying” were all applied. Jane and Elizabeth Cavendish’s The Concealed Fancies puts the question of how to “best dress” center stage in act 1, scene 2, when Lady Tranquillity discusses with her servant, Toy, what to wear and what cosmetics to apply in the hopes of “appearing” attractive to Monsieur Calsindow (I.ii.25, I.ii.10). Although this scene does not show the act of dressing, it represents the mindwork of envisioning the succession of garments and cosmetic treatments. It is also a scene confined to two women: a lady and her female servant, drawing our attention to the female networks and collaborations inherent to beauty’s construction.

Similarly in the visual arts, toilet scenes depict a lady in her chamber still dressing or having just completed it. The multilayered materials and steps of dressing are narrativized in the portrait of Lady Elizabeth Wriothesley, Countess of Southampton of ca. 1600 (figure 3.1). Elizabeth is shown standing, partially dressed, with layers of garments on her body that still need to be fastened as well as other garments theatrically dangling midair in front of the curtain, as if awaiting transport to her body. Floating in space, are these the garments pictured in her mind’s eye, like those Lady Tranquillity imagines she might wear? On her table is a pin cushion stuffed with pins to hold things in place. To the left, positioned prominently for the viewer, is an exquisite box veneered with mother of pearl. This lies strategically open to display an internal mirror and fabriclined partitions to hold jewelry, although the jewels have been removed. They are likely those lying on the table. Since Elizabeth is already wearing earrings, necklaces, and bracelets, she may have finished attiring herself with jewels or may apply more to the top layers of her clothing and/or hair. The garments and jewels indicate decisions to be made, just as Lady Tranquillity ponders her options and discusses these with Toy.

[image: Portrait of Lady Elizabeth Wriothesley, ca. 1600. She holds a mirror and comb, wears embroidered garments, with a small dog and lavish furnishings around her.
]
Figure 3.1 English School, Lady Elizabeth Wriothesley, Countess of Southampton, ca. 1600. Buccleuch Collection, Boughton House. By kind permission of the Duke of Buccleuch and Queensberry KBE.
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But in Elizabeth Wriothesley’s portrait, the adornment of her face seems to be complete—or needs no artificial intervention—as her skin is infused with the ideal palette of lily white with a rosy blush, clear of any spots and smoothly surfaced, a perfect patina that is not too dry or too greasy.10 With the color and texture of her skin matching those of her hands and chest, it appears that she is naturally fair. The flowers that adorn her waistcoat similarly signal that she is a natural, sweetsmelling bloom. And yet Lady Wriothesley is not yet fully dressed; there is a waistcoat to fasten, a ruff to tie, hair to comb and curl, and more jewels to set. Her toilet is insistently performative, anticipating participation, whether sartorial—hands to help in dressing—or eyes to admire her. Like Lady Tranquillity, who is keenly aware of the power of appearances (to “appear or not to appear”), Lady Wriothesley is also putting her best face forward (I.ii.25).

Facing the viewer with a direct gaze, Elizabeth Wriothesley runs an ivory comb through her long hair. Still in dishabille, her hair has not yet been pulled back into a style that could be worn in public. Combing the hair was an important part of the toilet, and combined medical and cosmetic functions: smoothing the hair, drawing blood to the surface of the head to promote circulation and, in turn, improving memory and eyesight.11 The latter was “excite[d]” by “looking into a Glass” whilst running the comb through hair. Hair dressing was also a carefully considered process. Recipe books detail botanic washes that could be combed or sponged onto the hair. Curls were then spun with hot curling irons and held in place with waxy, resinous lotions made of ingredients like gum arabic. But this is all still to come. The prominence and length of her hair may be highlighted as a link to the stunning auburn locks of her husband, the dashing courtier Henry Wriothesley, whose hair is central to his portrait iconography.12 As Cavendish notes that adornments are welleffected if pleasing to a husband, it may be that Elizabeth’s husband is the subject of her trusting gaze. With her comb inscribed with a playful, direct address—“menez moi doucement” (handle me gently)—it is as if Elizabeth is invoking the tactility and seductive allure of dressing the body.

In English plays, hair is also carefully staged. In Jonson’s Volpone, Lady Would-Be enters Volpone’s chamber in a fluster, directing her maids to ensure she looks presentable and is irate that one of her curls is not “in his right place” (III.ii.). In The Concealed Fancies, while Lady Tranquillity does not mention her hair, she enlists two headdressings suitable to gentlewomen: a coif and a pinner, to neatly cover it. For a widow, these headdressings were appropriate, but this respectability is rather at odds with Lady Tranquillity’s avaricious motive of finding a husband. The foil for this “lady”—and her tailored hair dressings—is the young, unmarried Luceny at the end of the same play. Luceny appears with her “glasse,” “opens her hair,” and sings, “Must I a wife become? … Why, then, a wife in show appear … I’ll look as if obey” (V.vi.1, 3, 6). This is a ravishing scene, since women’s hair tended to be bound in public but might be worn loose to show marital availability. Unbinding her hair on stage, Luceny’s dramatic gesture is ambiguous. It could be interpreted as a rite of sexual initiation and openness to marital subjugation, or signal her intended violation of the rules of decorum for a wife. Is this the gesture of one who will “obey” or one who will flout the rules while pretending to follow them? This “opening” of hair also likely elicited a frisson of excitement for viewers—or readers—who gained access to this highly sensual aspect of a young woman’s body.

The hair combing and dressing that feature prominently in many painted toilet scenes is typically performed by a servant, always a woman, as the chamber is a femaleonly space. An anonymous seventeenthcentury Dutch work (figure 3.2), for example, shows a young woman whose female servant is intently fastening ribbons into her charge’s hair. The lady is otherwise fully dressed in her face, hair, and body, so this appears to be the finishing touch. With her blonde hair freshly combed and fashioned into curls and white skin flushed with rosy cheeks, the lady conforms to early modern European ideals of beauty. She is seated before a table strewn with the tools of dressing: a mirror, a large pitcher (possibly holding water to cleanse the face and hands), a clothes brush and scissors to tidy clothing, jewelry, and a fan, as well as boxes and bottles that presumably contain beauty products. The confusion of tools and vessels completely contrasts her tidied appearance. Other vessels can be spotted in the niche across the room, and, in disarray on the floor, are a burnedout candle, a discarded broom, a filled pot, and other debris. The puddle of messy bedding in the background is a sign that this “lady” is likely a courtesan, and perhaps one that is getting ready to get into bed with another customer. With such a mass of materials needed to perform this act of beauty, one assumes that her beauty is artificial. This is in stark contrast to Elizabeth Wriothseley’s portrait discussed above, in which the only tools of beauty are her jewelry and garments, all tidily positioned, as befits a noble lady whose honest virtues make her attractive on the inside as well as out.

[image:  A seated lady at her dressing table has her hair styled by a maid while looking toward the viewer in a richly appointed room.]
Figure 3.2 A Lady at Her Toilette, ca. 1650–60. Oil on canvas, 135.2 x 173.9 cm. Minneapolis Institute of Art. The Putnam Dana McMillan Fund. Public Domain.
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It is such a noble lady represented in an orderly and refined toilet scene in the French artist Abraham de Bosse’s etching titled Visus (Sight) (figure 3.3). The chamber is decorated with tapestries and paintings, fringed armchairs, and an elegant feathertopped bed with neatly closed curtains. The dressing table is covered with rich cloths, a mirror, a small box, and other indistinct items, but the impression is of an elegant and restrained approach to beauty that does not need to resort to a Pandora’s box of tricks and potions. The attendant appears to be in the act of removing the protective linen cloth, the “toilette,” from the lady’s shoulders, as if her work is finished and she is ready to be viewed. The dressed lady further activates the scene by holding up her hands as she gazes into the mirror approvingly. The viewer can see her reflection, thus sharing in the reveal, along with her maid. The lady is also the implied subject of the gaze of the man in the background who aims a telescope out of the window to view a star, an allegory for the shining beauty of the lady in the picture. The inscription likens the woman’s natural beauty to a star that is viewed by everyone.13 This is the “voila!” moment. And it is a sight worth seeing: perfectly coiffed hair, elegant clothes, and clear, white, blemishfree skin, presumably soft to the touch and shiny like her mirror, lustrous like her pearl necklace.

[image: A woman gazes into a mirror while a maid dresses her hair, with additional scenes in the background representing the sense of sight.
]
Figure 3.3 . Abraham de Bosse, Visus, ca. 1635–38. Etching, 26.7 x 33.8 cm. Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York. Harris Brisbane Dick Fund, 1926. Public Domain.
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In a comparable manner, the English engraver George Glover’s depiction of the sense of Sight (figure 3.4) finds its perfect embodiment in the figure of a lady at her toilet. Admiring herself in a mirror, she admires her whole “dresse”—including her clothing, jewelry, face, and her freshly combed and curled hair. With her embroidered waistcoat on show, her slender fingers drawing attention to her pearl necklace, and her clear skin, she is worthy of being viewed. The inscription is voiced in the first person to male viewers and locates her beauty in her “neate” dress and skin:

[image: A fashionable woman stands before a mirror, touching her chest and gazing at her reflection with a composed and confident expression.]
Figure 3.4. George Glover, Visus, ca. 1630. British Museum, London. © Trustees of the British Museum.
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How doe you like me (Gallants) in this dresse?

T’is neate, although not Costly, you’l confesse:

In Face, or Habitt, I noe fault can spy.

Indeed, t’is brave, or else my Glasse doth lye.



Beauty demands not only to be seen but measured and validated. She approves, and so do her male admirers. Yet there is a complicated interaction here between the woman as object of beauty and woman as agent of beauty, as she puts the words right into the “gallants” mouths. This provocation is remarkably similar to the one voiced by Tattiney to her suitor Presumption in The Concealed Fancies: “How do I in this Habit look?” hearing in response, “As love’s divinity of book” (V.ii.41–42). This question is also posed in cosmetic scenes in Jonson’s plays. Livia in Sejanus His Fall and Lady Tailbrush in The Devil is an Ass both ask, “How do’I looke to day?” (II.i. and IV.ii.145).14 This demands an answer from men, both of whom give reassuring replies. Lady Tailbrush’s query is followed by “am I not drest” (She looks in her glasse) “spruntly” (smartly). Eitherside dutifully replies, “Yes, verily, Madame.” Glover’s lady—sight—therefore participates in the same theatrical conceit, using similar dialogue between a woman, her mirror, and a man. Respectfully dressed like the lady in Bosse’s engraving, Glover’s lady is an allegory of beauty and sight. With only a comb situated on her dressing table, the implication is that she is a “natural” beauty. Wearing an apron to protect her petticoat, this suggests the careful, clean management of the body, mirrored also in her use of the words “neate” and “not costly” to describe her dress.15 Presumably, this is artful adornment motivated by “good intentions” either “to get” or “to keep” a husband, as Margaret Cavendish stipulates.

Significantly, artworks situate both ladies and courtesans in toilet scenes with key differences. Cavendish, an elite married woman who proclaims to be “ruled with honesty and attended by modesty” defines and sanctions “lawfull” adornment in her writings.16 Similarly, the ancient Roman physician Galen—the source for Cavendish’s rules of adornment—allowed women who were “virtuous and were hoping to avoid their husbands’ displeasure” to treat the signs of “age and ugliness.” Galen’s rationale is cited by numerous other early modern English authors, but it takes on renewed vigor in being spoken by a woman, who was drawing on these cultural paradigms even if she did not cite him directly.17 The represented women, moreover, were justified in their adornment if the intended viewer was a potential or actual husband. Beauty does not need to be rendered with heavy paints to count as performance; the performance of natural beauty—an artful naturalness—is as consciously wrought.

But the toilet was also a site for “sluttish” beauty, as Cavendish thus terms it. As N. H. (Nicholas Hookes?) insists in his Ladies Dictionary (1694), “The Harlot beautifies her Face to attract lascivious wandring Eyes, and the virtuous Lady to gain and keep the Love of a Chast Husband” (55). As such, these performances could play up the contest that Cavendish herself presents: virtuous, “gracefull,” natural beauty that attracts versus “sluttish,” dirty, artificial adornment that disgusts. In the case of the Dutch painting, the luminous beauty of the “lady” is undermined by the messy jumble of objects around her. Although her face is not caked with a “wet and greasy” pomatum in the manner described by Cavendish, her littered, dirty room paints a picture of “sluttishness.” Instead of a naturally beautiful lady who carefully—“gently” [doucement]—handles her house and her appearance, the courtesan indulges in her toilet and avoids her housework.

However, the stench, mealy textures, and disfigurement that Cavendish ascribes to face “painting” come to life on the stage in the figure of Mistress Otter in Jonson’s Epicoene, who is notably a married woman. Despite her handsome dowry and purported efforts to maintain her appearance, Mistress Otter inspires nothing but venomous disgust from her husband. Describing wives “as nasty sluttish animals,” he shrinks at her “most vile face” (IV.i). Inventorying her supposed beauty purchases and practices, Thomas Otter compares his wife to a “German clock” who “takes herself asunder … into some twenty boxes; and about next day noon is put together again.” The audience does not see this mechanical production of her beauty, but her husband fancies it for them. As a theatrical conceit, her “sluttish” cosmetic usage is part of her package of brash language and heavyhanded behavior. Remarkably, she calls her husband a “liar,” begging the young gentleman Truewit, “kiss me,” to confirm she does not have bad breath. A noisy “battle” of shouting and beating her “Judas” husband erupts. If a figure of parody, of “sluttishness,” Mistress Otter is also significant as a wife who does not uphold domestic ideals of natural beauty or virtuous behavior. To a modern reader, she signifies the misogynistic nature of beauty’s performance, as beauty ideals sidelined any women, including wives, whose age or physicality meant that they struggled to stage “natural” beauty without a heavier, artificial arsenal of paints at their disposal. On canvases, in prints, and on the stage, it is clear that artists and writers found a motif that had currency for ladies of high and low repute and one that had seductive and moralizing potential.



Staging the Toilet: Behind Closed Doors

Pictures of the lady at her toilet situate this as a private femaleled performance in an enclosed, defined space, the lady’s chamber. One could argue that the stargazing man in the Bosse print is also segregated from the site of the toilet, forced to look outside the scene until the dressingwork is done. This is a kind of “closet drama”: the toilet was performed by women, with the finished look aimed at men, whether suitors, husbands, or customers.18 Plays also draw attention to the toilet as a closed performance. In Jonson’s Catiline, Fulvia instructs Galla, “I keepe my chamber: / Give warning so, without” in the case of any male visitors, for she is “not in fit mode” to be seen by a man (II.i.7–8). The idea of being in an unseen space is further emphasized by Fulvia’s request for Galla to look inside her blue “cabinet” for a pearl (II.i.3). The women are, like their jewels and tools, sealed in a private space, like a pearl in an oyster shell. Seeing this on stage and in paintings, however, would have provided a tantalizing keyhole access to women’s secrets. The sense of enclosure was crucial to what was on show: the titillation of the invisible made visible whilst maintaining intimacy and secrecy. Yet, however much the audience was permitted to see on stage, they still could not glimpse the real thing.

The need for the real tools of beauty to remain invisible to men is described in the Roman poet Ovid’s Art of Love (2 AD).19 Ben Jonson’s Epicoene (1609) references this advice in a conversation between two gentlemen about women “dressing” and that “the doing of it … must be done in ‘private’ until they are complete and finish’d” (I.i). The first English translation, by Thomas Heywood, appeared in 1625.20 Addressing female lovers who “practice them that are goddesses,” Ovid advises them to conduct their beauty practices behind closed doors in their chamber, so that men are not offended by what they see:


Mind thou thy beautie when we think thee sleeping,

Thy hand, thy boxe, thy glasse their office keeping:

Why should I know how thou art growne so faire,

Shut fast the forge where beauties ioyned are.

For many things there be men should not know,

The greatest part of them if you should show,

They should offend them much, spare not to shroud

The doing, though the thing done be allowed.

The golden ensignes yender spreading farre,

Which wasts them to the gorgeous Theater:

See what thin leaues of gold foile guilde the wood,

Making the collumes seeme all massie good:

Yet are the audience of all sight debarred,

Vntill the showes and sights be full prepared.

So in thy preparation marke this note,

Still make thee readie in a place remote:

Yet sometimes if thy head be wondrous faire,

Euen before men ‘tis good to combe thy haire.

The haire a beautie hath which much besots …21



Ovid’s advice, then, is that the “audience” should be “debarred” from the main performance and are invited to view only after the “showes and sights.” The toilet that a lady undertakes in her chamber is akin to the costuming of an actor and the preparation of the stage sets. By contrast, the performance is the enjoyment—the embodiment—of beauty itself.

However, Ovid allows one exception: the sight of a woman combing her hair. This enjoinder seems to be deliberately invoked in the paintings and prints discussed above that draw attention to hair dressing and combs. For a male viewer, to see a woman with her hair undone did not damage the mirage that her beauty was natural; rather, combing evoked the tactility of that beauty and, to return to Luceny’s “opening” of her hair, the woman’s own sexual availability. And yet, as mentioned above, combing was more than a sight of enticement. Viewers would also have been aware of the perceived health benefits of combing, particularly for eyesight. Toilet images which picture the combing of hair before a mirror can be linked to these rich literary and medical traditions that combine beauty and health, sight and pleasure. These are images of a threshold between a private “show” and the big reveal, female agency and male seduction/enjoyment, but also between vanity and legitimate pleasure. Combing notably also becomes part of the performance of women’s agency in which the woman can show off her sleight of hand without fully revealing the mechanics of her tricks. This makes Luceny’s “opening” of her hair in the context of both her female independence and her impending marriage at the end of The Concealed Fancies all the more spectacular and conflicting. Is she in control of her performance, or forced to pivot within its narrowly prescribed confines?

It is notable that facial cosmetics do not feature in these painted and engraved toilet scenes, as, for Ovid, these are things and sights men must not “know.” Those who do “know” are women—they have the tools and talent, and the goal is to appear naturally beautiful, as these images uphold. There is no sign of thick white paint applied with fingers or a brush, no sighting of scarlet cloth rubbed onto cheeks, no hint of pomatums or sear cloths laid on. This “natural” artifice recalls the Greek painters Zeuxis and Parrhasius’s battle to create the most naturalistic painting. As Pliny recounts in the Natural History, Zeuxis painted grapes that were so lifelike that birds attempted to eat them, but he was outsmarted by Parrhasius, whose painted curtain was so veristic that Zeuxis asked it to be pulled away to reveal what was underneath.22 True art, this story teaches, is both naturalistic and undetected. The same is the case for female beauty.



Facing Beauty: Nature and Artifice

Ancient painters recognized that there was an “art” to looking naturally beautiful. But unlike the painter whose verism both tricks and delights in its deception, the artfullypainted woman fears being found out. There were reputational damages. The Dutch painter Willem Schellinks documented seeing Catherine of Braganza dining in state with Charles II on June 9, 1662. He recounts that the room was “so hot that the sweat ran off everybody’s face; the Queen’s cosmetics [blanketsel] was about to run off with the sweat, so she hurriedly withdrew with the King.”23 Catherine fled to, quite literally, save face, but this did not stop Schellinks and presumably others from observing it. Sempronia in Catiline’s face has also been the talk of the town: “they say” it is more like a “visor” than a face (II.i.61–63). And Thomas Otter uses Mistress Otter’s purported toilet routine to ridicule her, to paint her as “sluttish,” and dehumanize her as a clock.

The female characters in The Concealed Fancies also speak to the reputational concerns—and social advantages—of a fair face in the context of marriage. Scenes related to the practices and materials of beauty abound. The two sisters, Luceny and Tattiney, who are the subject of the marital quests of two men, Courtley and Presumption, are “fair.” The name “Luceny” suggests light, a quality associated with beauty (both whiteness and shine), while “Tattiney” characterizes her as a follower of Tatian, one who does not believe in marriage.24 In the opening scene, Courtley and Presumption secretly divulge their unrequited desire for the sisters. The next scene sees two women enter the stage who clearly do not fit the bill of their “mistresses”: the widow Lady Tranquillity and her servant, Toy. It is the morning and they are in the lady’s bedchamber, about to embark on a fivehour marathon of dressing. If the ideal wife was the subject of the wooing gallants’ conversation, this older “lady” has a “design” on how to pursue a distinguished older man, Lord Calsindow, and impress his daughters. She orders Toy, “dresse me neatly,” listing the materials to dress her body, hair, and face to best effect: her “quoif” or coif and pinner for her head and smockband. These are the garments of a gentlewoman. As discussed earlier in the context of Glover’s engraving, “neat” is an adjective often used to describe attractive dress, encompassing both its beauty and its order. In addition, Lady Tranquillity seeks “the best dress for the face,” namely to first “plump” it with pomatum, then color it with “scarlet” (cloth dyed with kermes rubbed onto the skin to impart color) and finally add “Mr. Trantam’s ‘still’d water.” These formulas accord with early modern recipes. Distilled waters with named sources commonly appear in English recipe books, such as “Dr Steven’s Water,” but Mr. Trantam is not named as an inventor.25 Given that “trant” meant trickery, this seems an amusing way to demarcate the widow’s less than virtuous (or tranquil) designs, whilst retaining the type of beauty routine expected of a gentlewoman. Toy queries the widow’s plan for her face, leading to Lady Tranquillity’s outrage that Toy might suggest an “oil’d mask” that would be greasy and “nasty.”

The beauty treatments here aim to make the skin look more youthful: plump, smooth, shiny, and wellcolored.26 Indignant that her face might look “nasty,” Lady Tranquillity has no desire for her enhancements to be noticed; her goal is to appear “neatly” dressed, appealing to the eyes of Lord Calsindow and his daughters.27 There are playful hints that this endeavor will be no quick fix, given her allotment of five hours for this work. As with the portrait of Elizabeth Wriothesley, this is beauty to be artfully applied in layers, over time, with discernment and reflection. As Truewit in Jonson’s Epicoene says of “a good dressing”: “she may vary every hour; take often counsel of her glass, and choose the best” (I.i.). And yet we never see Lady Tranquillity’s artful toilet, admire her finished look, or hear about her appearance again. But we meet her eventual husband, Corpulent, whom she presumably wins with the outcome of her endeavors and whose grotesque body is ogled and mocked. Courtley takes aim at his “piece of deformity of fat, whose face appears as your worst rustic,” while Luceny derides “Thy face a black bruis’d honeycomb … an ugly sot … a clog of dun,” degrading the matter of his body into excrement (II.i.23–24; II.iii.51–53). While not “painted” and clearly aware that he is no “polished picture” like Courtley and Presumption, Corpulent’s physicality is presented in visceral, smelly, decaying terms in a manner akin to Margaret Cavendish’s description of “painting.” In the end, the illrefined belong together.

Physical descriptions of beauty in The Concealed Fancies concentrate on the sisters, Luceny and Tattiney, and art is used as an analogy and stage device of their ideal, polished forms. This is detailed in the context of their assuming the role of nuns, much to the frustration of their suitors. The sisters are described vaguely as “fair” in a manner akin to the Virgin Mary, with Presumption putting Tattiney on a pedestal as a “saintlike figure” that he kneels before in adoration at “thy purer face of angelbeauty fair” (IV.i.5456). If here Tattiney is a mute stone statue to be worshipped, the art analogy continues when Courtley and Presumption gaze at their mistresses’ “pictures” and address them on stage (IV.iv). Presumably miniatures, small portraits kept in cases that they could hold in their hands and wear against their bodies, these intimate pictures cleverly embody the theme of “concealed fancies.” The gallants woo the portraits with adulation of their fair faces and “celestial,” “divine” angellike virtues (IV.iv.24–0, 32). In their roles as nuns, pious love of God adorns their bodies with beauty, but there is also a promise here that the suitor’s romantic love can complete their bodies’ charms. Courtley sings to Luceny’s picture, “Ladies, what lacke you?” offering up his body for their adornment: his “pendant tears of pearl” to wash her face, his “sweetwater sighs” to perfume her chamber, and his “crimson heart” to “finely red” her cheeks (IV.iv.1–8).28 Here, Courtley’s body is the ornament of her beauty—the pearlescent shine, the sweet smell, and fine color. We do not need forensic, individualized descriptions of Luceny and Tattiney from their suitors, because, to the men, they are “pieces,” paragons of ideal beauty (IV.i.57).29 These painted pictures—of mute, perfect physical beauties—point to the lack of recognition of the sisters as women with real agency. If Lady Tranquillity has a painted face, the sisters are bound, trapped in the painted ideal of the silent, accommodating wife. Paint, The Concealed Fancies seems to suggest, is a problem for women no matter what, whether used to artfully conceal a face to make it look naturally beautiful or to portray a woman as an ideal, polished specimen that is itself a ruse.

Despite plays’ messages that women with paint could not attain true beauty, they also express the fear that performances of beautifying the face could complicate any clear distinction between virtuous and sluttish cosmetics and consumers. Jonson’s Catiline includes a toilet scene in which a courtesan, Fulvia, is being “dressed” by her servant, Galla. Calling, “Bring my glasse, / and table hither,” Galla attires Fulvia with jewelry and dresses her hair, but does not apply cosmetics to her face, creating some ambiguity about how “artificial” her beauty is. This is even more pronounced when Fulvia and Galla gossip about the distinguished, learned lady Sempronia’s use of face “paints,” such that “they say, it is rather a visor, then a face she weares” (II.i.26; II.i.1–2; II.i.61–63). Galla defends Sempronia, reciting a recipe for “crums of bread, and milk,” hardly the noxious, dangerous paint rejected by Margaret Cavendish but the “natural” physic of a Roman—or early modern English—wife, and something that needs to be washed off. But the lady as well as the courtesan might face scrutiny and derision for her use of “paints” and the delicate balance of adornment and artificiality that could be tipped too far. Canvases, prints, and plays show us that in performing beauty, women—those who were beautified and those who assisted in beautifying like servants—needed to know more than how to impart color on cheeks, with motion or paint, to fashion their hair, or dress themselves well. They needed to understand the tastes of their audience and adorn themselves accordingly in order that their efforts would be received as they deserved.



Teaching the Toilet: Female Authors and Natural Beauty

The beauty on display in toilet scenes reflects the objectives of contemporary beautifying recipes. From antiquity, beauty recipes have been traditionally aimed at women. Beauty “secrets,” cosmetic recipes, and dermatological remedies—often indistinguishable from each other—were recorded by medical practitioners, family caregivers, and professional writers; and they were written in Latin and the vernacular, in print and in manuscript, by men and women. Moreover, women read, made, “proved,” and recorded beauty recipes.30 Not only that, women performed these recipes on the most important canvas of all: their bodies. This beautified canvas is what is on display in images of the lady and her toilet.

These recipes address problems and create aspirations that other women are called upon—perhaps drawn—to follow: enhancing color, restoring smoothness, removing wrinkles, and creating shine. As such, they do not solely prescribe beauty treatments but set beauty ideals. These are qualities associated with good health, evidence of balanced humors. The word “fair” is frequently used to describe Luceny and Tattiney’s beauty in The Concealed Fancies. Fair, too, is one of the most common adjectives in early modern English cosmetic recipes to denote the result of the recipe: “to make the face fair.” But fair was also used to describe the quality of ingredients to be used in recipes, such as “fair” or clean water and “fair” or unblemished fruit. In The Queens [Henrietta Maria’s] Closet Opened, the verb “to beautifie” is found just once, but “fair” appears with great frequency to designate not only a desirable physical appearance but the quality of water, linen, vessels, and foodstuffs.31 In essence, to be “fair” connoted not only attractiveness but the qualities of that attractiveness: clear and without blemishes.

In addition to characterizing the beauty on display in toilet scenes, this language of fairness has particular relevance to the central iconographic motif of the toilet: the mirror. An expensive, shiny, and clear object, the mirror is analogous to the fair face, and it was the vehicle by which every woman imagined and cultivated her beauty’s perfection. It was not uncommon for recipes to analogize the effect of a cosmetic to the shine of a mirror. In this manner, the mirror’s surface is positioned alongside the lady’s face to highlight their shared quality, their comparable lustre. And she is also a “mirror” or paragon of beauty. It was common to conceptualize an ideal person as a mirror, as in the case of Hannah Woolley’s The gentlewoman’s companion (1673), which contains a chapter dedicated “The Gentlewomans Mirrour, Or Patterns of their Imitation” (98).

Queen Henrietta Maria was one such woman upheld as a mirror for imitation in The Queens Closet Opened (1655). Clearly Margaret Cavendish thought so: she “wooed and won” her mother’s permission to serve as a maid of honor for the queen from 1643, first in Oxford and then following her into exile in Paris, where she met her husband and married in December 1645.32 As maid of honor, Cavendish had access to the queen, and would have witnessed or knew about the queen’s rituals and materials of dressing. Although they did not serve in Henrietta Maria’s household, as noblewomen with a fervently royalist father, Jane and Elizabeth Cavendish almost certainly met the queen when she came with the king to Welbeck Abbey (1633) and Bolsover Castle (1634) to see the splendid masques hosted by their father.33 Van Dyck’s portraits of Henrietta Maria around this time present her as an embodiment of “natural” rather than artificial beauty: “fair” skin that balanced the whiteness of the lily and the subtle blush of the rose (figure 3.5), as the ideal that Cavendish plays with and artists praised. Henrietta Maria’s image circulated widely, too, in portrait prints, and painted portraits could be found in many aristocratic homes, including possibly at one of their family residences. There is the sense that the Cavendish women and the queen belonged to the same female network of beauty and subscribed to the same criteria for its performance.

[image: Henrietta Maria stands in formal dress, with ringlets, pearls, and lace, beside a crown resting on a table in this courtly portrait.]
Figure 3.5 Anthony van Dyck, Henrietta Maria, 1636. Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York. Bequest of Mrs. Charles Wrightsman in honor of Annette de la Renta, 2019. Public Domain.
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For the queen, the performance of her beauty in the context of ideal domesticity—and how this was seen and enacted by the women engaged to follow her model—not only performed her personal morality but that of her entire family, as Laura Lunger Knoppers has convincingly argued.34 In ca. 1644–45, at the time that Cavendish wrote The Concealed Fancies, Henrietta Maria’s involvement in the Civil Wars was widely discussed and debated.35 Portrait prints after Van Dyck’s works continued to circulate in the 1640s, and although such works are in black and white, good print makers were skilful in suggesting clarity and softness of skin tone, suggesting the queen was not treasonous as the parliament portrayed her, but virtuous, in her person and habits. Wenceslaus Hollar’s elegant portrait etching after Van Dyck of 1641 (figure 3.6) is a prime example, the face gently modeled with light hatching and clear expanses, with small empty spots to suggest highlights. Fashioned to look like it is an unfinished work from her pearls to her chest, it draws attention to his artistry and her natural beauty—a worthy “pattern of their imitation.” Still coming to life through Hollar’s etching needle, this is beauty performed.

[image: A close-up etching of Henrietta Maria, showing her with pearl jewelry and intricate curls, emphasizing elegance and regal poise.]
Figure 3.6 Wenceslaus Hollar, Henrietta Maria, 1641. Etching, 15.5 x 11.7 cm © Royal Collection Enterprises Limited 2025 | Royal Collection Trust.
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Compiled by W. M. (Walter Montagu), the recipes “open” The Queens Closet, her private store of recipes, enabling women to make and use her store of trusted recipes for “the general good.”36 Many of these recipes are attributed to women, from Queen Elizabeth and court ladies to gentry. Alongside the medical and culinary recipes are beautifying ones. This includes recipes to “make the face fair.” Most of the ingredients in the beautifying recipes are plantbased, with some animal products and, in a small amount in one recipe, mercury, an ingredient that continued to be used in moderation for a range of topical medical problems.37 Not a single recipe in The Queens Closet prescribes “paint” for the face.38 The softly scented, transparent or translucent beautifying recipes in Henrietta Maria’s closet are not consistent with the thick, grotesque “paints” detailed by Margaret Cavendish. With Henrietta Maria’s face emblazoned on the frontispiece (figure 3.7), the recently widowed queen is positioned as a keeper of knowledge, if not expert in practice. Knoppers has observed, in “Opening the Queens Closet,” that the oval format suggests a miniature, asserting that this image is part of the characterization of the book itself as a closet and the privileged, private access to the queen afforded by the book. We are reminded, too, that it is likely miniature portraits of Luceny and Tattiney that are paraded and wooed in The Concealed Fancies. Elizabeth Grey, Countess of Kent’s portrait is also situated in an oval on the frontispiece of A Choice Manual of Rare and Select Secrets in Physic and Chryurgery (1653), which was published before The Queens Closet.39 Moreover, the oval format was widely used in other portrait prints, including those of Henrietta Maria, but its use in the context of an opened closet for both Elizabeth Grey and Henrietta Maria is notable.

[image: Portrait of Henrietta Maria framed in an oval on the title page of The Queens Closet Opened, wearing a hooded cloak.]
Figure 3.7 . Frontispiece and title page of The Queens Closet Opened, 1663 (first published 1555), with a portrait of Henrietta Maria by William Faithorne. STC: 266595.1 Image: 3167. Folger Shakespeare Library. Public Domain.
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What may have been most striking about Henrietta Maria’s portrait in The Queens Closet is that it was likely the first time many English readers had seen the queen portrayed as a widow. She had fled from England during the Civil Wars before her husband’s execution. Henrietta Maria cultivated the performance as a widow in campaigning for the Stuart cause while she was in exile in France during the interregnum.40 The portrait may show her in widow’s dress, but this is not cheap widow’s weeds but “neat,” elegant attire.41 Her face is also attractive, with no blemishes and no lines or spots on her face. The queen’s performance of “neat” beauty suits her status as a widow and, according to the evidence of her closet, involved good skincare rather than paint. And yet the queen’s immediate “performance” of beauty was hidden despite the publication of her recipe book—there are no depictions of Henrietta Maria at her toilet or, for that matter, even accounts of it. Instead, what is represented in portraits is the final “work”: a natural, neat, “gracefull” work that Margaret Cavendish would “commend.” This natural beauty would be understood to truly manifest her goodness at the same time this goodness was undeniably performed, indicating that the queen and those who portrayed her cosmetic practice understood their audience well. Unlike the greedy Lady Tranquillity in The Concealed Fancies who seeks out scarlet for her cheeks and wants to slather on pomatums to dissemble her old skin to attract a new husband, Henrietta Maria’s face is a natural beacon of her virtue. In her widow’s dress, she draws attention to the memory of her late husband rather than the desire for a new one. As Heywood’s 1625 translation of Ovid’s Art of Love puts it, “And yet the fairest haue of me least need” (75). Henrietta Maria was, this image suggests, naturally “fair.” In 1655 when The Queens Closet was first published, what she needed was to promote her domestic virtue and ongoing loyalty to her martyred husband to advance the cause of her own honor and her son’s restoration. Her appearance in this frontispiece portrait and the recipes in the book—including those to manage the natural beauty of the skin—were part of this campaign.

Similarly, printed and manuscript sources by other early modern English women include beautifying recipes that are more in the domain of skincare—cleaning and maintaining the natural health of the skin—than masking paint.42 These recipes attest to a network of women who were similarly literate in the codes of beauty’s performance as the queen. This is evident in the Countess of Kent’s Choice Manual, Woolley’s printed works of household management (1670–74), and manuscript collections of recipes by women including Sarah Wigges’ “hir Booke” (inscribed 1616). The Countess of Kent’s collection includes recipes that have a cosmetic outcome, such as to heal sunburn, a “red face” or scars, to remove warts or to cure a “stinking breath,” but there are no recipes whose sole focus is to impart color. These are medical recipes for a “patient” that restore health and in the process created clear, “fair” skin and sweet breath. In Act III of The Concealed Fancies, the sisters’ female cousins access Monsieur Calsindow’s cabinet and amongst the Cordyalls is “a whole box of my Lady Kent’s Cordyalls” (III.iv.56–57). The objects and their pedigree create a range of kinship connections amongst the women in the play and the authoresses, who were Lady Kent’s nieces. It also suggests conversance with household recipes made and approved by women.

Writing as a “sincere and Christianlike mind” widow who practiced medicine and offered tuition in preserving and embroidery, Woolley’s own The queenlike closet (1670) also focuses on the welltempered management of the household, and this extends to the careful management of appearance.43 The frontispiece includes vignettes of women—all respectably dressed with high necklines and covered hair—making the recipes in their kitchenclosets (figure 3.8). In her The gentlewoman’s companion (1673), Woolley criticizes those who “dedicated” themselves to the “Lookingglass” and “ting’d their faces artificially.”44 In The queenlike closet and The supplement to the queenlike closet (1674), Woolley’s recipes also aim primarily to restore natural beauty: to smooth smallpox scars, remove freckles, clear pimples, and alleviate a red face.45 Woolley’s The ladies delight (1672) offers more explicit recipes to “make the face fair” and “adorne the face,” but most of these are plantbased; as formulas, none resemble the thick “paints” described by Cavendish.46 Placed amongst the contents of “The Ladies Physical Closet,” which also includes medical recipes, beauty is presented as an outcome of cleansing rather than painting. While there are a few that mention whitening the skin, these are mostly plantbased and approach the skin not as a canvas to cover with paint but a surface to clean. For example, a recipe to “whiten the Skin, and take away Sunburn” is comprised of grapes, lemon juice, and egg whites (264). Lemon juice was a common ingredient for stain removal in linens. For housewives, then, there was a community of practical ingredients, many of them plantbased, that could be drawn on to clean a range of canvases to maintain a clean body and house, including lemons. Animalsourced ingredients, whether eggs, milk, or grease, similarly served a wide range of medical, beautifying, and culinary purposes.

[image: Frontispiece shows domestic scenes of women cooking, preparing remedies, and managing a household in a richly illustrated kitchen interior.]
Figure 3.8 . Frontispiece of Hannah Woolley's The queen-like closet, 1675 (first published in 1670). STC: W3284. Image: 42569. Folger Shakespeare Library. Public Domain.
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Although little is known about Sarah Wigges, her manuscript collection of household recipes shows that she was well educated and that she, too, was attentive to the importance of a “faire and cleare” face.47 Like the printed sources, her beautifying recipes rely mostly on plant ingredients, with formulas that would have themselves been “clear” on the face (113 and 150). A generic “pommatom” recipe may include “swines grease” alongside rose water and bitter almond oil, but such pomatums were not only used to moisturize the skin but for a range of skin conditions, wounds, and gout (10). For “chapped or rough lips” Wigges suggests rubbing the lips with “the sweate behind there eares” which “will make them fine, smooth and well coloured” (155). Again, this is not a “paint” with color but a clear formula that presumably imparts a soft gloss to the lips, thereby enhancing their color. Moreover, the purpose of the recipe is to address uncomfortable chapped lips, not to paint them.

It is important, then, that the recipes endorsed by women from queens to noblewomen and housewives are presented in the context of managing natural beauty, which was clean, clear, and healthy: fair. The closets of Henrietta Maria, Elizabeth Grey, Hannah Woolley, and Sarah Wigges position natural beauty as the habit of queens, noblewomen, and honest housewives across a wide social spectrum as well as in visual culture and plays. Perhaps because negative cosmetic usage was traditionally—and continued to be—associated with prostitutes and deception, it was essential for female writers to show that “honest” women could beautify their skin, but also lay out the parameters and rules of that beautification. Recall Sempronia in Jonson’s Catiline, a learned and elite Roman woman whose face, “they say” looks more like a “visor” than a “face” (II.i.61–63). Galla claims that “they wrong her,” and mentions Sempronia’s use of “crums of bread, and milke” to “sleek” her skin. This is hardly the type of recipe that would have injured or masked the skin—or smelled unpleasant—but one that would have gently smoothed it. It is a common recipe in early modern sources, where it is described not as a paint but a “water” used to smooth, brighten, and whiten the skin. One recipe for a milk and bread crumb “water” promises that it will make the skin “polished and clean,” while another claims that “face that will become lustrous and beautiful like a mirror, and this is miraculous for such effect of making the face shine.”48 Opening—teaching—the toilet, then, was part of the domain of household management; the toilet, in recipe collections authored and connected to women, focused on personal hygiene: a natural, neat appearance. For Luceny and Tattiney, their “fair” faces would have been informed by these ideals, while Lady Tranquillity, with her paints and pomatums, would have been associated with deception.



Conclusion

This chapter has explored the female networks at play in the concept, act, and representation of adornment in The Concealed Fancies and related works in early modern England. Views of the toilet as accessed through paintings, prints, plays, and recipe books, position this as a site where women exchange and enact knowledge of the arts of adornment. Ovid imagines an ultimate male admirer who comes to see the finished product after the “showes and sightes” of the toilet and not the actual things in it. Early modern images of the lady at her toilet also implicitly acknowledge the role of the toilet, in appearances, in courtship and marriage. Recipes position the toilet as a site of cleanliness and health, the “natural” beauty of the body a mirror of its inner health and domestic virtue. But the performance of beauty also posed dangers to the body—physically, morally, and socially—luridly played out in the imagined toilets of Lady Tranquillity and Mistress Otter, the gossip about Sempronia, or the underlying mess in the anonymous Dutch painting of a lady at her toilet.

Margaret Cavendish may have claimed to be “utterly against painting,” but she advocated for the arts of adornment if “lawfull.” Reflecting on her “breeding” in the True Relation, Cavendish recalls that she and her siblings were “every ways proportionable, likewise well featured, cleer complexions … sound teeth, sweet breaths” (376). If these are the essential features of both natural health and beauty, she also acknowledges her “desire to appear at the best advantage” (390). “Lawfull” adornment was necessary in the context of courtship and marriage but also to showcase one’s health, which was why “painting” was so dangerous—with mercury that could injure the body and disfigure the skin and formulas that could repulse with their noxious smells and textures. Queens, noblewomen, and housewives were invested in these natural beauty ideals and their writings on managing the household marries beauty practices with practical physic to maintain the healthy, “neat,” “lawfull” body. To “conceal” the body under layers of paint—as Lady Tranquillity plans to do over an astonishing fivehour period—is a sign of moral and bodily corruption. Whether imparting a pigment to the face or a thick layer of gunk, paint, as Margaret Cavendish crafts it, masks, disfigures, and infects. Its stench conjures not life but decay. Whether or not Lady Tranquillity is in fact a parody of Jane and Elizabeth’s father’s new wife, the anxiety about face paint and importance of beauty in the context of courtship is played out in both Margaret Cavendish’s passage from The Worlds Olio and The Concealed Fancies. If Luceny and Tattiney are picturepolished “fair” beauties who are worshiped by their suitors and seek agency beyond the confines of social frames of marriage, Lady Tranquillity is desperately beautifying herself to cinch a socially advantageous marriage.

The real early modern woman, then, had to know the part she was expected to play well. As the women implicated in imagined and represented toilets, in printed and manuscript recipe collections written by or associated with women, her goal was to appear “neat,” respectable, and attractive. In doing so, she was informed by a host of cultural exemplars of the currency of her performance.
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Abstract: This chapter reexamines the evidence for dating Jane Lumley’s translation of Euripides’s Iphigenia in Aulis, the first known ancient tragedy turned into English. Two hypotheses have dominated the discussion, an older one where Lumley worked as a naive schoolgirl, and a more recent one, now approaching orthodoxy, where she was a mature allegorist of mid-Tudor politics, specifically of the fate of her cousin, Jane Grey. Crucial to the latter argument has been a claim that Lumley used copies of Euripides in Greek and of the Latin version of Erasmus that she could only have had access to after 1553. However, a detailed examination of the Lumley MS, now in the British Library, shows this claim to be improbable.
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In his article on “Dating Milton,” Jonathan Goldberg argued vigorously that the formation and inscription of a writing subject called “John Milton” in the life of the poet is not only undatable—and therefore confounds several different schemata in literary, biographical, and cultural histories seeking its emergence—but that the very conundrum of that undatability is marked in certain ways in the work of the poet and author known then and since as “John Milton.”1 For a variety of reasons, the name “Jane Lumley” has not had such scrutiny in literary history, but the question of the dates of her writing, and of her inscription as an “author” by later readers, nevertheless presents some features worth considering in a similar light, in particular in relation to whether, and how, her work was performed.

Jane Lumley is principally of interest to literary history now for two related reasons. First, because she is the first person known to have translated a classical tragedy into English, and second, because she is female.2 The intersection of these two strands of discussion of her work have made her an especially important figure in recent and emerging narratives of women writers and of the gendered history of authorship and performance in the early modern period. Of particular concern has been gauging the way and the extent to which her bestknown work, a prose translation of Euripides’s Iphigeneia in Aulis, entwines with contemporary national and familial politics. Arguments about these matters in turn depend upon arguments about the dating of her work, since some key events that bear on her intentions as a translator and hence the mode and manner of her positioning herself as “author” fall in the middle of a range of possible dates for her translation. These events—the brief reign, deposition, and execution of Lumley’s first cousin, Jane Grey (Dudley after her marriage), between July 1553 and February 1554—cut across and reorganize the way Lumley’s translation of Euripides can be made to mean. Evaluation of Lumley’s “performance” of authorship, and of the performance of the text that she “authored,” depend crucially on assembling and adjudicating the evidence for the date of her translation. If this work was done after Grey’s rise and fall, various parallels and correspondences can be, and have been, proposed that see Lumley deliberately juxtaposing two stories of a young woman used as a political pawn in a larger enterprise. Such a conjunction is much more likely to underpin an argument for public presentation, since the work is already pointed directly back into the hurlyburly of English politics. But if Lumley’s work is situated before the Grey debacle, such correspondences can only be taken as accidental, at best—though this is also a significant outcome—confirming the rightness of her sharp enquiry into the fates of young women at the hands of ambitious and ruthless male relatives.

Unfortunately, the key matter of dating Jane Lumley’s work has proved challenging, and much critical discussion has proceeded without a thorough examination of just what can be determined from the single surviving manuscript of Lumley’s translation. The aim of this chapter is to revisit that material, looking as closely as possible at exactly what the manuscript is, what Lumley wrote (and did not write) in it, and what can be reasonably concluded from it about when she wrote both it and the works it contains. Only then can we proceed to the significance of the document for inferences about Lumley as an author and a dramatist, and her intentions for what we now see as the most important of her surviving works.

Lumley’s translation of Euripides forms part of what is now Royal MS 15 A IX in the British Library. It is one of a number of manuscripts documenting and, sometimes, showcasing their scholarship produced in their youth by five young scholars. These five were the three children (Jane, Henry, and Mary) of Henry Fitzalan, the Earl of Arundel (1512–80), his soninlaw, John, Lord Lumley, and his stepson (his second wife’s son), John Radcliffe. The manuscripts were noted in the 1596 catalog of the Lumley library, surviving in a copy made in 1609 when the library came into the Royal collection via Henry Stuart, Prince of Wales, who acquired it from John Lumley, Jane Lumley’s husband, most likely by gift or bequest when he died that year.3 However, the entries in the Lumley catalog group the MSS differently from their disposition in the current holdings of the British Library, as they were reorganized some time during the history of the Royal Collection. Because the interrelations among these MSS are significant, it is useful to digest them here.

The 1609 Lumley Library catalog groups the relevant MSS under four entries, numbered 1742, 1743, 1753, and 1920 in the modern edition by Jayne and Johnson. That the entries are not completely reliable is hardly surprising given that the catalog was written some forty years after the manuscripts in question, when all but one of the young writers were dead. The catalog entries are:


	1742: Erasmus treatise of the institution of a christian Prince, englished by my lorde Lumley in his yoonge yeares anno 1550, and dedicated to the Erle of Arundell. manuscript.

	1743: Exercises in Greeke and Latin of the lorde Maltravers, the lorde and ladie Lumley, done when theie were yoonge, of theire owne hande wrytinge, bownde together, manuscript.

	1753: Exercises and translations out of Greeke into latin and otherwise of Marie Duchesse of Suffolke, Jane ladie Lumley, & Sir John Ratclif when they were yoonge, of their owne hande wrytinge, bownde up together. manuscript.4

	1920: Isocrates orations ad Nicoclem & c. translated out of Greeke into Latin by Jane ladie Lumley and dedicated to my lorde of Arundell hir father, Euripides tragedie called Iphygenia, translated likewise by hir out of greeke into English, and written with hir owne hande. manuscript.


The principles governing these groupings are not known, though 1743 and 1753 were acknowledged to be several MSS “bownde together.” These have since been unbound and in the modern British Library catalog the disposition of the small collection is as follows:


	Item 1742 is British Library MS Royal 17 A XLIX, titled “A certaine treatise cauled the institution of a christen prince or ruler, collected by Erasmus of Rotherodame.” It is not a full translation of Erasmus’s Institutio principis Christiani, his famous work of advice to princes, but a digest of it in English, in the secretary hand of John Lumley. A concluding dedication of the work to the Earl of Arundel, signed by “J. Lumley” as “your lordeshippes obedient sone” and dated “1550” is the best evidence we have for the date of his marriage to Fitzalan’s daughter, Jane. If it follows an Old Style date, the marriage must have taken place by March 25, 1551 at the latest, but probably earlier, in later 1549 or 1550.

	Item 1743 is now split up. The manuscript of Jane’s brother, Henry Fitzalan, Lord Maltravers, a year or so younger than she, is now article 16 of BL MS Royal 7 A XII. It is an analysis of Cicero’s De Senectute in Latin, addressed to his father, the Earl of Arundel. It must have been made before 1556, when Maltravers died, but more likely in the early 1550s. No Latin or Greek “exercise” by John Lumley, though so listed in the catalog, has been identified. Jane Lumley’s work referred to may be either or both of what are now BL Royal 15 A I and II, each a small, clean, presentationstyle copy of a Latin translation of one of Isocrates’ Greek orations of political advice, Archidamus and Euagoras respectively. Royal 15 A II (Euagoras) is perhaps marginally more likely, since it is in Lumley’s hand and carries a dedicatory epistle to Lumley’s father. Royal 15 A I (Archidamus) is in an elegant but different hand, not Lumley’s, and has, instead of an epistle, an “Argumentum” to the oration, also translated from Greek, which nonetheless carries at its end the inscription “Filia tua dominationi tu[a]e deditissima Joanna Lumleya” [Your daughter, most devoted to your Lordship, Joanna Lumley], confirming that, like the Euagoras, it was transcribed, and likely translated, after Jane’s marriage, and offered to her father.

	Item 1753 has likewise been split up, into five separate manuscripts. Four of these, Royal 12 A I to IV are translations into Latin of sayings and sentences extracted from English (III and IV) and Greek (I and II) authors. They are undated, but all four were dedicated as New Year’s gifts to Mary’s father, Arundel, probably over the sequence of years 1553 to 1556. They were also likely written in the order III, IV, I, II, as the former pair are subscribed “Maria Arundell” and the latter pair “Maria Norffolke.” Mary, three years younger than Jane, married the heir of the Duke of Norfolk in 1554, when she was around 14.5 It is possible either Jane’s Royal 15 A I or A II (mentioned above) was included in this group, but the entry may simply be inaccurate. John Radcliffe, the Arundel children’s stepbrother, contributed the latter part of Royal 12 A IV (a translation into Latin of a 1541 English translation from Greek by Thomas Elyot entitled The Image of Governance), and dedicated it as “Filius tuus dominationi tuae obedientissimus Iohannes Radcliffus.” A separate manuscript, Royal 7 D IX, now contains his Latin version of Katherine Parr’s English Prayers and Meditations of 1545, also an undated New Year’s gift dedicated to the Earl of Arundel.6

	Item 1920, the chief interest here, is now BL MS Royal 15 A IX, the contents still as listed in the Lumley catalog, with some minor refinements.7 It consists of 105 leaves, most of them numbered in pencil by a later cataloger in the top right corner of the recto (the numbers used below). Currently in the manuscript there are also several blank leaves, as noted, and one other inscribed leaf (the one after folio 2) inserted later.8 However, there is a further puzzle, of some importance. In his 1909 edition for the Malone Society, Harold Child noted in his description of the MS five sets of blank unnumbered leaves of variable lengths, following numbered folios 3 (seven leaves), 39 (one leaf, and “another has been cut out”), 62 (two leaves), 97 (thirteen leaves), and 98 (2 leaves). These leaves are not now in the manuscript, except that the unnumbered pair noted by Child as following fol. 62 may be represented by two leaves now numbered 62A and 62B, apparently not so marked in 1909. Unhappily, the nature and fate of these additional leaves cannot now be determined. The manuscript may have been rebound later than Child’s work on it and the leaves may have been removed at that time, being judged not to have been part of the original compilation.9 The contents of the manuscript as it now stands are detailed below, necessarily in considerable detail in order to ground the discussion that follows. All written entries in the manuscript are in Jane Lumley’s distinctive sloping humanist hand unless otherwise noted. Speculations about any missing “Child” leaves must remain only that.



Contents of BL MS Royal 15 A IX

1r: In a secretary hand, likely that of John Lumley, an inscription noting the MS as: “The doinge of my Lady Lumley dowghter to my L. Therle of Arundell.” John Lumley’s formal signature at bottom.10

2r–v: “Oratio prima Isocratis ad Demonicum.” This, the first of Lumley’s Isocrates translations—probably in date of composition as well as entry—is a fragment, the text ending on 2v after the heading (“Oratio Isocratis”) and five lines of text. However, the top of 3r also bears the heading “ad Demonicum” following a habit Lumley sustained through the second oration of heading rectos with the specific title (after this her practice varied, though each page has a heading). 3v is blank. (Child’s report that “there follow seven blank leaves unnumbered,” if it reflects the original state of the compilation, might suggest Lumley estimated and left the room required to accommodate the rest of the oration.)11

4r–v: A dedication (“Epistola”) to her father of the following two translations (“duas has breves orationes”) of Isocrates. The dedication begins by explaining the custom of presenting New Year’s gifts “to one’s friends” (“amicis suis”), which suggests it is the first time Lumley has made him such a gift. Whether “ad Demonicum” was also presented is unknown, there being no surviving dedication.12 The coupling of the second and third orations as one gift explains the absence of a dedication to the third that follows.

5r–11r: “Oratio Isocratis 2a ad Nicoclem” (11v blank).

12r–22r: “Nicocles 3a Oratio Isocratis” (22v blank).

23r–v: A dedication (“Epistola”) to her father of the following translation of Isocrates’ fourth Oration: “Euagoras. Oratio quarta Isocrates ad Nicoclem.”13 This dedication has been taken by some critics as the fourth in a series of annual gifts.14 However, Lumley does not say this. What she says is that this is her translation of Isocrates’ fourth oration in a series of gifts (“[oratio] quae ordine quarta est earum quas superioribus annis in gratiam dominationis tuae Latinas feci”). She does not say how many of these there have been, and since the second and third orations were offered together, this may have been only the third year. This oration is “the fourth” because Lumley transcribed and possibly also translated these first four orations in order as they were printed in contemporary texts of Isocrates, such as the Aldine text of 1513 or, more likely, those published in Frankfurt (1540) or Basel (1546), which give the first four orations in just this order (figure 4.1).15 At line 4 of 23r, the word “his” in “ex his mutila” is inserted above the line, one of the indications that this text was copied from another exemplar (the phrase is complete in the other copy of the MS in Lumley’s hand, MS Royal 15 A II). At the conclusion, tightly squeezed into the last line of 23v, are the words “Finis Epistolae” which do not appear in Royal 15 A II. This suggests Lumley may have been working across her transcriptions to designate their parts uniformly, an effort not required in a standalone copy.

[image: A contents page in Greek script from a 1546 edition of Isocrates, listing various speeches and corresponding page numbers.
]
Figure 4.1 Contents page of Wolf's edition of Isocrates, Basel, n.d. sc. 1546, sig. γ7-r. Bavarian State Library © A.gr.b. 3614 l. https://www.digitalesammlungen.de/de/view/bsb00015758?page=50,51⏎

24r–39v: “Euagoras, Oratio quarta Isocratis ad Nicoclem.” Four lines down on 24v appears the odd error: “certamina versantur, quidam vires universas suas.” The completed then crossedout word does not appear in the other copy (Royal 15 A II, 5r) and is not in the Greek text. It is perhaps a momentary misreading of an unclear exemplar in the area of “-mina versa … vires suas” nearby.16 The oration concludes on 39v with the word “Finis.” (Child here notes two blank leaves following, the latter of which “has been cut out.”)

40r–v: A summary (“Argumentu[m]”) of the oration of Isocrates now usually called “On the Peace,” here “quam in laudem pacis scripsit.” Lumley’s transcription begins the word “laudem” after “quam,” but then crosses it out and corrects to “in laudem,” another typical copyist’s error.

This summary, and the one for the Archidamus in Royal MS 15 A, I are translated directly from the ancient “hypothesis” summaries that precede their orations in early editions (and are usually omitted in modern ones), such as on 216r (sig. EE3v) of the Frankfurt 1540 text. At the end of Lumley’s preface appear the words “Finis Epistolae” crossed out, suggesting that Lumley here at first misremembered or mistook the “argument” for a dedicatory letter on the model of the two preceding orations and then realized her error (figure 4.2). Again, this suggests a sustained effort to transcribe all her works uniformly into the MS.


[image: An illuminated manuscript spread showing two columns of text in Latin script with decorative initials and marginal illustrations of birds and foliage.]
Figure 4.2 BL MS Royal 15 A IX fol. 40v–41r. From the British Library Collection. Courtesy of the British Library,⏎

41r–62v: “Oratio Isocratis in laudem pacis.”

62Ar–62Bv: Two blank leaves, numbered in the same hand as the others. Child notes “Two blank unnumbered leaves” here. It is unclear if these are the same, but likely they were subnumbered later than the main numbering. When Child’s unnumbered leaves were removed, this pair may have been judged part of the original manuscript at that time—since they form part of a quire—and their numbering then added. (At this point in the manuscript, that is, from 63r to its end, the paper stock it is written on changes from one with a potandflower watermark to one with a gloveandstar. See further details in “A Note on Paper” below.)

63r: In Lumley’s hand: “The Tragedie of Euripides called Iphigeneia translated out of Greake into Englisshe.”

63v–65r: Translation in English of the “Argument” to the play from Erasmus’s Latin translation of Euripides, there being no surviving Greek hypothesis for this play. Concludes “The ende of the Argument.”

65v: “The names of the spekers in this Tragedie.” Followed by a numbered list of eight named characters.

66r–97r: Lumley’s translation of Erasmus’s Latin version of Euripides’s Iphigenia in Aulis, beginning “Here beginneth the tragedie of Euripides called Iphigeneia” and concluding “Finis.”

(Child notes after the Euripides translation: “There follow 13 blank leaves unnumbered.” This number of blank leaves, comprising twentysix pages, is close to the calculation for the space that would be required to transcribe Lumley’s version of Isocrates’ Archidamus, extant in Royal MS 15 A 1.)17

97v, 98r: blank.

98v: Upside down at the bottom of the page, in Lumley’s handwriting: “acerba audire tolerabimus quam videre” (“we will bear to hear bitter things rather than to see them”), a sentence adapted as an adage from Cicero, Ad Familiares VII.30. (Child here lists “2 blank leaves unnumbered” not now in the manuscript.)

99r: blank.

99v–100r: Two pages of notes, probably in the hand of John Lumley, from the Charter Rolls, 41 Hen. III-21 Edw. I, relating to the family of Thweng, which married into the Lumleys in the early fourteenth century. These are likely part of Lumley’s extensive researches into family genealogy later in his life. The entries being in his hand would account for what would seem otherwise a casual, even unseemly, use of the late Lady Lumley’s MS. (There is currently also a blank unnumbered leaf between fols. 99 and 100, not noted by Child. Its provenance is unknown.)

100v, 101r: blank.

101v–102r: An extract in Lumley’s hand from the Pandectae Medicinae of Matthaeus Silvaticus (one edition was published at Lyons, 1541), cap. 395, “De lapide aquilae.”18

102v: A Latin sentence from Seneca “nemo polluto queat animo mederi” (“No-one can cure a polluted mind,” Hercules Furens, 1261–62). This sentence is not in Lumley’s hand.19 At the very top right edge of the same page, two (?) words in a different hand. These are difficult to read, possibly “quod fui.”

From the foregoing detailed description of the MS, we can derive the following inferences.


	Lumley planned and initiated the MS as a record in her own hand of her translation work as a whole.20

	The MS itself was not completed, but was at one time planned to be continued, with space left unfilled for material that, for some reason, Lumley did not transcribe.21

	Lumley’s MS entries were copied from earlier, probably rougher, exemplars.

	In her Isocrates translations, she followed the order standard to contemporary published texts, beginning at the start of the book. It is therefore unlikely that her choices were driven by specific subject matter. Why she skipped, assuming she did so, from orations 1–4 to orations 13–14 is unknown.

	The date at which the transcriptions were made cannot be determined, and does not illuminate when the translations themselves were made, though there is some evidence they were made before the presentation copies, where those exist.

	The MS was also later used by Lumley and at least one other person to transcribe unrelated material.


Examination of the manuscript copy of the Euripides translation itself can also provide new information that bears on the date of and, to some extent, intentions for that work. Discussion of this issue has, as noted above, frequently if not primarily sought to determine whether the translation was written in deliberate parallel to the sad story of Jane Grey, though critics have differed as to precisely how such a parallel may have operated. So successful has this discussion been that the priority of Jane Grey’s fall to Lumley’s work is now more or less taken for granted.

A key piece of evidence in this argument has been identification of the base texts of the play said to have been used by Lumley in her translation, a Greek text of Euripides and Erasmus’s Latin text. This, of course, requires assuming that she did use a Greek text of the play rather than relying solely on the Erasmus translation, though this is by no means clear. Several pieces of evidence confirm that she did primarily employ the Erasmus version, chief among them her use of his “Argument” for the play, and an error of translation regarding the children of Clytemnestra that could not have been made from Euripides’s Greek, but is a possible version of Erasmus’s Latin.22 However, in practice the use of both Erasmus and of a Greek text has been lumped together through the claim that Lumley’s source texts were a pair of books that came into Arundel’s hands, and subsequently entered the Lumley collection, from the library of Archbishop Thomas Cranmer, confiscated after his conviction for treason in November 1553.23 Hence any use of these copies, which must have taken a while to pack, transport from Croydon, and reorganize, must have been subsequent to the fall of Jane Grey, which was simultaneous with Cranmer’s.

This important claim about Lumley’s use of Cranmer’s copies apparently dates back to the work of Lorraine Helms in her Seneca by Candlelight of 1997. The account Helms gives of Lumley and the cultural forces at work in the moment of her translation is subtle, evocative, and vigorous, and deserves to be better known, but in this respect it is misleading.24 Her particular claim is that the Cranmer-derived copy of Euripides’s Greek text now in the Lumley catalog (published in Louvain in 1520)25 has manuscript notes taken “from Erasmus’s Latin versions” which she says are in “the hand of Royal manuscript 15 A ix.”26 This would be stunning confirmation that Lumley used this Greek text, and cross-compared it directly with Erasmus’s Latin.

Unhappily, it is not so. As Carla Suthren points out, and examination clearly shows, the annotations to Cranmer’s Euripides are in the hand of John Toker, canon of Cardinal College, Oxford, an earlier owner, who must have given his copy, probably with the 1519 Cologne text of the Erasmus, to Cranmer.27 So no direct link with Lumley’s hand can be established.

Despite this, the documented existence of these Greek and Latin versions of the play in the Lumley library after 1553, the only versions that appear in the catalog, has invited critics to assume that Lumley used these versions, and to base further arguments on that assumption.28 Diane Purkiss’s influential 1998 edition of the play suggests cautiously that there “is reason to think [Lumley’s translation] must date from after Mary’s accession and the overthrow of Thomas Cranmer, since Lady Lumley appears to have used his copy of Euripides if she consulted a Greek text at all.”29 Purkiss’s claim here—possibly itself derived from Helms—is confined to use of the Greek text.30 But it has in turn led to a gradual solidification of the date of Lumley’s translation to post-1553, which now has something of the status of orthodoxy where the issue is discussed.31 Thus Stephanie Hodgson-Wright, writing a year after Purkiss’s edition, thought it “not very surprising that whilst looking through those books which her father had acquired as an indirect result of betraying Jane Grey, Lumley’s attention should be drawn to a play which is disturbingly reminiscent of the death of her cousin”32 and she expanded this thought in her headnote to Lumley’s work in a 2004 anthology, claiming that:


The volume containing the Greek and Latin texts of Iphigenia at Aulis came into Lumley’s hands when the newly instated Mary I gave the library of the disgraced Archbishop Thomas Cranmer to her father as a reward for his loyal service … It is possible, even probable, that Lumley saw contemporary resonances in the story of Iphigenia at Aulis and created a play designed to draw upon them.33


Likewise pushing the later date, and the Jane Grey connection, through Lumley’s use of Cranmer’s copy of Erasmus, Marion Wynne-Davies asserted in 2007 that she wrote “in order to vindicate her own family’s participation in the execution of Jane Grey, who was her first cousin” and that to do this she


chose Cranmer’s volume of Euripides’ plays together with his book of Erasmus’s Latin translation to write an English version of the tragedy of Iphigenia, which simultaneously commented upon the political and religious upheavals that brought about the Archbishop’s own execution.34


This view and the arguments supporting it are now accepted by most who discuss the play, creating a context in which “feminist critics have rehabilitated this text as a political commentary on the execution of Lady Jane Grey” since Lumley’s “translation was based on Erasmus’s Latin version of Iphigenia at Aulis (1506) which entered Arundel’s library in 1553 as part of Cranmer’s collection”35 so that “the evidence suggests that Lady Jane Lumley’s translation followed the sacrificial execution of Lady Jane Grey.”36 With the exception of Deanne Williams, who locates the text as a work of girlhood, the view that Lumley’s work is an allegory of recent politics is now more or less the orthodox position among those critics who interpret the play.37

However, careful examination of Lumley’s translation in relation to the history of Erasmus’s Latin version suggests strongly that, while Lumley did indeed work mainly from Erasmus, she did not use the Cranmer copy that came into the Lumley collection in 1553–54. It is more likely that she used a copy of one of the earlier editions of Erasmus’s translation, a copy that did not stay in the Lumley library, if it was ever there.38 Erasmus’s translation of Euripides was highly successful and circulated widely in Europe. He himself revised the work, it was reprinted many times, and its history includes several variant editions and reprints of those editions with significant differences.39 Though Lumley’s translation omits many passages and is adapted so that it is generally not close enough to reflect minor changes in the Erasmus editions, there are nonetheless several points that suggest we can infer which line of editions provided her with her copy. It is not that of the 1520 Cologne edition (USTC 654873) owned by Cranmer, which was a reprinting of the revised edition first issued in Basel in 1518 (USTC 654875). Instead, Lumley seems to have used a text that descends from, if it was not actually a copy of, the edition first published in Venice by Aldus Manutius in 1507.40 Of this edition there were subsequent reprints in Lyons (1508), Vienna (1511), Lyons(?) (1515?), and Florence 1518.41 The main points of difference and similarity that suggest Lumley was using a copy of one of these editions are given below, in order of probative value.


	Lumley’s list of “The names of the spekers” (65v) has only eight members, as in the Aldine 1507 text group (B). It omits the entry “Senex minister,” given before the final entry, “Nuntius,” in the other edition groups (including even the 1506 Paris edition which Erasmus repudiated) which all have nine members (figures 4.3, 4.4, 4.5).

[image:  Manuscript spread listing characters and English script dialogue from Euripides’ Iphigenia, with handwritten annotations in a 16th-century English hand.]
Figure 4.3 BL MS Royal 15 A IX fol. 65v–66r. From the British Library Collection. Courtesy of the British library, ⏎
[image: Printed 1518 edition of Erasmus’s Iphigenia translation, with Latin and Greek text, showing eight character names under Personae fabulae.]
Figure 4.4 Erasmus, Iphigenia translation (B text), Florence, 1518, showing 8 “Personae fabulae.” *NC5 Er153 506ef, Houghton Library, Harvard University. ⏎

[image: Page from 1519 Cologne edition of Erasmus’ Iphigenia showing nine “Personae fabulae” and Latin verse under Agamemnon's speech. (Word count: 23)]
Figure 4.5 Erasmus, Iphigenia translation (C text), Cologne 1519, showing 9 “Personae fabulae.” “Cranmer” copy. Courtesy of the British Library, digitised by the Google Books project. ⏎

	Agamemnon in the same list is given by Lumley as “Agamemnon the kinge.” This corresponds to the Aldine (B) entry “Agamemnon imperator.” The non-Aldine editions give simply “Agamemnon.”

	Lumley’s translation has Agamemnon asking Menelaus provocatively “Doth my preferment trouble you?” (f. 74v). The earlier Erasmus text at this point (line 498) has “Anne honor te noster urit?” [=Does my preferment burn you?] whereas the later editions have Erasmus’s revised wording “Nostra num te ambitio mordet?” [=My ambition does not sting you, does it? -- the Aldine Greek at this point is “ἢ δáκvει σε τὸ φιλότιμοv τοὐμóv;” = Does my ambition sting you? (sig. ΔΔ 8v)]. The form of Lumley’s question is that of Erasmus’s unrevised line, and her use of “preferment” is closer to “honor” than to “ambitio.”42

	One of the most remarked errors in Lumley’s translation is a switching of speech prefixes between Agamemnon and Menelaus for several lines at her fol. 74v–75r (Purkiss ll. 264–75; Erasmus, ll. 521–32), before the entrance of the messenger.43 Since Lumley did not translate Erasmus’s lines 524–25, errors of reassignment could easily creep in here because of the arrangement of these speeches and their prefixes on the printed page, line 521 being split between Menelaus and Agamemnon, with the latter’s speech prefix embedded within the line. Such error is especially plausible in the 1507 Aldine copy and its 1518 Florentine reprint, because there the speeches at Erasmus 521–22 cross the bottom of a page, leaving the first line at the top of the next page (sig. e iiii r) undesignated so that the first speech prefix on the page is “Me[nelaus]” even though the first line of dialogue is Agamemnon’s44 (figure 4.6).

[image: Erasmus' 1518 Iphigenia translation from Florence showing dual-page layout with speech headings in Latin and character abbreviations.
]
Figure 4.6 Erasmus, Iphigenia translation, Florence, 1518, showing speech headings from e2v–e3r. *NC5 Er153 506ef, Houghton Library, Harvard University. ⏎


If, on the basis of the above evidence, we accept that Lumley used one of the printings of the Aldine edition of Erasmus’s translation, she cannot have used the copy that came from Cranmer’s library, and hence we cannot assume that she translated Euripides’s play after and in response to the exploitation of her cousin by the ambitions of powerful paternal courtiers, such as Northumberland or Arundel. She may have translated it after 1553, but the principal evidence supporting this date is discredited. And insofar as the editions she used, on the above evidence, have their latest printing date in 1518, an earlier date is perhaps more likely. That is, if she were working after 1553, Erasmus’s revised text, hot from the disgraced Archbishop’s library, might be presumed a more likely choice to work from.

The choice between the two dates, before and after the end of 1553, however, points to a significant dichotomy that has long haunted discussions of Lumley’s work. Either, it seemed, the play was a schoolroom venture by a child of twelve or thirteen years, or it was a later work, and therefore one of advancing political and familial maturity. Wynne-Davies represented the choice clearly: “Until recently, Jane Lumley’s work has been categorised as a translation exercise, even though it contains sufficient contemporary political allusions to reveal it as the work of an independent author.”45 It is the “political allusions” here that buttress the construction of Lumley as an “independent author,” and these allusions in turn depend upon the later, post-1553, dating of the translation. But without assurance of the latter, need the notion of Lumley as capable of discrimination and independence collapse? What criteria control our perception of a younger translator, of thirteen to fifteen, as unable to work as an “independent author”—whatever we mean by such modern terms? It seems best not to nail our perception of Jane Lumley’s developing “performance” of authorship to a particular date, but to note, just as intriguingly, that, if her translation preceded Jane Grey’s fall, she perceived and corroborated in advance, with something like intuitive prescience, the ruthless deployment of young women like herself and her unhappy cousin as political and dynastic assets. In that light, it seems as apt to imagine Lumley striking out in a direction neither pupil nor refusenik, undertaking her translation not as an “author” in any sense Milton would recognize, but as a secret sharer in an experience kept close among herself, the ancient voice of Iphigenia, and the line of young women—Anne Boleyn, Catherine Howard, Jane Boleyn, Jane Grey—whose terrible fates she knew and, perhaps, foresaw.

There remains the question of whether Lumley’s translation was ever in turn reprised as a dramatic script for performance, rather than an early exploration of forms of inscription and transcription that would only eventually lead to public assertions of “authorship” like that on the 1671 title page of Milton’s Paradise Regained. I have argued elsewhere that Lumley’s main orientation on her tragic text was not as a dramatist, as we now understand it, but as a humanist scholar engaged in debate about the ethics and politics of “counsel.”46 This was her primary understanding of the purpose of tragedy, and this was what she was enacting in undertaking and later transcribing her version of Euripides. Scholars arguing for a later date for her work have often sought to link that date to a strengthened possibility of the dramatic presentation of this work in some venue, as Marion Wynn-Davies has for Nonsuch Palace in the late 1550s.47 The two arguments buttress each other, in effect: an older Jane Lumley suits the argument for performance better, as public presentation of her translation—re-adapted for assignment to players and for stage business—would necessarily have entailed from her a considerable degree of authority, direct or delegated, over a household and its rhythms, more likely in an older woman. Evidence for such a performance is at best very slim, but the very quest for it suggests that such critics are attaching dramatic “performance” and the discovery of “authorship” in a way that risks anachronism. When we seek performance, we need always to place the term carefully in the historical framework of the possible, and to gauge carefully the character of a given instance in relation to that framework. For, as Heinrich Wöfflin insisted, “Not everything is possible at all times.”48 From the “writer” of a play text to becoming its “author” to promoting its “performance” may now seem a compelling trajectory, and certainly desirable from the point of view of contemporary canonical politics. But around 1550 it was less so, and even less ten years before that. As this review of evidence has attempted to show, Jane Fitzalan-Lumley was indeed “performing,” but in a role which was highly unlikely, at her historical moment, to include stepping, or even causing others to step, onto a stage or before an audience.


A Note on Paper

As part of her argument for dating the Lumley translation to 1557 at Nonsuch, Wynne-Davies cites the use of a common stock of paper among: a) letters and warrants of the Revels Office from 1552 (Folger Library MSS L.b.129, 130, and 24); b) a letter from John Lumley and Henry Maltravers to Thomas Cawarden, the Master of the Revels, of November 1554 (Folger Library MS L.b.499); and c) Jane Lumley’s Iphigenia translation (BL MS Royal 15 A ix).49 Though physical access to the Folger Library MSS was curtailed by renovations during the writing of this chapter, all these documents are available in digital format. Of them, only Folger L.b.129 has a watermark visible online (it is possible the others reveal one on direct inspection), and though it is similar, it is clearly not the same as the watermark on the Iphigenia pages of the Lumley MS.50 The L.b.129 document, an account register for expenditures in the Revels Office dated July 1, 1552, has on its blank 1v a hand-and-star watermark with the number “3” and the letters “GM” or “CM” at the wrist (figure 4.7; it is detailed in the Gravell Watermark Archive database as HND.030.1).51 The watermark on the paper used by Lumley, the upper half of which is visible on fol. 100 and the lower on fol. 65 (figures 4.8 and 4.9) is of the same general type, but the number “3” is differently formed, the lower corners of the glove are more pointed, and the letters at the wrist are “NB.” A closer match is Folger MS L.b.172, not mentioned by Wynne-Davies (Gravell HND.057.1), but even this is not an exact match, the fingers and the numeral “3” being differently formed.52 There were a great variety of these “hand-and-star” watermarked papers of French manufacture in use in mid-sixteenthcentury England.53 Indeed, so common was the combination as an icon of the stationery trade that Richard Tottell’s printing house in Fleet Street, London in 1553 was at the sign of the “Hand and Star.”54 As a result, the evidence available at present cannot much help to date the Lumley MS or prove an association with the stocks of paper at the Revels Office. It remains possible closer inspection might do so, but it would need to be remembered that even a precisely dateable match of paper stock would illuminate only the circumstances in which the Lumley translation was copied, not when it was composed.


[image: Watermark showing an upright hand with extended fingers and a six-pointed star above, faintly outlined on textured paper.]
Figure 4.7 Folger Library MS L.b.129 detail of fol. 1v. Folger Shakespeare Library. Public Domain. ⏎

[image: Manuscript page with handwritten signatures and text in Latin, featuring a visible decorative watermark resembling interlocking loops.]
Figure 4.8 Watermark in BL Royal MS 15 a IX fol. 100 (Zoe Stansell/British library). From the British Library Collection. ⏎

[image: Close-up of handwritten text overlaid on paper with a barely visible watermark, highlighting words such as “White” and “was.”]
Figure 4.9 detail of watermark in Bl royal ms 15 a iX fol. 65 (Zoe stansell/British library). from the British library collection. ⏎
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Notes


	Jonathan Goldberg, “Dating Milton,” in Soliciting Interpretation: Literary Theory and Seventeenth-Century English Poetry, eds. Elizabeth D. Harvey and Katharine Eisaman Maus (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1990), 199–220.

	On the relation of Lumley’s translation to ideas and instances of “tragedy” at the time of her work, see my “Tragedy, Persuasion, and the Humanist Daughter: Jane Lumley’s Iphigeneya,” in What is a Greek Source on the Early English Stage? Fifteen New Approaches, eds. Silvia Bigliazzi and Tania Demetriou, Skenè Texts DA 4 (Pisa: ETS, 2024), 361–84.

	It is not absolutely certain that the transfer was not a purchase, but it seems by far the most likely explanation. The 1609 catalog was a copy of a now-lost one of 1596, in two parts, a shelf-list and an index of authors which was the master-reference for the shelf list. The former part, which had been frequently cross-referenced and updated between 1596 and 1609, was edited and published by Sears Jayne and Francis R. Johnson in 1956 with item-numbers added (London: Trustees of the British Museum, 1956). The introduction to this edition, 1–37, provides the best detailed overview of the Lumley library and its acquisition.

	Note that Mary, Arundel’s younger daughter, was Duchess of Norfolk, not Suffolk, an instance of the catalog’s occasional error.

	The precise date of the marriage is not known, but Simon Renard, the Spanish Ambassador at Queen Mary’s court, reported on September 3, 1554 that the old Duke of Norfolk was dead (he died on August 25th) and that he had been “succeeded by the Earl of Surrey, a son-in-law of the Earl of Arundel.” See “Spain: September 1554,” in Calendar of State Papers, Spain, Volume 13, 1554–1558, ed. Royall Tyler (London: Her Majesty’s Stationery Office, 1954), 39–55. British History Online http://www.british-history.ac.uk/cal-state-papers/spain/vol13/pp39–55. A detailed and scholarly discussion of Mary Fitzalan/Norfolk’s manuscripts, their dates, and their implications for the course of her education can be found in Elizabeth McCutcheon, “The Sententious Writings of Mary Arundel, Duchess of Norfolk, Given to the Twelfth Earl of Arundel,” in Art, Literature and Religion in Early Modern Sussex, eds. Matthew Dimmock, Andrew Hadfield, and Paul Quinn (London: Routledge, 2016), 147–67. However, McCutcheon dates the Norfolk marriage in 1555. If the Renard date is correct, the sequence of Mary’s presentations may have been a year earlier.

	The written hands of Jane and Mary Fitzalan, and of John Radcliffe, are notably similar, so much so as to suggest strongly that they were taught to write by the same tutor. Sarah Ross speculates that this tutor was Petruccio Ubaldini, a soldier and calligrapher known to have been patronized by the Earl in this period. See Sarah Ross, The Birth of Feminism (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2009), 84–87. McCutcheon concurs (“Sententious Writings,” 157–58). According to DNB, Ubaldini left England in or around 1551.

	The contents of Royal 15 A IX have previously been detailed by H. H. Child in the introduction to his edition (London: Malone Society, 1909), and also by Patricia Demers, “On First Looking into Lumley’s Euripides,” Renaissance and Reformation / Renaissance et Réforme 23, no. 1 (1999): 25–42; Jaime Goodrich, “Returning to Lady Lumley’s Schoolroom: Euripides, Isocrates, and the Paradox of Women’s Learning,” Renaissance and Reformation / Renaissance et Réforme 35, no. 4 (2012): 97–117 and Alexandra Day, “Literary Gifts: Performance and Collaboration in the Arundel/Lumley Family Manuscripts,” in Gender Authorship and Early Modern Women’s Collaboration, ed. Patricia Pender (Cham: Palgrave MacMillan, 2017), 125–48.

	The inserted leaf contains on its recto a “bookplate” inscription by a French scribe, “Claudius des Molins parisiensis” dated August 1561. How and when the leaf ended up there is unknown. 

	Inquiries to the Manuscripts Reference Service of the Library have recovered no further information on these leaves, except a firm assurance that they would not have been removed if they had been judged original. A stamp on the inside back cover of the MS reads “1984,” presumably the date at which it was most recently rebound. All the quires now contained in the MS are intact. The quires of the current manuscript are as follows: ff. 1–2+ a paste-in, 3–6, 7–12, 13–23, 24–31, 32–41, 42–49, 50–55, 56–60, 61–62B, 63–70, 71–78, 79–86, 87–92, 93–96, 97–99+blank, 100–102+blank. The final blank leaf has the (inaccurate) count “102 folio’s” written on it by the numberer. I am very grateful to Ms. Zoe Stansell of the Manuscripts Reference Service of the British Library for her assistance in examining and reporting on issues pertaining to this manuscript, including during the catastrophic outage of the Library’s resources following the 2023 cyberattack. 

	In addition, there are two words in the same secretary hand at the very top of the page. The first word is indecipherable, the second is “if.” I have not been able to infer any useful relevance to the MS. My thanks to Dr. Heather Wolfe of the Folger Shakespeare Library for examining these words and those at the top of fol. 102.

	In the edition of Isocrates published in Frankfurt in 1540 (one of those Lumley may have used), “ad Demonicum” takes up nineteen and a half pages, the same number as for the second oration “ad Nicocles.” In Lumley’s MS, the second oration occupies a little over fourteen pages. If Child’s inclusion of “7 blank leaves unnumbered” represents the MS as Lumley left it, sixteen blank pages followed the end of the “ad Demonicum” fragment she transcribed. Lumley did not always translate an entire oration intact. Her versions of the “ad Nicoclem” and “In laudem pacis,” for instance, make tactical omissions that delete material outside her main interest in political ethics and governance (see Goodrich, “Lady Lumley’s Schoolroom,” 104). But the numbers are close. 

	The relevant passage is “In more et consuetudine hominu[m] positu[m] est, pater honoratissime, ut singuli amicis suis novi anni initio indicia illaru[m] artium daret quas profitentur … ego impulsa eram, ut duas has breues orations quas e graecis in latina converti quasi specimen aliquod studii mei tibi dono offerem.” Some critics have assumed each of Lumley’s six Isocrates translations was a gift presented to her father in a different New Year, but there is no solid evidence of this. 

	This translation is also extant in Lumley’s hand in one of the two surviving presentation copies (BL Royal 15 A II). 

	Day, “Literary Gifts, ”134. Marion Wynne-Davies, “The good Lady Lumley’s desire: Iphigeneia and the Nonsuch Banqueting House,” in Heroines of the Golden StAge: Women and Drama in Spain and England 1500–1700, eds. Rina Walthaus and Marguérite Corporaal (Kassel: Reichenberger, 2008), 111–28 at 118–19 also attempts to construct a detailed chronology of the gifts, in part on the basis of common watermarks on the paper they were written on, working backwards from the known date of Mary Norfolk’s death. But, as McCutcheon puts it “this does not of itself date [the] manuscripts” (“Sententious Writings,” 158).

	Lumley’s other two Isocrates translations, “in laudem pacis” and “Archidamus” (which the MS does not contain) are numbered 13 and 14 in the editions. Why others were omitted is unknown; possibly all were assigned by a tutor. Notable for Lumley’s work on Euripides, though, is the fifth oration, Isocrates’ Encomium of Helen, which discusses the Trojan War but does not mention Iphigenia. The Lumley Library catalog records as its item 1991 an “Isocratis opera graece” which the editors describe as “Probably Basle 1546,” though it could be another. None of the other catalog entries of Isocrates (listed by Demers, “On First Looking,” n45) is a complete Greek text. For the early editions of Isocrates, see Stefano Martinelli Tempesta, “Stemmata editionum and the Birth of the So-Called Vulgates of Greek Texts (Plato, Plutarch and Isocrates)” in De l’authorité à la reference, eds. Isabelle Diu and Raphaële Mouren (Paris: Publications de l’école nationale de chartes, 2014), 37–54.

	This error may also suggest the copy in Royal 15 A IX was made from a rough text either before that in Royal 15 A II or considerably later, as the same copyist, in this case Lumley, is unlikely to make an error of that kind having first copied correctly.
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Abstract: What is a woman in Shakespeare? In the all-male Elizabethan theater, the women are played by boys; moreover, many plots involve women disguising themselves as men, and this disguise is almost invariably presented as impenetrable. The assumption is that in all social and public contexts—in most of what constitutes life—women can become boys and boys women entirely successfully: there is nothing distinguishing male from female except the costume and the manner; and short of undressing the subject, there is no way of telling the difference. The introduction of actresses, oddly, made the romance plots significantly less romantic, even as it essentialized the attractiveness of women.
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Mistress Quickly’s response to Falstaff’s dismissive epithet is indignant: “Who, I? No; I defy thee! God’s light, I was never called so in mine own house before!” (Henry IV, Part 1, 3.3.61–).1 What, indeed, is a woman in Shakespeare? For about fifteen years in my undergraduate Shakespeare course I had a little theater game designed to illustrate the nature of an all-male stage, to get students thinking about gender not as essentialized but as a matter of performance and behavior and cultural assumptions. We would take a couple of bits of As You Like It, with Rosalind talking to Orlando first as a woman and then as a boy, and try out various ways of doing it—if you are a woman, what constitutes acting male? If you are a man, what constitutes acting female? Predictably the young women in the class were more willing to play the game than the young men, and that in itself was instructive about cultural gender assumptions (I can recall only one male student who agreed to do it). But sometime around 2000 the game became more embarrassing than enlightening, and I abandoned it.

I turned to videos, which generally allowed me to get the point across less directly but vividly enough. In the BBC’s As You Like It, Helen Mirren’s Rosalind playing Ganymede not only does not act masculine, she goes to some lengths to keep it clear that she is a woman—the costume lets you see that she has breasts, and she even wears eye makeup—and in the 1937 film with Laurence Olivier and Elizabeth Bergner, Bergner in drag wears lipstick. These are strategies designed to insist on the women’s glamor even in drag, and also probably to save Orlando from any suspicion of a homoerotic interest in the youth, though the name Ganymede has gay pederasty written all over it—the measure of Rosalind’s attractiveness, in this all-male theater, is her analogy to the divine catamite. Shakespeare adopted the name from his source Lodge’s Rosalynde; Rosalind and Ganymede are the only names he chose not to change. The sexual overtone would have disappeared if Shakespeare’s Rosalind had adopted the name Cesario, like the cross-dressed Viola in Twelfth Night, or Fidele, like the cross-dressed Imogen in Cymbeline.

There is nothing in the script that suggests any erotic interest in Ganymede on Orlando’s part, though the name Ganymede is certainly at least a license to flirt; but whether the scenes are erotic or not is going to be all in the performance. So is whether they are convincing or not—modern productions usually work hard to make sure they are not convincing, to make sure you are always aware of Ganymede as “really” a woman, and of Orlando as not at all attracted to young men. One striking exception is Christine Edzard’s superb British production of 1992, available on video, which has the Rosalind, Emma Croft, play Ganymede as a cheeky, utterly captivating twelve-year-old boy, not at all seductive, but a kind of ideal kid brother—and here the scenes are delightful, unforced, and utterly convincing: Orlando’s pleasure in the boy’s company is manifest, though not at all erotic. The downside of this way of playing the role is that the very attractive Rosalind becomes a not especially attractive Ganymede. In contrast, I recall an all-male National Theater production in the 1960s, in which Ronald Pickup as Rosalind and Jeremy Brett as Orlando projected a touching and clearly erotic adolescent longing in the wooing scenes.

My students sometimes ask me whether Orlando really thinks he’s talking to a boy, as if a convincing impersonation were simply unimaginable. My response, that on Shakespeare’s stage he really was talking to a boy, only emphasizes how genuinely difficult the assumptions of Shakespeare’s stage are to take for granted: that youths and young women, in all but the most intimate encounters (sexual, excretory), really can become interchangeable and indistinguishable—everything depends on the behavior and the clothing. The examples in my theater game are, of course, the Elizabethan situation in reverse, with women playing men. As for men playing women, am I the only person who did not like Mark Rylance’s hugely successful Olivia in the Globe’s Twelfth Night? This was highly praised for its supposed authenticity, but it obviously had absolutely nothing to do with Elizabethan boy actors. When Samuel Pepys went to theater in 1660 to see Edward Kynaston, the last of the transvestite boys, he described him as “the prettiest lady that ever I saw”—Kynaston was a really good actor who understood the gender codes (he played male roles too). Mark Rylance is certainly a really good actor; he played Olivia, however, not as a pretty lady, but as exactly what he was, a fifty-year-old female impersonator.

There is an element in Shakespeare’s text that is really not recoverable on the post-Shakespearean stage, and that has to do with both cultural attitudes toward sexuality and with the conditions of Shakespeare’s theater. Shakespeare’s women were boys. In Shakespeare’s source for Romeo and Juliet, Arthur Brooke’s Romeus and Juliet, Juliet is sixteen; Shakespeare reduces her age to thirteen, even insists on it (the Nurse recalls the date of her birth). This may be a nice metatheatrical touch reflecting the age of the boy playing the role, but it is also culturally significant in that Juliet has only just passed the age of consent, which in Elizabethan England (and until the eighteenth century) was twelve for women, fourteen for men. The age of consent is the age at which individuals can enter into a legally binding contract, in this case the contract of marriage; that is, the age at which children no longer require parental consent to marry, the age at which they may legally elope. If this seems to us unreasonably young, Paris, pressing his case as a prospective son-in-law, even claims to Juliet’s father that “Younger than she are happy mothers made” (1.2.12). It is surely not the case that there were many twelve-year-old mothers in England—Paris may only be mirroring the Elizabethan envy of supposed Italian sexual precociousness—but in Shakespeare’s Verona Paris cannot be far off the mark: Juliet’s mother declares that she herself was fourteen when Juliet was born. And Romeo is in the throes of first love, with Rosaline and then with Juliet. For Elizabethans he would have been fifteen, the age at which, according to Renaissance physiology, males become sexually active.

The play, then, for Shakespeare’s audience, was about a thirteen-yearold girl eloping with a fifteen-year-old boy—the romance of young love included a great deal to disturb audiences of parents with marriageable children in this patriarchal society. We inevitably miss this when the roles are played by mature, sexually secure, adults—in the 1936 film, Leslie Howard’s forty-year-old Romeo and Norma Shearer’s thirty-six-year-old Juliet did not seem preposterous only because the play was a classic and these were famous and glamorous stars; the play was not a play, it was a “vehicle,” and all references to Juliet’s age were removed. Two centuries earlier, Theophilus Cibber’s Romeo had as his Juliet his own fifteen-year-old daughter—her age was close enough, but Romeo was literally old enough to be her father. Garrick was a mature thirty-three when in 1750 he reluctantly first played Romeo; his Juliet, the Irish actress George Anne Bellamy, was twenty-three. The Baz Luhrman film with a teenage Claire Danes and Leonardo di Caprio did capture some of the youthful transgressiveness of the original; and Zeffirelli’s Olivia Hussey and Leonard Whiting inhabited their roles beautifully, though there were long stretches of Juliet’s part that were cut, presumably because they could not be played convincingly by a modern sixteen-year-old, to say nothing of a modern thirteen-year- old. How effective the play can be when Juliet is played as (though not by) a thirteen-year-old is discussed in my essay “Shakespeare all’italiana,” which includes an account of an Italian production of Romeo e Giulietta, with the Giulietta played as a thirteen-year-old. I am quoting myself: “The role, played in this way, made superb sense, and passages that in anglophone productions are commonly cut or truncated, such as Juliet’s potion speech, worked beautifully here: the hyperbolic fears were the imagination of innocence and inexperience, and the melodramatic rhetoric came naturally from a thirteen year old—for once in this scene, nobody laughed.”2

The modern version of Romeo and Juliet is based on two different quarto texts, a “bad” one published in 1597 and the more satisfactory one of 1599. For a long time the differences between Q1 and Q2, and the presumed defectiveness of Q1, were explained by invoking the concept of memorial reconstruction: Q1 was claimed to be a text put together by actors with deficient memories. But over the years the arguments postulating memorial reconstruction in Q1 looked increasingly tenuous, and they have now been effectively demolished by Paul Werstine and Lukas Erne, though both retain them to account for small individual moments.3 Here is Erne’s concluding summary of his argument about the relation of the two texts, which seems to me by far the best proposal, an elegant account of a very complex situation: “Shakespeare’s original script as reflected by Q2 seems likely to have been abridged before the play reached the stage, but this abridgment accounts only for a portion of the divergences between Q1 and Q2, the omissions, but not the textual differences. While the latter seem partly a matter of memorial agency, it seems possible that small-scale authorial revision also contributed a share towards them”4 In this account, the text of Q2 is prior to that of Q1, which is both an abridgment and a revision. This argument seems to me, in general, right; but there are some interesting cases that it does not account for. It seems to me that each text is at some points the prior one, a revision of the other, and neither represents what Elizabethan audiences saw on stage: the book is not the play.5

Let us consider Romeo’s two loves Rosaline and Juliet, and attitudes toward women expressed in Mercutio’s Queen Mab speech. Romeo is established at his first entrance as a passionate but thoroughly conventional lover, worshipping an unobtainable beloved. There are, however, some curious things—curious because if Q1 is a cut text, it is also a revised one, and things one would expect to be revised are left alone. For example, Benvolio has claimed, both to Romeo’s father and again to Romeo, that he does not know what is ailing his friend, and he now extracts the information that Romeo is in love. Benvolio asks with whom, and Romeo goes through an extended paean to his beloved’s chaste unobtainability, but pointedly refuses to name her. Nevertheless when in the next scene the list of invitees to the Capulet party is produced, Benvolio seeing Rosaline’s name on the list knows at once that she is the woman in question. To make sense of this, you have to invent a continuation of their conversation while they are offstage at the beginning of scene 2, during which Benvolio extracts Rosaline’s name. This quite changes the dynamic between Benvolio and Romeo; it also gives us a sense that there is a lot going on in the play that we are not being told. Is that deliberate? Or shall we simply say that this all goes by so quickly in the theater that we do not notice it—that the book is not the play? (Of course, most of what editors trouble themselves about is unnoticeable in the theater.)

Let us pause over the list of guests invited to the ball


Signor Martino and his wife and daughters;

County Anselme and his beauteous sisters;

The lady widow of Vitruvio;

Signor Placentio and his lovely nieces;

Mercutio and his brother Valentine;

Mine uncle Capulet, his wife and daughters;

My fair niece Rosaline and Livia;

Signor Valentio and his cousin Tybalt;

Lucio and the lively Helena. (1.2.64–72)


Rosaline’s name comes late in the list. Presumably Shakespeare included her because that is the only way to get Romeo to agree to go to the party, but the list also reveals something about her that we have not been told: she is Capulet’s niece—this is in both quartos (at this point Q2 was being set from Q1, so if there was a second thought we wouldn’t know it—the folio text, however, is identical). Why suddenly make Rosaline Capulet’s niece? If wooing a Capulet is such a problem in the case of Juliet, why is it not an issue with Rosaline? But perhaps it is; perhaps this casts some light on Rosaline’s refusal to be wooed—Romeo calls her imperviousness to him a devotion to chastity, “She won’t be hit by Cupid’s arrow,” making her a conventional sonnet heroine; but is it perhaps instead a quite sensible recognition that romance with the enemy family is a bad idea?

This might open up a whole backstory, in which Romeo is compulsively drawn to the enemy, a romantically suicidal streak: he is doomed not by the stars but by his perverse romantic taste—he says it himself, viewing the aftermath of the fight at the opening, “Here’s much to do with hate, but more with love.” The two have everything to do with each other, are aspects of each other. The Italian source for the play, one of Matteo Bandello’s Novelle (1554), includes an overt version of this hypothetical backstory: in Bandello, Romeo proposes marriage to Giulietta precisely as a way of ending the feud between the two families. The romance is public, and political, and it is defeated by the older generation’s refusal to go along with this resolution of the conflict, the continuing wish for reciprocal revenge. This was the basis for Bellini’s brilliant opera I Capuletti ed i Montecchi, which has nothing to do with Shakespeare, but as a way of viewing the plot serves as a powerful commentary on the play, opening up its very private world to its very public implications.

Returning to the list of invitees to the ball, we notice, right in the middle of line 5, that Mercutio is also on it. Capulet has said this is a list of people he loves. Mercutio is Romeo’s best friend. What is Mercutio doing there? Editors make nothing of this, but surely it ought to pull us up short, just as short as learning that Rosaline is Capulet’s niece. At the very least, it indicates that the two sides in the quarrel certainly are not clearly defined. It starts to look as if the beginning of Q1’s opening chorus, “Two household friends alike in dignity,” which has always been considered paradoxical, or even corrupt, might not be wrong. “From civil broils broke into enmity”—civil in the context of “friends” needs much less explanation than it does in the context of ancient grudges. If we consider the guest list, the play is not about inveterate enmity but about friends becoming enemies and enemies becoming lovers. Here’s much to do with hate, but more with love.

It hardly needs to be added that one becomes aware of all this only as one reads the play. Performances allow no time for such questions; plays are not books. But this play has become a book (or really, two books, followed by a proliferating series of derivations). Nevertheless, the printed texts are, after all, versions of the original scripts, and therefore ultimately of Shakespeare’s imagination. It is worth adding that one characteristic of Shakespeare’s imagination, in play after play, was a love of red herrings.

Mercutio’s Queen Mab speech (1.4.53–95) is one of the play’s great moments, though a curious point about it is how detachable this great moment is: it is nothing but a performance. It does not advance the plot, and even Romeo objects to its inclusion in the scene—“Peace, peace, thou talk’st of nothing.” It is eminently excerptible, though marginally less so in Q2 than in Q1, since Q2’s version is interrupted by Romeo in the middle of a sentence.

There are several tiny puzzles in Mercutio’s performance, which are interesting because they are so curiously resistant to analysis. In Q1, Queen Mab is the size of an agate in a ring worn by a burgomaster—this is a measure of the fairy’s smallness, but it also indicates a large agate, large enough to serve as an adornment to high civic office; a showy agate then. In Q2 the burgomaster is an alderman. A burgomaster is a civic official in a Flemish or Dutch town; alderman is the English equivalent. Neither, of course, has anything to do with Verona, but the domestication of the fantasy in Q2 seems worth noting—very literally domesticated in this case: Shakespeare’s father was for a time the Stratford alderman, and subsequently the High Bailiff, the equivalent of mayor. Aldermen, then, are familiar figures, our fathers, our neighbors; whereas burgomasters are foreign, and to that extent exotic; and the Flemish and Dutch live well and like to show off. Does that part of it translate into aldermen—were aldermen notoriously showy? Was Shakespeare’s father? Did he sport an agate ring? Does this tiny change, if it was Shakespeare who made it, say anything about his attitude toward his father’s eminence? Was he proud of it, or perhaps a little embarrassed by his father’s performance in the role? By 1596, the date of the play, his father was bankrupt, accused of usurious and fraudulent dealings; he had resigned or been removed from all his public offices, and had stopped going to church to avoid being arrested for debt. 1596 is also the year Shakespeare revived his father’s petition for a coat of arms, a declaration that, despite his reverses, he was nevertheless a gentleman. Is there any nostalgia in the passage? Which way did the revision go? Alderman is universally adopted now, and the change may be explicable simply as an editorial clarification. But perhaps the revision went the other way: did Shakespeare perhaps have second thoughts; did alderman involve a painful nostalgia or a deep family embarrassment, safely distanced by a change to burgomaster?

There is another strange small dissonance a little further on: in Q1, Queen Mab’s wagoner is “Not half so big as is a little worm / Picked from the lazy finger of a maid.” In Q2 the worm is “pricked from the lazy finger of a man.” The change from picked to pricked is a change from bland and vague to vital and specific, which suggests to me that Q2’s version is a revision. The change of the gender is more puzzling. Most of the figures assaulted by Mab in the speech are male—she drives over men’s noses, through lovers’ brains, over courtiers’ knees and lawyers’ fingers; but she also meddles with ladies’ lips, and presses maids when they lie on their backs, “Making them women of good carriage”—preparing them, that is, for men. The speech is largely a masculinist fantasy; hence, perhaps, the change from “picking” to “pricking,” and the association then of pricks with men’s fingers, not women’s. Elsewhere, of course, Mercutio’s language is notoriously phallic: “the bawdy hand of the dial upon the prick of noon”; the threat “to raise a spirit in his mistress’ circle / Of some strange nature, letting it there stand / Till she had laid it and conjured it down”: and especially the joke about “that kind of fruit / That maids call medlars when they lie alone,” a joke so dirty that Mercutio’s gloss, “O that she were an open–”, where “open” is part of a word which lexicographers now assure us should have been “open-arse,” a slang term for the medlar, was rendered by Q1’s compositor “open etcetera,” and by Q2’s “open, or” (so that the line reads “O that she were an open, or thou a poprin pear”).

Q1’s “open etcetera” assumes we are all in on the joke; Q2 retains the smut but makes it both vague and part of a pair of genuinely pointless alternatives: O that she were an open anything, just woman defined by her openness to penetration—and this is presented as contrafactual, O that she were; if only, magari. But then, the fantasy continues, alternatively, O that you were a phallic fruit, the poppering pear. A poppering pear is a normal-shaped pear, with its phallic implications; the medlar has a soft cavity at its center. As a pair of alternatives, Q2 presents an image of pure frustration; without the open whatever, the phallic fruit has nothing to penetrate: the poppering pear cannot be an alternative to the medlar; the point is that they fit together. Editors assume a misreading of something by Q2’s compositor, but it is clear that Q2’s printer simply didn’t get the point (whereas Q1’s compositor knows exactly what he is doing). In any case, Q2 loses the wit. Both readings register discomfort, or even embarrassment; the page has a decorum that is not incumbent on the stage. If open-arse is what Mercutio said, the joke in the theater was not only bawdy but sexually polymorphous, with the identification now of the mistress’s “circle” with any receptive anus.

To return to the worm that is “pricked,” rather than “picked” from the finger, in Q2 it comes from within the digit; in Q1 it is merely picked off it—the sexual implications this time are clear enough (things come out of pricks), and they point to masculine sex, though in this case the sex is solitary, masturbatory; hence perhaps the additional implication that laziness, whether in men or women, breeds only worms, in the body or out of it. All this, of course, goes by so fast in the theater that none of these issues arise—that is, we are being told more than we can apprehend; we miss a lot, necessarily: it is too sudden, too like the lightning. The book slows us down so we can savor the poetry; but it also makes heavy weather out of wit that on stage is mercurial (or Mercutial).

According to Dryden, Shakespeare said he had to kill off Mercutio because Mercutio would have killed the play.6 Certainly the attitudes toward women and sexuality expressed in his great set piece undercut the romantic idealization on which the love of Romeo and Juliet depends. But Juliet’s character is different in the two texts. I focus here only on her speech “Gallop apace you fiery-footed steeds” at the beginning of 3.2. In Q2 this is a major soliloquy, thirty-one lines long. In Q1 it is all of four lines. Here are the whole speech in Q1 and the opening of the speech in Q2. Though it is natural to assume that Q1 must be a cut text to speed things up on stage, the parallel lines in Q2 look like a revision:


Q1 Gallop apace you fierie footed steedes

To Phoebus mansion, such a Waggoner

As Phaeton, would quickly bring you thether,

And send in cloudie night immediately versus


versus


Q2 Gallop apace, you fierie footed steedes,

Towards Phoebus lodging, such a wagoner

As Phaetan would whip you to the west,

And bring in clowdie night immediately.


“Whip you to the west” has more snap than “quickly bring you thither,” and works better with “Towards Phoebus’ lodging” than with the more specific and localized “To Phoebus’ mansion,” Q2 gives a direction and an action, Q1 a destination and a conclusion. And since twenty-five lines later Q2’s Juliet says “I have bought the mansion of a love / But not possessed it,” this would be a reason for Phoebus’s mansion to be revised out of line 3 in a later version of the speech. But did Juliet not originally have this sensational set piece, or was it not a part of the play on the stage? It includes many of the play’s most famous bits: “Lovers can see to do their amorous rites / By their own beauties”; “Come, civil night, / Thou sober-suited matron all in black, / And learn me how to lose a winning match”; “Come night, come Romeo, come thou day in night”; and a seriously problematic one, “Give me my Romeo; and when I shall die, / Take him and cut him out in little stars, / And he will make the face of heaven so fine, / That all the world will be in love with night ….” Q4 (1622) changes “when I shall die” to “when he shall die,” but all other early texts, including the folio, read “when I shall die.”7 Editors in the past regularly corrected “I” to “he.” Recent editors, however, including Jill Levenson in the Oxford edition, retain “I,” citing the ambiguity in “die,” the common Elizabethan term for an orgasm. Levenson does not, however, explain how to interpret the passage. Can Juliet really be imagining Romeo dead, cut up, and stellified in order to celebrate her first orgasm?

As an anticipation of the wedding night this set piece would seem to provide a critical romantic context. Juliet’s character deepens and matures in it (and, if “when I shall die” is right, reveals an interestingly kinky side). It is difficult to imagine the performers wanting to truncate it, though perhaps that is the view of a reader who has lingered over the poetry—we cannot imagine it cut simply because it is so familiar. Similarly, Juliet’s big final set piece, the potion speech, a piece of bravura melodrama, is far shorter in Q1 than in Q2, seventeen lines as against forty-three. Here again one suspects both cutting in Q1 and revision in Q2; but if Q1 is the play on the stage, were these showpieces not precisely what audiences came to hear? Perhaps in another kind of play; but speed is of the essence in this tragedy of accidents, and lingering over poetry is a luxury best indulged by readers. The potion speech in modern productions is generally felt to be an embarrassment. In Franco Zeffirelli’s famous film it was replaced by just four words not written by Shakespeare: “Love give me strength.” This was presumably all Olivia Hussey could credibly manage.


ii

When Thomas Coryate saw women performing in plays in Venice in 1608, he expressed surprise that they were as good as the boys playing women in London:


I saw women acte, a thing that I never saw before …, and they performed it with as good a grace, gesture, and whatsoever convenient for a Player, as ever I saw any masculine Actor.8


Modern critics often cite this with a certain incredulity that anyone should be surprised that women can play women. But Coryate is not surprised that women can play women; he is surprised that women can perform well on stage. It is the modern reaction that is naïve and uninformed: acting is artificial, not natural; to make it look natural requires a good deal of training and talent. English boys had years of formal training in elocution and oratory; boy actors in addition frequently came to the stage as trained singers, so that they were already trained performers. Girls in England had little of that sort of training, and none on an institutional level. Coryate also recognizes that what is required to perform as a woman is not anything gendered, but the appropriate “grace” and “gesture,” which are equally available to male and female. Samuel Pepys, half a century later, when women were performing regularly in English playhouses, made the same observation about Edward Kynaston: he was “the prettiest lady that ever I saw.”

Still, there are Shakespearean roles that we find difficult to imagine could have been written to be played by a boy: was Lady Macbeth, Cleopatra, Paulina, Juliet’s Nurse, really played by a thirteen-year-old? The question probably only reflects what we have grown used to, the history of performance over the past three hundred years. For us, romantic ingenues age into Lady Macbeth or Cleopatra; and age further into Paulina or the Nurse. But on the one hand, we have Ben Jonson’s epitaph on Salomon Pavy as evidence that youth could perform old age quite convincingly on the Jacobean stage; and on the other, there is no reason for Paulina or the Nurse to be played as old. Paulina need be no older than Hermione; and since the Nurse had a child the same age as Juliet, who was born when her mother was fourteen, there is no reason why she should be older than twenty-eight, which is Lady Capulet’s age. I have seen both these roles played by attractive young women, and they work powerfully well—the Nurse especially was a revelation. As I wrote in “Shakespeare all’italiana,”


The Nurse, who was not elderly, but looked to be in her thirties … played the role throughout in a tightly wound emotional state, almost as a hysteric; so that the instant reversal, her abandonment of Juliet (“Marry Paris; Romeo’s a dishclout to him”) made perfect sense—she was always very close to being out of control, and the performance gave an unusual sense of how dangerous she is in the play, how dependent Juliet is on her, and how ultimately unreliable she is.9



iii

In a number of places, Shakespeare and other dramatists of the period make dramatic capital out of the gender crossing of the all-male stage. When Imogen escapes to Wales and prepares to undress and disguise herself as a young man named Fidele, she says she is “almost a man already.” Indeed, to undress in this theater is to reveal yourself as male, in the most basic way. In Twelfth Night, Orsino and Olivia have fallen in love with the same young man, Cesario, the cross-dressed Viola. Only the costume, the chosen role, distinguishes Cesario from Viola and Viola from her twin Sebastian, who is ultimately, effortlessly, substituted for her in Olivia’s affections. But if falling in love with a cross-dressed woman is the same as falling in love with a man, what is a man except the costume and the manner? The gender of these figures is mutable, constructed, a matter of choice.

In fact, the play declares the costume essential—that is, the essence of Viola is declared to be her costume. At the play’s conclusion, when Cesario/ Viola is finally revealed as a woman, Orsino declares that he cannot marry her until her woman’s clothes are produced: she isn’t a woman until she’s dressed as one. The clothes, moreover, have to be her own, the ones she wore in her opening scene, when she decides to dress as a man—borrowing a dress from Olivia or buying a new one aren’t offered as options. Her original clothes are necessary to identify her not simply as a woman, but as Viola. At this point there is, however, a final twist in the plot: Viola’s clothes cannot be produced; the play cannot conclude with marriage. The clothes are in the keeping of the sea captain who brought her ashore, and he has been arrested on some unnamed charge of Malvolio’s. He cannot be required to produce them while he is in jail, and only Malvolio can release him. But Malvolio has no interest in being helpful. He has stalked off declaring that he will be “revenged on the whole lot of you”—this has all materialized in the final two minutes of the play, and it effectively aborts the traditional happy ending of comedy. Clothes are the woman.

In an example I discussed in Impersonations, The Honest Man’s Fortune, by John Fletcher probably in collaboration with Nathan Field and Philip Massinger, an exceptionally attractive young man named Veramour serves the hero Mountague, the honest man of the title, as his page. He is also openly in love with Mountague, and spends a good deal of effort attempting to woo Mountague away from his beloved Lamira. Mountague’s resistance is good-natured but firm; however, elsewhere in the plot pretty boys are assumed to be the sexual equivalents of women, and Veramour himself attracts the libidinous attentions of a lord named Laverdine, who considers him eminently available (he looks, Laverdine says, like “a disguised whore”). They have the following exchange:


Laverdine. I mean thou shalt lie with me.

Veramour. Lie with you! I had rather lie with my lady’s monkey: ’twas never good world since our French lords learned of the Neapolitans to make their pages their bedfollows…

(III.iii)10


The displacement of the homoerotic desire onto the French and Italians is sufficient to render it comic rather than obscene. Veramour’s response should establish him as definitively both male and unseduceable, but Laverdine decides that the refusal can only indicate that Veramour is in fact a woman (who has, moreover, had sex with the monkey and considers it preferable to him). Veramour’s defense against the vicissitudes of being a pretty boy is then to claim that he is, in truth, a woman in disguise; but this suits Laverdine well enough, and he at once proposes marriage. As the play concludes Veramour appears in women’s dress: he has decided to be female—he says he learned the transvestite stratagem from plays—and much is made of the difficulty of distinguishing boys from women. Here, however, unlike the end of Twelfth Night, clothes do not make the woman: an onlooker observes tartly that a hand thrust into the subject’s underpants would settle the matter, a commonsense observation that would undo a great many disguise plots. Thus unmasked, Veramour is sent off to the city to become an apprentice, and Laverdine is finally vanquished by the revelation that his beloved is male after all (though given the obvious catholicity of a sexual taste that finds attractive boys indistinguishable from whores, the logic of this resolution is not airtight). The joke here still depends on the reality of male and female—Veramour’s clothes, Twelfth Night to the contrary notwithstanding, don’t make him a woman. In a supremely metatheatrical gesture, Fletcher’s theater denies one of its most basic truths.

But elsewhere the theater of the age is equivocal, both about the matter of gender distinctions and about their ultimate utility. In Beaumont and Fletcher’s Philaster, a young woman named Euphrasia, in love with the hero Philaster and in disguise as his page Bellario, decides at the conclusion, with Philaster firmly married to his beloved Arethusa, to remain permanently in drag and continue serving the lord and lady as both “a Hylas” (Hercules’s male lover) (2.4.17) and “an Adonis” (Venus’s lover) (5.5.195–204), that is, to remain male, but equally attractive to men and women—no sex presumably, in either role.11 Fifty years later, by the 1670s, the gender issue, while still clear enough, had become both significantly less problematic and more overtly sexual. Rochester’s maim’d debauchee reminisces:


Nor shall our Love-fits, Cloris, be forgot,

Where each the well-look’d Link-boy,* strove t’enjoy

And the best Kiss, was the deciding Lot,

Whether the Boy us’d you, or I the Boy.12


No need for disguise or pretense; boys for Rochester have something for everyone. And by the 1690s Thomas Southerne in Sir Anthony Love and Sir John Vanbrugh in The Relapse could include lechers whose objects of desire were unequivocally male, and who could be described as gay in the modern sense (in Southerne, moreover, the young man, though initially unwilling, is eventually quite forthcoming).

These are minimal, one might even say parenthetical, comic turns—there is nothing in Restoration drama comparable to the romantic homoerotics of the transvestite stage, for example, of Marlowe’s Edward II, Shakespeare’s Antonio and Bassanio, Antonio and Sebastian. In fact, the few instances of Restoration homoerotics are not at all romantic, but blatantly sexual. Did the presence of women actors preclude the acknowledgment of serious romantic attachments between men? Or had social mores simply altered? In fact, it seems more likely that the introduction of actresses is another symptom of the same social transformation, not its cause. The change of tone was noted at the time—Lucy Hutchinson, wife of a Roundhead officer and a fervent Puritan, ascribed it to the new morality of Charles I’s court, which set the fashion:


The face of the court was much changed in the change of the king, for King Charles was temperate, chaste and serious; so that the fools and bawds, mimics and catamites of the former court grew out of fashion; and the nobility and courtiers, who did not quite abandon their debaucheries, yet so reverenced the king as to retire into corners to practise them.13


(This is all Hutchinson has to say in Charles’s favor; elsewhere he is “a prince that had nothing of faith or truth, justice or generosity, in him,” 70). The Caroline court also introduced women actors into the royal theatricals—court ladies now not only danced in masques, but also took speaking roles in plays, and there were professional women singers as well. This innovation was prompted by Charles I’s French queen Henrietta Maria; it was the practice at the French court, and was widely deplored by English moralists. The social transformation, however, extended beyond the court, and was literary as well as theatrical. The version of Shakespeare’s sonnets that became standard from 1640 until the end of the eighteenth century was John Benson’s revision, in which pronouns referring to the beloved young man were changed from male to female, and the poems were given titles that firmly established the beloved as a woman: a Shakespeare in love with a man was simply no longer an acceptable Shakespeare. Romance was heteronormative. And if Southerne’s and Vanbrugh’s stage was able finally to acknowledge homoerotic sexual desire, it was only parenthetically and momentarily: there is nothing comparable in the eighteenth century—even the lechers in Fanny Hill are given surprisingly few sexual options (Fanny’s introduction to sex is lesbian, punctuated with assurances that sex with men is better; thereafter all the sex is standard, though a sailor once attempts unsuccessfully to bugger her)—and for Rochester’s debauchee, the happily polymorphous libidinous time was already long past.


iv

Shakespearean comedy is for the most part about wooing, whereas marriage for the most part eventuates in tragedy—the plays that continue where comedy ends, with a happy marriage, are Romeo and Juliet and Othello. What happens to those witty, articulate women of Love’s Labor’s Lost, Much Ado About Nothing, and As You Like It after they become wives? Do they harden into Lady Macbeth and Paulina? There are few comfortable marriages in Shakespeare (comfortable like the eighteenth-century marriage of the Hardcastles in She Stoops to Conquer), nor are the conditions of Shakespearean marriage designed for comfort, at least for women: would Rosalind or Beatrice accede to the limits imposed on the behavior of wives by Kate at the happy end of The Taming of the Shrew? If marriage really is the goal of comedy, why are there so few happy marriages? Is Shakespeare’s comedy comic only because it ends with marriage (or more often, just before marriage)—that is, it stops there?

This theater institutionalizes a complex of assumptions about women, Othello’s assumptions that Iago works on, and all Leontes’s fantasies about Hermione: women as girls are good fun, clubbable with men, and moreover represent a great deal of money (always an essential element in their attractiveness); but wives are uncontrollable, characteristically lustful and untrustworthy; and when they mature they are shrewish and “masculine,” as Leontes calls Paulina “a mankind [i.e., mannish] witch”—or alternatively, paradoxically, they become dangerously, destructively attractive, like the “wrangling queen” Cleopatra, unmanning the Roman hero, even dressing him in women’s garments when he is drunk and helpless. Hamlet berates his mother for enjoying sex with her husband, and deplores her sexual interest in his father too (“she would hang on him / As if increase of appetite had grown / By what it fed on”). The assumption is that it is unnatural and disruptive for mature women to be sexually active and attractive. In the play, that comes across as a pathological opinion of Hamlet’s, but it also represents a cultural norm: women, in effect, to be “natural,” must stop being women when they are no longer girls.
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Abstract: This chapter reads Lope de Vega’s Castelvines y Monteses (1604) and Shakespeare’s Romeo and Juliet (1592–93) within the broader context of early modern gendered theatrical practice, especially the expectations of the celebrity diva in the corrales of Madrid and the casting of boys in the roles of girls and women on the London public stage. The characters Julia and Juliet are indebted to the clever and resourceful romantic heroine of the Italian commedia dell’arte—the innamorata—and resemble each other not only in their romantic desire for a sworn enemy but also in their deft use of performance to pursue their respective loves. While Juliet’s best performances are confined to soliloquy, however, Julia’s spectacular performances mark her ascension to diva status.
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Williams, Deanne, ed. Performing Girls and Women: Medieval to Early Modern and Beyond. Amsterdam: Amsterdam University Press, 2025.
Although they likely drew from the same sources, there is no clear evidence to suggest that William Shakespeare or Félix Lope de Vega y Carpio ever read one another’s work. Yet the story of star-crossed Veronese lovers Roselo and Julia in Lope’s tragicomedy Castelvines y Monteses (1604) richly rewards comparative study alongside Romeo and Juliet (1592–93). Lope’s play concludes, like Shakespeare’s, with a show of forgiveness between two feuding families. In Lope’s play, however, the reconciliation does not come at the expense of their children’s lives. The Castelvín patriarch Antonio’s blessing is freely given to the couple after the quick-witted Julia awakens from her sleeping draught, escapes with Roselo, and later appears to her father in the guise of a ghost, threatening him with spiritual torment and convincing him to protect Roselo at all costs. When Julia reveals that she is alive, the two families come together to celebrate the union that has healed their feud. Lope’s comic resolution to the story of warring Veronese clans departs from his Italian source—Matteo Bandello’s novella Giuletta e Romeo (1554)—as well as its French (Pierre Boaistuau, 1559) and English (Arthur Brooke, 1562) translations. Among its prose and dramatic fellows, then, Lope’s Castelvines y Monteses stands apart by depicting Julia as a uniquely talented improviser, whose quick thinking and persuasive performances successfully repair the rift between her family and Roselo’s. Among the same prose and dramatic fellows, Shakespeare’s Romeo and Juliet stands apart not in genre but in its depiction of a younger Juliet (not yet fourteen to the more common sixteen) and its radical compression of time. In Brooke’s poem, for example, the pair lives in married “delight” for “[t]hree months”1 before Romeus is drawn into a fight with Juliet’s cousin, and by the end of the poem, the two have been married for nearly five months. Shakespeare’s Juliet spends just one night with her husband and the pair are dead a few days later. If Shakespeare’s Juliet evokes a tragic squandering of youth and innocence, Lope’s Julia represents the redemptive social power of a girl exercising her full potential as a performer and ascending to diva status.


In this chapter, my aim is to show that female performance provides an invaluable key to generating new comparative readings of Romeo and Juliet and Castelvines y Monteses. By “female performance” I am referring to the performance of Juliet and Julia on the public stages of London and Madrid as well as the characters’ performance of various class, gender, and dramatic roles within Shakespeare and Lope’s versions of Verona. In Lope’s play, Julia’s character is defined by her dazzling ability to interpret and perform unique roles—both in and out of disguise—in her pursuit of Roselo. Julia’s brilliantly successful schemes to not just perform on cue but orchestrate complex scenarios that operate in theatrical ways serve as a showcase of the actress’s diverse abilities. Although Juliet resembles Julia in her increasingly sophisticated and convincing performances of feigned allegiance to her father or Paris, the roles she plays publicly (compliant daughter, modest bride, beautiful corpse) have already been scripted by the very men she seeks to deceive. Comparing the opportunities and impact of Julia and Juliet’s stagecraft throughout Verona reveals distinct attitudes towards the girls’ performative potential in private as well as public venues. Crucially, of course, the conditions of professional performance in the London theaters and corrales of Madrid differed significantly on the very point of female performance. Shakespeare’s Juliet was almost certainly first performed by a boy, as the companies performing on London’s public stages in the 1590s were made up of male performers. Lope’s Julia, on the other hand, was most likely written for a professional actress—a celebrity diva whose talents could be displayed in richer and more demanding women’s roles. These conventions underlie the contrast between Shakespeare’s Juliet, skilled in the performance of Renaissance girlhood, and Lope’s Julia, a diva in the style of the comedia. Moreover, I argue that we see in Shakespeare’s characterization of Juliet a tension between performed girlhood and girls’ performative potential in response to the divas and other female performers in Spain, Italy, and France; and that Romeo and Juliet continues to shape critical and theatrical approaches to Castelvines y Monteses to this day. Examining Juliet and Julia in this way opens up new possibilities for understanding the mutual exchange of theatrical influence between the dramatic traditions of early modern England and Spain—and places performing women and girls at the very center of those possibilities.

What is striking about English-language comparative analysis of Lope’s and Shakespeare’s Verona plays is that the generic innovation of Castelvines y Monteses is often framed as a last-act departure from Shakespeare’s work—that is, “Romeo and Juliet with a happy ending.” Scholar and Lope translator Cynthia Rodriguez-Badendyck opens her sophisticated analysis of the two plays by acknowledging this convention:


When we approach Lope de Vega’s Castelvines y Monteses for the first time, knowing that it shares sources with Romeo and Juliet, we are likely to anticipate little more than another opportunity to point up Shakespeare’s genius. It is a truth universally acknowledged … that, when the Restoration gave Shakespeare’s play a happy ending, the action was trivialized; and, of course, the most striking change Lope made in the story was just that—to give it a happy ending.2


Although Rodriguez-Badendyck goes on to illustrate how “Lope’s play points up not the strengths, but the weaknesses in Romeo and Juliet,” this comparison of the plays nevertheless captures a common critical approach to Lope’s play. In the introduction to her 2005 translation—boldly titled The Capulets and Montagues—Gwynne Edwards observes,


The essential difference between Lope’s and Shakespeare’s plays is summed up by the fact that Romeo and Juliet is entitled a ‘tragedy’ and The Capulets and Montagues a ‘tragicomedy’ … While Shakespeare’s play is largely even in its overall trajectory, Lope’s is much more of a roller-coaster in which he amuses, delights, and surprises a demanding audience by often changing direction.3


Edwards praises the “mixture of serious and comic elements” in Lope’s play in contrast to the “serious” tone of Romeo and Juliet but the comparison nevertheless yields an affirmation of Shakespeare’s superiority: “[a]s far as characterization is concerned,” according to Edwards, “there is no doubt that Shakespeare’s play is superior to Lope’s.”4 And Castelvines y Monteses continues to be understood as a response to or even adaptation of Romeo and Juliet, as evidenced by its most recent English translations published under the title The Capulets and Montagues in 2005 and 2021.5 As I will argue, Lope’s play differs from Shakespeare’s play and their shared sources, not only in its happy ending but in the characterization of Julia from the start as a young woman with the capacity to redirect a tragic premise towards a comic resolution.

Like the assumption that Castelvines y Monteses can be understood as “Romeo and Juliet with a happy ending,” oversimplified distinctions between practices of gendered performance in early modern English and Spanish drama (that is, that female performance was forbidden in England but unregulated in Spain) obscures the complex history of women performers as well as the nuanced relationship between the theatrical traditions. As Roberta Barker notes in her consideration of the English “boy-actress,”


Unlike its counterparts on the European continent, most notably on the Golden Age Spanish stage and in the Italian Commedia dell’Arte … the English public stage did not regularly feature female performers until the early 1660s.6


The enduring prominence in literary history of the English public stage in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries—due for the most part to the cultural authority that has accrued around Shakespeare’s name and works over the past four centuries—has led many to presume that legal statutes prohibited women from performing on Shakespeare’s stage, in sharp contrast to the freedom enjoyed by actresses in Europe. As Maria M. Carrión has argued, however, the success of Spanish actresses on stage and off (as managers and playwrights) in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries was in fact shaped by legal condemnation as well as triumph:


The first Spanish law attempting to regulate women and performance, which allowed the presence of married women onstage, dates back to 1587, in response to a 1586 law that banned women from theatrical stages and the ensuing legal protest of a group of farsantas [actresses].7


In light of this legal victory, Carrión notes that in subsequent decades the Spanish comedia is a “treasure trove of women characters occupying male symbolic spaces and learning to do so by means of performance”—characters much like Lope’s Julia.

This is not to suggest, however, that the questions of gendered performance and/or women performers in Spain were settled after 1587. As Ursula Heise observes, casting women’s roles in Siglo de Oro Spain was a zero-sum equation: the “same law that [gave] women access to the stage simultaneously [forbade] boy actors to play female roles.”8 Crucially, readmitting women to the stage came with a prohibition not only against boy actors playing women but against women characters dressed as boys. The law also maintained that women must be married (and have their husband’s consent) to perform in public—resulting in many marriages of convenience between company members—but did not quell cultural debates over the morality of women performers generally. Well into the seventeenth century, Carrión observes,


Representantas [female players] were significantly and forcefully attacked by moralistas [moralists] in memoirs, memoranda, treatises, and letters to noblemen, clerics, and even the Crown, a point that stands in stark contrast with the conspicuous absence of any attack on theater or actresses in the actual legal codes.9


While women performers thrived on the early modern Spanish stage, then, their lives and livelihoods were nevertheless restricted by legal statutes as well as gendered social expectations.

The fact that theater companies in Elizabethan London cast boys in the roles of women and girls, however, must not be taken as evidence that such legal codes dictated female performance in England. In “Why Did the English Stage Take Boys for Actresses?” Pamela Allen Brown notes, “[n]o law regulating the gender of actors [in England] has ever come to light”10 —forcing scholars to consider why and how Shakespeare and his contemporaries maintained the theatrical practice of excluding women from the stage in the absence of legal restrictions. Indeed, both women’s performance (as men or women) and boys’ performance (as boys or women) on the stage were roundly condemned by English anti-theatricalists throughout the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. Although giving boys and men roles like Juliet and her Nurse was preferred by theatrical companies to employing women for these roles, anti-theatrical polemics often centered on the notion that boys’ “female impersonation” through attire, voice, and gesture could only lead to illicit sexual behavior.11 The propriety of having women onstage was thus always determined relative to the risk of allowing boys and men to perform in women’s attire.

As this volume so clearly affirms, the absence of English women performers on London’s public stages should not be taken to suggest that women and girls did not perform widely in Renaissance England in professional venues as well as private spaces, nor should we underestimate the influence of female performance traditions on playwrights writing primarily for all-male companies. As Deanne Williams has shown, girl performers featured prominently in English religious drama and pre-Reformation theatrical practice. Shakespeare’s Juliet, in particular, owes a great debt to the tradition of casting girls in the role of the Virgin Mary as a young child in cycle plays—some of which may have been performed throughout Shakespeare’s childhood.12 The Nurse’s vivid anecdote describing the very day of Juliet’s weaning at age three and Juliet’s precise age of almost fourteen during the play’s action mark the “ages of Mary when she is presented to the Temple of Elders and when she leaves the Temple of Jerusalem to marry Joseph,” the span of time dramatized in the N-Town Mary Play (among other examples of Marian drama) and brought to life by a girl performer. At the same time, we have records of girls performing for diverse audiences throughout the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries in pageants, masques, ceremonies, and other entertainments.13 As scholars like Williams and Brown have made clear, audiences attending public performances of Shakespeare’s works were likely to have enjoyed performances by English girls and women and, possibly, Italian or French troupes featuring actresses on English soil.14 What the practice of casting boys in women’s roles should prompt us to consider, then, is how the tension between an all-male stage and the reality of women performers in England and throughout Europe might have shaped a character like Juliet, just as the prominence of the diva might have shaped Julia.


Shakespeare's Juliet: Performances of Girlhood

While not regularly employed by the public stage, early modern English girls nevertheless learned and mastered performative arts, and practiced their talents in music, dance, and drama for the crucial purposes of demonstrating and negotiating status. In Shakespeare’s dramatic works, Williams argues, “girlhood is defined by performance”:


this takes a variety of forms: from playing musical instruments and performing in plays, to invoking and emulating other literary or dramatic girls, to performing specific social and political roles, from the wide-eyed ingénue to the coy mistress.15


Juliet is adept in most of these modes of performance, as we see at the Capulets’ feast, a scene in which many unnamed girls are dancing within a context of heightened competition and stark comparison. Before the party, Capulet invites his future son-in-law Paris to evaluate Juliet within the company of her peers: “Hear all, all see; / And like her most whose merit most shall be” (1.2.30–31).16 As the feast is cleared away and the music begins, Capulet frames the dancing in terms of male spectatorship, ensuring that the female guests cannot refuse to perform:


Welcome, gentlemen. Ladies that have their toes

Unplagued with corns will walk a bout with you.

Ah my mistresses, which of you all

Will now deny to dance? She that makes dainty,

She I’ll swear hath corns. Am I come near ye now?

…

You are welcome, gentlemen. Come, musicians, play.

A hall, a hall! Give room, and foot it, girls.

(1.4.129–39)


The repetition of “welcome, gentlemen” contrasts with Capulet’s direct orders to the musicians and dancers; that is, the commands “Come, musicians, play” and “foot it, girls” are meant as instructions to two sets of skilled performers appealing to an audience of “gentlemen.” Even though the men “welcome” to the scene are most likely dancing with female partners, the spectacle of dancing is framed as girls’ performance for the pleasure of men.

When Romeo first glimpses Juliet, she is dancing with a partner (presumably Paris): “What lady’s that which doth enrich the hand / Of yonder knight?” (1.4.154-5). Romeo’s praise of her beauty takes the form of a racialized contrast between light and dark, such that in comparison to her fellow dancers Juliet emerges as the most light/white/fair and thus beautiful:


O, she doth teach the torches to burn bright!

It seems she hangs upon the cheek of night

As a rich jewel in an Ethiop’s ear,

Beauty too rich for use, for earth too dear.

So shows a snowy dove trooping with crows,

As yonder lady o’er her fellows shows.

The measure done, I’ll watch her place of stand

And, touching hers, make blessèd my rude hand.

(1.4.156–64)


As I have argued elsewhere, Shakespeare’s Verona determines the value of girlhood through competitive whiteness, wherein the “snowy dove” defeats beauties like Rosaline and the “crows” with her on the dance floor.17 Having registered Juliet’s beauty in contrast to other dancers, Romeo then plans his approach through the mechanism of dance, timing the end of the measure with her place in the hall. Romeo presumably watches Juliet dance during the subsequent conversation between Tybalt and Capulet, as forty lines of dialogue pass before Romeo accomplishes his goal of touching Juliet’s hand. Romeo himself does not dance, as Juliet observes after they have parted: “What’s he that follows here that would not dance?” (1.4.245). Juliet’s dancing is on display for Romeo as well as the theatrical audience, demonstrating her excellence—especially in comparison to the other girls—in a spectacular performance of girlhood.

Juliet replicates the intricacy of a choreographed dance in her first exchange with Romeo, mirroring his rhetoric of spiritual pilgrimage while performing the modest beloved: “Good pilgrim, you do wrong your hand too much / Which mannerly devotion shows in this, / For saints have hands that pilgrims’ hands do touch, / And palm to palm is holy palmers’ kiss” (1.4.210–213). When she sends the Nurse to ask his name, Juliet conceals her interest by first asking about two other guests (“What is yon gentleman? … What’s he that now is going out of door?” 1.4.241–43) before asking about the one who “would not dance.” Under the gaze of her father and in conversations with Romeo and the Nurse, Juliet flawlessly performs distinct festive, domestic, and romantic roles while registering her own conflicted desire for a young man that is not her parents’ intended match. Juliet’s performative success in the party scene is measured in her ability to perform as the refined, marriageable daughter of a wealthy man—a role she understands but did not invent.

Commedia dell’arte dramatists would have recognized in Juliet the stock role of the innamorata—a dramatic role defined by M. A. Katritzky as “the literary, educated, agile, beautiful, elegant, and performatively skilled romantic heroine, capable of declaiming, singing, dancing, jesting, miming, and memorizing.”18 In her study of the influence of Italian divas on Shakespeare’s plays, Pamela Allen Brown takes a broader view of the innamorata’s virtuosic transformation of gendered and generic conventions:


[The innamorata can be] respectable yet sensual, bold, and hot-blooded, sometimes violent; risks scandal, yet remains marriageable; … hyper-theatrical: excels at improvisation, wit-play, and disguise (gender, race, religion); … featured in star scenes (laments, soliloquies, solo songs, mad scenes); … versatile, with a wide emotive range, adaptable to tragic, pastoral, and comic modes.19


The innamorata must be skilled in the socially-recognized modes of performance associated with girlhood as well as the theatrical “star scenes” that disrupt expectations of decorous girlhood by giving voice to young women’s deepest griefs, fears, desires, and insecurities. Shakespeare’s Juliet, therefore, is not only a delightful dancer; the role occasions several lengthy and emotionally varied soliloquies on the subjects of identity (at her window in 2.1), age (waiting for the Nurse in 2.4), sex (waiting for Romeo in 3.2), and madness and death (contemplating the sleeping potion in 4.3).

Brown has argued persuasively that the size and emotional complexity of female roles like Shakespeare’s Juliet on the English stage of the 1580s and 1590s illustrates the influence of the commedia dell’arte and mixed-gender theater across the continent on English dramatists:


Faced with the constant demand for new plays, love stories and romances, [English] writers pressed into service the materials and methods of Italian players … while derogating their rivals as vulgar clowns and whores only capable of farces and jigs … The Italification of English plays meant many more roles for women. Before 1578 half of all adult plays in the repertory had no female speaking parts at all. After that date not one play lacks a female role. Female leading parts grew longer, more exotic and more complex, with star scenes that called on players to show their acting skill. Many of these roles bear the marks of the diva, but instead of using women to play them the English imitated (and often satirized) the innamorata the foreign actress helped invent.20


In addition to Bandello’s Giuletta e Romeo (most likely in William Painter’s translation), Shakespeare’s Juliet was thus shaped by the varied performance modes and skills demonstrated by the divas of mixed-gender troupes in Italy, Spain, and France. Crucially, however, although Juliet excels in the refined, practiced, and decorous performative behaviors of Renaissance girlhood as well as the protean, hyper-theatrical “star-scenes” of the innamorata, the play emphasizes her success only in the former mode by relegating her most virtuosic performances to soliloquies, visible to the theatrical audience only.

Within Shakespeare’s Verona, Juliet is thus the innamorata divorced from the diva, recognized only for her performances of girlhood itself. After she is married, in fact, these performances are met with surprisingly varied responses. When she defies her father in refusing to marry Paris, she does so in equivocal but careful terms:


Not proud you have, but thankful that you have.

Proud can I never be of what I hate,

But thankful even for hate that is meant love …

Good father, I beseech you on my knees,

Hear me with patience but to speak a word. (3.5.145–58)


These are the only words Juliet speaks to her father in this scene, but he reacts as though he has witnessed a very different performance. Capulet describes Juliet as a child throwing a temper tantrum:


to have a wretched puling fool,

A whining maumet, in her fortune’s tender,

To answer “I’ll not wed, I cannot love,

I am too young, I pray you pardon me.”

(3.5.183–86)


Tellingly, her father sees her as an infantilized “maumet” (puppet) and a “puling” child despite her measured pleas. The reasoning he mocks (“I am too young”) is entirely of his own invention; Juliet does not mention her youth to her father or in the earlier exchange with her mother. When Juliet returns from Friar Laurence’s cell with the sleeping potion, however, she gives another careful performance that better accords with her father’s expectations:


I have learned me to repent the sin

Of disobedient opposition

To you and your behests; and am enjoined

By holy Laurence to fall prostrate here

To beg your pardon. Pardon, I beseech you.

Henceforward I am ever ruled by you.

(4.2.16–21)


With this show of deference—and Juliet’s account of meeting with Paris at the church and giving him “what becomèd love [she] might, / Not stepping o’er the bounds of modesty” (4.2.25–6)—Capulet is pleased. Although the audience knows Juliet is only rehearsing daughterly obedience, Capulet is here convinced by her act.

Shortly after this scene, Juliet gives her most virtuosic performance: a meditation on her profound vulnerability culminating in a distraught and frenzied premonition of her own madness upon waking in the Capulet tomb. Juliet wonders, “What if it be poison which the Friar / Subtly hath ministered to have me dead, / Lest in this marriage he should be dishonoured, / Because he married me before to Romeo?” (4.3.23–6). Although she quickly dismisses this suspicion, her tremendous helplessness and isolation are only amplified as she considers her likely reaction to waking amongst the bones of her family,


Where bloody Tybalt, yet but green in earth,

Lies fest’ring in his shroud; …

…

O if I wake, shall I not be distraught,

Environèd with all these hideous fears,

And madly play with my forefathers’ joints,

And pluck the mangled Tybalt from his shroud,

And in this rage with some great kinsman’s bone,

As with a club, dash out my desp’rate brains?

(4.3.41–53)


As Brown argues, in this scene “Juliet casts herself as a madwoman in a bloody Italian tragedy,”21 and recalls similar episodes of spectacular “derangement” performed by Italian divas. Like so many of Juliet’s most memorable “star-scenes,” however, these lines are spoken in solitude, and have no effect on Verona’s perception of Juliet’s refined behavior. This solitude, in fact, is one of Juliet’s most distinctive characteristics among Shakespeare’s heroines: Juliet is the fifth-largest speaking role for a female character in Shakespeare’s plays, and over 20 percent of her lines are spoken in soliloquy. The largest female role in Shakespeare’s oeuvre, As You Like It’s Rosalind, does not speak a single line in soliloquy and only appears alone onstage in the play’s epilogue, during which she speaks directly to the audience and draws attention to the boy actor playing “the lady” (Epi. 1).22 Juliet’s solitude throughout Romeo and Juliet offers the opportunity for diva-caliber performances that are appreciated only by the theatrical audience; her spectacular passions and fears are never witnessed by her father or family, and she is never in any real danger of damaging her accomplished performance of girlhood.

Unlike Julia in Lope’s play (as I will discuss below), Shakespeare’s Juliet has no time to integrate her diverse performative abilities to her advantage. One crucial result of Shakespeare’s compressed time frame is that, unlike her fellows in Lope, Brooke, and others, Juliet does not live as a happily married woman for any length of time. Romeo and Juliet omits the period of time during which Brooke’s Juliet cultivated, like Lope’s Julia, the ability to simultaneously conceal and enjoy her marriage. This omission—like the character’s youth—underscores the limited and highly constrained performance possibilities Shakespeare imagined for Juliet. Ultimately, Juliet is memorialized in Verona for a single role, one the boy playing Juliet on Shakespeare’s stage sought to perfect: the idealized Renaissance girl.


Lope's Julia: The Protean Diva

Julia’s savvy and wit in Lope’s Castelvines y Monteses have no equal in the tales of star-crossed lovers by Shakespeare, Bandello, and Brooke. If Juliet is the innamorata separated from the dynamic force of the diva, Lope’s Julia is a diva knowingly playing the innamorata—among other roles—with great success. The first meeting of the lovers in Lope’s play is characterized by Julia’s thrilling and inventive manipulation of domestic space for dramatic purposes. Pursued by her vile cousin Otavio, Julia steps out into the garden to escape the heat of the dancing inside. Roselo and his friend, Anselmo, identify her disgust at Otavio’s advances in an exchange that emphasizes the legibility of faces and masks within the context of the festivities:


	Anselmo. ¿Quién te parece mejor?

	Roselo. La que habla aquel dichoso que merecïó lugar.

	Anselmo. Tú puedes también hablar.

	Roselo. ¡Qué rostro tan enfadoso!

	Anselmo. ¿La máscara te has quitado?

	Roselo. No reparé en lo que hacía. (14)23

	[Anselmo. Which [lady] do you prefer?

	Roselo. She who speaks to that lucky man.

	Anselmo. You could speak to her, as well, you know.

	Roselo. Look at the annoyed face she’s giving him!

	Anselmo. Why have you removed your mask?

	Roselo. I wasn’t paying attention to what I was doing.]


As he examines Castelvín women to select his favorite, Roselo is struck not only by Julia’s beauty but by the “rostro tan enfadoso [annoyed face]” she directs towards Otavio, who is unable to accurately read the emotions on her face. It is in this moment that Roselo absent-mindedly removes his own mask, exposing him to recognition by the Castelvín patriarch. Although Julia’s displeasure with her cousin is plainly visible to Roselo, Otavio persists, taking a seat next to her. Roselo sits on her other side, prompting Otavio to object to the Cupid mask he wears: “Habrá parecido amor / para enseñarme a querer, / que había yo menester / tan cerca el competidor” [He must be disguised as Love to teach me how to woo, as though I needed the competition] (17). Otavio calls attention to Roselo’s mask by acknowledging the weight of wearing Cupid’s face in the open competition for Julia’s affection, but Julia sees in the face beneath Roselo’s mask a vision of love itself: “Si el amor se disfrazara … / pienso que deste mancebo, / el talle y rostro buscara” [If the god of Love disguised himself … I think he would take this young man’s figure and face] (16).

Finding herself in a dark garden between her cousin and a beautiful stranger, Julia faces Otavio but clasps Roselo’s hand behind her back, indicating that her words are actually directed to him. She thus directs her praise of Roselo to Otavio: “Mucho el verte me agradó. / Eres gallardo y galán” [I’m so delighted to see you. You are so dashing and gallant] (20). The scene continues with a comic and erotically charged call-and-response, as Roselo echoes each of Otavio’s responses in a whisper, acknowledging both complicity and delight in mocking his competition.


	Julia. ¿Quién me quiere bien?

	Otavio. Yo.

	Roselo. Yo.

	Julia. ¿De quién soy?

	Otavio. De mí.

	Roselo). De mí.

	Julia. ¿Serás tú mío?

	Otavio. Roselo. Sí. Sí.

	Roselo. Sí.

	Julia. ¿Y negaraslo?

	Otavio. No.

	Roselo. No.

	Julia. ¿Verasme?

	Otavio. Veré.

	Roselo. Veré. (21)

	[Julia. Who loves me the most?

	Otavio. I do.

	Roselo. I do.

	Julia. To whom do I belong?

	Otavio. To me.

	Roselo. To me.

	Julia. Will you be mine?

	Otavio. Yes.

	Roselo. Yes.

	Julia. Would you ever deny your love?

	Otavio. No.

	Roselo. No.

	Julia. Will you see me again?

	Otavio. I will.

	Roselo. I will.]


Poised between the two men, gripping Roselo’s hand in the dark, Julia resembles a puppet, falsely speaking the words of a lover to a man she despises. Yet she is in fact the puppeteer, orchestrating the conversation and drawing her two suitors into a performance she controls. The two men hear and speak the same words, but Julia’s manipulation of dialogue and mise-en-scène ensures that Otavio is viewed as a dupe by the audience as well as Roselo, who voyeuristically watches and participates in his rival’s humiliation. When she is called inside by her father, Julia offers Roselo a ring—“Guarde aqueste” [Keep this for me] (22)—and quickly covers for herself by telling Otavio she was gesturing to her heart. Roselo marvels at her performance:


Qué divina discreción,

de oírla me maravillo.

Dice que guarde el anillo,

y él piensa que el corazón. (23)



[What divine cunning–I marvel to hear her. She told me to keep her ring, but he thinks she’s asking him to keep her heart.]


Like the first meeting of Romeo and Juliet, the garden scene in Lope’s play showcases the girl protagonist’s ability to successfully perform domestic and romantic roles. In both plays, Julia/Juliet’s performance appeals to Roselo/ Romeo through choreographed and self-conscious dramaturgy, although Roselo is quick to register and praise Julia’s “cunning,” whereas Romeo never witnesses Juliet’s subtle maneuver to learn his name and never acknowledges her negotiation of festive and domestic space through performance.

Like a comic heroine, too, Lope’s Julia bends disguises and opportunity to her will. During their first months as a married couple, Julia continues meeting Otavio for innocent conversation before admitting Roselo to her bedroom each night. In describing this arrangement to Anselmo, Roselo again praises Julia’s “peregrino ingenio” [rare cleverness] (46) in keeping their marriage secret by going through the motions of courtship with her cousin. It is thus after her marriage and with the blessing of her husband, then, that Julia refines and expands her acting skills—a transition that mirrors the Spanish diva’s path to the stage via marriage. It is not until a skirmish between the Castlelvíns and Monteses over pride of place in the church that Roselo is provoked by Julia’s courting cousin, resulting in Otavio’s death. Although Julia is not present when Otavio is killed, it is clear to the audience (and many on stage) that Roselo was calling for peace when Otavio drew his sword. Nevertheless, when she sees that the Duke of Verona has arrested her husband, she immediately offers testimony in his favor, leveraging her presumed allegiance with her cousin to help Roselo. When she is asked whether the murder was justified, she testifies:


Julia. Aunque en Otavio perdí

gran señor, primo y marido,

digo que mil veces sí,

porque obligada he nacido

a esta verdad contra mí.

Verona. ¿Vístelo?

Julia. Desde la puerta

de la iglesia; y en aquesto

toda Verona concierta

que ese hombre estaba dispuesto a la paz segura y cierta,

a la paz segura y cierta,

cuando Otavio le importuna

a que se maten los dos,

soberbio desde la cuna.

¡Ay Celia, mal me haga Dios si he visto cosa ninguna! (53–4)

si he visto cosa ninguna! (53–4)



	[Julia. In Otavio, I have lost lord, cousin, and husband. Despite this, I must say a thousand times “yes,” compelled to tell this truth against my own family.

	(Duke of ) Verona. Were you a witness?

	Julia. Yes, from the church door. In this, all of Verona could agree: this man was disposed towards peace and safety. Otavio has been arrogant since birth; it was he that instigated the fatal fight. Oh, Celia! May God strike me down if I didn’t see this.]


Although she is deliberately bearing false witness, Julia’s performance is nevertheless successful in protecting Roselo from execution precisely because her role as Otavio’s devoted cousin makes her testimony against him even more trustworthy.

The play concludes with two more spectacular examples of Julia’s diva-like performances. After she is rescued from the tomb, Julia and the exiled Roselo seek refuge at her father’s country estate by disguising themselves, as the stage directions note, “de villanos … con sus hoces y sombreros” [as peasants … with sickles and hats] (96). When she encounters her family’s servant Tamar, Julia clings to her costume, demurring an invitation to remove her hat and scarf with the excuse that she is disheveled from walking all night. Tamar hints to Julia that she has recognized her—“Perdone Dios a Julia, mi señora, / que tanto cuanto semejáis la cara” [May God forgive my mistress Julia, whom you resemble so much] (97)—but nevertheless invites the disguised Julia and the other “peasants” to stay and assist with preparations for her father’s hasty wedding to his niece Dorotea. Roselo’s identity, on the other hand, is swiftly revealed when he attempts to join other laborers in the fields. Julia’s uncle, Teobaldo, boasts as he hands over Roselo to be executed: “Roselo Montés es este; / que, en el hábito que miras, / el cielo quiso que fuese / de mi gente conocido” [This is Roselo Montés! My men recognized him in this costume, thank heaven] (102).

Teobaldo expects that the Castelvín patriarch will jump at the chance to seek revenge for Otavio’s death. But Antonio has been transformed by his daughter’s final dramatic scene, in which she finds her father alone and appears to him as a ghost:


Oye, ingrato padre mío,

si acaso sentido tienes,

estas últimas palabras,

aunque después de mi muerte. (99–100)



[Listen, my ingrate father (if you have any sense at all), to these my final words, albeit after my death.]


As a voice “del otro mundo” [from the other world] (100), Julia recounts the story of her secret marriage and choice of suicide over marrying Paris. Before revealing Roselo’s name, Julia demands that her father honor her memory by protecting his son-in-law:


Solo te pido que honres,

y que en paz y amistad quedes

con el que fue mi marido,

y que su muerte no intentes,

que si lo haces te juro

que los días que vivieres,

con el fuego que me abrasa

cada noche te atormente. (101)



[All I ask is that you honor and keep safe the man who was my husband. If you kill him, I swear that you will be tormented for the rest of your living days by the hellfire that embraces me each night.]


Julia is so terrifying in her performance that Antonio agrees to her ghostly demand, and once she reveals the identity of her husband, Antonio has no choice but to accept him:


¡Roselo!, ¡quién tal pensara!,

el nombre solo me ofende;

mas yo te doy la palabra

de respetarle y tenerle,

por haber sido tu esposo,

por hijo mientras viviere. (101)



[Roselo! Who could have imagined! His name alone offends me. But I give you my word, for having been your husband, I’ll respect him and treat him as my son for as long as he lives.]


Antonio immediately makes good on his vow by shielding Roselo from Teobaldo’s wrath, and proposing a new marriage between Roselo and Dorotea. Before he was confronted with his daughter’s “ghost,” Antonio Castelvín was so consumed with preserving his bloodline that he had determined to marry his own niece, Dorotea, in the hopes of having another child to replace the heir he lost. Like Otavio’s unwelcome advances to Julia, the possibility of an incestuous union between Antonio and Dorotea is disrupted by Julia’s capacity to convincingly portray figures beyond the strictures of a chaste and modest Castelvín maid. After learning of his daughter’s marriage to Roselo, however, Antonio insists that the young widower should instead marry his niece, a union that would affirm the peace between the Castelvines and Monteses. Julia must now step in to prevent a bigamous union, revealing herself with an emphatic “Eso no, / ¡oh, traidor, con dos mujeres!” [Absolutely not! You traitor, with two wives!] (104). So effective is her performance as a ghost, however, that Antonio cannot believe she is truly alive and runs away from the sight of her: “Padre, mira que estoy viva. / Vuelve tío, padre vuelve” [Father, look at me! I’m alive! Uncle, come back! Father, come back!] (104). By the end of Castelvines y Monteses, Julia’s skill as a performer has not only delivered a blessing to her own marriage to Roselo, it has prevented an incestuous marriage within her family and prompted her own father, uncle, and former beau (Paris) to see that uniting the families through marriage will heal the rift between them. As an accomplished diva, Julia is an active force for social change.

One challenge facing the scholar who seeks to read Romeo and Juliet alongside Castelvines y Monteses is overcoming Shakespeare’s prominence in literary, media, and educational domains. Texts that appear after Romeo and Juliet are read almost exclusively as adaptations of Shakespeare’s play, whereas earlier sources like Brooke seem to anticipate their own appropriation (and apotheosis) by Shakespeare. Even Lope’s play, which shares a common ancestor with but was not directly influenced by Romeo and Juliet, is understood to this day in terms of Shakespeare’s play, as the translation of “Castelvín” and “Montes” as “Capulet” and “Montague” in modern translations suggests. In A Theory of Adaptation, Linda Hutcheon offers a more sophisticated analysis of adaptation as “a form of intertextuality.”24 Eschewing hierarchies that value an “original” or prior text over those that come later, Hutcheon argues that “[m]ultiple versions exist laterally, not vertically.” The relationship between Shakespeare’s and Lope’s dramatic works manifests this lateral axis of thought, and the relationship(s) between both plays and their English, French, and Italian intertexts promises a richer context for narratives of vexed Veronese lovers that emphatically does not begin with Shakespeare. Far more than their impression of one another’s work, the conditions of and attitudes towards female performance shaped the dramatic vision of both Shakespeare and Lope.
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Williams, Deanne, ed. Performing Girls and Women: Medieval to Early Modern and Beyond. Amsterdam: Amsterdam University Press, 2025.
On a trip to Stratford-upon-Avon in April 2023, I met a group of women checking in at the White Swan Hotel. They had rented a van and drove from Devon to Stratford to see the stage production of Maggie O’Farrell’s Hamnet at the Royal Shakespeare Company’s Swan Theatre. As part of their trip, they were also doing an “Anne/Agnes” tour of their own, to track down the sights of Shakespeare’s wife Anne, including her family home in Shottery and her grave in Holy Trinity Church. Unbeknownst to them, this group was actually participating in a much longer legacy of women-initiated circuits of tourism in Stratford-on-Avon that has flourished for over three centuries. This chapter examines the social, familial, and commercial networks of women who pioneered and maintained the Shakespeare tourist industry in Stratford-upon-Avon, from the end of the eighteenth century until the early twentieth century, in effect running businesses from their homes often while caring for their families. Although they have frequently been described as “caretakers,” this title belies the significant contributions of the many women who initiated and performed the practices of tourism in Stratford-upon-Avon, while juggling domestic and financial responsibilities, and who crafted legacies of economic opportunities for later generations of women to carry out.1 From Shakespeare’s Birthplace to Anne Hathaway’s Cottage, the major Shakespeare properties in Stratford-upon-Avon owe their heritage of tourism to women who recognized early on the power of the “Shakespeare brand,” the expectations of tourists related to the Shakespeare spaces, and the potential for lucrative income based on a growing field of what is now called “heritage tourism.”2


Shakespeare's Birthplace

From the earliest accounts of travelers to Stratford-upon-Avon, the Henley Street property that later became known as Shakespeare’s Birthplace has been largely under the jurisdiction of women, who inaugurated, developed, and sustained the tourist experience. The structure comprised a small two-room cottage on the north-west side, and the Maidenhead Inn (also known as the Swan and Maidenhead) which took up the main house.3 At the time of Shakespeare’s death in 1616, his recently widowed sister Joan Hart (1569–1646) lived in the west wing of the property, which Shakespeare bestowed to her in his will.4 The Hart family occupied the property until Thomas Court bought it in 1806 and rented it out.5 When Ann Court died in 1846, the property was purchased in 1847 by the trustees that later became the Shakespeare Birthplace Trust.6 Described by Barbara Hodgdon and Jenny Whybrow as “the controlling ideological center of his narrative” and the place where “most visitors begin their search for Shakespeare,”7 the Birthplace has set the tone for Shakespeare tourism narratives in Stratford, and the generations of women who have structured the tourist experience realized early on what Susan Bennett describes as “the importance for Stratford in securing and growing its Shakespeare brand.”8

The surgeon, lecturer, and actor James Solas Dodd provides one of the first of many descriptions of an unnamed female descendant of the Shakespeare/ Hart family who recognized the potential for economic benefit from the links to Shakespeare at the Henley Street property.9 Dodd writes that during David Garrick’s 1769 Jubilee, “The house in which Shakespear was born was distinguished by a flag, the mistress of it whose name is Shakespear, got a good deal of money by shewing the room where he was born in, and the chair in which he used to sit when he wrote; she has a daughter about fourteen, who has many features which resemble the best painting we have of Shakespear, and we are informed Mr. Lacey, one of the patentees of Drury-lane play-house, has taken her to London to bring her up to the stage.”10 One can see from this description the seeds of what would later become the established Birthplace tour, involving the room where Shakespeare was supposedly born as well as his chair and writing space, props for a narrative that combines birth and literary achievement even though there is no evidence that Shakespeare ever wrote in the space.11 Further, this early description features a family woman who recognized the economic potential (earning a “good deal of money”) in creating a historic space connected to Shakespeare, presumably to help support her fourteen-year-old daughter.

Although Dodd suggests that this rudimentary tour offered an income for Shakespeare’s descendants, like most of the women who came after her, this unnamed family woman (likely Mary Hart) has been disparaged as an opportunistic gold digger rather than an innovative breadwinner who perceived the value in the “Shakespeare brand.” Richard Schoch, for example, writes that “We must imagine this woman gleefully running a lucrative sideline under Garrick’s nose, welcoming into her abode and out of the spoiling rain many of the tourists who had descended upon Stratford only to have their enthusiasm quickly chilled.” Vilifying her as an “enterprising cicerone” who “must have surmised that her takings would increase by borrowing the immortal name of the Hart family’s distant uncle,” Schoch calls into question the authority of this female lineage as inauthentic and fraudulent: “the tour guides were not Shakespeare’s lineal descendants, even if they claimed to share his name; and the one person who never sat in the downstairs chair was Shakespeare the working dramatist.” Decrying the “repeated acts of historical imposture: fake facades, fake rooms, fake furniture, fake descendants, fake everything,”12 Schoch’s critique neglects to take into account the real life circumstances behind the lineage of women who occupied the Birthplace and other Shakespeare properties, and who supported their families, obtained financial security, and established a gainful legacy which they could pass on to future generations of women.

One Shakespearean caretaker in particular merits an extended discussion in order to uncover her extensive but so far overlooked contributions to Shakespeare tourism. Mary Hornby was a pioneering figure in the Stratford tourist trade, the first amateur to pull together a coordinated tour of a Shakespeare property in Stratford, and to curate a visitor experience based on material items of interests to visitors and travelers—one that endures in a strikingly similar format today. Mary Hornby was the wife of a butcher who rented the space from the Court family for his butcher’s shop. As her family grew, she developed a self-sustaining lucrative business working out of her living space, single-handedly designing the tourist experience herself, and supporting her family for over two decades. She turned the space from “the house in which Shakespeare was born” into “the Birthplace,” as she advertised it, and she continued this enterprise through the first couple of decades of the nineteenth century, eventually passing it down to her daughter, and subsequently to an extended circuit of women.13 She created her own artistic works of poetry and plays, inspired by the physical space of both her household and her livelihood, and included her own personal poetry in the anthologies she compiled and sold at the Birthplace as souvenirs.

The circumstances that brought Mary Hornby to the Henley Street property in the early 1790s underline her innovative and pioneering activities to turn her living space into what Nicola J. Watson describes as “the centerpiece of the Shakespeare tourist cult.”14 Mary Hornby did not come to the Henley Street property in order to be the “caretaker” of an already established tourist experience; she came as the wife of a butcher who rented the property for his business. Mary Hornby (nee Spiers) was born in Clifford Chambers in 1766 to Thomas and Alice Spiers, and at age twenty-two married Thomas Hornby in 1788 at Holy Trinity Church in Stratford-upon-Avon. Six years later, in 1794, Thomas Hornby began to rent part of the Henley Street property for his butcher shop, and legal documents throughout the 1790s and early 1800s refer to him as a butcher. In May 1794, Thomas Hornby, “butcher,” signed a lease with Thomas Kite of Clifford Chambers, acting on behalf of Thomas Hart, for a “messuage etc; in Henley Street, Stratford, lately occupied by the said Thomas Hart, to hold for one year.”15 Hornby is listed as a butcher in numerous subsequent documents related to his rental of the Henley Street property. In April 1795, Thomas Hart’s estate sold to his brother John Hart “a messuage in Henley Street, Stratford, adjoining the Maiden Inn on the east, now in the occupation of Thomas Hornby, butcher.”16 The next year, in May 1796, another document referred to “a messuage, pigstye, part or use of the yard shop at the bottom of the yard and premises in Henley Street theretofore in the occupation of the said Thomas Hart the son and then of Thomas Hornby Butcher.”17 Even after Mary Hornby had long established her personalized tours at the Birthplace, visitors continued to remark on the presence of Thomas Hornby’s butcher shop. American merchant Thomas Handasyd Perkins, who wrote of his trip in 1812, noted that the Henley Street house “is now occupied by a Butcher, who hangs up his mutton at the windows of the front room, and whose wife who is a very loquacious sort of a woman, shows you all the Relics which are said to have been the property of the bard.”18 Joseph Ballard wrote in 1815 that “curiosity impelled me to visit the house, which is one of the most wretched hovels I ever beheld, and is now used as a butcher’s shop. An old woman (who, as she informed me, was a descendant of the poet) was my conductor. Many things which belonged to the bard were shewn me, such as his chair, which is cut almost up for relics, a bench, sword, iron box, picture, linstock, table, candlesticks, some coins, &c.”19

Although Thomas Hornby died in 1817, as late as 1834 visitors commented on the remnants of his butcher shop in the Birthplace space. American serviceman Charles Samuel Stewart recorded in his Sketches of Society in Great Britain and Ireland (1834) that Shakespeare’s family home “is a very old butcher’s shop, in one of the principal streets, built of timber and filled in with plaster,” and the “show-window, for exhibiting the meats, and the plank, much worn, on which they were cut up, still remain in their original condition, with the exception of being now painted, for their better preservation.” He notes that “no uses made of the building, but to accommodate a single female, its keeper and exhibitor, who made her appearance to conduct us to the interior, on a tap being made by our attendant, on a small window adjoining.”20 Given the longstanding identity of the Henley Street property as a working butcher shop, it took quite a bit of ingenuity on Mary Hornby’s part to transform the space into a reliable Shakespeare tourist attraction suitable for the “National Poet.” It is notable that Hornby is usually described as taking an active role in the curation of the Birthplace space, as well as creating the role of guide and narrator, with terms such as “keeper,” “exhibitor,” and “conductor.” In this sense, Hornby embodies the concept of female performance at the heart of this volume, with the Birthplace as her stage, relics as her props, and a self-composed narrative about Shakespeare’s life as her script.

However, Mary Hornby’s accomplishments have been eclipsed by the misogynist appeal of one of the earliest descriptions of her, by American traveler and writer Washington Irving, who visited Shakespeare’s Birthplace in 1815. Irving described Hornby as a “garrulous old lady, in a frosty red face, lighted up by a cold blue anxious eye, and garnished with artificial locks of flaxen hair, curling from under an exceedingly dirty cap,” who is “peculiarly assiduous in exhibiting the relics which this, like all other celebrated shrines, abounds.”21 Irving’s label of Hornby as a “garrulous,” or talkative “old lady” has endured for over two hundred years, and has been frequently embellished with additional derogatory language. Samuel Schoenbaum, in Shakespeare’s Lives, quotes Irving’s description, and adds that she was a “garrulous harridan” who “showed off the shattered stock” of Shakespeare’s relics,22 making her not only talkative, but also bossy and belligerent. Material from the Shakespeare Birthplace Trust describes Hornby as a “notorious figure,”23 and the entry in the Oxford Companion to Shakespeare notes that Hornby achieved “lasting notoriety as the custodian immortalized by Washington Irving as the ‘garrulous old lady in a frost red face.’”24 Most recently, Richard Schoch derides the “scheming” and “conniving” Mary Hornby as a woman who “gained notoriety” and “earn[ed] her chatterbox reputation.”25 The continuing legacy of Irving’s description of Mary Hornby as a “garrulous old lady” has obscured the ground-breaking role she played in the development of tourism in Stratford, based on her self-designed performance of a one-woman show.

In fact, Irving’s misogynist description of Mary Hornby has been taken as a factual account, even though its origins make clear that it is both fictionalized and exaggerated. In 1815, Irving moved from America to England to help with his family’s failing business in Liverpool. That same year, he traveled to a number of historical sites in England, including Stratford. As his family business descended into bankruptcy over the next few years, Irving turned to writing for income. In March 1816, he received a request from his friend Henry Breevort for “anecdotes of characters” that he encountered in his “rovings.”26 In need of money, Irving culled his notes and wrote the enormously popular Sketchbook of Geoffrey Crayon, published in installments in America in 1819–20 and in England in 1820. This is where the description of Mary Hornby as a “garrulous old lady” comes from: a fictionalized account of Irving’s travels, delivered by his fictional narrator Geoffrey Crayon, and designed primarily to earn money. It was not created as a factual account of the people and places that Irving encountered on his trip to England.

Irving’s Sketchbook was critiqued from the start for problems with authenticity. William Hazlitt in 1849 wrote that Irving’s impressions of Britain lack “probability,” and his “writings are literary anachronisms.” “Instead of looking round to see what we are,” Hazlitt says, Irving “sets to work to describe us as we were—at second hand,” from “representations of books,” which he “transforms to his port-folio, and swears that he has found it actually existing in the course of his observation and travels through Great Britain.”27 Contemporary Irving scholars agree that the Sketchbook of Geoffrey Crayon is a work of fiction; Jeffrey Rubin-Dorsky, for example, says that with his Sketchbook, Irving “fathered a new literary genre, the fictional sketch.”28 Even so, Irving’s Sketchbook has been read as an authentic travel guide, reprinted in multiple editions and translated into French and German. Julia Thomas, in her history of Shakespeare’s Birthplace, writes that “so established was the Irving tour of Stratford by the end of the nineteenth century that one American visitor was of the opinion that Irving had a great deal to do with the success of Stratford as a tourist destination.”29 Irving’s exaggerated derogatory description and his need to fictionalize characters in order to sell his Sketchbook, have overshadowed Mary Hornby’s original contributions to the development of tourism in Stratford.

Subsequent sections of this chapter will illustrate that, for nearly twenty years, Mary Hornby created and designed an originally scripted performance of Shakespeare tourism, using her own living space as a stage, replete with relics as props, embodied practices for visitors to imagine Shakespeare in the space, and participatory activities to preserve their memories in a visitor’s book and even bring home a souvenir in the form of a collection of poetry or an original play composed by Hornby. Though she has been routinely dismissed as a “garrulous old lady,” she made a case for the legitimacy of women’s work, both in tourism and in creative work, and her accomplishments underline the overlooked network of women in shaping, creating, and performing the tourist experience that still invigorates the economy of Stratford-upon-Avon today. Her efforts reinforce the premise that “tourist places are produced spaces and tourists are co-producers of such places.”30 As one recent study of tourism notes, places “only emerge as ‘tourist places’ when they are appropriated, used and made part of the living memory and accumulated life narrative of people performing tourism, and these performances include embodied and social practices and traces of anticipated memories.”31 Countless visitors to Shakespeare’s Birthplace in the first couple of decades of the nineteenth century engaged in just such a practice, carving off a piece of Shakespeare’s “chair,” visiting his birth room, composing poetry in his honor, engraving on the walls, and purchasing a souvenir book to commemorate the visit.32

Mary Hornby’s personal life overlapped with her business, allowing visitors to “bea[r] witness to lived history,” as Barbara Hodgdon and Jenny Whybrow put it.33 While living in the Henley Street property and performing tours for visitors, she gave birth to three children in the Birthplace: William Shakespeare Hornby (1800–1808), John Hornby (1803–73), and Mary Spiers Hornby (1804–56).34 In fact, the maternal status of Mary Hornby may be one of the reasons for the long-standing attempts to discredit her as an unsuitable curator of Shakespeare’s legacy, beginning with Washington Irving and continuing in the most recent study of Shakespeare’s Birthplace. As Adam Kitzes points out, throughout Irving’s Sketchbook, “Crayon’s attention remains more squarely fixed on narrations of cultural heritage,”35 an expectation that would have been difficult for Hornby to fulfill; thus the “garrulous old lady” moniker. At the time of Irving’s visit to Stratford in 1815, Hornby was far from being an “old lady.” She was actually only forty-nine, the mother of two children, ages eleven and twelve, who also lived at the Birthplace. Her third child, William Shakespeare Hornby, had died in 1808, at age eight.36 As Robert Ormsby and Valerie Clayman Pye point out, “specific forms of Shakespearean tourism have always been embedded within and illuminate many other social-economic phenomena,”37 and the need to support her family affected Hornby’s activities. When her husband Thomas died in 1817, she increased her income by offering her own publications for sale (discussed later in this chapter). An illustration of Shakespeare’s Birthplace from 1807 shows a woman and small children at the Birthplace, possibly capturing Mary Hornby and her family.38

As a working mother who both promoted and performed her narrative of Shakespeare’s legacy, Hornby was likely the inspiration for Joseph Stirling Coyne’s 1847 burlesque This House to be Sold, which had a successful run at the Adelphi in London. Coyne’s character, the Cockney Chatterton Chopkins, purchased the Birthplace, where he sets up shop. The son of a London fishmonger, Chopkins had written to Mrs. Jarrett, “the woman who shows the house,” and asked for her to make up a bed in Shakespeare’s room.39 Like Mary Hornby, Mrs. Jarrett shows him various Shakespeare relics, including a snuff box made out of Shakespeare’s mulberry tree, and tells an embellished story about “the table at which the king of Prussia drank tea with my mother!” (5). He comments, “your walls are like an universal directory” (6), obviously a reference to the autographed walls that were an immersive part of Hornby’s tour. In a thinly veiled admission of his fear of female contamination of Shakespeare, he asks, “by the bye, did you happen to nurse Shakspeare, ma’am?” (6). Schoch observes that Coyne’s burlesque builds on “middle-class fears about unrestricted access to Shakespearean culture,” and concerns that “Shakespeare’s birthplace would fall into the hands of a philistine whose vulgar economic capital enabled him to acquire tout d’un coup the symbolic center of the nation’s cultural heritage.”40 Similarly, David Francis Taylor notes that in this burlesque, “the nation’s heritage is threatened not only by privatization but, what is worse, by the encroachment of a nouveau riche who are determined to commodify the culture they do not naturally possess.”41 It is clear, though, that Coyne’s burlesque specifically targets female control over the Shakespeare industry. The reference to breastfeeding denigrates both Hornby’s motherhood and her control over narratives about the Shakespeare property, even decades after her death, suggesting that her legacy was not widely celebrated, and she has been mocked as recently as 2023 for having an “upturned waiting palm.”42


Relics and Souvenirs

Despite these critiques, Mary Hornby deserves better. She had a knack for capitalizing on tourist desires and marketing her space accordingly. Rather than simply leading visitors through the Henley Street property and pocketing their money, Hornby curated a visitor experience that included a number of Shakespeare relics that functioned both as props for her performance as guide, and as “objects [to] serve as proxies not just for an event but for the lost material world” of Shakespeare, in part to remedy what Cathryn Enis and Tara Hamling describe as “the loss of domestic material culture associated with William Shakespeare in Stratford-upon-Avon” and to “convert the unknowable, untouchable Shakespeare into something tangible.”43 She apparently had a printed pamphlet (which we might see as “program notes” for her performance), describing over twenty-four of her relics and their provenance, including Shakespeare’s chair, a plaister of David slaying Goliath, a Spanish card and dice box, Shakespeare’s wife’s slipper, Shakespeare’s walking stick, and “an old painting of Shakspeare and his Pegasus, or Flying Horse, under the celebrated crab-tree; done by his nephew.”44 Hornby’s tour of the Birthplace initiated many of the practices that remain in place today. For example, Nick Walton and Darren Freebury-Jones note that the director from 1945–89, Levi Fox, “desired to bring Shakespeare and history to life through a performative touristic experience,”45 a practice begun much earlier by Mary Hornby. Likewise, Walton and Freebury-Jones’s description of the exhibition “Famous Beyond Words” has many similarities with Hornby’s tour, including a goal to bring visitors “closer to the material reality of Shakespeare’s time” and to “place Shakespeare in context of the locality and in particular his birthplace” (95). Hornby’s presentation of Shakespeare’s chair and furniture to create a writing space, and invitation for tourists to sign her guest book, resemble the practices captured by Levi Fox in his memoir, where the Shakespeare Birthplace Trust relied on furniture and other domestic items to evoke “the homely domestic setting in which John and Mary Shakespeare would have lived and brought up their children.”46 Enis and Hamling point out that Hornby, “like previous owners, allowed paying visitors to chip shards of wood from fixtures and furniture from the property,” paradoxically satisfying both “the tourist’s reverence for the original environment” and the “desire to procure” (65).

Mary Hornby’s innovative use of relics has frequently been vilified, based in part on amplified accounts of the rivalry between Hornby and landlady Ann Court. In 1820, Ann Court increased the rent on the Henley Street property, and Mary Hornby moved across the street, whitewashing the autographs on the walls, and taking her relics with her to set up a Shakespeare Museum.47 Hornby staked her claim to the relics she inherited, “once the property of the great William Shakspeare,” and “now to be seen at the Shakespeare Museum, opposite his birth-place, by applying to Mary Hornby, and who alone can communicate to visitors many interesting particulars relative to the immortal bard.”48 Hornby notably laid claim to both her relics/props and her script (as the only one capable of performing it), even though she was deprived of her performance space and had to make do with an alternative venue.

Numerous accounts focus on the rivalry between these two women who were “engaging in a war of authenticity,” as Thomas puts it.49 Hodgdon and Whybrow, for example, call them “rival relic vendors haranguing each other over who had the most authentic relics, hawking their wares in Henley Street.” Nevertheless, they observe that the current Birthplace Gift Shop is “staffed by women who sell present-day substitutes for such relics” and “entic[e] willing, if less gullible, consumers to celebrate tourism by authenticating their own connection to the sites and sights of his origins” (1247). It is worth noting that Hornby created a legacy of female stewardship of her relics as an economic source for later generations of family women. After her death, she passed down her Shakespeare relics to her daughter Mary Reason (married to Joseph Reason, the superintendent of the local County Police), who displayed them at her home on 23 High Street in Stratford, before passing them to her daughter Arabella Reason James, who continued to exhibit them at her shop at 9 Bridge Street.50

A recent study of tourism observes that tourist places are “hybrids of mind and matter, imagination and presence,” which only come “into existence by drawing together particular objects, mobilities and proximities.”51 In addition to her use of relics to “draw together” the visitor experience, Mary Hornby also created several types of printed memorabilia to serve as souvenirs, including two of her own plays, an anthology of poetry comprised of visitor’s verses and personal poems of her own, and visitors’ books for guests to record their details.52 While Hornby’s authorship of these texts has been challenged by Robert Wheler,53 in a sense it does not matter whether or not she authored the works or had them written for her—she had the vision to offer printed drama, supposedly created in the Birthplace, for purchase as a souvenir. As Jennifer Holl points out, souvenirs are “contingent upon an active interrelationship between person, memory, and possession,”54 and Hornby’s marketing of a new work created in Shakespeare’s Birthplace tapped into this formula.

Shortly after the death of her husband and probably to help support her family, Mary Hornby began her first publication in 1817.55 Her Extemporary Verses went through five editions between 1817 and 1820. Based on the interactive visitors’ books, where according to one contemporary, “many individuals have annexed to their names original stanzas, suggested by the scene, possessing, as may be imagined, various degrees of merit,” Mary Hornby had printed a small pamphlet, “which she sells to strangers.”56 She saw fit to legitimize her own life experience by including poems of her own within these volumes. Hornby’s souvenir Extemporary Verses embodied the description of a “successful souvenir” by Hester Lees-Jeffries in Shakespeare and Memory, one which “solicit[s] the imaginative and intellectual participation of the reader, viewer, or consumer.”57 Hornby realized early on that “travelling to the birthplace,” as Parmita Kapadia explains it, “implies a closer, more intimate connection—physical, psychological, emotional, intellectual—with Shakespeare’s work,”58 and she capitalized on the potential for visitors to connect with the space. According to one visitor, Hornby’s publications were “only interesting because they were dated from the ‘House of Shakespeare’s birth.’”59

In the first edition, she added five of her own poems in honor of Shakespeare, as well as a poem “Lines on the death of William Shakspeare Hornby,” her son who died at age eight in December of 1808, of “pale sickness brought rapidly on.” Her “Lines on the Death of My Husband” describe him as “a tender husband and my truest friend” who “leave[s] behind two children and a faithful wife.”60 She includes her own statement of financial need, and “thanks to the public at large for the liberal encouragement she has already met with and hopes to merit a continuance of the same as it will be ever her study to deserve towards the support of herself and two children” (25). This first edition of Hornby’s Extemporary Verses was printed by James Ward, a Stratford printer, who according to Paul Morgan “printed several works of a high standard of typography, such as R. B. Wheler’s History and Antiquities of Stratford (1806).”61 The second edition of Extemporary Verses (figure 7.1) listed Mary Hornby’s name on the title page.62 She includes the poems to her son and husband, adding another poem of her own, “Lines by M.H.,” dated June 1818. Here she encapsulates her experience of living in Shakespeare’s birthplace for over twenty-five years, raising her family, and grieving over the deaths of her son and husband:63


[image: Title page of Extemporary Verses (1818) by Mary Hornby, featuring elaborate typography and a seal from the University of Oxford.]
Figure 7.1 Mary Hornby, Extemporary Verses, 1818 edition. Public Domain.⏎

Dear bard with thee I’ve held thro’ summers day,

High converse whilst the winters longest night,

Thro’ the soft magic of thine honour’d lay,

Hath seemed one little hour of pure delight.


The final page includes an advertisement for her play: “Shortly will be Published, by the same Author, a NEW MELODRAMA, in five Acts, called the BATTLE of WATERLOO. Subscriptions received by M. Hornby, HenleyStreet, Stratford-upon Avon.”

Both of her plays were advertised with specific connections to Shakespeare’s Birthplace, a clever marketing strategy to increase sales to visitors wanting a souvenir from the space. The Battle of Waterloo was printed in 1819, and in the preface, she states that the book was composed in “Shakespeare’s house, Stratford-upon-Avon,” and that it was “written in detached parts, in the same room which gave birth to my great Predecessor, the immortal Shakspeare.”64 Inspired to write by the physical space, she remarks that “I had not the most distant idea of ever laying them before the public,” but visitors “to whom I had shewn some parts of the manuscript” persuaded her to “turn them to shape.” Hornby underlines her status as a woman, noting that “humbly imploring, from an indulgent Public, that kindness which an unprotected female never asked in vain.” Waterloo was “described by a sympathetic critic as ‘the queerest thing imaginable’ and by an unsympathetic one as ‘the most execrable verses that folly ever produced!’”65

Mary Hornby’s second play, The Broken Vow: A Comedy, also written from the “House of Shakspeare’s Birth,” was “printed for the author” in 1820 by Stratford printer William Barnacle (figure 7.2).66 Promoted on the title page as “mostly founded on fact,” by the “author of The Battle of Waterloo, A Tragedy,” Hornby writes in the play’s preface that “I never had the presumption to attribute the success of my late little Piece, The Battle of Waterloo, to my own merit.” She attributes her success to “the partiality and kindness of many valuable and highly respected Friends” who “procured for it that publicity, (and to myself and family that emolument,) which it could not, otherwise, have attained.” Although Richard Schoch contends that Hornby’s “lack of poetic genius” led her work to “quickly s[i]nk into wellmerited oblivion,”67 the copy of The Broken Vow held by the Bodleian Library belonged to Victorian collector Alexander Gardyne, who pasted onto the frontispiece an illustration of the Birthplace as well as a Victorian illustration of Shakespeare, which suggests that Gardyne valued the work as a souvenir of the Birthplace. Instead of a “garrulous old lady,” who was unworthy of safeguarding Shakespeare’s cultural legacy, Hornby is more accurately described as a working mother, taking care of her children while earning a living, through her performance of tours of the Birthplace augmented and authenticated with Shakespeare relics, and supplemented with her own publications, which she sold to support her family in response to the desires of growing numbers of tourists. As Robert Ormsby and Valerie Clayman Pye point out, “tourists do not merely interpret signs; they co-produce the meanings of their experiences by performing a particular function and role in relation to attractions and those who stage them.”68 Mary Hornby cleverly tapped into the aspirations of visitors who sought personal connections with Shakespeare, probably inspired by Hornby’s own relationship with the space in which she earned her livelihood for two decades and gave birth to her children.

[image: Title page of The Broken Vow: A Comedy (1820) by Mary Hornby, with decorative text and floral emblem.]
Figure 7.2 Mary Hornby, The Broken Vow: A Comedy, 1820. Public Domain.⏎
A later account of Hornby in James Walter’s Shakespeare’s True Life (1890) praises her as a woman who “set up to be a poet and wrote tragedy and comedy and philosophy, took great delight in exhibiting the place to visitors, and as by that time the pilgrimage had swollen into an increasing volume, she must have eked out a fair living in her self-constituted capacity of custodian” (95). With limited options for a livelihood, Mary Hornby’s “self-constituted” lucrative work at the Birthplace was a crucial effort to support herself and her children. Peter Hewitt points out that “For Hornby, the Shakespeare trade was a livelihood, but in addition collecting was a means of creating and sustaining ‘material and social networks’ which rested upon dearly held values of kinship, ‘ancient’ lineage and reputation,”69 and this had lasting effects on her family and community.


Mary Hornby's Legacy

Even as the Stratford tourist industry shifted from the independent, femaledominated system, the type of “home-based trade dominated by women” described by Judith M. Bennett, to a more formal system with the 1847 acquisition Shakespeare’s Birthplace by the newly formed Shakespeare Birthplace Trust, women continued to be the primary figures at both Shakespeare’s birthplace and at Anne Hathaway’s Cottage through the end of the century.70 While Mary Hornby is usually remembered as Washington Irving’s “garrulous old lady” whose tenure at the Birthplace ended with a squabble between two rival women, she did pave the way for future women to continue the legacy of female-dominated stewardship. Described by James Orchard Halliwell-Phillips as “the respected custodian of this most interesting edifice,”71 Susanna Ashwin ran the Birthplace until 1871, when the sisters Maria and Charlotte Chattaway took over. A poem in honor of their 1899 retirement described them as “guardian spirits of the place.”72 Mary Rose and her husband Alfred were then appointed custodians, and Mary continued on her own after Alfred’s death, until 1921. Mary Rose guided visitors such as Henry Clay Folger, offered her own lectures to local clubs, and authored a book entitled The Women of Shakespeare’s Family (1905) and the 39-page pamphlet Baconian Myths (1913). Rose’s pamphlet was widely read and circulated, and was notably included in a list of recommended materials for high school teachers and librarians in the English Journal, compiled by Dora V. Smith, University High School, University of Minnesota, who had traveled to Great Britain and purchased materials for school use.73 Mary Rose carried on the legacy established by Mary Hornby of creating an archive of visitors through the use of a visitors’ book from 1907–21, including testimonies from H. G. Wells, Ellen Terry, Marie Stopes, and Mary Anderson. Rose was eulogized in the Stratford-Upon-Avon Herald as a woman who “gained the esteem, one might almost say affection, of thousands of visitors,” and was praised by fellow Stratfordian Marie Corelli as a woman with “considerable literary ability.”74

A final example of the legacy of female-centered Shakespeare tourism inspired by Mary Hornby is Anne Hathaway’s Cottage in Shottery, where women from the Hathaway family curated and performed an original tourist experience from the late eighteenth century until the sale of the Cottage to the Shakespeare Birthplace Trust in 1892. Susanna Hathaway Taylor, great grandmother of Mary Baker, was the first recorded host for visitors including Samuel Ireland, who did the first illustration of the Hathaway home in 1795.75 As I have argued elsewhere, it was Hathaway family member Mary Baker (figure 7.3) who transformed the tourist experience from an unorganized and uncoordinated trek that potential visitors had to manage themselves, to a carefully curated and performed narrative that positioned her famous ancestor, Anne Hathaway, at the center of Shakespeare’s legacy.76 Like Mary Hornby, Mary Baker was the star of a one-woman show which she created and performed until her death in 1899. One account of her life referred to her as one of the “guardians and guides of our show places” whose “picturesque figure was as a living link with the Stratford Bard.”77 Baker’s particular style of immersive tourism (or participatory theater), where visitors sit on the courting settle, drink from the well, walk from Stratford to Shottery in Shakespeare’s footsteps, and take home a flower, resembles what Pine and Gilmore call the “experience economy,” where a person “buys an experience” and “pays to spend time enjoying a series of memorable events” that “engage [them] in a personal way.”78

[image: Mary Baker seated outside Anne Hathaway’s Cottage beside a table with books, surrounded by ivy and stone walls.]
Figure 7.3 Mary Baker outside Anne Hathaway's Cottage. © Shakespeare Birthplace Trust SC 41/75.⏎
Setting up and maintaining the tourist experience at the Hathaway family property provided Mary Baker with an income; she charged sixpence for a personal tour. Like Hornby, since Baker also lived at the property, this setup allowed her in effect to work from home. In fact, she began hosting tours of the Cottage shortly after her marriage to George Baker on September 29, 1840. Their daughter Selena was born June 23, 1841, and her son, William Hathaway Baker, was born two years later in 1843 while she was living in the Cottage. One of the earliest accounts of Baker, from clergyman William Harness’s 1844 diary, describes her family: “she is a well behaved most respectable person, and her two little children are as clean and well dressed as if they were the children of substantial farmers.”79 In the numerous visitor accounts of Baker’s curated tours, her children rarely are mentioned, and she continued working even after the death of her daughter Selena at age fourteen. Baker’s long-term investment in securing the legacy of Hathaway women has additional resonance, given the death of her only daughter.

Like Mary Hornby, who passed down her relics to her daughter and then granddaughter, Mary Baker was also keen to establish a familial legacy that ensured control over her heritage. She named her only son William Hathaway Baker, and he took over the custodianship of Anne Hathaway’s Cottage after her death.80 He continued his mother’s legacy by naming his daughter Anne Hathaway Baker. When the Shakespeare Birthplace Trust took over the tours, Frederick W. Bennett remarked that he “built on the pattern of guiding handed on” by Mary Baker until his retirement in 1944. In fact, the tourist experience at Anne Hathaway’s Cottage still follows the model set up by Mary Baker, emphasizing an amorous mythology, investment in symbolic relics like the Hathaway family bed, and preservation of a pastoral setting through extensive gardens and natural landscape.

Unlike her predecessor Mary Hornby, who was derided as a “garrulous old lady” long after her death, Mary Baker seems to have been esteemed from the start as an appropriate keeper of her family’s history and legacy. The notice of her death in the Stratford-upon-Avon Herald recounted, “in the minds of most visitors, Mrs. Baker’s personality was indissolubly associated with the cottage. She was posed in it by photographers, painted in it by artists, snap-shotted in it by amateurs, described in it by writers, seen in it by everyone. There can hardly be a town in the kingdom where hearts will not be touched by the news of her sad end.”81 In this description, Baker is a star performer with a broad fan base who sought out mementos of her in her home setting.

It is intriguing to think about the possible intersections between Mary Baker and the generations of women related to Mary Hornby. Mary Baker was born ca. 1813, when Mary Hornby would have been at the height of her curatorship of Shakespeare’s Birthplace. Mary Hornby died in 1829, when Mary Baker was sixteen, so it is possible that they met at some point in Stratford. Indeed, it is hard to imagine that Mary Baker did not visit Shakespeare’s Birthplace, or the display of relics which would have been housed by Hornby, her daughter Mary Reason, and granddaughter Arabella Reason James. I have found no record of Mary Baker visiting Shakespeare’s Birthplace, or encountering the relics held by the Hornby family women, but it seems likely that the acceptance she found as the long-term performer of tourism at Anne Hathaway’s Cottage was made possible by the legacy set out by Mary Hornby, with relics, props, souvenirs, and personal scripted tours.
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Abstract: This chapter traces female performance beyond early modern England by focusing on Maria Andreeva—the Russian actor, political activist, and theater administrator who, in the first years after the October Revolution, was a key advocate for performing Shakespeare. As the Theater and Spectacle Commissar, and as a professional actor, Andreeva played an important part in the debate about the usefulness of Shakespeare’s plays for post-revolutionary audiences. Yet Andreeva’s work has remained almost entirely undiscussed in Anglophone scholarship; she is usually mentioned only in passing as Maxim Gorky’s common-law wife or Konstantin Stanislavsky’s colleague. This chapter offers the first investigation of Andreeva’s influence and involvement with Shakespeare productions from 1918 to 1920, in her dual role as professional actor and influential administrator.
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Williams, Deanne, ed. Performing Girls and Women: Medieval to Early Modern and Beyond. Amsterdam: Amsterdam University Press, 2025.
The autobiography of the Russian avant-garde poet Vladimir Mayakovsky bitterly commemorates the short-lived stage career of his experimental play Mystery-Bouffe thus: “Andreeva did all sorts of things. To disrupt it. It was performed three times—and then got broken up. And here came the Macbeths.”1 This somewhat cryptic entry, dated October 25, 1918, brims with frustration at what Mayakovsky saw as a refusal, by the Bolshevik administration of Petrograd theaters, to abandon classical drama and embrace new, experimental works. Mayakovsky’s affronted imagination wholly blames the early closure of his play on Maria Andreeva—a well-known theater actor, a dedicated political activist, and, at the time, the official Commissar of Petrograd’s Theaters and Spectacles. She also played Lady Macbeth in the production that, staged in 1918 and revived in 1919, so angered the poet. Frequently translated into English as part of the autobiography, Mayakovsky’s angry note offers Western readers a rare glimpse of Andreeva’s indomitable presence in the post-revolutionary cultural space and of her important role in defending the ongoing performance of Shakespearean drama in Russia after the October Revolution.

Andreeva was a powerful presence in post-revolutionary Petrograd. During the time when Shakespeare’s value both in proletarian and in the future socialist culture was in serious doubt, she not only used her political and administrative clout to foster the creation of venues that would welcome Shakespeare productions but also literally performed her support by performing in Macbeth and Othello. However, Andreeva’s involvement in theater politics and her advocacy for performing Shakespeare during the first years after the October Revolution have not been given much attention. Despite her lengthy theatrical career and direct involvement in the development of post-revolutionary theater in St. Petersburg,2 she has received little direct attention in Anglophone scholarship. While her name does occasionally crop up, she tends to be mentioned in passing as Maxim Gorky’s common-law wife or Konstantin Stanislavsky’s student and colleague. The few existing studies of Russian women actors in the beginning of the twentieth century pay little attention to Andreeva: Catherine A. Schuler’s book, Women in Russian Theater: The Actress in the Silver Age, does not mention her by name,3 while the recent chapter on Russian and Soviet women actors in The Palgrave Handbook of the History of Women on Stage only identifies Andreeva’s Bolshevik allegiance as a potential source of tensions in her work with Stanislavsky.4

The one exception is a chapter in Maria Ignatieva’s Stanislavsky and Female Actors: Women in Stanislavsky’s Life and Art, which—as its title suggests—examines female actors’ careers as secondary to Stanislavsky’s goals and expectations, and limits its engagement with Andreeva’s postrevolutionary activity to a single terse paragraph.5 Andreeva’s political activism and prominent position in the history of the October Revolution mean that she has received somewhat more attention in Soviet scholarship: two book-length biographies;6 a substantial anthology of letters, documents, and short memoirs, which went through several editions and revisions;7 and a documentary film.8 None of these studies, however, are interested in exploring Andreeva’s complex position as a politically powerful theater administrator and practitioner after the Revolution, nor do they address her role in the cultural debates of the time. The documentary film, in particular, approaches Andreeva exclusively through her relationship with Gorky, identifying her, in the title, as a “friend” to the great writer.

This chapter remedies the existing gap in scholarship by attending to Andreeva’s crucial support for the continuing staging of the classics—and particularly Shakespeare—in early post-revolutionary theater, and to the significance of her own performance for this support. I argue that the audiences’ awareness of Andreeva’s revolutionary past and powerful present necessarily framed their perception of her performance, transforming it into ideological labor on behalf of the Party. Andreeva’s decision to take part in Macbeth and Othello signalled to her post-revolutionary audiences that Shakespeare’s plays should be perceived just as (or more) culturally valuable as Mayakovsky’s avant-garde writing. My argument draws on Felicity Nussbaum’s discussion of the creation of celebrity in eighteenth-century British theater, which suggests that at that early point women performers developed the “ability to fashion a complex yet recognizable personality that projected a combination of public display and personal revelation, and united dramatic character and a private ‘self.’”9 Theatergoers were drawn by what Nussbaum calls the “interiority effect” (20)—an illusion of depth created by the association of the stage performance with the woman performer’s personal narrative, frequently adjusted and exaggerated for the audience’s benefit.

Similarly, Andreeva’s stage performance in post-revolutionary Russia drew on an association with the actor’s narrative of political involvement, administrative influence, and personal sacrifice to lend ideological depth to Shakespeare’s women characters. The eighteenth-century women actors in Nussbaum’s study worked toward producing “a fetishized version” (21) of interiority that could be marketed to consumers with the goal of bolstering theater attendance and ensuring their professional success. Andreeva had no such need in communist Russia. Instead, her performance was intended as a demonstration of Shakespeare’s characters’ capacity for fulfilling the needs of the lower-class, frequently illiterate viewers who filled theaters after the October Revolution. By playing an important part in the successful resistance to the attempts by some theater theorists and practitioners to oust Shakespeare from Russian stages, Andreeva also demonstrated the ability of women actors to effect cultural change through their performance.


A Short Biography of Andreeva—the Actor Who Loved the Revolution

To an uninformed observer, the first thirty years or so of Andreeva’s life primarily tell a story of overwhelming dedication to theater, which trumped some of the other, more seemingly sensible choices, such as a teaching career or a placid existence as a spouse of a high-ranking government official. Known to all by her stage name Andreeva after the October Revolution, the subject of this chapter was born Maria Fedorovna Iurkovskaia in 1868 into a theatrical family:10 her father, Fedor Iurkovskii, was a well-known director at the Aleksandrinsky Theater, while her mother, Maria Iurkovskaia (née Leleva) had had ballet training and had acted in the past.11 After graduating from an all-girls school in 1886 and faced with the need to help her family financially, the young Andreeva ignored the more obvious path of becoming a private teacher in a well-to-do family, even though her school certificate stated that she was qualified for such a position.12 Instead, she joined a provincial theater troupe and acted for a season until her marriage in 1888. Her husband, Andrei Zheliabuzhskii, had been an extremely eligible bachelor: although not yet forty, he had comfortable means and held the rank of state councillor. He was also a passionate lover of theater, who first saw his future wife while watching a performance, and was an amateur actor himself. Unusually for the time, Zheliabuzhskii had no objections to Andreeva’s continued involvement in theater even after their marriage and the subsequent birth of their two children; he even occasionally joined her in amateur productions during their time in Tiflis (now Tbilisi, Georgia), where he had been posted early on.

When Andrei Zheliabuzhskii moved his family to Moscow in 1894, in order to take up an important government post as a railway controller, his wife’s theater career flourished. Soon after their return, Andreeva met Konstantin Stanislavsky; under his guidance, she joined the Society of Art and Literature where he was art director and, having participated in a number of well-reviewed productions, began gaining prominence as an actor. When Stanislavsky and Vladimir Nemirovich-Danchenko founded the Moscow Art Theater (MAT) in 1897/98, Andreeva came on board with Stanislavsky and became part of the newly formed theater’s core group as a professional actor. It was an unusual step for an upper-class married woman in nineteenth-century Russia, all the more so since the MAT was created with the express goal of revolutionizing Russian theater through realist performance, and its title originally contained the word “obshchedostupnyi” (open to all, or accessible to all).13

Andreeva’s interests, though, were much more unusual than most of her admirers realized. This socialite, widely known for her beauty and talent, and free to enjoy her husband’s high-ranking position, grew secretly interested in Marxism soon after the family’s move back to Moscow and became an adherent of the future revolution and supporter of the Russian Social Democratic Labor Party. When RSDLP split up in 1903, she chose the Bolshevik faction, and was personally recommended for Party membership by Vladimir Lenin, whom she traveled to meet in Geneva that summer.14 Indeed, her entire career as a MAT actor and a member of Moscow’s high society was underpinned by intense underground work on behalf of the Party. When, by the beginning of 1904, Andreeva and Gorky left their respective spouses and entered a common-law union of kindred spirits, they formed one of the most visible power couples of the Russian Revolution. Andreeva would eventually accompany Gorky when he left Russia in 1906, returning only six years later.

In the aftermath of the revolutionary upheavals of 1917, Andreeva found herself propelled into a new position of influence. A news item published in September 1918 announced her appointment to the role of Commissar of Petrograd’s theaters, expressing hope that, “as an actor who is wonderfully familiar with the everyday life of theater, with its needs and interests, [she] will demonstrate—in this new role—the same love and respect for theatrical art that ran through her stage career.”15 While this news item does acknowledge that Andreeva is a long-time theater practitioner, she is primarily identified with her new role—that of a Bolshevik administrator invested with the power to shape post-revolutionary theater and affect the lives of the people affiliated with it. She had long recognized the propaganda potential of theater space, for example exclaiming longingly in a 1915 letter to Gorky: “Oh, if only we had a theater, and a good one, too! This is a powerful force of influencing others, and the closest one to our goal, if you will. And what petty and ignoble hands wield it now.”16 While at that point she was collaborating with Nikolai Monakhov, a fellow actor, on the attempts to organize a new theater and find a suitable venue,17 their efforts failed, in large part due to Andreeva’s socialist links. Once appointed as Petrograd’s Theater Commissar, Andreeva was finally in a position to take the force of theater into her own hands.

In the transition from the Tsarist rule to the Bolshevik regime, Andreeva was transformed from a woman of theater taking risks in undercover missions into an impressively connected organizer who could openly pursue her commitment to accessible theater. In post-revolutionary Petrograd, she was widely known for her access to resources and willingness to support others, as well as recognized for her close involvement in shaping the post-revolutionary stage. In a very real sense, Andreeva’s biography, both before and after the Revolution, symbolized an inextricable intertwining of theater and ideology, and her stage appearances were inevitably framed by this symbolism.


Shakespeare for the People in Post-Revolutionary Russia

The decision to stage an early modern English playwright in post-revolutionary Russia, still gripped by a civil war, for audiences who had little experience of serious theater, was certainly a controversial one. We can get some sense of this controversy from the periodical Theater Bulletin [Vestnik teatra], published from 1919 to 1921 by the People’s Commissariat of Education, the state institution created for the express purpose of managing post-revolutionary culture and mediating its consumption by the masses. Lunacharsky, the first head of this institution and Andreeva’s personal acquaintance from the time spent with Gorky in Italy, strongly believed in the value of the canon and of Shakespeare specifically. Even so, some pieces printed in the periodical question, with varying degrees of vigor and vitriol, the effectiveness of staging what was then known as classical drama and can be broadly defined as pre-revolutionary dramatic canon. For example, the writer Vladimir Mass comments that, although Shakespeare’s plays staged in Moscow after the Revolution “are deeply revolutionary in their essence and, undoubtedly, find a lively response in their viewers’ hearts,” they “do not speak directly to the current emotional experiences.”18 Mass concludes with a hope that Proletkult—experimental collaborative theater that was funded by the Commissariat of Education at the time—will create “true art of the future” and “will soon make unnecessary all of the old traditional theater—this heritage of ages past—with all of its renewed repertory” (7).

Several months later, a piece by the political activist and journalist Platon Kerzhentsev, written as a response to Lunacharky, warns that staging classical drama might be an obstacle to the creation of this future art and reminds his readers that “in every field, including theater,” post-revolutionary years are “a period of violent struggle, bloody struggle.”19 During this time, the proletariat must “search for instinctive expression for its feelings and goals, rather than transform into a respectful student who is afraid of […] disturbing Shakespeare’s shadow” (2). The need to exorcise Shakespeare’s lingering ghost means that “the proletariat will be a thousand times right” (3) in demanding that pre-revolutionary drama be not staged in public theaters. Mass’s and Kerzhentsev’s articles are only two examples from a complex and frequently heated debate that took place on the pages of Theater Bulletin, but they communicate a shared sense that, while abstractly important, classical drama—for which Shakespeare is frequently a convenient shorthand—might be distracting rather than useful to post-revolutionary audiences.

Attacks on Shakespeare were not limited to the printed page. In 1920, Andreeva wrote a letter to Lenin complaining about Zlata Lilina, the director of Petrograd’s Division for People’s Education, who was of the opinion “that Shakespeare (for example, Twelfth Night) is unprincipled” and insisted that “such plays” be banned from Soviet theaters. Because Lilina was the wife of Grigory Zinoviev, a high-profile Party member, any open disagreement with this view, according to Andreeva, could lead to a complaint to the Party committee and to a condemnatory article in the Bolshevik newspaper Pravda.20

In this controversy, Andreeva was firmly on the side of Lunacharsky and the Commissariat of Education, whose interest in preserving all aspects of so-called “cultural heritage” is expressed throughout the pages of Theater Bulletin. In May 1920, the periodical published an anonymous welcoming message to the English visitors arriving in Russia for the Second Congress of the Comintern, with Russian and English versions running alongside each other. It informs the readers that, despite the ongoing hostility of English imperialism toward the Bolshevik state, “it is precisely English Shakespeare that does not leave the stages of our central and district theaters. And this is because our proletariat does not forget, even for a single moment, that an artistic masterpiece accumulates the precious metal of the people’s brilliance.”21 Directly opposing the sentiments expressed by Mass and Kerzhentsev, the welcoming message, possibly written for the front page of the journal by Lunacharsky himself, identifies Shakespeare’s plays as a crucial part of the proletarian theater repertory. The explanation builds on a commonplace of post-revolutionary discourse—that the canon’s centrality and lasting influence is due to its inherently collaborative rather than individual nature, as it uses folk themes, characters, and conventions. Discarding canonical works would therefore mean discarding the masses’ own creative history, shared across national borders and political conflicts. Shakespearean drama is, in other words, grouped with other valuable prerevolutionary artefacts that rightfully belong to the proletariat and must be returned to it by Bolshevik culture workers.

As part of this preservation effort, Andreeva played a key role in the founding of two venues created for delivering classical drama to the masses. Iurii Iuriev, a well-known actor and director, traces the 1918 establishment of his short-lived Theater of Tragedy [Teatr tragedii]—where the first Petrograd Macbeth, lamented by Mayakovsky, was initially staged—to a chance meeting with Andreeva, which led to extensive discussion with her and Gorky and eventually to practical planning.22 Founding the Bolshoi Drama Theater (BDT) in 1918, on the heels of the Theater of Tragedy’s demise, was perhaps the single most recognizable and culturally significant of Andreeva’s achievements as Theater Commissar. Envisioned as a space in which the importance of classical drama could be demonstrated, BDT continues to be active today, more than a hundred years later. Andreeva’s work on Macbeth and Othello in these two venues was intended as an argument for Shakespeare’s ideological usefulness and thus for the retention of his plays in post-revolutionary repertory.


“Our Lady Macbeth:” Shakespeare and Revolutionary Affect

The Macbeth that came to replace Mayakovsky’s Mystery-Bouffe in 1918 was staged with the goal of delivering classical drama to “the people,” both as part of their cultural education and with the intention of introducing them to the high pitch of post-revolutionary existence. Initially staged in Iuriev’s Theater of Tragedy, it was revived as BDT’s second production in 1919, in each case with Andreeva playing Lady Macbeth. As explained in Andreeva’s remarks published after the theater’s opening, she saw the real value of classical repertory in its supposed potential for fostering revolutionary affect in lower-class audiences: it has “obvious profit and necessity […] for the masses, who needed fuel for the fire of idea-driven longing and deep-seated feelings.”23 While Iuriev was particularly interested in the spectacle of the tragic hero’s doomed struggle against his fate,24 Andreeva felt that this approach could have potentially “paralyzed the energies of the awakening nation,” suggesting instead a more manageable focus on the protagonist’s struggle “both with the people similar to himself, and with his own passions.”25 Her case, in other words, hinged on the view that the conflicts and characters of the dramatic canon could serve as fitting vessels for the revolutionary message of all-encompassing, imitable struggle against external and internal obstacles.

The sense that classical drama could signify in useful ways if staged by political activists was recognized and shared by others. A 1930s chapter on the founding of BDT comments, while explaining the evolution of Andreeva’s position, that classical repertory, “such as the characters of [Schiller’s] Don Carlos and Lady Macbeth,” could assume “a highly distinctive inflection and a very singular implied meaning” depending on who was staging it and why. When “selected from a certain point of view,” classical drama was “conceived and perceived above all as repertory of ‘social protest’” as opposed to the small, quotidian concerns prevalent in “the dramaturgy of the suffocating pre-revolutionary years.”26 In Andreeva’s opinion, quoted in the same chapter, Macbeth was a ready-made vehicle for such protest and could fulfil “the need to insist, on-stage, on exuberant, protesting, rebellious characters, characters representing people driven by tremendous ideas.”27 Her performance of Lady Macbeth reinterpreted the character as a reflection of her own revolutionary zeal—a woman embracing the power of social and political rebellion and translating her feminine charm into a dangerous, explosive force for remaking the world.

Andreeva comments that she saw staging Macbeth as a way of offering her audience “a necessary antidote against psychological turmoil of small-minded, self-involved ladies and gentlemen, suffering, on stage, from being weak, insignificant, and interested only in themselves,” and concludes: “And so I had such a desire to proclaim, from the stage, Lady Macbeth’s monologues ….”28 This juxtaposition already positions Lady Macbeth’s monologues as the opposite of middle-class small-mindedness and paltry self-involvement, bound by strictly defined gender roles, and implicitly claims for the character an interest in the political rather than the personal. To illustrate her implicit claim, Andreeva quotes the first several lines of the famous “unsex me here” speech—in itself a provocative choice.29 Tsarist Russia did not have a particularly strong staging history of Macbeth, as the play’s depiction of regicide and usurpation made it an unwelcome repertory choice throughout much of the nineteenth century. However, where available, the Russian opinion of Lady Macbeth has tended to see her, in the words of the famous theater critic Vissarion Belinsky in 1834, as “a villainess in feeling.”30 The leading Soviet Shakespeare scholar Mikhail Morozov later interprets Belinsky’s definition to mean that Lady Macbeth—“this fragile woman”—succumbs to a feminine excess of personal feeling, directed, for example, at her “passionately beloved husband.”31 In performance, this interpretation was used by Maria Ermolova, a well-known Russian actor, who, in a 1896 production at the Maly Theater, saw Lady Macbeth as a woman who was “full of love” and “ready to commit any crime in the name of love.”32

Much like Sarah Siddons’s emphasis on Lady Macbeth’s “femininity and compassionate nature,” as well as complete devotion to her husband,33 Russian theater criticism read her as a woman whose natural propensity for all-encompassing heteronormative feeling, however warped by her social context, remained her core characteristic. The “unsex me here” speech, complicating as it does Lady Macbeth’s perception of her gendered position, was silently omitted from such readings. In emphasizing the importance of this speech, Andreeva discourages a view of Lady Macbeth as a character who can be exhaustively defined through her gender or through the interpersonal relationships dictated by her gender, and instead directs our attention to her passionate plea for transformative agency that explicitly transcends the limits of gender.

This plea is especially clear in the Russian text of the passage, which is a mash-up of two translations.34 Lines 39–42 are derived from Sergei Soloviev’s 1903 translation. In the Russian text, Lady Macbeth asks the spirits not to “unsex” her but to “transform / [Her] female sex” [izmenite / Moi zhenskii pol]. Where the English original suggests a removal or undoing, the wording of the translation opens up the possibility that the female sex as a meaningful category might be transformed. The next line and a half supplies an explanation of what such a transformation might mean: “and from the crown to the toe / Quench me with cruel wrath” [i ot glavy do piat / Menia zhestokoi zloboi napoite].35 Stripped of the tautology “fill me from the crown to the toe top-full” and the superlative “direst,” Lady Macbeth’s request changes from a hyperbolic pronouncement to imagining how her body might be refigured by allowing it access to the kind of affect normally perceived as unfeminine. As the English “fill me […] top-full” is replaced with “quench,” the metaphor shifts away from the female body as a vessel, from which the “direst cruelty” will displace “compunctious visitings of nature,” or menstruation, associated with feminine “remorse.”36 Instead, the verb “quench” invokes a dry field or thirsty bodily tissues, which finally—gratefully—receive the necessary liquid and thrive with it. In the logic of the Russian passage, the saturating experience of zloba—a malicious or pitiless kind of wrath—will perform the transformative work and deliver Lady Macbeth beyond the normative constraints of femininity.

This transformation, however, does not necessarily entail a physical rejection of femaleness. Andreeva’s quotation undermines the possibility that Lady Macbeth might be pleading “to attain an unfeminine physiology”37 by borrowing lines 42–45 from Andrei Kroneberg’s 1844 translation. In his version of these lines, Lady Macbeth’s thickened blood will “stop up / The passage of remorse to [her] breast”—a change that eliminates the association with menstrual flow38 and instead proposes that the character’s still-female body, saturated by zloba, might become impervious to the other emotions that previously kept it in check. Lady Macbeth’s new body—imbued with wrath and safely locked up against remorse—is the body of a Bolshevik woman, perhaps still charming yet deadly to the Party’s ideological enemies.

This version of Lady Macbeth, as performed at the Theater of Tragedy and then at BDT, was most easily readable in conversation with Andreeva’s own colorful and impressive personal narrative and ultimately functioned not only as a symbol of impassioned revolt against social and political constraints but also of the power that could be claimed by women as part of such a revolt. Most immediately, Andreeva’s Lady Macbeth was entangled with the actor’s recent elevation to a position of administrative and cultural influence. The breadth of this influence is frequently acknowledged in her contemporaries’ memoirs, and ranged from securing medical and nutritional support for theater practitioners to mobilizing her network of connections to promote new projects.

In a story by Gennady Michurin, a fellow actor, Andreeva—having found out about his illness from the theater medic—reproaches him for not having approached her earlier and sends him to Gorky’s doctor the very next day. When the doctor recommends better nutrition, she arranges for him to receive packages of buckwheat from the Theater Division warehouse.39 Nadezhda Komarovskaia records another, much more extensive intervention on behalf of a group planning to organize a revolutionary theater in Moscow. She describes Andreeva, in her capacity as the Theater Commissar, albeit with no authority outside of Petrograd, listening to the project description and picking up the phone to contact Lenin at the Kremlin; a meeting is arranged for the same evening, so that Komarovskaia, as “one of this project’s initiators,” can tell the leader of the Bolshevik Party about her and her comrades’ vision.40 The spectre of Andreeva’s vast administrative power, which only now became available to women, inescapably adhered to the Lady Macbeth she created on the stage of BDT.

In his memoir, the theater critic Evgeny Kuznetsov comments both on how fully Andreeva inhabited the role of the Theater Commissar and on the connections her contemporaries drew between this role and that of Lady Macbeth. He describes young journalists of The Red Newspaper [Krasnaia gazeta], who, seeking a permit for staging a satirical performance in 1918, are directed to Andreeva’s office, where she is seeing people until 10 pm. The commissar’s entrance into the reception area is a memorable event: “Very recently we saw her in the role of Lady Macbeth—and immediately recognized her. As on stage, she was attractive and immediately won one over.”41 Kuznetsov goes on to reconfirm Andreeva’s complete absorption in the affairs of post-revolutionary culture, as she addresses the visitors’ problem, and proceeds to intervene in the newspaper’s coverage plans. As the initial moment of recognition conflates Andreeva’s dual roles—that of Theater Commissar and of Lady Macbeth—the power she demonstrates throughout the interaction is fuelled by Shakespeare’s character’s influential presence. The second sentence of this description further suggests that the author’s perception of Andreeva as a compelling figure applies to both of these roles, with the character of Lady Macbeth reflecting the actor’s charm and ability to create an immediate personal connection.

Furthermore, Andreeva’s relationship with Gorky, and its heady mix of private affection with the planning of a political coup, would have provided a natural parallel to the Macbeth couple, implicitly legitimizing their usurpation plans. When Andreeva and Gorky initially started living together in 1904, their household became a hub for political planning, a way station for revolutionaries in hiding, and a storage of illegal weapons, all run almost entirely by Andreeva. She was often commended by visitors for her generosity but also for her firm control over the ragtag crowd who came through the door.42 The revolutionary Nikolai Burenin would later recall the first gathering he attended at Andreeva and Gorky’s thus: “I remember being astonished by the number of people at the dinner table. There were military men of some kind and civilians; people elegantly dressed, and people wearing commoner blouses; university students and workers […] Maria Fedorovna presided over the table, and I was surprised at her ability to unite everyone.”43 In this, as in many other memoirs, Andreeva simultaneously serves as a gatekeeper to Gorky and as a force that holds together the many disparate moving parts necessary for overthrowing a regime.

Even though Gorky was the better-known political figure of the two, many attributed his eventual Bolshevik turn to Andreeva’s early influence, thus strengthening the similarity in the relationship dynamics to the Macbeth couple. A memoir written by Michurin, who played Banquo in the same production, offers a glimpse of how the two relationships might have echoed one another. During one of the Macbeth rehearsals, the memoir’s narrator sees “a large group of people sitting in the spectator area. Prominent among them was Maxim Gorky, and next to him was sitting our ‘Lady Macbeth,’ who, having noticed me, made a sign for me to come closer.” As Michurin nervously approaches and makes a bow, Andreeva and Gorky have a quiet exchange, of which he hears only a snippet—the tail end of Andreeva’s sentence, “Remember—I was telling you.”44 This is the end of the episode. If this account is taken at face value, its purpose is difficult to gauge; it does nothing to further the narrative and is never mentioned again. Symbolically, however, it blurs the boundary between Andreeva’s stage performance as Lady Macbeth and her political involvement in the building of the post-revolutionary culture. Although a rehearsal is in progress, the theater’s Lady Macbeth is among the group of culture-makers watching the stage; queen-like, she holds power over both the young actor and the best-known socialist writer of the time. Andreeva’s overheard whisper serves as a metatheatrical echo of Lady Macbeth’s ceaseless urging of her husband, while Lady Macbeth’s urging, by association, absorbs the ideologically impeccable implications of the actor’s relationship with Gorky.

Less directly, Andreeva’s Lady Macbeth was also framed by the actor’s long history of involvement with plotting the overthrow of the Tsarist regime, much of which was characterized by undercover work and the need to conceal her true intentions. In what was perhaps the most sensational chapter of her political narrative, Andreeva’s apartment sheltered Nikolai Bauman, a high-profile political activist who was at the time hotly pursued by the police. Bauman’s biography—numerous arrests, several escapes from places of incarceration and exile, countless illegal border crossings, and violent death while protesting the Tsarist regime during the failed Revolution of 1905—made him a prime candidate for the position of a Bolshevik martyr.45 Bauman’s purported near arrest in Andreeva’s apartment served as evidence of Tsarist persecution, and thrillingly painted her as living a life on the brink of discovery. Almost identical descriptions of Bauman’s narrow escape appear in Aleksandr Talanov’s romanticized biography of Andreeva and in Vol’f Dolgii’s biographies of Bauman, likely deriving from an early account by Aleksandr Serebrov, another revolutionary-turned-writer.46 Each description focuses on Andreeva’s charisma and theatrical fame as the revolutionary’s (temporary) saving grace. In each version, on her way to or from rehearsal Andreeva is approached by Vladimir Dzhunkovskii, an aide to the governor general of Moscow, and a lover of theater. After kissing Andreeva’s hand, Dzhunkovskii compliments her charm, and adds, speaking French and in a low voice, yet somewhat flirtatiously, “But I have never even imagined that you are so very dangerous ….” He then proceeds to warn her that Bauman’s presence in her apartment had become known to the police.47 Bauman’s miraculous escape—one among many—is almost beside the point in this episode. This anecdote’s power, instead, derives from the titillatingly layered figure of Andreeva—a charming and sophisticated woman of the theater whose political aspirations transcend government officials’ imaginations.

In the context of this personal narrative, known to many of the fellow theater practitioners and audience members, Lady Macbeth’s plotting and dissembling gained a compelling ideological depth. Normally, Lady Macbeth’s famous advice to her husband to “look like the innocent flower / But be the serpent under’t” and the explanation that “To beguile the time” one must “Look like the time” tend to be interpreted as troubling signs of overweening ambition (1.5.62–65). Now, however, these lines, as well as Lady Macbeth’s fawning greeting of Duncan, invoked Andreeva’s successful undercover work while rubbing shoulders with the Russian nobility and her ruthless use of charm and sophistication to conceal her politically dangerous intentions. Lady Macbeth’s relentless urging of her husband to “screw [his] courage to the sticking-place,” and proceed with the murder of the king, gained—in the context of Andreeva’s relationship with Gorky—the implications of using one’s feminine charms to encourage rebellion against a flawed political regime (1.7.61).

Later recollections recorded by Iuriev, who directed and played Macbeth in the production, demonstrate that Andreeva’s performance presented her viewers with a strong-willed woman who has left behind traditional womanhood, embracing deception and even murder in the name of her political vision. Iuriev begins by assuring his readers that Andreeva was “blindingly beautiful in the role of Lady Macbeth” and that “her large expressive eyes, reflecting both strength and will, could not have been more fitting for Lady Macbeth’s personality” (298). This opening simultaneously establishes that Andreeva’s characteristics—such as her strength and will—are extended to the character she is playing, and confirms that, as far as this production was concerned, these characteristics were seen as an inherent and positive part of Lady Macbeth’s feminine charm. Iuriev’s notes suggest that Andreeva’s Lady Macbeth absorbed the power wielded by the actor. In her first appearance on stage, she already spoke like a high-placed Party administrator. As she descended the stairs while reading Macbeth’s letter, “her voice gained further and further power” and “further and further firmness. The most significant phrases were pronounced as if they had been stamped in bronze, which lent to her grandeur and great pathos” (298). In the subsequent conversation with Macbeth, her eyes were “commanding and hypnotizing,” while her husband was “amazed by her strength and resolution” (299–300).

Iuriev also notes this Lady Macbeth’s adept gender performance in service of her plans: welcoming Duncan, she was “skillfully playing the role of a warm hostess” (300) and when Duncan’s death is discovered, she “masterfully plays the role of a weak woman who knows nothing about the crime and even falls into a feigned swoon, as if she is unable to withstand such a shock” (307). This take verges on parodying the popular gender-normative perception of the character’s feminine fragility that could not withstand the task she took upon herself, as expressed in the venerable Soviet Shakespeare scholar’s later assertion that Lady Macbeth is “shaken by the events” and her swoon is “of course, not feigned.”48 Unfortunately, Iuriev does not tell us much about Andreeva’s interpretation of Lady Macbeth’s unraveling, noting only that she “has very insightfully thought through all the psychological details of [the sleepwalking scene] and made a strong impression” (318). This omission, though, might in itself signal a lack of interest in the character’s weakening and eventual defeat, and an emphasis on the part of the play where Lady Macbeth, animated by the Commissar Andreeva’s centrality to the cultural politics of the time, modeled a woman’s enthusiastic participation in political planning and the potential position of power that might be open to her.


Andreeva's Desdemona and the Women's Liberation Movement

BDT’s production of Othello, which opened in 1920, mobilized Andreeva’s personal narrative from a different angle. The role of Lady Macbeth drew meaning from the actor’s secret revolutionary activities, her post-revolutionary social influence, and the political implications of her relationship with Gorky. The performance of Desdemona, on the other hand, was given depth by the actor’s personal commitment to Gorky and to the cause he embodied—the commitment that was particularly meaningful in the context of the Bolshevik vision of the New Woman as a free and equal member of the post-revolutionary society.

Andreeva would have been very aware that achieving gender equality was an important part of the Bolshevik mandate. The New Woman, as envisioned by post-revolutionary thinkers, would be a valued member of the workforce with complete freedom of choice in interpersonal relationships. Emancipated from economic dependence on men and from the bourgeois views of propriety and decency, her body would no longer need to serve as an object of socio-economic exchange. Created soon after the October Revolution, the Zhenotdel—the women’s section of the Russian Communist Party—worked to educate working-class and peasant women and involve them in Party work, but also to address a range of women’s rights, for example successfully lobbying to make abortion legal.49 Alexandra Kollontai, the second head of the Zhenotdel as of 1920, was a passionate advocate for women’s rights in Russia and also Andreeva’s good friend. In this context, Andreeva’s own decision to give up her comfortable life with the state councillor Zheliabuzhskii to pursue a passionate and ideologically-sound union with Gorky was immediately readable as an early rejection of patriarchal expectations and bourgeois morality.

Relevant to Andreeva’s performance of Desdemona, her relationship with Gorky was made particularly meaningful as a woman’s struggle for emancipation by the personal, professional, and social sacrifices on her part. After leaving her husband for Gorky and becoming more open about her political views, Andreeva became almost entirely isolated from her former milieu. In 1904, she described, in a letter to Gorky, a high-society family pretending not to recognize her at a railway station and passing by her “with a particular severity.”50 Soon, this social isolation was intensified by the couple’s departure from Russia. When, in 1906, Gorky decided to travel to Europe and then to the United States, partly to escape repressions, and partly to drum up foreign support for the socialist cause, Andreeva came with him, leaving behind both her family and her acting career. H. G. Wells, who spent some time with the couple during their time in the US, commented that since Gorky did not speak any languages other than Russian, and had “much of the practical helplessness of his type of genius,” he absolutely needed to be accompanied by “that brave and honorable lady, Madame Andreieva [sic].”51 In the course of the next six years, until her return to Russia in 1912, it was generally recognized that Gorky’s affairs were managed by his common-law wife, who typed up his writing, handled many of the communications with publishers, and made day-to-day arrangements, acting as a translator, household manager, and caregiver.

During this time, Andreeva suffered challenges to her reputation, uncertainty created by following Gorky out of Russia, and finally the shattering blow of the relationship’s deterioration. When, during the couple’s visit to the United States, it was discovered that Gorky and Andreeva were not legally married, journalists “racked their brains to invent new and smart ways of insulting” her and “called upon the Commissioner of Immigration to deport her as a ‘female of bad character.’”52 Western Europe took no notice of Andreeva’s marital status, but living there offered her few opportunities beyond supporting Gorky’s work and was, for all intents and purposes, an exile. In a letter written in 1911, while living with Gorky in Italy, Andreeva notes, with some bitterness, that she “used to be happily flourishing in terms of money, social standing, and so on” but “did not, even for a moment, hesitate to initiate a complete downfall of all her personal advantages.”53 Finally, despite their continued public appearances and united front when it came to cultural work, Gorky broke off the relationship some years before the October Revolution, after some torturous vacillation. In a poor repayment for years of devotion, he moved on to the younger Varvara Shaikevich and then to the even younger Maria Zakrevskaia-Benkendorf. Andreeva’s reckless abandonment of her previous life for Gorky and the more equitable partnership he represented, as well as her later emotional devastation at his departure, formed a powerful intertext for Desdemona’s character arc in Othello.

In her memoirs, Nadezhda Komarovskaia—the BDT production’s Emilia—offers a reading of Desdemona through the lens of Andreeva’s involvement with the women’s emancipation movement compounded by her private relationship woes. Komarovskaia’s commentary on the production begins with a statement that Andreeva’s performance in BDT’s Othello reflected her “tendency to emphasize, in female roles, the yearning to free oneself from the expectations of social morality that fettered the will of women.” Interpreted in the light of this female desire for freedom from patriarchal tradition, Andreeva’s Desdemona was “a woman who consciously transgressed social norms” and left Brabantio’s house “without regret […] defending her right to free choice.” In this reading, Othello’s suspicions made for a particularly cruel irony. When, during the handkerchief dialogue in act 3, scene 4, Andreeva as Desdemona recognized her husband’s lack of trust, she was “astonished” and then “silent, peering closely at Othello’s face, as if seeing him for the first time. […] Seemingly, it was not the loss of Othello’s love but the loss of her faith in love that became the source of her pain and suffering.” The slowly dissolving marital bond was of secondary importance in Andreeva’s interpretation of the play; more important was Othello’s betrayal of Desdemona’s enormous sacrifice on his behalf, and his dismissal of the more equitable future she was envisioning. Delivered by Andreeva, the willow song became a farewell to “the bright yearning for the happiness that was glimpsed for a moment”; already understanding her position as a martyr to the cause of women’s liberation, she expressed “resignation” with her whole body and embraced death as a “deliverance.”54

Framed by Andreeva’s own past transgression against the norms of her society, and the multiple punishments that followed it, Desdemona was transformed into a symbol of the precarious position of women under the patriarchy. This reading of Desdemona was perhaps obvious considering the attention, during the post-revolutionary decade, to women’s social vulnerability that was to be remedied by the Zhenotdel. Lunacharsky, the first Commissar of Education, took this interpretation for granted when, in a 1924 essay, he commented in passing that the tragedy of Othello was clearly “the fruit of a chronic social illness. If Othello had respected Desdemona and seen her as a free human being, this tragedy would have been unthinkable.”55 Nonetheless, as the Soviet state rapidly went on to declare that communism had already solved all problems of gender inequality, this approach did not translate to later productions of Othello. Andreeva’s performance was the first and potentially the only centrally staged one that focused on Desdemona’s defiance of the patriarchal norms and the heavy price she pays for her temporary freedom of choice.

While at fifty-two Andreeva was past the age usually associated with Desdemona, the accumulation of lived experience written on her body made her ideological reading of the character especially potent for women in the audience. Andreeva’s daughter Ekaterina Zheliabuzhskaia recalls an episode in which an audience of women workers watching the production responded to the injustice of her Desdemona’s position on an intensely personal level:56


these were for the most part illiterate or at best semi-literate women in dark kerchiefs, many already aged or seemingly so. […] One such worker is sitting beside me, staring raptly at the stage, wiping tears from her eyes […] and lamenting softly: “Oh my ducky, my poor one, that’s how it is, this is how it always goes for women like us [nashei sestre, literally: for our sister] …”


This woman’s emotional response goes beyond mere sympathy, identifying Desdemona, when embodied by Andreeva, as a direct representation of the viewer and other women like her. The tricky colloquial expression nasha sestra carries connotations of social sisterhood, but most directly means, to use a roughly contemporary dictionary of idiomatic expressions: “we, the in-group, comrades in rank, occupation, trade.”57 The worker’s use of this expression recognizes Andreeva’s Desdemona as a comrade in sacrifice and suffering, despite the vast difference in social backgrounds. Zheliabuzhskaia notes that she saw many of the women workers crying, especially during the willow song, in an expression of violent empathy for Desdemona’s feelings of betrayal, entrapment, and resignation. Delivering a deeply relatable commentary on women’s social vulnerability and the dangers of resisting stifling social norms, Andreeva’s Desdemona thus embodied an ideological message about the advantages of the equitable future promised by communism.

It seems that Andreeva had no strong attachment to either of these parts as such, since in each case she soon ceded it to her co-actors.58 However, her performance in each production, albeit brief, insisted on the ideological legitimacy of staging Shakespeare after the Revolution. Lady Macbeth, in the context of Andreeva’s past conspiratorial plotting and her present political influence, was readable as a revolutionary subject whose will and affect transcended her gender without erasing it. Desdemona, linked to Andreeva’s relationship with Gorky, embodied the tragic plight of women daring to transgress against patriarchal conventions and, by contrast, highlighted the benefits of the communist emphasis on gender equity. Through the ideological depth created by the association of the characters with her personal narrative, Andreeva worked to refute those who, like Mass, felt that Shakespeare’s plays did not “speak directly to the current emotional experiences,”59 and those who, like Mayakovsky, wanted to replace them with avant-garde drama. Embodied by Petrograd’s Theater Commissar, Lady Macbeth and Desdemona—and, by extension, Macbeth and Othello—were transformed into culturally relevant and valuable artefacts, well worth preserving on post-revolutionary stages.


Conclusion

Andreeva’s collaboration with BDT effectively marked the end of her acting career. In April 1921 she left Russia for Germany, where she then acted as an administrative representative of the Bolshevik power for a range of projects, from supporting the sales of artistic and cultural artefacts expropriated from the wealthy in the course of the Revolution, to organizing the export of Soviet films to the West.60 Returning to the Soviet Union in 1930, a year later Andreeva was appointed to yet another administrative position, becoming the director of the so-called House of Scientists in Moscow—a community center for science researchers that was founded in 1922 and exists to this day—remaining in this position until her retirement in 1948.61 She died in December 1953, at the age of eighty-five, outliving Stalin by some nine months.

Andreeva’s work on Lady Macbeth and Desdemona has remained largely undiscussed and unacknowledged both in Russia and in the West. This lack of engagement is partly due to the theater history of the two plays in the Soviet Union. After the initial attempts at appropriating Macbeth, the play largely disappeared from the Soviet stages as its critical depiction of regicide and usurpation proved indigestible.62 As the woman question was pronounced solved and the Zhenotdel was summarily dissolved by the early 1930s, Soviet theater’s treatment of Othello focused more or less exclusively on the play as a record of racial prejudice in the West, tending to view Desdemona as collateral damage in the struggle for racial equality.63 Andreeva’s attention to female agency and authority, rooted in her identity of a woman wholly committed to social change and revolutionary justice, often at the expense of her own comfort, was not perceived as valuable by later Soviet scholars and theater practitioners. However, the project served by her performance flourished. Shakespeare survived numerous challenges leveled at him by the advocates of building a purely proletarian art and, by the mid-1930s, was elevated to the position of a veritable cult figure of the new emerging socialist culture. Andreeva’s Shakespeare advocacy was largely forgotten by that point. Still, her work on investing Lady Macbeth and Desdemona with ideological depth from the perspective of a revolutionary woman actor charted a potential direction—richly exciting, yet likely much too personal and gender-oriented for socialist theater—for the appropriation of Shakespeare in twentieth-century Russia.
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Abstract: With a focus on tensions between moral and aesthetic connotations of “good” and “bad,” this chapter plays on ambiguous senses of these terms in the context of female musical performances in early seventeenth-century English public playhouses. It appraises how the female singing voice—even when emulated by an adolescent male—can release unruly theatrical energies, especially when sexual intrigue and musical instrumentations are deployed. Tracing post-Ophelia representations of Italianate female unruliness across noteworthy virtuosa performances by Jacobean characters, the author shows how the female musical performer is “no good” in the “best,” potentially empowering sense: like Italianate female protagonists, she switches negative moral currents to positive aesthetic ones, as both a circuit breaker and transformer of English female theatrical performance.

Keywords: female singers, performance, voice, actresses, city comedy, sexuality



________________________________
Williams, Deanne, ed. Performing Girls and Women: Medieval to Early Modern and Beyond. Amsterdam: Amsterdam University Press, 2025.
While the question may seem frivolous, it is worth asking: did Mary Frith (ca. 1585–1659) alias Moll Cutpurse have a fan following? Among contemporary scholars and enthusiasts of early modern English theater she evidently has one, but how might the frequenters of London’s seventeenth-century playhouses have rated and evaluated this notorious pipe-smoking and cross-dressing petty thief/fence/informant, who in 1611 appeared at the Fortune Theater where she spoke “immodest and lascivious speeches … and also sat upon the stage in mens apparel and played upon her lute and sange a song”?1 Over 400 years later, we lack what Moll’s contemporaries could enjoy: the ability to see and hear this extraordinary woman in real time and space. They were there, and we are not, and while court records, woodcut illustrations, a pseudo-biography, and theatrical scripts provide useful evidence of her life and career, we cannot directly experience the effects of Mary Frith’s physical movements, the vibrations and chord sequences of her lute-playing, or the qualities of her speaking and singing voice. Today, digital “virtual theater” technologies can deploy audio-video recordings of twentieth-century singers like Ella Fitzgerald, Edith Piaf, and Maria Callas to retransmit and resuscitate in “3-D” form the ephemera of a past vocal performance, but for the divas as well as non-divas of the pre-industrial era, we rely on our imaginations.

If only there were a time machine, and the circuit of kinetic and auditory production-reception could be re-established … this very problem, however, gives an impetus to my comparative, transnational appraisal of provocative and unruly female musical performances on the public stages of early seventeenth-century London. A number of references, both external and internal, to the script of Middleton and Dekker’s play do indeed attest to Mary Firth’s contemporary fame and possible fandom, and while much attention has been aptly given to her queer, playful, and charismatic scrambling of gender codes and social hierarchies,2 there is still a need to stress that a major reason why “a whole city takes note of her name and person” is the fact of her doing what full-time professional Italian women performers of this era were becoming internationally famous for: entertaining audiences with their virtuosa proficiency in cross-dressing, gender-switching, verbal improvisation, poetic recital, stage combat, lute-playing and singing. These last-cited musical skills, and how they could disrupt and confuse a variety of categories—not least among them the moral ones of “bad” and “good”— especially when deployed in public settings, are of crucial pertinence to this chapter. I am to show that in late Elizabethan/early Jacobean theater, conspicuous female unruliness involves not only sexual insubordination and gender indeterminacy, but also overt, often self-conscious and intertextual theatricality. Moreover, this kind of dramatic representation is most ambiguous and transgressive when it is meta-musical as well as metatheatrical, appealing to audiences’ knowledge and provoking their engaged reactions through citations, adaptations, and competitive emulations of familiar tunes and lyrics, especially those performed by women, whether real or simulated. In this vein, my chapter’s title cites Amy Winehouse’s 2006 first-person ballad, “You Know I’m No Good,”3 in hopes that readers will connect the self-referential ironies of this song and its accompanying video to the female protagonists on whom I focus.

For in the moments immediately following their release from the mouth, the words uttered and tunes sung by a feminine voice, sometimes accompanied by the notes sounded by her hands on a stringed instrument, could be understood by audiences to be dancing on the air and entering the consciousness of listeners, potentially altering their thoughts and feelings. Yet if sound had a materiality, it was not of the type that could be stabilized and measured. As Bruce Smith has shown, in his study of the early modern “O-factor,” the “brain-to-tongue-to-air-to-ear-to-brain” system of human interactions played a key role in shaping playgoers’ experience of what they heard as well as saw.4 Extending such insights, Gina Bloom has accentuated how the “ephemeral yet transferable voice destabilizes any easy assumptions about the category of matter,” and “how early modern representations of the voice as unruly matter generate resistance to early modern hierarchies of gender.”5 An almost autonomous power could be attributed to musical performance, particularly in a crowded, socially, and sexually heterogeneous space like that of a public Elizabethan-Jacobean playhouse, where complex “understandings,” innovations, “confusions,” ambiguities, disordering, and reordering—with multi-sensory and kinetic practices that could involve nuts, apples, and bottle ale—were prevalent facets of the multifarious experiences of “hodgepodge crowds.”6 Moreover, as Jean Howard aptly stresses, London “was a place where both status and gender relations were constantly being renegotiated.”7 With this context in mind, and taking a cue from William N. West’s insights into the multiple and experiential aspects of what made theatergoers understanders—including their shared knowledge and recognition of prior scripts and characters, enabling transformations and innovations—I argue that female musicality in public theaters was indeed performed, understood, and enjoyed as a contingent phenomenon, expressing un-courtly, unruly (also meaning difficult to regulate), self-aware, and often multicultural energies and provocations.8

The “O-factor” phenomenon could become all the more disruptive when publicly-heard sounds were produced by women modulating their own vocality. As Bonnie Gordon, Martha Feldman, Linda Phyllis Austern, and Katherine R. Larson have ably demonstrated, unruliness and seductive threats as well as erotic, emotional, and spiritual empowerment were often attributed to the virtuosic female singing voice: in this context, the figure of the classical Siren gained prominent currency and particularly ambivalent connotations, and in a transnational context.9 As a hybrid, liminal figure crossing back and forth between the elements of air, earth, and sea, between maternal nurturing and violent devouring, between the human and the animal, life and death, with an irresistible singing voice that, phallus-like, can enter the ear-as-vagina and penetrate vulnerable men, the siren/mermaid could become all the more uncanny and compelling when given visual and theatrical embodiment.10 The mix of fascination, danger, and bravura associated with the Sirena-Virtuosa permeates the numerous critiques and encomia of trailblazing sixteenth- and early seventeenthcentury Italian divas like Vincenza Armani, Isabella Andreini, and Virginia Ramponi. On the one hand, these female performing artists were vilified by anti-theatrical clerics as “lewd” earthly sirens whose voices supposedly transformed and poisoned souls; on the other, they could be extolled by their admirers as “sweet” and “divine” sirens whose “enchantments” brought exaltation to their audiences.11 Returning across the Channel to England, a focus on such deeply ambivalent perceptions lends support to Stephen Orgel’s insights into the morally-driven preference for the impersonation of female characters by young male actors on England’s public stages, where access to charismatic performing and singing could be obtained on a regular basis for relatively modest prices, often a few steps away from houses of prostitution.12 By having an adolescent male imitate an Italianate female singer, the promiscuous decadence linked to the latter figure might be lessened—at least according to civic and religious authorities—and the menace to listeners posed by her siren-like charms somehow contained (while the musical pleasures still simulated and enjoyed).

Something like a would-be vaccine against moral contagion can be perceived here, yet the oft-repeated diatribes of anti-theatricalists suggest that efforts to regulate the performance of gender roles and boundaries on English stages were bound to be inconsistent and even absurd. Then as now, before and after Brexit, London was and is a dynamic multi-ethnic, multi-cultural port city and international entrepôt, open to imported ideas and practices: the early eighteenth-century fervor for Italian-style operas sung by professional continental sopranos, and the 1960s popular music adoption of American rhythm-and-blues and Indian raga musical forms are but two examples of this trend, which during the Elizabethan and Jacobean era showed itself in the emulation and assimilation of Italian dramatic, musical, and choreographic styles. Since the 1990s, important studies by a number of scholars, including Karen Newman, Jean Howard, Natasha Korda, and Christian Billing have demonstrated how London’s thriving entertainment industry was inextricably connected with the city’s rapid expansion as a sprawling metropolis fueled by global trade and finance, and how in this process the theater not only became “an early tourist mecca,” but also a site that adapted and emulated performance trends from the European continent.13 The Italianate transformation of the English masque, enhanced and elaborated after 1604 by Queen Anna of Denmark and her coperforming court ladies, attests to this pattern at the elite level, but the city had its Italian language teachers and music masters as well, not to mention its King’s Men and Prince’s Men (the original players of The Roaring Girle at the Fortune Theater) who were adapting a plethora of plots, names, settings, characters, lazzi, theatergrams, and musical devices from non-English theater practitioners.14 The convention of all-male casts in London’s public playhouses made the theatrical dimension of the construction of femininity especially prominent, and fascinating for audiences to behold: thorough, precise, and high-standard “lady craft,” as Roberta Barker pertinently terms it, became a key part of apprentice actors’ training, as adolescent males needed to learn and master specific skills in gait, posture, gesture, use of wings and other prosthetics, wearing of costumes and accessories, and perhaps above all in vocal control and singing.15 Almost any English person involved with, or at least interested in, theater would have been well aware of contemporary Italian actresses and their much-praised, versatile, and lyrical talents, and therefore “boy-actress” fittingly describes the performer tasked with attaining an exceptionally high level of convincing cross-gender simulation.

In a world of boy or he-actresses, like the one playing the character of Sebastian’s true love interest Mary Fitzallard, “Moll, mad Moll, or merry Moll” was an exceptional part-time public she-actress. Anticipating the star power of English Restoration actresses, she may well have been endowed with “It,” the ineffable, elusive, and paradoxically sacred/profane, available/ untouchable quality that Joseph Roach has traced in cases from the time of Nell Gwyn to the present.16 In this regard, I concur with Anthony Dawson’s emphasis on Mary Frith’s deliberate self-presentation as a “spectacle to be wondered at,” who “set out to play with boundaries, to outrage her fellow citizens.”17 Moreover, by dressing in men’s clothing, increasing her height by wearing high-heeled shoes and a tall hat, carrying a sword and smoking a pipe when she wasn’t making bawdy quips, this woman in her mid-twenties was committing the potential outrage of spoofing what male actors several years younger than she did on a regular basis. Moll’s spectacular stage routines affirmed both her autonomous mobility—she operated as a free agent, without a steady male accomplice or patron—and her liminal status between traditional genders, between “good” and “bad” behavior, between the city’s respectable commercial operations and its criminal networks. She thus dared audiences and civic authorities to judge her, or at least to fix her identity. When Mistress Gallipot observes in Moll’s first scene that “Some will not stick to say she’s a man / And some both man and woman” (2.1.194–95), she seems to quote the real life vox populi, which aptly is neither univocal nor even equivocal, but as wavering and open to interpretation as Moll seeks to be. The key here lies in the multiple ways that she sounds, as much as she looks. In an illuminating essay, Jennie Votava clarifies how Moll’s “strange alterity is fundamentally related to her status as a personification of noise, in both literal and figurative senses.”18 This noisiness, then, fully befits a female/male “roarer” performing her transgendered role both inside and outside the Fortune Theater, amidst the myriad jostling soundwaves of the crowded capital city.

Yet at the same time, Moll’s complexity depends on a specific, more structured and melodic kind of noise, associated with virtuosic female performance as well as sexuality. Thus she appears in scene 8 of The Roaring Girle, or Moll Cutpurse, prompted by Sebastian to play the Italian instrument the “viol di gamba” and to sing while doing so.19 After Mary Fitzallard chimes in with the line “I’ve heard her much commended, sir, for one that was ne’er taught,” Moll responds by promising to “play my part as well as I can: it shall ne’er be said I came into a gentleman’s chamber and let his instrument hang by the walls.”20 Not to be outdone in bawdy wit-cracking banter, Sebastian reassures Moll with the line “let ‘em prate abroad, th’art here where thou art known and loved: there be a thousand close dames that will call the viol”—meaning viol di gamba, vial of fluid (hence penis), and vile quality—“an unmannerly instrument” (with pun on “man” as well) “for a woman, and therefore talk broadly of thee.”21 An ingenious dig at hypocritical public opinion and misogynist anti-theatrical polemic, this seriously funny jest also conveys the sense that the 1611 Prince’s Men’s show at the Fortune, with a talented actor impersonating Moll, is re-enacting the kind of routines played by Mary Frith herself on the same wooden stage during the previous months. One could imitate Middletonian wordplay and observe that here the circuit is close to being closed and o-pen at the same time: the pen traces an “o,” to confound as well as cross over hard and fast borders between female and male performance. This reading, however, assumes that the rendition of the published script was accomplished according to standard professional English stage convention; the case would indeed be altered if, as some scholars have proposed, Mary Frith played herself in this scene.22

Whatever the case may have been, the play’s Moll dissolves the fiction/ reality distinction by using the contemporary designation of a song as a “dream,” and she sings two songs laden with witty innuendoes, the first of them beginning:


I dream there is a mistress,

And she lays out the money,

She goes unto her sisters,

She never comes at any.23


At this point, Sebastian’s prejudiced father Sir Alexander enters, unseen, to hear Moll finish the song, in a changed rhythm, with “She says she went to the Burse [probably the recently opened (in 1609) New Exchange on the Strand] for patterns, / You shall find her at Saint Kathern’s [the dockside alehouses district of East London], / And comes home with never a penny” (107–9). Sebastian comments by describing the song’s leading lady as a “free mistress,” most likely commending her generosity and sisterly kindness, but his father utters a reductive interpretation, opining that the female character is “like her that sings it, one of thine own choosing,” and still assuming that Moll is a prostitute. Sir Alexander’s judgmental stereotyping is critiqued by Moll in her next song, a mini-ballad which narrates how an adulterous wife “lay with one o’ the navy” while “Her husband’s ship lay gravelled, / When hers could hoise up sails, / Yet she began like all my foes / To call whore first” (110–23). This sequence is brazenly metatheatrical as well as topical, since the versatile, histrionic Mary Frith/Moll Cutpurse/ Roaring Girl invokes and utilizes the power of oft-maligned female singing and musicianship to defend herself against her bigoted opponents on a public stage, in the company of fellow cross-dressing and verbally skilled entertainers. Moreover, her status as a working woman/broker for stolen and recovered goods, also involved in the clothes trade, is extended here into the part-time occupation of public entertainer, corroborating Natasha Korda’s demonstration of Frith’s activity within the networks of commerce linked to London’s public theaters.24

After the performance of these songs, Moll refutes another negative assumption about her thievery, by not taking the bait of an expensive German watch and other precious items that Sir Alexander has laid for her. Having watched his entrapment plot fail, old Wengrave comes out of hiding, and feigns that he believes Moll to be the male music teacher she feigns herself to be. The equivocations continue, with a “prick-song” pun, and Sir Alexander’s question “There’s a thing called the witch, can you play that?”, followed by Moll’s impudent reply “I would be sorry anyone would mend me in’t.” While distinct from a siren, the “witch” label also implies enchantment and female power over men, as expressed by Sir Alexander, who does all he can to separate his son from his supposedly wicked pseudo-fiancée.25 Significantly, the punch line of this musically orchestrated scene is given to Moll, who declares “He that can take me for a male musician, / I cannot choose but make him my instrument / And play upon him” (221–24). This table-turning jest echoes Hamlet’s “you would play upon me” protest against the would-be spies Rosencrantz and Guildenstern. The Roaring Girl lives up to her fame as “merry Moll,” but not so much as “mad Moll,” for while she resembles the First Quarto Ofelia in playing a stringed instrument and singing erotically suggestive songs, she maintains her poise and lucidity.

Despite this and many other contrasts, the two characters remain linked by their overt, scene-dominating theatricality, of a kind that wins them admiration. As I have argued elsewhere, Ophelia’s acting out of the memorized-improvisational pazzia (“routine of madness”) specialty of famous Italian actresses is noteworthy for its profound verisimilitude that surpasses the amateur actor Hamlet’s simulated “antic disposition.”26 Paradoxically, and therefore fittingly for the aesthetics of Shakespeare’s time, the mimetic truth-value of Ophelia’s histrionic madness relies on a contaminatio of revived ancient classical and avant-garde modern Italian models. She brings together and transforms the Euripidean Hecuba exemplum while also emulating and transcending the professional First Player’s tearful “dream of passion” rendition of Aeneas’s speech to Dido.27 Just as the “mobled” and “barefoot” Hecuba had suffered extreme, desperate sorrow witnessing the fall of her husband and all Troy, so too Ophelia beholds the apparent overthrow of Hamlet’s sanity. If, however, the First Player’s grief is but “a fiction,” Ophelia’s is sincere, and this quality connects her with the Italian actress. Hers is not a “dream of passion,” it is passion, and this aura of veracity is what audiences particularly admired in the performances of love’s dramatic effects by Isabella Andreini and her peers.

A lunatic, lover, and a poet, Ofelia is also a disorderly singer-musician. In moral as well as twenty-first-century English colloquial terms, she is a good girl gone super-bad and outrageously mad, who in the First Quarto of the play enters “playing on a Lute, with her haire downe singing.”28 In a finely nuanced and persuasive analysis of the significant differences between the Ofelia of Q1 and the Ophelia of Q2 and First Folio, Deanne Williams explains how Q1’s lute-playing girl at first sight resembles a well-educated young lady giving a private concert, and posits how the two versions of the character reflect “two different forms of theatricality—one that is in charge of her musical performance and the other that is swept away by emotion.”29 This valuable insight can be qualified, however, by recognizing that Ofelia’s virtuosic musical skill is precisely what enables her to reach a high pitch of believably disordered emotion. Here I concur with Amanda Eubanks Winkler, who favors a “both/and” rather than an “either/or” approach, observing that this musically gifted character “is both powerful and a victim”: in the same vein, she resembles the abandoned, melancholy Mariana of Measure for Measure, who simultaneously fits the “bad girl” and “good girl” labels.30 Ofelia bursts into Elsinore’s court chambers and sings “How should I your true love know / From another man?” perhaps addressing her pointed revision of the popular “Walsingham” ballad to both Gertrude and the King. In the Q2 and Folio texts, “man” is replaced by “one,” and the song is preceded by an exchange of unanswered questions between Ophelia and the Queen: “Where is the beauteous majesty of Denmark?” / “How now, Ophelia?” Either way, the mad singer’s lyrics could satirically apply to their on-stage listeners, just as her later, metrically jarring “not” inserted between “did” and “go” into the standard line “Which bewept to the grave did go” (a change appearing in Q1, Q2, and F) calls attention to the secret, “hugger-mugger” proceedings of Polonius’s burial. From the King’s standpoint, then, there would be offense in the method of Ophelia’s madness, especially when she states that “my brother shall know of it.”

There is also a good deal of sense in her apparently random nonsense, even if she makes a mockery of best research and interpretation practices by offering a song as the answer to the question “when they ask you what it means, say you this” (4.5.46–47).31 The song is the “Tomorrow is Saint Valentine’s Day” ballad, probably of Shakespeare’s own invention. Its words could trigger some shock, since Ofelia casts the maid as the active protagonist at the window of the male lover, and bawdily asserts that “Young men will do’t if they come to’t– / By Cock they are to blame” (60–61). The opportunities here for both physical improvisation and verbal variation in performance are rich and multiple, as shown by the fact that Ofelia’s brief preamble to her song in Q1 is “if any body / Aske you of any thing, say you this,” possibly addressed to her brother Laertes: in contrast to Q2 and F1, here the song is delayed until Ofelia’s return, and after her routine of distributing symbolic herbs and flowers.32 In a way, the singer here picks up where Hamlet left off, riffing on his “head upon your lap,” “country matters,” and “nothing … to lie between maids’ legs” quibbles. Thus the “Robin” of her song beginning with the line “For bonny sweete Robin is all my joy” (present in Q1, Q2, and Folio), in its recall/tweaking of the popular ballad “For Robin is to the Greenwood Gone,” puts stress on the name not so much as a common term of endearment but as a euphemism for the penis.33 In true prima donna innamorata fashion, then, madness brings out the improvising actress, Orphic poet-singer, and saucily, sensibly-nonsensically jesting comedian in Ophelia all at once.

The King, for one, thus knows that Ophelia is no good—from his selfinterested political point of view—and consequently orders that she be given “good watch.” That she then evades any attempted control or surveillance, and eventually drowns herself, also suggests the dangerous extremity of her behavior (or perhaps that the King is only bluffing about keeping an eye on Hamlet’s ex-girlfriend). In short, Ofelia/Ophelia becomes something of a monarch’s as well as an anti-theatricalist’s living nightmare. With its improvisations, bawdy puns, and topical quips, her rough music does not convey a harmony of the spheres, but rather the kind of immoral distraction decried by Philip Stubbes, Richard Mulcaster, and other Elizabethan critics.34 As more closely examined towards the end of this chapter, the purported risk of being “bewitched” and “withdrawn” from native English disciplines towards fantasies, conceits, and devices of a foreign, exotic kind would soon become a source of dramatic tension in several early seventeenth-century London plays, including The Dutch Courtesan.

It is tempting here to read Mulcaster’s “forreigne conceites” in a literal sense, as a reference to “degenerate” continental European ideas and practices improper to English ladies and gentlemen. As Leslie Dunn argues, Ophelia’s singing represents feminine excess, as well as the dissonant sexuality that disconcerts Hamlet and threatens both Polonius and Laertes. The musically mad and madly musical Ophelia shakes off patriarchal constrictions, and becomes a version of the erotic Siren that puritanical moralists warn against. Dunn’s interpretation is convincing, but I would amend her conclusion, which relies on Q2’s “lauds” to maintain that Gertrude’s account of Ophelia’s drowning suppresses the unruly potential of the latter’s musical performance. The Queen may indeed aim to sanctify Ophelia’s demise, but both the earlier Q1 and the later Folio text use the word “tunes”—in fact, Q1 gives “sundry tunes.” The more inclusive term would imply that Ofelia continues to sing non-religious popular ballads as she floats and sinks towards her muddy death. In Q1, moreover, Gertrude’s “mermaid-like” comparison does not describe the action of Ofelia’s clothes, but rather her momentary suspension “twixt heaven and earth” as “she sate smiling” and “chaunting” on the waters. The singing siren image therefore still pertains to Ophelia-as-mermaid, and the differences between the early play-scripts actually form a consensus, insofar as the report of his sister’s death moves Laertes in a passionate way.

Echoing Hamlet’s earlier multivalent puns on “nothing” and “matter,” Laertes speaks more than he intends when he declares that Ophelia’s “nothing more than matter” (4.5.168). For one, the sensible nonsense of her words is complicated by the timbre, pitch, and inflections of her singing voice and the strains, probably discordant as well as melodious, of her lute-playing. In combination with the erotic/political double entendres of her lyrics, the “haire downe” Ofelia’s all-too-public singing with the stringed instrument transmits confusion and breakdown: what could be construed as an ennobling sign of her aristocratic education slides towards evocation of a specialized skill of professional courtesans and Italian actresses. Again, the “good girl” image converges with a “bad girl” one. This convergence disables both sides of the usual moral binary, and again confounds the patriarchal gender regime: the singing madwoman’s multiple vocal registers and warped, at times unintelligible but also charismatic, pathos-stirring movements and utterances convey the primacy of morally and semantically elusive feminine song over order-imposing masculine speech.35 Moreover, her personally suffused and transformative renditions of popular ballads show her capacity for a self-referential and self-reproducing “autopoietic” system of communication associated with female performance, while at the same time that they cast her as an Orphic mediator, expressing how the “matter” of Elizabethan “poesie” is, as Scott Trudell observes, “both solid and ephemeral; signification that fails or vanishes yet uncannily persists and compels.”36

The Italianate persona of Ophelia not only as an actress-singer but as an impromptu director resurfaces and dilates in Fletcher and Shakespeare’s Two Noble Kinsmen (1613). Having freed the handsome and gallant Palamon from prison and then gone mad with unrequited desire for him, the unnamed Jailer’s Daughter, singing the sea shanty “The George Alow came from the south”—one of her numerous and often “erotomaniac” songs—wanders into an outdoor rehearsal for an English-style Morris Dance by a group of Countrymen and Countrywomen. The amateur dancers, who fear the cancellation of their show because there is “a woman wanting,” immediately recognize the Daughter’s theatrical potential, exclaiming “if we can get her dance, we are made again; I warrant her, she’ll do the rarest gambols,” and “a madwoman? We are made, boys” (note the word-play on made/mad/ maid) (3. 5. 75–77).37 The Daughter does not disappoint these hopes, as she promises to lead the dance herself. She thus achieves an on-the-spot transnational collaboration with a Schoolmaster named Gerald/Giraldo, ordering him to “raise me a devil now and let him play / Chi passa o’th’ bells and bones” (85–87). The reference here is to “Chi passa per ‘sta strada” (date 1557, composer Filippo Azzaiolo), one of the most popular Italian street and theater villotta ballads of the period, featuring a lover’s plea for a lady to appear at her window. The good bad punning never stops, in this case with a trans-linguistic twist, because if “bells and bones” are rhythm instruments used for dance music, the words also evoke “bellibones,” a slang term for prostitutes deriving from the Italian words “belle e buone” (that is, “beautiful and good”). This is a fitting follow-up to the innuendo of provoking an erection in the line “Raise me a devil now,” and though Giraldo manages to “persuade her to a peace” and gets her to dance successfully before Duke Theseus, Pirithous, Hippolyta, and Emilia with the eleven other dancers, the Daughter wanders off again, and Ophelia-like, immerses herself in water while singing snatches of various songs—among them Desdemona’s ‘Willow, willow, willow,’—while wearing a “Thousand fresh water-flowers of several colours, / That methought she appeared like the fair nymph / That feeds the lake with waters, or as Iris / Newly dropped down from heaven” (4. 1. 85–88). Her mythically evocative action occurs off-stage, for this is the account given by the Daughter’s Wooer, who saves her from drowning. His words, however, are more than a colorful poetic simile. In comparing the Daughter to the goddess of the rainbow, he also links her to the role recently performed (February 20, 1613) before King James I and Queen Anna of Denmark at Whitehall, in Francis Beaumont’s “Masque of the Inner Temple and Gray’s Inn”: the nameless singing and dancing Daughter’s identity, already a quotation of Ophelia, becomes hyper-theatrical, as confirmed by her own imagined revival of the Morris Dance performed by a “hundred black-eyed maids that love as I do, / With chaplets on their heads of daffadillies, / With cherry-lips and cheeks of damask roses, / And all we’ll dance an antic ‘fore the Duke” (72–75).38 Like the dance performed two scenes earlier, these lines also allude to Beaumont’s “Masque,” which included an anti-masque of rustic characters, among them a “He-Baboon” and a “She-Baboon,” a “He-Fool,” and a “She-Fool,” as well as a Pedant who may have inspired Fletcher’s satire (in the figure of Giraldo) on Constantino de’ Servi, a visiting former architect for the Medici known for his pompous self-importance.39

Thanks to a theatrical kind of psychotherapy involving the impersonation of Palamon by the Wooer, and the Doctor character’s prescription of sexual intercourse with the Daughter to relieve her of her “maiden’s melancholy” and “erotomania” (diagnostic terms in early seventeenth-century English culture, not found in the play-script itself), a “cure” is foreseen that will re-write Ophelia’s tragic end. In the process, the Daughter’s licentious musical behavior presumably will be brought under control by consummated marriage, arranged and endorsed by her father. This return to patriarchal normativity, however, would happen in the play’s afterlife. As recent scholars have noted, and late twentieth-/early twenty-first-century productions of the play have shown, the subplot with the scene-stealing, theatrically and musically dynamic Jailer’s Daughter—with its array of allusions which indirectly echo the Ariadne myth and its adaptation in the surviving lament from Monteverdi’s opera Arianna (1608)—disrupts the balance of Fletcher and Shakespeare’s classicizing, post-Chaucerian tragicomedy, and resists containment in a stable, fully integrated dénouement.40

The Two Noble Kinsmen was not the first Jacobean play to connect disruptive female sexual energy with Hamlet as well as with Italianate women singers and dancers: the often ludicrous quest to control or even convert the unruly and sexually autonomous female musical performer distinguishes a cluster of comedies with provocatively and/or seductively “bad girl/good girl” singers, dating from 1604–5. A kind of preview of Fletcher’s and Shakespeare’s tragicomedy is offered by Eastward Ho, the popular and politically scandalous play by George Chapman, Ben Jonson, and John Marston first performed in 1605 by The Children of Her Majesty’s Revels at the Blackfriars Theater, and published three times in quarto the same year. Replete with intertextual and parodic recalls of Shakespeare’s corrupt court of Elsinore, the play features a young, sexually bold and already experienced female London citizen character pointedly named Gertrude. No majesty of Denmark, this trendy, fashion-conscious Gertrude conveys her over-eager desire to become a titled aristocrat by her betrothal to the impostor Sir Petronel Flash, and by practicing dance steps, keeping a pet monkey, and singing snippets of suggestive love songs, including Thomas Campion’s air “But a little higher, but a little higher, but a little higher, / There, there, there lies Cupid’s fire,” and a version of Ophelia’s “now he is dead / And laid in his bed, / And never will come again” (3.2.40–41 and 79–81).41 In this case, however, the lyrics sung by the indecorous, flighty, but essentially sane young woman would not evoke her father’s sudden passing—in contrast to Polonius, he is a citizen goldsmith named Touchstone, and he remains alive and well throughout the play—but instead the flaccid sexual organ of her former casual lover, the spendthrift apprentice Frank Quicksilver, with whom, she has just revealed, she had once “clapped what-d’ye-call’ts in the garret,” setting up the bawdy physical innuendo of the verses “His head as white as milk, / All flaxen was his hair” (74–78). The parody of Hamlet, and especially of Ophelia continues, as Gertrude’s coach does arrive—after being announced by a footman named Hamlet!—and she bids farewell to Frank not with “a-down-a” but “I would fain take thee down if I could” (177). Later in the play, having been victimized by Petronel, and impoverished by his swindle which promised travel to Virginia but instead shipped him off to debtor’s prison, Gertrude starts to change her ways, pleading forgiveness and asking for blessing, especially from Touchstone, who rails against her, Frank’s mistress Sindefy, his own wife, and the usurer Security’s adulterous wife Winifred in misogynistic, anti-musical terms: “Away, sirens! I will immure myself against your cries and lock myself up to your lamentations!” (5.4.7–8). The siren reference confirms Gertrude’s potentially enchanting voice, which could be heard in a boy’s or woman’s high-pitched rendition of her comedic song of unrepentant mythical, erotic, and financial fantasy:


Fond fables tell of old

How Jove in Danae’s lap

Fell in a shower of gold,

By which she caught a clap;

O, had it been my hap,

(How’er the blow doth threaten)

So well I like the play,

That I could wish all day

And night to be so beaten.

(5.1.88–96)


Thanks to the bathos of “caught a clap” following the citation of classical myth and divine-human intercourse, plus the metatheatrical punning of “I like the play,” the lyrics emulate the self-conscious mixing of stylistic tones practiced by virtuosic Italian female performers.42 Although this out-in-the-open performance of Gertrude’s “pretty waking dreams” does not bring her hoped-for golden fortune, it is followed by the arrival of her mother, and the climactic turn of the play towards its happy ending in general pardons and reconciliations.

In this regard, Gertrude’s comically sexual and ethically ambivalent musicality can be fruitfully compared to that of other more serious and more “professional” contemporary siren-like protagonists. One of these is the Italian courtesan Bellafront, the co-title character of Dekker and Middleton’s Patient Man and the Honest Whore (1604). Set in a Duchy of Milan which can be interpreted as a version of commercially bustling, aesthetically appealing, and morally corrupting early seventeenth-century London,43 the play makes Bellafront a complex test case of its unconventional thesis that women can be “fallen,” mercenary, promiscuous, and role-playing, yet honest too. What enables this character to encompass and transcend opposites, as well as to be converted from mercenary, high-status sex worker to chaste, devoted wife, and above all to redeem herself in convincing fashion? Not so much the extended harangue of the ethically and intellectually superior gallant Hippolito, but more crucially Bellafront’s own versatile bravura as a verbally and musically skilled Italianate courtesan-diva. Her very entry into the play, delayed till its sixth scene, is suffused with conspicuous lady-craft: after her servant/accomplice Roger imitates his female boss by sitting in front of a mirror while applying rouge and white-colored cosmetics to his face, “singing with the ends of old ballads as he does it” (scene 6 stage direction, before line 1), Bellafront takes his place, “with her bodkin curls her hair; colours her lips” (id., s.d. between lines 15 and 16) and speaks her first onstage line, “Where’s my ruff and poker, you block-head?” (6.16). The words and actions here establish Roger’s ineptitude at trying to construct himself as an alluring woman, for as he himself recognizes, the make-up makes him “look worse now than I did before, and it makes her face glister most damnably,” and his presumably off-key renditions of old-fashioned ballads also contrast with Bellafront’s singing of a fully printed madrigalesque quatrain—“Cupid is a god, / As naked as my nail; / I’ll whip him with a rod, / If my true love fail” (6.25–28)—and then the concluding refrain from John Dowland’s recent (1600), intricate, and heart-rending “Sorrow, sorrow stay”: “Down, down, down, down, I fall / Down, and arise I never shall” (6.32–33). In contrast to Roger’s out-of-date snippets, Bellafront’s lyric samples, even her ensuing “Marry-muff, sir, are you grown so dainty? Fa, la, la, (etc.) / Is it you, sir? The worst of twenty; fa la, la, leera la” (6.48–49) and “Sing, pretty wantons, warble” (6.54), serve multiple effective purposes: as displays of the boy-actress’s androgynous singing voice, as rehearsals for the entertainment the musically trained courtesan Bellafront gives her clients, but also as a dramatic foreshadowing of the character’s own existential downfall and repentance.

Yet even as she changes her status from “bad girl” to “good girl,” or more precisely and saliently from “fallen woman” to “virtuous penitent” à la Mary Magdalene, Bellafront retains and indeed elaborates her Diva-like qualities. Having fallen in true love with her moral chastiser/adviser Hippolito, she vehemently repudiates the bewildered as well as outraged Roger and an unnamed female Bawd, and then returns to the stage alone, “with a lute, pen, ink, and paper,” to perform her longest song in the play, which she herself has apparently composed: “The courtier’s flatt’ring jewels, / Temptation’s only fuels; / The lawyer’s ill-got moneys, / That suck up poor bees’ honeys” (scene 9, 1–4) it begins, but it reaches no definitive conclusion, and neither Hippolito nor any other character will hear or be affected by it, nor by the letter she tries in vain to compose. Instead, Bellafront, after rebuking Hippolito’s dissolute friend Matteo, the man who lured her into prostitution and who will later be constrained to marry her, and telling him “Go thou, my ruin, / The first fall my soul took,” uses her “best of wit” to devise a way to meet Hippolito again. Her “device” is none other than the innamorata’s audience-pleasing favorite of impersonating a young man: feigning herself to be Matteo’s male servant, she gains access to the self-isolating Hippolito by claiming that she bears a letter from her master. When, however, she presents the sheet of paper and then Hippolito discovers that it lacks any writing—“this paper does speak nothing,” he declares—Bellafront ingeniously replies with witty double entendres:


Yes, my lord,

Matter of life it speaks, and therefore writ

In hidden character; to me instruction

My master gives, and, ‘less you please to stay

Till you both meet, I can the text display.

HIPPOLITO: Do so: read out.

BELLAFRONT: I am already out.

Look on my face, and read the strangest story! (scene 10, 119–25)


Perhaps letting down her long hair as she turns and tells Hippolito to look at her face and its extraordinary narrative, thus displaying herself as the “hidden character” of her “text,” Bellafront is immediately identified by her scandalized interlocutor as “the devil,” echoing the kind of accusation made by anti-theatrical critics against cross-gendering actresses in Europe as well as in England, whether or not they were women or boys. Fittingly, Hippolito’s servant calls Bellafront a “mermaid” who “must to sea again,” but she resists, pleading “Hear me but speak; my words shall be all music. Hear me but speak” (scene 10, 140–42), but Hippolito refuses to be moved from his vow of fidelity to his supposedly deceased lady-love Infelice. The play thus would seem to debunk the attribution of irresistible charisma—the “It” quality—to versatile actresses and musically enchanting divas, as Bellafront keeps failing in her mission to change Hippolito’s mind and feelings. Yet in the end, Bellafront-as-diva does affirm her powers of theatrical persuasion, as she puts on one more disguise and pretends to be mad, just as Italian actresses did in their “finta pazza” routines. In the play’s frenetic and climactic Bedlam scene, she brings both the main plot and subplot to comedic resolution, along the way singing the popular ballad refrain “O, brave Arthur of Bradley then, shall he …” as she cleverly stage-manages Matteo’s vow to marry her in the presence of the Duke of Milan, finally affirming her new persona as a “wonder,” who is “now as chaste as infancy, pure as Cynthia’s brow” (scene 15, 471–72).

If, as Theodora Jankowski has argued, Bellafront’s power derives from the queerness of both her economic autonomy and her successful challenge to her culture’s sexual mores,44 this crucially transformative queer power also depends on her female but also gender-transcending, ethically ambivalent theatrical and musical bravura. She thus bears useful comparison as well as contrast to the exactly contemporary Franceschina, The Dutch Courtesan of John Marston’s eponymous play. As Tom Bishop has brilliantly observed, the name of Franceschina might imply that she is a transgendered servant of the commedia dell’arte pretending to be a singing and lute-playing Venetian style cortigiana, while that of her rival Beatrice’s sister Crispinella “suggests how Marston’s play walks a fine line between the excitement of foreign entanglement and the sobriety of domestic discipline—just that balancing act which is the thematic and ideological preoccupation of the play.”45 Exactly: like Eastward Ho and The Honest Whore, The Dutch Courtesan reflects the ambivalence and duplicity, or what most aptly could be termed the doubleness, of its main singing female character. For Franceschina, labeled a “Siren” but also a “thing divine,” whose songs evoke and ostensibly stimulate erotic pleasure but also allude to abuse and abandonment, is but the most theatrical and mistreated as well as misinterpreted of a group of female characters in the play—including the ostensibly pure and innocent Beatrice—who suffer from the corruption, hypocrisy, and self-contradictory double standards of the male-dominated urban world they are forced to negotiate.46

These women resist straightforward categorization of any kind, especially the transcultural Franceschina, a virtuosa who uses her “nightingale” voice and playing of the lute and “cittern” to seductive as well as disruptive effects. Unlike Bellafront, she may not be converted into a morally and socially acceptable “good” girl, but like Moll Cutpurse, Ophelia, the Jailer’s Daughter, and Gertrude, her charisma as both a versatile mediator and provocative innovator of female musical performance makes this Italian-named and London-based Dutch courtesan an artistically wondrous woman. As such, she also epitomizes how early seventeenth-century English public female musical performance, whether enacted by a woman-actress/singer or a boy-actress/singer, could play an entire series of variations on the theme of “unruliness.” For while the bawdy jesting and charismatic female envoicing of musically skilled as well as sexually aware characters could associate them with carnivalesque misrule, their frequent challenges to male authority and regulations expose the minor inequities and even the major injustice of those who rule: namely oppressive fathers, self-indulgent youths, exploitative hustlers, unfaithful husbands, and abusive tyrants, both public and private. Thus the conclusion can be drawn that Moll Cutpurse, Ophelia, and their musically powerful theatrical sisters show that rules are made not only to be broken, but to be creatively displaced, ridiculed, transformed, and left open to reconsideration, beyond the conventional notions of “good” and “evil.” The men who seek to regulate and control unruly, theatrical, and non-binary women know this to be the case, but rarely have the honesty, integrity, and courage to speak or accept the truth. Fa la, la, leera la, et cetera … and the question of audiences’ attentive and perceptive understanding of such matters also remains open.
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Introduction: Enter Hrotswitha

Wherefore I, the strong voice of Gandersheim, have not hesitated to imitate in my writings a poet whose works are so widely read, my object being to glorify, within the limits of my poor talent, the laudable chastity of Christian virgins in that self-same form of composition which has been used to describe the shameless acts of licentious women.1

In the summer of 2023 as I sat in the office of Smallhythe Place consulting the archival records of theater director Edith Craig and her life partner Christopher St. John, I noticed on the shelf a book St. John had written called Cut-Paper Decoration … with Scissors and Paste.2 As I handed it to the museum volunteer and she began to leaf through it, she said that she was surprised to see it: “They don’t seem very domestic to me.” Indeed, it might seem strange that the same women who were forerunners in attempting Oxbridge degrees, the very degrees Virginia Woolf was famously describing as inaccessible to women in her 1929 A Room of One’s Own, and who were protesting the census in order to obtain the vote, might have also enjoyed simple pleasures of the home. They not only enjoyed them; they recorded them in writing and presented them on stage in the Barn Theater at Smallhythe.

Christopher St. John was born Christabel Gertrude Marshall in October 1871 in Exeter, to a novelist (Emma Marshall) and a banker. Despite her attempts to create her own autonomous identity, presenting herself as an illegitimate child and later changing her entire name, St. John carried forth her mother’s commitments as a novelist, suffragist, and religious woman. St. John was a Catholic while her mother was a Quaker, and, as will be inescapable to note, St. John differed from the members of her family in her fervent love for members of her own sex. She attended Somerville College at Oxford, but, like many women scholars of her day, did not complete her degree. Rather than use a degree for professional advancement, St. John formed connections as biographer and secretary to prominent figures such as Ellen Terry and Winston Churchill.

Life writing and self-fashioning formed the core of St. John’s existence as a pioneering lesbian actress, writer, and activist. One of the sources for the remarkable culture of female self-fashioning to which St. John contributed was Ellen Terry, “the most beloved actress of London’s Victorian stage,”3 who delivered lectures on Shakespeare, which St. John would later come to edit. Having two children out of wedlock, Terry chose to give them the surname “Craig” after visiting Ailsa Craig, a rock formation off the coast of Scotland.4 Terry served as President of the Pioneer Players, which she founded with her daughter Edy in 1911. The purpose of the Pioneer Players, according to the annual report of 1915, was:


	To produce plays which, although they may be outside the province of the commercial theater, are sincere manifestations of the dramatic spirit.

	To assist social, political, and other Societies by providing them with plays as a means of raising funds; and to undertake when desired the organization of performances for such Societies by professional or amateur players.


The society promoted women writers along with progressive male ones, often performing plays written and translated by St. John and her co-author, Cicely Hamilton.5 Before joining the Pioneer Players, Hamilton had produced with Lena Ashwell her first stage play, Diana of Dobson’s, which explored in a workroom drama the political and philosophical concerns Hamilton took up elsewhere, in plays such as Marriage as a Trade (1909). With St. John, Hamilton wrote How the Vote was Won, and with the players she would produce A Pageant of Great Women, which she published with the following dedication: “To Edith Craig: Whose ideas these lines were written to illustrate.”

These ideas of Craig’s are still accessible today in the archives that house her promptbooks, which read like the scrapbook version of Hamilton’s Pageant. Craig and her company give us a version of women’s history that is glued and stitched (pasted?) together before it is staged. Both the suffrage movement and the theater allowed women across social classes and occupations to come together, both publicly and privately. As the suffragist Gertrude Silberthwaite reflects:


… the Suffrage Movement has brought all us professional women out of our libraries and studios and all our other hiding places. We had to take our share in it, or else be ashamed of ourselves … And quite apart from anything to do with the vote itself, it is so splendid coming in intimate contact with a lot of fine women all following different professions or businesses.6


Silberthwaite articulates here what few consider, which is that the vote, though crucial in itself, may have been secondary to the collaborative processes the suffrage movement encouraged in women, whether privately or publicly. As we can see from such works as St. John’s Cut-Paper Decoration, these actresses and activists were part of a thriving culture of do-it-at-home artists. Making the domestic space the center of all activity, St. John and her collaborators enacted feminist politics that prioritized the lives of women and the importance of the amateur across social and cultural spheres.

In 1916, painter Clare “Tony” Atwood moved in with Edy and Chris at 31 Bedford Street, Covent Garden. Atwood became play secretary to the Pioneer Players, designing props that included a “16 foot high crucifix for the Pioneer Players’ production of Paul Claudel’s The Hostage.”7 St. John lived in a multimedia house with Craig and Atwood.8 As the DNB designations in my footnotes make clear: Chris was the writer, Tony was the painter of both house and stage, and Edy was the director who oversaw all aspects of play production down to the acquisition of dresses for actresses of slender means. In 1929, the three women converted the barn of Ellen Terry’s house in Smallhythe Place into a theater. As Craig’s biographer Katharine Cockin notes, however, their house, called the Priest’s House, located right next to Terry’s, became a cultural center that attracted the eminent lesbian and feminist writers of the day: Radclyffe Hall, Vita Sackville-West, and Virginia Woolf.9 In addition to their work in the Pioneer Players, Craig, Atwood, and St. John were known as supporters of the Everyman Theater. According to Norman MacDermott, “Amongst the more knowledgeable and enthusiastic supporters who had gathered round the theater were three women friends who, on closer acquaintance, we christened ‘The Three Musketeers’: they all wore the voluminous black capa of Italian cavalry officers, recently acquired on a visit to Italy, and large floppy black hats. These were Miss Edith Craig, Miss Christopher St. John, and Miss Clare Atwood” (30).10 Even as audience members, these three women were striking performers of an artistic way of life.

Together with Cicely Hamilton’s Pageant of Great Women, St. John’s The First Actress and unpublished Pageant of the Stage, and the physical remains of the names etched into the audience chairs at the Barn Theater, the Pioneer Players and their network of women activists and artists helped to create an index of names: a record of the contributions of women to science, literary and visual art, theater history, publishing, and the history of the book. The archive of Craig and Terry documents a network of individual female artists who had particular commitments to their own practices across various media. Within the promptbooks, correspondence, and even the edited plays themselves, we read the auto-critical reflections of a writer and director who were theorizing what it meant to be an amateur and to live a life that was itself a work of art. As St. John writes in her journal entitled “The Golden Book,” an extended “love letter” to Edy: “I would like to be an artist in life–making it fine through + through[.] We ought all to be brought up that way; to look on life as an art, and upon our individual lives as a product of art that has got to be polished and exquisite and strong” (51).11 For St. John, this approach to an aesthetically integrated life in which thought and space were beautifully and mutually arranged was represented in the Catholic tradition, and in one figure in particular: Hrotswitha of Gandersheim (935–1002).12

Depicted in woodcuts by Dürer and other master artists in 1501, Hrotswitha re-emerges, much like Margery Kempe, in the early twentieth century, when a number of women took interest in both her writing and in her role as a forerunner in the history of women’s education. The self-sufficient convent overseen by this poet-abbess inspired modern women who sought the same autonomy in a world more dispersed. To study her plays in English translation is also to study a network of female artists, entrepreneurs, activists, and amateur scholars.13 Hrotswitha was the first known female poet of the Middle Ages, and the first known dramatist since antiquity. She wrote eight saints’ legends in rhymed verse, six Latin plays, and two historical works on the “deeds of Otto I” and the origins of Gandersheim Abbey.14

Hrotswitha’s work was discovered by the humanist Conrad Celtis in 1494 and published in 1501.15 As Deanne Williams notes in her chapter on Hrotswitha, “A theater of girlhood,” “Hrotswitha was hailed as a figure of German humanism, a religious authority, and a model of female authorship.”16 Both St. John and Hrotswitha fashioned their own names, with St. John taking for herself the names of not one but two male saints, one of whom, St. John, was claimed by nineteenth-century printers as their patron saint. St. John notes that she has decided to include the five prefaces printed in Hrotswitha’s complete works, “… in the hope that the ‘strong voice of Gandersheim,’ speaking directly to the reader, may win a fresh interest for the plays, and give some idea of the character and attainments of the remarkable woman who wrote them” (xxiv). In the hands of St. John, Hrotswitha’s works introduce all of the elements of the work St. John will perform in collaboration with the Pioneer Players, from the tragedy of passionate love—in St. John’s case both for other women and for Christ—and the effort to take on men’s roles, to the intellectual work of translating across time, language, and culture. St. John developed her own “strong voice” while taking on and reshaping the words of “the nun Roswitha” [sic].

Whether in the medieval convent or the modern Barn Theater, Hrotswitha and St. John were both writers and producers of theatrical performances. At the beginning of her preface to the plays, St. John attributes the significant undertaking to a successful performance done by the Pioneer Players:


The lively interest provoked by the stage performance of one of the translations (that of the play Paphnutius) by the Pioneer Players in January 1914 led me to think that the publication of the whole theater of Roswitha in English would be welcomed by all students of the drama.

(xiv)


St. John’s task as a translator was affected by the war, as she notes in her critical preface, as the first version was “… entirely destroyed by a fire at the publisher’s premises in Dublin during the Irish insurrection of Easter 1916” (xiv). Therefore, the translation began as an effort to replace a burned manuscript; feminist recovery and wartime losses converged to make St. John’s task all the more difficult and impressive. St. John demonstrates both an investment in the performance history of the plays and an awareness that this history was itself in question:17


Dulcitius … affords the best proof we have that Roswitha’s plays were written for representation. There is indirect proof in the fact that we know that plays were acted at Gandersheim, as at other monasteries, on great occasions, but here is direct evidence. All the fun of Dulcitius lies in the action. No dramatist who had not in mind the effect on spectators could have conceived the scene in which the foolish governor, black as a sweep from his amorous encounter with the kitchen pots and pans which he mistakes for young women, is chased away from the palace gates, asking the while if there is anything amiss with his fine and handsome appearance.

(xviii)


St. John also notes that the first printed edition of the play had stage directions, and footnotes in her translation refer to those directions omitted by Conrad Celtes.18 In her own unpublished Pageant of the Stage, St. John writes Hrotswitha as a dramatic character, turning her own translations of Hrotswitha’s plays to a new purpose by envisioning Hrotswitha as a figure who speaks to a modern audience, especially an audience interested in social and political transformation.

In Hrotswitha, St. John and her fellow writers, artists, and actresses found a female figure who, long before them, wrote in various forms, adapted the canonical literature of her time to her own purposes, and used her Christian faith to strengthen her claims. Hrotswitha was not the only medieval or early modern woman to inspire St. John and her fellow suffragettes and antiquarians. As I will discuss below, the Pioneer Players used the pageant model to draw clear parallels between the lives of local women in twentieth-century England and those of prominent women throughout the histories of the stage and the page, including Joan of Arc, Nell Gwyn, Margaret Hughes, and others. The Pioneer Players created a dramatic community in which they could compile an ever-expanding encyclopedia of accomplished women, from the tenth-century abbess of Germany to the local actresses and activists throughout Manchester, London, and the provinces surrounding London. Inhabiting the same space at 31 Bedford Street in London, the Pioneer Players and the London suffragettes fused social work, artistic experimentation, and the advancement of women in education, medicine, science, and the arts. Simultaneously exalting famous women across history and amateurs of their time and place, the Pioneer Players (actresses in London) and the Hroswitha [sic] Club (book collectors in New York) created unique spaces for female performers, artists, and readers in the first half of the twentieth century. Both groups exemplify the strengths that come with amateurism, such as the ability to experiment, to practice many crafts at once, and to think beyond the boundaries of chronometric time. Such networks are created by archival researchers today, as we can now trace which scholars have held which manuscripts. Another female medievalist with similar interests to St. John is Hope Emily Allen, about which both Carolyn Dinshaw and Deanne Williams have written after reading her letters held in Oxford.19 Allen and her friends created an informal network of women not unlike the networks I explore here. Recent scholarship on the influence of medieval women’s writing on twentieth-century women has explored figures like Chaucerian Edith Rickert and a group of women book collectors with which I will close this chapter, The Hroswitha Club.20

In a recent essay, Ben Lee Taylor explores the Pioneer Players’ production of Hrotswitha’s Paphnutius as a precursor to the #MeToo movement, writing that in both tenth-century Lower Saxony and twentieth-century England, “… an intertextual analysis helps to elucidate the political stakes involved in Hrotsvit’s [sic] reworking of Terence in a primarily female-inhabited ecclesiastical space and St. John’s revisiting of Hrotsvit in the politically charged space of the modern theater.”21 Building upon this growing body of scholarship on the ways in which St. John and her contemporaries gathered inspiration from their premodern heroines, I argue that Hrotswitha and her religious community represented something even larger than an image of political agency for women at a historically parallel moment. The domestic and material circumstances that gave rise to the plays also helped to preserve a history of women’s education and creative expression, be it philosophical, visual, or literary. Hrotswitha represents an aesthetically integrated life based in the private female sphere and yet presentable to those in the highest public offices. She became a source of inspiration for both the Pioneer Players and the Hroswitha Club, and this inspiration grew into the foundation for amateur scholarship that forged communities of women across time and space.


Christopher St. John: Secretary of the Stage

Intensely interested in daily life and minute details, St. John brought a sense of Catholic ritual to everything she did and recorded. As Mary Kay Wilmers put it in her 1983 review of Victoria Glendinning’s biography of Vita Sackville-West, “In a life in which what mattered most was to be grand and free and take risks and have adventures and generally be carried on the breezes towards the sun, there is something to be said for a minor character like Christopher St John who made a note of what exactly happened to her, however meagre, and what the street was called and where the car was parked.”22 St. John wrote biographies of pioneering doctor Christine Murrell and composer Ethel Smyth; she edited the lectures of Ellen Terry and wrote one of her biographies for the Stars of the Stage series edited by J. T. Grein.23 Her friends and correspondents included Vera “Jacko” Holme, the first lady chauffeur in England, and theater historian Gabrielle Enthoven, an amateur actor nicknamed “the theatrical encyclopedia” and “archivist of the theater.”24 She worked for a time for Winston Churchill and for Lady Randolph Churchill, who would later lend financial support to the Pioneer Players.25 St. John was a member of the Stage Society as Christabel Marshall; her first performance was at a drawing-room entertainment, for which she dressed in men’s clothes and sang the comic song “The Frenchman”; her first speaking part was under the stage name Joanna Willett in Clo Graves’s play The Mistress of the Robes. She would go on to write her own plays and to perform in a number of plays including Cicely Hamilton’s Pageant of Great Women.

Although she must have always held a pen, St. John has no archive in her name. Instead, her name runs across the various archives I have visited throughout the course of this research into early twentieth-century Hrotswithians. More of St. John’s writings are held at the Beinecke Library under the name of Vita Sackville-West. At the beginning of a journal she wrote to “VSW,” there is a note that reads “Prelude in verse cut out because I am worse ‘at these numbers’ than Hamlet. Also because of that line, recurring, ‘I shall not always care’—A lie—And I am out to tell the truth.”26 This same archive includes letters St. John sent to Sackville-West, many of which make reference to Shakespeare, and many of which are addressed to “Orlando.”27 In the July 15, 1933 letter, St. John describes Edy as an “autocrat” and details her movements toward Edy when she was visiting Martin Shaw, who had proposed marriage: “There she was, lying on a sofa, comfortable, asleep, and very angry she was too at being woken up by the Boanerges voice of Christopher, a voice for which I once had my salary raised when I was an ‘extra’ in Ellen Terry’s company.”28 Christopher’s description of her own tempestuous voice—at times profitable to her, and at others met with anger and disapproval—illustrates the many layers of any study into the lives of early twentieth-century actresses. Forced into the positions of experimenters and amateurs in comparison to their male and heterosexual counterparts, St. John, Craig, and the women within their ever-broadening network used every resource of the stage both inside and outside of the theater.

The personal relationships and domestic spaces of director Edith Craig and her companion, St. John, reflected their commitments to the theatrical, and, in St. John’s case, the Catholic. In the introduction to her biography of Smyth, St. John writes the following:


	Our flat was on the third floor of an ugly high building, erected in the eighties at the entrance to St Paul’s, Covent Garden. Edy had taken it just before I went to Italy, where I was to stay two years. When she took me to see it I told her I should never be resigned to living in such a hideous place. ‘It won’t look like this’—’this’ meant cosy corners, bead curtains, stained glass over the doors, and other horrors—‘when you come back’, Edy assured me. She did indeed transform it in my absence, with the magical decorative touch which was such an advantage to her as a play producer. The room she had chosen for my writing-room (the servant’s bedroom under the tenants we had succeeded) now looked quite handsome with its Grinling Gibbons chimney-piece, blue ceiling and polished yellow floor. I had to admit that the long refectory table at which I wrote looked better in its new surroundings than in its old.

	While I was in Italy I had bought a cast of Michelangelo’s marble bas-relief of St John the Baptist with the Infant Christ and His Mother. I could not bring myself to part with it and had sent it home to the flat. It had arrived before me, and Edy, who although not a Catholic herself had a great sympathy with my faith and a great respect for its ceremonies, had put the bas-relief upon the wall of my room, and placed beneath it a beautiful old cupboard, on the top of which there was room for two vases for flowers, a crucifix and a sanctuary lamp.28


As the introduction to Smyth’s biography reveals, St. John had strict aesthetic requirements for her home and her writing space, and relied upon Craig’s talent as a stage director to help her attain optimal writing conditions.29 St. John here articulates a direct connection between the art of theater and the writing process. Production of text and theatrical performance were not, in her mind, distinct.

This signed photograph of St. John is one page of the edition of the Pageant held at the British Library (figure 10.1). Here is a visual compression of St. John’s history as a cross-dressing performer who collaborated with other female artists and historical figures. Playing cross-dressing soldier Hannah Snell, she was also simultaneously participating in an artistic community with playwright Cicely Hamilton and “Miss Leon,” the photographer of 30 Regent Street.30 A number of such documents from this community exist, including the guest book of Edith Craig, into which friends entered their names in a written performance of remembrance of ordinary days made more significant by the creative gestures of Chris and Edy, who made private commemorative documents and plays for performance all within the same space of their home (figure 10.2). St. John and her fellow artists drew inspiration from the medieval religious houses of women, which were autonomous female communities in which nuns learned Latin, sang, wrote, performed plays, and kept a shared domestic space.


[image: Full-length portrait of Christopher St. John dressed as Hannah Snell in historic costume with boots, coat, and hat; one arm raised. Photo by Lena Connell.]
Figure 10.1 Christopher St. John as Hannah Snell, Pageant of Great Women, 42. British Library 11778.g.47. ⏎

[image: Handwritten guestbook entry titled â€œMy Name Dayâ€� by Christopher St. John, with signatures and notes from others, dated 25 July 1915.]
Figure 10.2. “My Name Day” by Christopher St. John. Edith Craig's Guestbook. Edith Craig papers, UCLA Library Special Collections. ⏎


Pageants of Great Women

One of the most striking pieces of historical commemoration of the Pioneer Players are the pokerworked chairs still used in the Barn Theater today (figure 10.3). These chairs feature the names of prominent supporters, many of whom were women who represented key advancements for their sex. These women include Christine Murrell (the doctor whose biography St. John wrote); Sybil Thorndike, Margaret Webster, Violet Vanbrugh, Lady Maude Warrender, Diana Wilson, Maxwell Wray, Dame May Whitty, Diana Meade King, Lindly Jardine, Mary Eversley, Janet Greenless, Bess Glasgow, Antoinette Hawtrey, Dr. Emslie Hutton, Olive Terry, Prudence Vanbrugh, Celia Wray, Hilda Barnes, Tony Atwood, Lady Elizabeth Ackworth, Anne Casson, Gwen Ffrangcon Davis, Audrey Cameron, Marjory Clark, and others. An example of a donor who was not an actress is Alick (Alice?) Embleton, one of the first women to study for a science degree, and the first woman to give a lecture in the Linnean Society’s Meeting Room in 1911.31

[image: Rows of pokerworked wooden chairs with cushions inside the Barn Theater at Smallhythe Place, Kent.]
Figure 10.3. Pokerworked chairs at the Barn Theater, Smallhythe Place, Kent. Reproduced by kind permission of the National Trust. ⏎
The etched seats of the Barn Theater and the cast lists for the Pageant of Great Women attest to both the investment in material objects for both art and daily use, and to the value in listing names of real, historical women. The printed cast list for the Pageant, moreover, makes typographically visible the playwright’s effort to draw parallels between famous women of the past and emergent actresses in twentieth-century London.32 The donors’ chairs, like the photographs and printed cast lists for the Pageant, both come into existence and maintain the diverse network of women workers and artists who see themselves as part of a continuous line of women who have made culture across centuries. As Joan FitzPatrick Dean notes in her chapter on the Pageant, it “… was designed to accommodate the amateurs who usually performed the great women.”33 This simultaneous effort to pay tribute to “great” women, who have yet to be recognized within patriarchal society, and amateurs, who represent the potential of all women, is a crucial feature of this play and many others produced by the Pioneer Players and their Edwardian collaborators. The female saint draws us to her because she was exceptional in her day, and yet any woman can aspire to play act her devotions.

A Pageant of Great Women revises modern conceptions of medieval literary culture by creating categories into which the women of the play are subdivided: The Learned Women, The Artists, The Saintly Women, The Heroic Women, The Rulers, The Warriors. These groups of characters respond to three allegorical protagonists: Justice, Prejudice, and Woman. The play fuses classical and medieval forms of allegorical and historical drama with modern-day activism. This underlying relationship is established in the note on the printing and distribution of the text, which took place at the Suffrage Shop on 31 Bedford Street. A program for the Scala Theater from November 12, 1909 features signatures from Christopher St. John, next to The Pot and the Kettle, which was also performed at this event, songs signed by Esther Palliser, and a central page with all of the roles played in the Pageant of Great Women, which is covered in signatures and lipstick. Here, as with the unpublished plays held at Smallhythe Place, we also find evidence of women’s printing, as the program is marked with the name Women’s Printing Society: “31, 33, 35 Brick Street, Piccadilly.” The press, stage, darkroom—even British currency—were all used to develop the network of suffragettes and women artists. Every aspect of the production became for Craig an opportunity to research both the present-day owners and manufacturers of the materials she needed as well as the history of the lives she presented on stage. As FitzPatrick notes, “Central to A Pageant of Great Women are the costumes appropriate to three allegorical figures and women from any time from the sixth century BC to 1909” (98). Both within the plays themselves and in the promptbooks they kept, Hamilton and Craig betrayed abiding concern for actresses who had to buy their own dresses in order to work. Craig’s commitment to providing the wardrobes for her plays was but one of the ways in which these performances reinforced the broader activist efforts of the groups with which the Pioneer Players were affiliated. Both on stage and in print, the female saint and the pioneering female photographer, for instance, were presented for the first time in one place.

St. John’s unpublished Pageant of the Stage was performed at least once, as the Ellen Terry archive at the British Library contains a program for a performance on June 11, 1912 for the Theatrical Ladies’ Guild (TLG), given at a “Tea Party” event held at Royal Albert Hall.34 The preliminary circular advertising the upcoming pageant includes an opening description and outline of the various types of drama that will be presented in this “history of the Art of Acting” along with the actors who will perform. Craig’s working copy of the play, consisting of a typewritten script and her handwritten annotations, remains only in fragmented form in the archive, but part of what remains are lines spoken by “Roswitha,” who was played by Marion Terry (sister of Ellen Terry) with a prop of a book as part of the second section of the play called “Miracles. Mysteries. Moralities.” In the play, “Roswitha” appears in a dialogue with a novice, introduced by Tragedy:


	TRAGEDY. (To audience)

	See, after multitudes of years

	The Christian drama now appears– The nun Roswitha leads the way, A

	Benedictine, in whose day Playwrights of either sex were rare:

	Tribute to her is only fair. I wonder if her Latin plays

	Would grip an audience in these days? We cannot pass the enclosure door

	Nor see upon the convent floor Roswitha’s company of nuns, Rehearsing for the plays that once Filled her community with pride, When drama had no life outside.


But she has left her dear seclusion To help us conjure up th’ illusion

(Roswitha passes with scroll. She is accompanied by two novices and to one of them she is pointing out a passage in her play).

ROSWITHA. (To 1st Novice) You must say this with great fire, Sister Perpetua. You must speak it from the heart of a lion, not of a timid mouse.

2ND. NOVICE. Oh, Mother, have I leave to speak? ROSWITHA. Yes, child.

2ND NOVICE. Sometimes I doubt me if our Holy Father, St. Benedict, would approve of these dramas!

ROSWITHA. What is this, Sister? Are they not written for the greater glory of our holy religion?

2ND. NOVICE. Yes, Mother … but a play! ‘Tis a pagan thing.

ROSWITHA. The greater glory to turn it to Christian uses! This gift of mine is not from the devil, Sister. Our sweet spouse Himself was by me as I wrote … and encouraged me with words of cheer: ‘Go on, Roswitha, go on! What thou hast begun in the cloister will be continued in the world outside. So thou must need’st begin well, my sister most entire.’

(They pass)

TRAGEDY. Hers [crossed out: This] was no idle prophecy,


As these advancing testify.

It was not long ere priests began

To make Church dogmas sweet

to man. Through miracle and

mystery plays, Some of them

lasting several days,

The State and Reverence and Show

Were so attractive, folks would go

From all parts every year to see

These pageant plays at Coventry.


In St. John’s drama, “Roswitha” serves as an emblem for playwriting itself, with the suggestion that what is done in the cloister should, as commanded by Christ himself, be “continued in the world outside.” The final line spoken by Tragedy suggests that the pageant form would be most fitting for Roswitha’s aim to “make Church dogmas sweet to man.” In these lines written by St. John, we see a continued effort to use Hrotswitha as a figure who encourages both private devotion and public testimony, as noted by Taylor. The attempt to convert pagans to Christianity is perhaps even easier than was the task of gaining the vote for women.

St. John’s Catholicism drove her to write a Hrotswitha who described playwriting as a Christian act. St. John’s friend and fellow suffragette, Vera Holme, would come to use Hrotswitha’s example in an explicitly political frame. In a speech she records in “Speeches by Leading Members of the WSPW,” Vera Holme has recorded by hand a list of “Pioneers of Womens Suffrage.” At the end of a section on political activists from Mary Astell to Anne J. Clough (?), Holme, the suffragist chauffeur, inscribes her own name within a canon of female authors (figures 10.4 and 10.5):



[image: Handwritten notes by Vera (Jack) Holme listing historic women writers, poets, and heroines such as Roswitha, Jane Austen, and George Sand. From The Womenâ€™s Library Archives. Handwritten notes by Vera (Jack) Holme about suffragette actions, her role as a chauffeur, and rights advocacy. From The Womenâ€™s Library Archives.]
Figures 10.4 and 10.5 From the Papers of Vera (Jack) Holme, The Women's Library Archives, London School of Economics. ⏎

	And now let us look down the pages of history – We find such names amongst Playwrights as

	Roswitha a nun in the Abbey of Gandersheim who wrote 6 plays in or before 940 A.D. Aphra Ben with 19 plays to her name as well as poetry and romances – the Poet – Vittoria Colonna and friend of Michael Angelo – 1490 and many other poets down to today when we hear that splendid Poet Victoria Sackville West and surely we should not forget Jane Austin – George Sand

	Mary Willstoncraft Author of “Thoughts on the Education of Daughters”

	“Rights of Women” – “Wrongs of Women” – 1759 to 1797 –

	Or the three Bronte sisters – Playwrights – C.L. Anthony Gordon Davist Christopher St. John – Cicely Hamilton

	And the first women Doctors …


To this list of female firsts, Holme adds herself at the very end, writing, “Myself as chauffeur—Being chased when Mrs. Pankhurst was a “mouse.” The labor of the chauffeur who drives the speaker and author to her engagements is here presented as an equal partner in literary history.


The First Actress

The First Actress was performed by the Pioneer Players in 1911, on May 8, at Kingsway Theater. It exists in three archives now, one with the National Trust at Smallhythe Place, one with the Victoria and Albert Museum, and one with the LSE Women’s Library. Two of three of these are domestic archives, and in the LSE archive, the play is kept with the personal papers of Vera Holme, or “Jacko,” for whom Christopher St. John has inscribed the copy, in which Holme has pasted in her bookplate. The tiny red booklet rests now amongst Christmas cards, letters, and photographs of women on horses (figure 10.6). The character of chief importance is Mrs. Margaret Hughes, who was played by Nancy Price in the production. Ellen Terry played Nell Gwyn, and Lena Ashwell, the director of the Savoy Theater (where Diana of Dobson’s was performed), played herself, listed as “An Actress of To-Day.” The play is set in 1661, and begins, as the stage directions read, at the back of the stage at the New Theater on Drury Lane, after the performance of Othello. In The First Actress, the parallels between electoral and dramatic representation are crystallized in the vehement claims of male characters who claim that women should limit themselves to the acts of embroidering and reproducing within the domestic sphere.


[image: Open booklet showing a personalized copy of The First Actress by Christopher St. John, with an illustrated bookplate for Vera Holme and handwritten Christmas inscription. ]
Figure 10.6. Christopher St. John, The First Actress. From the Papers of Vera (Jack) Holme, The Women's Library Archives, London School of Economics Library. ⏎
At the end of a long debate with another male character, Griffin, on the suitability of women for acting, Hughes concedes the point that women are not equipped for the stage in comparison to men: “… I walked like a cripple—and held my head like a hunchback—oh, I know! ‘Tis very bitter to me to think that through my failure I may have kept my sex off the stage for centuries—if not for ever. Good-night, Griffin.” The rest of the play becomes a dream vision labeled in the stage credits as “Visions of the Future,” beginning with a vision of Nell Gwyn, who enters singing an advertisement for oranges. Speaking as a humble orange-seller and a self-proclaimed “Cinderwench,” Gwyn tells Hughes to “be merry,” and that she has just “led the way” for other actresses.


Conclusion: Archival Hrotswitha

In a red notebook held at Smallhythe Place, decoratively labeled as a “Memo Book,” Craig records notes on her stage and costume designs as well as notes for talks she was to give to the casts she directed and to local theater organizations. Some of the notes are nearly complete. For instance, she writes on the definition of the amateur the following:


	One Difference between Amateur & professional actors is that the profess. Actor is forced by the market to bring his art up to a standard fixed by

	Actor is forced by the market to bring his art up to a standard fixed by managers. Not so the amateur. He pleases himself & friends or suporters:

	Otherwise the medium is the same … (figure 10.7).

[image: Two pages from Edith Craigâ€™s memo book with handwritten notes contrasting professional and amateur theater, mentioning George Coleman, Shakespeare, and production values. ]
Figure 10.7. Edith Craig's “Memo Book,” Smallhythe Place, Kent. Reproduced by kind permission of the National Trust. ⏎

	On the next page, she continues:

	“Amateur Theatricals” done away with except in Cathedral towns – Exeter (?)

	Audience responsible

	Dialect kept in counties not cock. Or USA Religious plays




On another page in the notebook, we find our first mention of Hrotswitha, where she is listed under the enigmatic heading “Spirit,” (figure 10.8). Craig makes a note about the book illustrations by Kate Greenaway as an example of not attempting to “play down to the public” and to “leave much to the imagination of the audience.” This reference is yet another testament to the multimedia nature of the performances of the Pioneer Players. Kate Greenaway (1846–1901) is called in her DNB entry “one of the three great illustrators of children’s books in the Victorian period.”35 This flexible integration of different roles, trades, and crafts within a female community undoubtedly found resonance in America, where, decades later, a group of female book collectors gathered in the name of Hrotswitha.


[image: Memo book pages titled â€œStaging Miracle & Morality Playsâ€� showing handwritten production notes about staging, characters, and script elements for religious plays like St. Bernard and St. Thomas.]
Figure 10.8. “Staging Miracle & Morality Plays,” Memo Book, Smallhythe Place, Kent. Reproduced by kind permission of the National Trust. ⏎
The Hroswitha Club, the subject of a recent study by Kate Ozment, is described therein as “a private club that met from 1944 to 2004, and member-ship included around 100 collectors, librarians, and bibliographers whose collections and labor have contributed to more than seventy-five institutions.”36 In keeping with the historical parallelism I have traced throughout this chapter, the history of the Club is first set down in the bibliography of Hrotswitha, Hroswitha of Gandersheim: Her Life, Times, and Works, and a Comprehensive Bibliography, edited by Anne Lyon Haight (1965). Following the work of Robert Fife and of Edwin Zeydel in 1947, another member of the club, Marjorie Dana Barlow, began research into the manuscript evidence of Hrotswitha’s life. Barlow and her fellow club members sought to disprove the arguments of Joseph Aschbach and others who claimed that Hrotswitha never existed and her plays were never performed in her lifetime.37 The chapter of the bibliography on manuscripts of Hrotswitha’s writings was written by Meta Harrsen, then the Keeper Emeritus of Manuscripts at the Pierpont Morgan Library.

In the second chapter of the bibliography, Barlow provides a working list of the known performances of Hrotswitha’s plays, beginning in Paris in 1888. The third such performance is listed as:


1914, January 11–12. Paphnutius in English was produced at the Savoy Theater by the Pioneer Players, London, with Ellen Terry as the Nun. Christopher St. John (pseudonym for Christabel Marshall) translated the text for this production; she also served as advisor for the stage presentation. Edith Craig directed the performances on consecutive nights. Though apparently originally scheduled for King’s Hall, Covent Garden, the play actually appeared at the Savoy.


Another performance of Paphnutius drawn from St. John’s translation took place in February 1930 at the Yale Drama School as a thesis production of Andrina McIntyre. And four years later another English production, this time of Abraham, was performed by the Snarks, “a non-professional group of women players in the chapel of the Church of St. Ignatius Loyola, New York” (39). As their description of the Abraham performance attests, Hrotswitha’s twentieth-century influence brought together the amateur performer and the religious space, and the preservation of these performances was cultivated within a private, domestic community of women book collectors who took care to understand the inextricability of their intellectual, artistic, and intimate lives. 
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Abstract: Martin Browne, celebrated director of amateur theater, is lauded as the driving force behind the York Mystery Plays’ successful revival at the 1951 Festival of Britain. The contribution and influence of his wife is sidelined or overlooked. Yet Henzie was far more highly trained in stagecraft than her husband, working across acting, directing, and stage management, and making a tangible impact within the male-dominated British theatrical circuit. From the time of her marriage, her theatrical work took place from the domestic sphere that was expected to be her first priority. But she received little notice, and less credit. Attempting to redress this imbalance, this chapter explores both Henzie’s role in the revival of the York plays, and her wider work.

Keywords: amateur theater, community theater, poetic drama, religious drama, touring theater, World War II



____________________________
Williams, Deanne, ed. Performing Girls and Women: Medieval to Early Modern and Beyond. Amsterdam: Amsterdam University Press, 2025.
Throughout 2020 and 2021, pandemic restrictions raging, working in a healthcare job I hated, locked out of my country and barred by circumstances from family and friends, I thought often of one little line from Martin and Henzie Browne’s autobiography, Two in One: “Henzie cried a lot, at unexpected moments.”1 I cried a lot, too. Though separated by nearly a hundred years, there was similarity in our circumstances. The economic outlook in both 1924 and 2021 was bleak. Newly married, both of us had moved to follow our husbands’ work, far from home, family, and friends. Both of us struggled to find work in the theater we loved and to maintain professional interests alongside the duties of wife and mother. Henzie, however, probably handled things with more grace than I did. Certainly she complained less.

Henzie Raeburn, or Henzie Browne—she used both surnames—was a remarkable woman, and for several decades an important figure in the tight-knit world of British theater. Yet today she is almost completely forgotten. If remembered at all, it is as the wife of E. Martin Browne, who in turn is chiefly known for his role in reviving the medieval York mystery play cycle at the 1951 Festival of Britain. But Henzie was far more highly trained in stagecraft than her husband and, prior to her marriage, had enjoyed a notable career across acting, directing, and stage management, making a tangible impact within the male-dominated British theatrical circuit. She was just as involved in the Festival production as Martin, directing all the Mary scenes, playing Mary Magdalene, and taking charge of rehearsals in her husband’s absence. This was at a time when women were expected to give up work after marriage, actresses (as they were known then) were still regarded with suspicion of impropriety or worse, and female directors were almost completely unknown. From the time of her marriage, Henzie’s standing in British theatrical circles derived from the fact that she was Martin Browne’s wife. Predictably enough, she received little credit for her work on the York plays, or indeed for her wider lifelong work in theater, teaching, and writing. When noticed at all, it was with criticism; today she too often continues to pass forgotten or unnoticed. Attempting to redress this imbalance, this chapter explores Henzie’s life, work, and contribution to the male-dominated theatrical, cultural, and social circuits of her era.

Finding Henzie in the records is difficult; she is not so much a presence as an absence. As with many medieval and early modern women, when she does appear in the records it is often through her husband. Substantial archival holdings relating to Martin’s life and work exist at the York City Libraries, the Universities of Bristol and Lancaster, the Theater Department of the Victoria and Albert Museum, and to a lesser extent at Pittsburgh’s Carnegie Mellon University. Nothing comparable exists for Henzie. Her writing, particularly her two most significant works—Pilgrim Story2 and Two in One—is often overshadowed by her husband’s voice. Pilgrim Story is an account of the Brownes’ wartime touring theatrical company; Henzie actually wrote the entire book apart from one chapter contributed by Martin, yet on the cover of the first edition their names appear together as if co-authors. The writing of the autobiographical Two in One is more evenly split, a truly collaborative work, yet the first edition proclaims the book as by “E. Martin Browne with Henzie Browne.” It is Martin’s voice which comes through more strongly in the writing, and his career which is given the greater weight and focus. Even when, very rarely, Henzie’s own voice does surface, it is—ironically—currently unable to be heard. The theater and performance archives at the Victoria and Albert Museum hold transcripts of interviews conducted in 1969 by one Richard Matthews, who wrote his dissertation on Martin Browne’s life and works; as part of his research he clearly also interviewed Henzie. But the archives held by the museum are currently being relocated to Queen Elizabeth Olympic Park and are completely off-limits to researchers until at least 2025. Sadly, therefore, it was not possible for me to consult the interview transcripts during the process of writing this chapter.

Bare biographical details can be sketched out, although even these can be misleading. Henzie claimed to have been born November 2, 1900, the same year as her future husband, but this knocks four years off her age; the birth register shows that she was actually born in 1896. She was christened Henriette Helene Flesch (sometimes spelt Flesh); her father was apparently German, and it is possible that Henzie changed her surname due to the anti-German sentiment arising in Britain during and after the First World War. How she settled on Raeburn, however, is not clear.

Until her marriage, Henzie lived with her parents in their “semi-detached house in Hampstead.”3 The family was “rarely well-off enough to be fashionable” (16) but Henzie and her older sister were well-educated, first at home with a governess and later at school. A precocious child, she read early, and was early introduced to Shakespeare, although at first the layout of the lines puzzled her: “[I]t never dawned that this was dialogue.” But she “knew it was ‘Shakespeare,’ nearly holy, like the Bible not to be questioned.” At school, where elocution lessons formed part of the curriculum, she “[s]oon became aware, amazedly, of power and communication with the audience” (18). “Totally unexpected” audience applause “reduced [her] to a flood of tears.” It was this moment, in response to her recitation in front of the whole school of Rose Hartwick Thorpe’s “Curfew Must Not Ring Tonight,” that apparently set her on course to act: “Now I knew what I had to aim for.”

Henzie’s respectably middle-class parents were aghast at their daughter’s choice of an acting career. However, Henzie, even as a teenaged schoolgirl, clearly possessed a determined and resourceful personality: “I knew where I wanted to be and with whom.” After seeing “a series of productions by Harley Granville Barker,” which included his Twelfth Night and A Midsummer Night’s Dream,4 she knocked on the door of a Mrs. Marion Huntley, Granville-Barker’s erstwhile sister-in-law, whom she knew gave lessons in acting, elocution, and stagecraft. Unfortunately she had the wrong Mrs. Marion Huntley: “‘walking the streets,’ not ‘treading the boards,’ was her province.”5 Nothing daunted, Henzie “consult[ed] another telephone book” and eventually “ended up with the right Mrs. Huntley,” whose lessons were to comprise the whole of her professional training. Henzie later wrote that “it was nearly impossible to get started [in the theater] in those days” (20). But despite this, and amid ongoing resistance from her parents, she managed it. Her first interview—it was hardly an audition—came to naught after the manager mistook her unusual name for a man’s. He had asked Henzie to meet him at his club to discuss the part but, realizing his mistake, genially explained that young ladies were under no circumstances allowed into the building.

Nevertheless, “[w]ithin a year [in 1917] Henzie Raeburn made her first professional appearance at the Theater Royal, Bath.”6 By 1918 she was assistant stage manager at the Alberry Theater in St. Martin’s Lane, a position she obtained by the deceptively simple process of asking for it. This was a remarkable achievement for a girl barely in her twenties, and testament to the quiet determination and self-belief which were to characterize both her professional and private lives. At this time “no woman had ever been on a [London] stage staff” (22), but there she was, “the first woman ASM. Her stage manager was beastly to her but it was a happy engagement, lasting to 1919.” She left this position to play at Stratford for the first time, as “Celia in As You Like It, Jessica in The Merchant, Margaret in Much Ado, and Alice in Henry V, plus bit-parts and walk-ons.” Over the next few years she worked consistently on the English dramatic circuit, acting and stage managing, both in London and touring across England. Shakespeare remained a staple but she also became familiar with the work of many of the leading contemporary playwrights—among them Noël Coward, Edith Craig, George Bernard Shaw, and John van Druten. Van Druten became a good friend and Henzie, who was clearly already an adept theatrical multi-tasker, directed his The Return Half “for a Sunday night show by ex-students of RADA … with the young John Gielgud in the lead” (25).

This burgeoning success led, in 1923, to a summer Shakespeare festival in a little southern English seaside town called Angmering-on-Sea. Henzie had been asked to perform extracts from the roles of Lady Macbeth and Katherine of Aragon. A certain Martin Browne had been asked to direct Hamlet. Martin, who at Oxford had studied history and theology and “had always taken it for granted that [he] should ultimately be ordained” (7), had instead fallen under the spell of Shakespeare and the theater. At Oxford he had founded a Shakespeare Reading Group, but he had no formal training whatsoever in theater. He was offered the directorship of Hamlet through his friendship with the Speaight family; this trait was to characterize his career, which was built on personal connections, innate talent, and a healthy dose of carpe diem.

Henzie, the professional, was initially unimpressed with the directorial presumption of Martin, the amateur. She had some reason for this: Martin had never directed before, but figured that if the cast “were rash enough to entrust themselves to [him he] might as well start with the biggest of challenges, which was also the most familiar” (12). Thought Henzie, “Amateurs daring to present Shakespeare! Had I not already worked at Stratford?”7 Simultaneously put off by and attracted to “the beginning director’s sense of confidence,”8 she nevertheless “found [her]self shaking his hand, and noting that she would be willing to help out on the production in any way [she] could.”9 Martin promptly called in this favor the next Tuesday when his Ophelia came down with a fever. Did Henzie know the part? “No. Would I learn it, and play it Thursday night?”10 Henzie “stayed up all night … memorizing her lines, rehearsed with Martin [who as well as directing also played Horatio] and the rest of the company on Thursday morning, and found herself performing the part Thursday evening.”11

History does not record what happened to the original Ophelia once she recovered. Nor does it record what happened to Henzie’s renditions of Lady Macbeth and Katherine of Aragon. Henzie stayed with the production and, years later, recorded falling in love with Horatio during the so-called mad scene, where Ophelia hands Horatio a daisy. Out of this moment, performed night after night for the weeks of the run, their relationship grew, with Henzie wondering, “Is this part of the mystery of acting, or is it that ‘at the first sight / They have changed eyes?’”12 She quotes here The Tempest (Prospero speaking of Ferdinand and Miranda), earlier writing that “this magical play, when I became involved with it as director, was to change my life” (16).

At the end of the festival Henzie and Martin went their separate ways, he to York and she to London. But they wrote regularly to each other, reconvening in Angmering the next summer. Henzie was to direct The Tempest, with unspecified “help” from Martin, who also played Prospero. The capable Henzie was undoubtedly more than able to direct on her own, but Martin was elevated to the rank of co-director, possibly because a woman director—even for an amateur production in a sleepy little town—would have been looked at askance. Nevertheless, this Tempest was to be the “magical play” which, as Henzie herself said, “changed [her] life.” They became engaged during its August run and were married by Christmas.

The marriage was greeted with horror by both families. Neither Henzie nor Martin ever fully explained why. Martin’s family no doubt disapproved of Henzie’s profession, which at the time was still regarded by some as little better than prostitution; his mother “offered [him] a trip round the world if [he] would not marry Henzie.”13 The reason for the opposition of Henzie’s family is less clear, but whatever it was, “the two families couldn’t meet so a reception was impossible.” But in church on the wedding day, behind Henzie’s disapproving parents, sat her other family: “a galaxy of young theater people. They came for love of Henzie.” Even this alternative family, its networks and relationships forged through shared experience on the London theatrical circuit, wondered what Henzie “had landed herself with.” According to Martin, John van Druten, on hearing of Henzie’s engagement, asked her, “What will you do about laughing?” On all sides the marriage of vibrant, talented Henzie Raeburn to “shy,”14 serious, unknown Martin Browne was greeted with bemusement. Yet “laughter dissolved it all into happiness” (31), and the marriage, begun in the shadow of so much doubt and disapproval, proved to be loving and long, ending only with Henzie’s death in 1971, after almost forty-seven years.

But after their wedding Martin’s career, inevitably for the era, took precedence, in spite of the fact that Henzie’s had to date been markedly more successful, or at least more prominent. Despite all he learned from Henzie about theatrical direction, performance, and staging, it was Martin’s work (or, sometimes, the lack of it) that was to shape where and how they lived over the ensuing decades. As a married woman, and—soon—mother, Henzie Browne had entered the 1920s domestic circuit. Although she also continued to work on the theatrical circuit for the rest of her life, it was far more difficult, and frustrating, to do so as Martin Browne’s wife than as free, single Henzie Raeburn. Despite this, Henzie was clearly no shrinking violet. The Brownes seem to have enjoyed a genuinely strong marriage, both privately and professionally; their tendency to work together across many decades as a united team of two is reflected in the title of their autobiography. But Henzie was completely sure-footed in summing up what she brought to the professional side of the marriage, and her influence on Martin’s career:


If Martin had married another woman, he would, I believe, have had an utterly other career. Dog-collars and gaiters would probably have come into his wardrobe, and who is to know what shape his life would have taken? I was able to give him a varied accumulation of theatrical knowledge, and many personal friendships which directly and indirectly were to steer the course of our journey through the years.

(Two in One, 87)



But although Henzie, all her life, acted as Martin’s assistant—the fact that she was clearly determined to do so unusually progressive for interwar Britain—he remained the director. After their honeymoon they moved to Doncaster, in south Yorkshire, because that was where Martin had a job—producing theater with the Workers’ Educational Association (WEA), which carried out social work in the slums of industrial cities. Grim, unsmiling Doncaster was a world away from the London theatrical scene Henzie was used to. It was also far from her family, to which in spite of everything she had apparently remained close, writing daily to her mother “until the day of [her] marriage” (16).

Short of money (which was to become a recurring theme in their married lives), for diversion the newly-weds “used to walk one each side of the street and count the aspidistras.”15 Henzie wrote nothing about the “so huge an adjustment [she had] to make” (33) but it is of this point that Martin notes that “Henzie cried a lot,” acknowledging (albeit fleetingly) the sacrifice made by his young, talented wife: “Doncaster. It was … for this that Henzie had given up London and the prospects of her theatrical career” (32). But Henzie, all her life, got on with things. The move to Doncaster was only the first of many “adjustments.” Their lodgings were grim and shabby, but she introduced “flair,” color bright and bold enough to make Doncastrians gasp when they entered (33). The gaily painted rooms became “a happy place,” Henzie duly fulfilling her primary wifely duty, to make a happy home. Alongside homemaking she continued to work, taking “a private pupil[,] the dumpy daughter of a publican” (32), although in what she was to instruct her is not entirely clear; probably it was elocution.

She also continued working in theater. Together she and Martin staged plays for the local mining communities, although it is not recorded whether Henzie was also paid for her work by the WEA or simply did so voluntarily. As we have seen, Henzie knew the value of her professional work, but the WEA was run as a charity and had little money to spare. The couple’s first child, Denis, was born in August 1926, and it seems likely either that Henzie was not paid, or that Martin’s wage was split between them. It was at this time, while staging a community version of the Coventry Nativity pageant, that the Brownes encountered “a church so hidebound that the vicar would not allow Henzie to play in it because she was a professional actress, of the devil’s brood. She acted as prompter to the amateurs, in a nun’s habit” (35). Martin’s tone is one of faintly amused irony. Henzie is silent.

The year Denis was born was also that of the General Strike. The WEA, “this youngest of the educational settlements[,] was doomed” (37). Martin’s search for other work led him and his pregnant wife “all over the country but to no avail” apart from a temporary position with the British Drama League. Eventually he was offered a junior faculty position in the Drama Department of what was then Carnegie Tech (now Carnegie Mellon University) in Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania, “to teach speech and do some directing” (41); there was also “parallel work in evening classes” for Henzie. This was “a kind act, if a rash one” since Martin “had no formal speech training” and neither he nor Henzie had ever taught. Nevertheless, with no work and no prospect of it at home in England, they had little choice but to accept. With their three-week-old baby in tow, the Brownes packed up their lives, said goodbye to home, family, and friends, and set sail for America.

Such an uprooting would have been difficult at the best of times. With a newborn baby it must have been infinitely more so. Henzie, as always, got on with it, somehow coping with new motherhood, a new country, a new job, and her own health conditions; early in their marriage she had been diagnosed with what Martin described as “a hole in her heart” (35). Both dealt with this by ignoring it as far as possible, but it resulted in recurring bouts of illness throughout Henzie’s life. Nevertheless, the years spent at Pittsburgh seem to have been happy and fruitful, providing both the space and freedom to explore, alongside various productions of the more accepted and expected Shakespeare, the genre that was eventually to make Martin’s name: medieval religious drama.

By the summer of 1930 the Brownes had a new baby, Christopher, had renewed their contracts at Carnegie, and appeared settled in America. Then Martin was offered the position of Director of Religious Drama by George Bell, president of the newly-formed Religious Drama Society. Once again they upped sticks and returned to England, where Bell’s wife introduced the Brownes to T. S. Eliot, sparking a collaborative friendship that continued until the latter’s death in 1965. Martin was to direct the debut productions of all Eliot’s plays but the one he returned to again and again over the following decades was Murder in the Cathedral, originally staged for the Canterbury Festival in 1935. Olivia Munk claims that the title is actually Henzie’s: “originally titled Fear in the Way, drawn on [Eliot’s] love of murder mysteries and the Sherlock Holmes novels[,] Martin found [the title] to be too sensationalist; Henzie suggested Murder in the Cathedral. The name stuck.”16 Neither Martin nor Henzie refers in their writing to this incident but Henzie was clearly comfortable giving Eliot suggestions; it was she who encouraged him to “pen[] the original graphic reference”17 to the body of Celia in The Cocktail Party “decomposing after being eaten by ants … for she thought the audience would feel cheated if it did not know the details of Celia’s death.” Ironically this imagery was later toned down in performance, partly at Martin’s directorial suggestion, as audiences found it too distasteful. Martin may have known what audiences wanted (or didn’t), but Henzie knew what worked dramatically, and was unfazed by the niceties of convention. Though seemingly small in themselves, these two examples suggest a woman confident in theatrical judgement and assured in expressing it.

Not content with merely giving T. S. Eliot notes, Henzie also performed in his plays; she led the Women of Jerusalem in Murder in the Cathedral and played Ivy in the 1939 premiere of A Family Reunion, which Martin directed, and which was staged at London’s Westminster Theater. The debut of A Family Reunion was not an unqualified success; it received only a lukewarm reception, which, sadly, is also true of Henzie’s acting career after her marriage. After her second son, Christopher, started at boarding school she went back to acting, but only in smaller roles in now-forgotten plays, never completely fulfilling her early promise nor enjoying a “big break.” The fact that she was Martin’s wife only hindered rather than helped. Although he recognized and was proud of Henzie’s ability, and sought to cast her wherever possible in productions he directed,18 this inevitably led to accusations of nepotism. Boarding school notwithstanding, Henzie also had two children to look after and a household to run. She did not have the time, energy, or resources to be both Henzie Browne, wife and mother, and Henzie Raeburn, successful actress. Nor, in the restrictive world open to women in 1930s Britain, was she allowed to be.

Few photographs of Henzie exist in the public domain; one or two accompany Two in One and others, press photographs or theatrical promotional material, surface occasionally on eBay. One of these (now hanging above my desk) dates from 1939, just before the outbreak of war and from the period during which the Eliot-Browne-Raeburn collaboration was at its most intense (figure 11.1). The poster, which is actually a page from a casting directory, depicts photographs of four actresses. Henzie is in the bottom right corner; the other three women (Gayane Mickeladze, Violette Morice, and Dorothy Overend) have now fallen even deeper into obscurity than Henzie herself. Henzie said of herself that from an early age “I attracted men.”19 She was not naive—as a girl and young woman, years before she met Martin, she recognized and enjoyed this power over the opposite sex. (Nevertheless, thanks to her Victorian-Edwardian middle-class upbringing, the first time a boy kissed her she had to “rush[] home” to enquire of her mother whether she was going to have a baby.) She was self-aware and quietly self-confident, but never flashy nor even particularly fashionable. The casting directory photograph shows a woman who looks younger than her age (early forties), oval-faced with high cheekbones, her large dark eyes (framed by slightly unruly brows) the most striking feature (figure 11.2). The carefully-lipsticked mouth is firm, the gaze poised but slightly solemn, staring directly down the camera lens. This positioning contrasts with that of the other women, all of whom tilt their heads away from the camera in carefully posed allurement. There is nothing posed about Henzie. Mickeladze and Overend wear plunging necklines and no item of clothing is visible at all in Morice’s head and (very bare) shoulder shot. Although the photographs are tactfully cropped before becoming too revealing, Henzie wears a jacket buttoned up to the neck, offset with a scarf tied in a tight bow. She looks as if she has just stepped out of a library rather than off a stage. There is a sense that what you see is what you get—steadiness, stability, good sense, a hint of firm, unyielding principles. Perhaps she was simply too steady and sensible to progress within the exciting, volatile, seductive world of acting.

[image: Page from The Spotlight Casting Directory (Autumn 1939) featuring portraits and bios of four actresses, including Henzie Raeburn in the bottom left. Includes acting specialties and contact details.]
Figure 11.1 Page from the “Leading Ladies” section of The Spotlight Casting Directory, Autumn 1939, 525, depicting Henzie Raeburn in bottom left-hand corner.
⏎


[image: Studio-style headshot of actress Henzie Raeburn from The Spotlight Casting Directory.]
Figure 11.2 Headshot of Henzie Raeburn, cropped from The Spotlight Casting Directory, Autumn 1939, 525.
⏎


Steady and sensible are traits useful in wartime. Early into the Second World War Henzie and Martin made the agonizing decision to send their sons to friends made during their time in America, out of reach of German bombs. Back in Britain, all theaters temporarily closed, uncertainty and confusion the order of the day, Henzie was reminded of “Shakespeare’s day when the plague ravaged London; and the actors, whom after all the law labeled vagabonds, took to the road. Perhaps an echo traveled … along the hills: ‘Take the plays around in a wagon!’”20 Martin, picking up this theme, noted that


[i]n Shakespeare’s day the theater was a place where actors and audiences exchanged experiences. […] The plague sent Shakespeare to inn-yards, banqueting-halls, the village green … should we go there, taking conditions in Britain as we found them? Not a job for which actors could be hired; but an experiment which a group of actors must work out together.



Recognizing that “thousands of people were going to be deprived of their recreation, just when they most needed it,” Henzie and Martin started the Pilgrim Players, a tiny touring company operating on a shoestring budget (it was started with a small legacy left to the Brownes by an aunt) and intended to take theater to the people. Martin “had always felt that the link between contemporary theater and its audience was too tenuous. Now, in time of common trouble, actors and audience together might discover something new.” Over the next several years the tiny company traveled all over Britain, contending with bombing, rationing, an ever-changing rota of members, lack of funds, costumes and conventional theatrical facilities, and the British weather—all in pursuit of its founders’ aim to “encourage drama which illuminates the human condition.”21

Judging by the amount she wrote about the company, the Pilgrim Players were one of—if not the most—important undertakings of Henzie’s life and career. The slim but detailed Pilgrim Story was published in 1945 and later condensed to form two chapters of Two in One, giving more space than to any of the Brownes’ other theatrical ventures, including the 1951 York Mystery Plays which formed the pinnacle of Martin’s career. For Henzie, working to get the company off the ground and onto the road was a way of dealing with the “black and terrible”22 dread which had “swamped” her in the early months of 1939. Once war had been declared and her sons shipped off to the comparative safety of America it was also, perhaps, a distraction from the loss of Denis and Christopher as well as from the physical dangers of war and bombing.

The company was probably the most truly communal project the Brownes ever undertook, pervaded by a joint sense of purpose which soon spread to encompass not only the rest of the company but also their audiences. For Martin, the most “transcendent moments”23 of theater and community came with the York Mystery Plays. For Henzie, although she never articulated it so clearly, they seem to have occurred with the Pilgrim Players. The crucible of war, and the constant threat of uncertain danger, drew actors and audiences together by a shared bond. The performances were relief and respite from the bombing, the guns, and the fear. One of the most poignant and vivid moments in Henzie’s account of the Players describes an outdoor performance in a rural Kent barn,


lit by two motor headlamps from the front row. Martin was watching the audience come out when he saw a woman stop suddenly and then say to her neighbour, ‘What’s that noise?’ ‘The guns, my dear,’ replied the other. ‘Do you know,’ said the first, ‘I’d quite forgotten them.’24



The company played in village churches, on village greens under the open skies, and many times in London air-raid shelters. The shelter performances, always crammed into tiny spaces with no proper stage, Henzie describes as having “the atmosphere of a big family” (145), wryly observing, “We were outdoing Shakespeare in the matter of close contact with an audience.”

Each member of the company was paid an equal, if very small, salary, irrespective of “experience or talent.”25 Although the company was eventually organized “departmentally,” everyone mucked in, “shar[ing] in the manual labour; and no Pilgrim, if asked to give a hand with setting stage or jacking up the van, would dream of saying it wasn’t his job.” Despite the horrors of war, its practical necessities allowed women to work alongside men with an unusual freedom. The post-war period, with its ultra-feminine “New Look” fashions and the Labour government’s attempt “to inject a new infusion of ‘moral capital’ into the national bloodstream,”26 would see women expected to return to the home, family, and domesticity. Many women flourished in the perverse freedom of the British wartime environment and Henzie, although she was both fairly conservative and extremely discreet, may also have shared in this sense of liberation.

On Orkney, performing to the naval base stationed there, Henzie and Martin managed to stage a two-person version of Hamlet—Martin playing Hamlet and Henzie eight other parts, an arrangement described by a witness as “need[ing] a bit of imagination on the part of the audience but not so much as you might think because the Brownes are first-class actors and Shakespeare does the rest.”27 However, in general the plays of the Shakespeare canon were too long, and required too many actors, for the tiny company. The company’s main repertoire was pulled from the religious drama movement which had been briefly fashionable throughout the 1930s. It also incorporated some of the medieval drama which the so-called poetic drama movement had slowly begun to rehabilitate after centuries of neglect. The Pilgrim Players’ first performance was of James Bridie’s 1930 Tobias and the Angel, described by Henzie as “a play with a religious idea of the first rank as drama and as entertainment” (117). Tobias was to appear regularly in the company’s repertoire, as did D. H. Lawrence’s David and Henri Ghéon’s Way of the Cross. Bridie also wrote for the company The Dragon and the Dove, intriguingly summarized by Henzie as “taken from Helen Waddell’s story of the Hermit Abraham, one of the Desert Fathers of the fourth century, and how he rescued his niece from a brothel by dressing up as a Roman soldier” (149), and A Change for the Worse, “a half-hour morality in which the devil is defeated by finding that his machinations produce unexpectedly good effects.” Another staple was Murder in the Cathedral, which Eliot rewrote for them into “an ‘emergency version’ for nine players” (132). At Christmas Martin seized the opportunity to “devise[] The Merry Play of Christmas, an adaptation from the York, Coventry and Wakefield Mysteries” (120). This production incorporated the whole of the Coventry Second Shepherd’s Play, although the “farcical sheep-stealing scenes could be omitted” when staged in a church.

The company received some criticism, both at the time and in later scholar-ship, for simply restaging old plays with established techniques, rather than breaking new ground. Richard Ward, an early member of the Pilgrim Players who later left to form the Adelphi Players, criticized the Pilgrim Players for not being “a truly revolutionary movement in the theater, because they appeared merely to be taking the old theatrical technique into new surroundings. The Pilgrims were, in fact, endeavouring to rehabilitate the old.”28 Peter Billingham, in Theaters of Conscience 1939–53: A Study of Four Touring British Community Theaters, suggests that “[i]t is doubtful whether the Pilgrim Players would ever have been formed except for the circumstances of those early months of the war, [which] provoked [an] idealistic response of using theater in a restorative sense in a time of political and social crisis.”29 The Pilgrim Players was, according to him, an initiative … characteristic of an uncomplicated, assumed patriotism.” Later he suggests that “what characterise[d] all of [the wartime touring theater companies] … was the unswerving idealism that motivated and committed them, both to one another and to their audiences, scattered in small towns and villages around Britain” (41).

This may be over-simplification; at this remove, and with a lack of primary supporting evidence,30 it is difficult to judge. However, the Pilgrim Players never set out to create progressive or avant-garde theater; instead the company fulfilled a specific cultural and temporal need. In this respect Billingham’s comment that “Martin Browne did not seek to elaborate any theoretical basis for his work. Neither did he see himself … as being at odds with the theater establishment or as an instrument for radical change within the theater”31 is fair. Similarly, his summary of the “major, twin motivating principles behind the work of the Pilgrim Players” (29) is also accurate:


Firstly, there was a recognition of the common human need that existed under the stress of wartime conditions for entertainment and cultural recreation. Secondly, there was Browne’s associated conviction that providing that form of cultural enrichment might be allied to serving people’s religious needs.



Of the company’s repertoire, Billingham writes that “each [production] reflected the way in which Martin Browne sought to produce plays which, to one degree or another, fulfilled his concept of religious drama … the drama of which the theme is the relationship between God and man” (88). Unfortunately, no first-hand accounts of audience response survive, and how viewers responded to this overt invitation to consider their “relationship” with the Almighty is now lost. Scattered through Henzie’s writings are occasional accounts suggesting that audiences certainly appreciated the entertainment. At Maidstone Gaol—where a prisoner named Tobias, “always in trouble,”32 had recently died—the choice of play invoked great mirth:


When the chaplain had inadvertently announced the play as Tobias with the Angels there had been signs that some extra laughs might be expected. A riotous afternoon culminated at the moment when Tobias’ father-in-law … crosses the stage … to dig his grave. Those who had recently taken part in this ‘fatigue’ were loudly sympathetic.



The Pilgrims were a tight-knit band. Nina Evans, remembering in the 1980s her time with the company, recalled that “[t]he most enduring quality and aspect of that time was the sense of community that we shared.”33 She also said that “I have never experienced anything quite like it since, and in a sense, neither do I expect to.” Nevertheless, something of this search for community, which was supremely important to both the Brownes, was to carry through into their work on the York Mystery Plays.

Towards the end of the war a new administrative arrangement with the wartime Council for the Encouragement of Music and the Arts, or CEMA, gave the Pilgrim Players some much-needed security. Thanks to this new funding arrangement, “tours were now nationally organised, and all of [the Players] who went about on them were aware that [they] had found a huge new audience.”34 At the war’s end the company moved into the Mercury Theater, near London’s Notting Hill Gate, where Martin happily set about producing a string of “New Plays by Poets,” or verse drama. For reasons not entirely clear, this period came to an abrupt end in 1948, when Ashley Dukes, the Cultural Advisor for Music and Drama, “returned from his post with the Allied Central Commission in Germany in 1948 and, rather acrimoniously, gave the company notice to quit.”35

Martin moved on to the directorship of the British Drama League, for which he staged Eliot’s The Cocktail Party. Henzie was excluded from any involvement in the production: “Henry [Sherek, the producer] … was firmly against the director’s wife being in his cast.”36 In a rare glimpse into personal feelings, both felt “bitter” that Henzie “was debarred from parts to which she had so much to bring.” Martin always utilized—indeed, relied on—Henzie’s skills, both as an actor and as a manager, whenever he could. In undertaking the huge task of mounting the first post-medieval staging of the York mystery play cycle, which took place as part of the 1951 Festival of Britain but for which planning began in 1949, he relied on her more than ever. Henzie was granted the status of Associate Producer, and credited as such under her stage name in the program, although not without a bracketed aside: “m[arried] to Martin Browne.”37 Much of the donkey work for this production was actually done by Henzie rather than Martin, who was initially tied up with other commitments down south; she had


‘the bulk of the work of training the amateur actors individually’ … and was to ‘assume authority over the cast’ and liaise with the artistic director on ‘all matters pertaining to the production’ during any of her husband’s absences.38



As noted above, she also had responsibility for directing all the Mary scenes, although admittedly these were not many, most of the Marian pageants being cut or severely truncated so as to avoid offending Church of England sensibilities. Finally, she also played Mary Magdalene. Margaret Rogerson wryly notes that “[t]his arrangement was not, apparently, entirely harmonious” (80), and that “the notion of a director’s wife in the cast” (79) ruffled feathers. This seems to have bothered Henzie and Martin not at all and overall the 1951 production was managed without any major issues. In fact, it was a triumphant success, one which sealed Martin’s reputation both domestically and internationally and was instrumental in his appointment to Commander of the British Empire (CBE) the following year. Henzie—and Norah Lambourne, who designed the set and costumes—received no official recognition at all.

Martin restaged the production in 1954 and 1957; with these revivals, tensions first felt in the 1951 staging became more problematic. Trouble came in the form of a personality clash between the Brownes and Hans Hess, who was appointed artistic director of the York Festival. After the 1954 performance Hess sniffily “commented that the performance of the mysteries ‘suffered from a good deal of sentimentality mainly in the roles of the Marys,’ a pointed criticism of Henzie’s work” (80). How much of the tension arose due to incompatible personalities, the fact of Henzie being Martin’s wife, or the simple fact that she was a woman presuming to direct at a time when this was still unusual, is now difficult to judge. The result was that Henzie was completely shut out of the 1957 production. However, the Brownes ultimately had the last word; when Martin was re-engaged as director for the 1966 production, he swiftly cast Henzie as Mary the Mother. Despite “the surprise and annoyance of Hess … the casting was allowed to stand” (81).

Throughout the 1950s and 1960s, in addition to her work on the York plays, Henzie appeared in a few minor film and television roles. The now-forgotten films she appeared in included The Kingdom of God (1947), Little Red Monkey (1953), Badger’s Green (1953), Orders to Kill (1958), Death Was a Passenger (1958); for BBC Sunday Night Theater The Scarlet Pimpernel (1951), A Hundred Years Old (1952), and Biography (1958); and the series Theater 625 (1967) and Sanctuary (1968). These were all minor roles, some uncredited, and apparently neither Henzie nor Martin, for both of whom the theater was always pre-eminent, thought them worth mentioning. Between 1956 and 1962 the Brownes also spent several months each year at New York’s Union Theological Seminary, or UTS, then “at the height of its fame, ‘the world’s largest independent and interdenominational Seminary.’”39 Martin was appointed Visiting Professor of Religious Drama; Henzie went too as a Visiting Lecturer.

She also continued to write. As well as her wartime account of the Pilgrim Players, she wrote at least three plays for Martin to direct, all in the religious drama vein. These were Disarm!, written back in 1932; Beginning of the Way, originally written during wartime for the Pilgrim Players and then revived for the UTS; and The Green Wood: A Dramatic Liturgy, written in 1958 for Martin to stage with his UTS students. She also worked with her husband on the writing of Two in One, supposedly a joint autobiography, although it is rather Martin-heavy. She never saw the book’s 1981 publication, dying in 1973 of her long-suffered heart condition. Perhaps rather surprisingly, given such a long and apparently loving, close-knit first marriage, Martin remarried the following year. He finished Two in One, including as its epilogue a letter Henzie had written to friends and family describing his 1971 investiture as Doctor of Letters at Lambeth Palace. It had apparently never occurred to either of them to wonder why the equally talented, determined, and resilient Henzie—actor of stage and screen, director, playwright, author, teacher, wife, mother—was never granted similar recognition.

Both Henzie and Martin were always coy about their politics, although given their close friendship and association with the self-described “high Tory” T. S. Eliot, it is not difficult to guess where their sympathies lay. Martin also cites Sybil Thorndike, who was a member of the pacifist Peace Pledge Union, as “always [having] a profound influence” (34) on both him and Henzie. Martin was always open about the importance of faith and religion to his life and work, Henzie less so; her faith was quieter, less expressive, but no less deep. In her, conservative and more liberal instincts were perhaps always slightly at war. She allowed Martin’s career to come first, dutifully following him endlessly up and down England and to and fro across the Atlantic; she was a loyal wife and a good mother, according to the terms demanded by her era. But she also struggled, all her life, to maintain her own identity and some semblance of her own career, separate from her husband’s. She loved the theater and its power to entertain, instruct, and lift both actors and audience into another realm. Above all she loved “old theater”—medieval and early modern, especially Shakespeare. She inserted herself into a continuing cyclicality, helping to bring old drama to life on new circuits.
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Abstract: In 1634 the Earl of Bridgewater’s children performed John Milton’s Comus at Ludlow Castle. In 2016 professional actors performed Comus at Shakespeare’s Globe for a London audience. In each incarnation of the masque, a young woman’s movement, song, and speech animated the central character of the Lady, in 1634 by the fifteen-year-old Alice Egerton and in 2016 by the twenty-something Emma Curtis. To frame the temporal tensions that emerge in the 2016 production, I use Mark Fisher’s musicalized discussion of Jacques Derrida’s “hauntology.” I close the temporal circuit between the two “Ladies” to consider how the past might be reanimated onstage in the present and how today’s performances of early modern texts and music manifest the tension between then and now.
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In 1634 the Earl of Bridgewater’s children performed John Milton’s Comus at Ludlow Castle, in honor of their father’s installation as Lord President of Wales. In 2016 professional actors performed Comus at the Sam Wanamaker Playhouse, Shakespeare’s Globe, for a London audience.1 In each incarnation of the masque, a young woman’s movement, song, and speech animated the central character of the Lady, first as rendered by fifteen-year-old Alice Egerton and subsequently by twenty-something Emma Curtis.2

When the masque appeared in print in 1637 it bore the descriptive title, A Maske Presented at Ludlow Castle, foregrounding the location where the festivities took place. The title page also listed the date of first performance, Michaelmas Night, which would have been September 29, and the key audience member for the event, “John Earle of Bridgewater.” Henry Lawes, music teacher to Bridgewater’s three children, penned the dedication to the earl’s oldest son, took the role of the Attendant Spirit/Thyrsis, and composed the music.

The plot involves three youths wandering in the woods, two brothers (played at Ludlow Castle by the earl’s two sons) and the Lady, their sister, played by the earl’s daughter, Alice Egerton. The sister grows weary, the brothers leave to find sustenance, and Comus appears. As the son of Bacchus and Circe, Comus combines the attractive qualities of the god of wine and the sorceress; accordingly, he is full of intoxicating charm. The Lady willingly follows Comus, but is subsequently captured and imprisoned by him, stuck to a chair by nefarious magical means. Comus tempts her to drink from his enchanted cup (symbolizing intemperance, sexual and otherwise), but she stalwartly resists, asserting the virtues of chastity and self-denial. Her brothers appear with the Attendant Spirit, break Comus’s cup, and drive him and his “rout” of monstrous followers away. A water nymph, Sabrina, then removes Comus’s enchantment; the Lady is freed from captivity by female intervention. The Lady and her brothers happily return home to celebrate their triumph “O’re sensual Folly and Intemperance.”3

The production team at the Globe recognized that Milton’s domestic masque with its archaic music and celebration of female chastity might prove alienating for a twenty-first-century audience. To bridge the temporal gap, director Lucy Bailey and production designer Bill Dudley contracted Patrick Barlow, a well-known playwright and comedian, to craft a frame that would provide a “way in” to the early modern masque for modern audiences.4 Barlow’s frame introduces contemporary Londoners to fictionalized versions of the early modern people who originated roles in Milton’s masque. We meet Alice, her brothers, and the composer Henry Lawes in media res as they prepare to stage Comus. The act of translation also extends to composer Paul James’s musical choices, which includes Lawes’s five extant songs and other early modern English tunes alongside more modern sounds. James had experience translating the sonic past for present-day audiences as a founding member of the folk band Blowzabella, a group that plays traditional tunes with an unusual ensemble, featuring fiddle, bagpipes, and accordion alongside bass guitar, saxophone, and clarinet.5 The director Bailey wanted “almost constant music,” so, to supplement James’s contributions, the music coordinator James Maloney supplied harpsichord underscoring, and Globe music director Bill Barclay sourced additional period music.6

Thus, the 2016 Comus at the Globe was a deliberate act of resurrection, a re-presentation of a specific past performance event in the present. In its replaying of history (and historical performance) it participated in a larger cultural trend. Mark Fisher, writing about contemporary British culture, identifies the current era as one filled with endless replay, a moment in which history has collapsed in on itself:7


The shift into so-called Post-Fordism—with globalisation, ubiquitous computerisation and the casualisation of labour—resulted in a complete transformation in the way that work and leisure were organised. In the last 10 to 15 years, meanwhile, the internet and mobile telecommunications technology have altered the texture of everyday experience beyond all recognition. Yet, perhaps because of all this, there’s an increasing sense that culture has lost the ability to grasp and articulate the present. Or it could be that, in one very important sense, there is no present to grasp and articulate any more.



Fisher’s view is perhaps too bleak, but his identification of the trend is accurate. He frames this mediation of the past in the present as a manifestation of Jacques Derrida’s “hauntology”—a neologism coined by the philosopher that combines “haunting” with “ontology.”8

For Fisher, “hauntology” explains our current cultural infatuation with the past, including the sampling of old sounds by new musical artists. In this chapter I use hauntology in a similar fashion, as the analytical frame to understand the 2016 Comus, a production in which the real-life Alice Egerton along with Henry Lawes’s music and Milton’s text are “sampled” and remixed in a modern context.

Just as the early modern music of the 2016 Comus and Milton’s text cannot be heard in the same way as they would have been in 1634, the re-presentation of the musical Alice must also be an approximation, an imperfect shadow, of what went before. As Fisher describes it, “In terms of sound, hauntology is a question of hearing what is not here” (120). The difference between the early modern original and the modern simulacrum is also symptomatic of a phenomenon Joseph Roach calls “surrogation,” the process by which “culture reproduces and re-creates itself.”9


Because collective memory works selectively, imaginatively, and often perversely, surrogation rarely if ever succeeds … The fit cannot be exact. The intended substitute either cannot fulfill expectations, creating a deficit, or actually exceeds them, creating a surplus.



Curtis’s surrogated performance as Egerton is analogous to the popular musicians described by Fisher, who insert a fake crackle into their modern recordings. Like this constructed crackle, Curtis’s Lady, “exposes a temporal pathology: it makes ‘out of joint’ time audible … both invok[ing] the past and mark[ing] out our distance from it … call[ing] out a whole disappeared regime of materiality” (144) in this case the body and voice of a long-dead early modern girl.

In what follows, I consider what is selectively and imaginatively remem-bered and what is effaced in Emma Curtis’s intermedial performance as Alice Egerton/the Lady in the 2016 Comus and how her surrogation of this girl from long ago manifests hauntology. The lack of “fit” between Alice Egerton and Emma Curtis gestures towards the distance between now and then, as Curtis’s performance forces us to hear what is not there, to highlight what has been lost, as she sings, acts, and dances as a twenty-first-century woman impersonating a seventeenth-century girl. To more fully understand the fascinating temporal tensions that emerged through the attempt to render historical figures incarnate, to recreate sounds that can never fully be recaptured, I turn to a consideration of the original performance circumstances and the genre expectations that framed Alice Egerton’s performance.


Ludlow Castle/Sam Wanamaker Playhouse

Court masques often included noble girls and women as dancers, and by the time Comus was performed in 1634 the fifteen-year-old Alice Egerton had already been featured in Tempe Restored (1632).10 She had danced as one the Influences of the Stars. Like many girls of her station, she probably studied with a dancing master to prepare for performances such as these.11 Young women also sang, danced, and sometimes acted in school-based masques or masques in the domicile.12 However, Milton’s Comus departs from these masquing traditions in one key respect: the centrality of Alice’s role as the Lady, a role far more complicated than the roles assigned to her brothers. Henry Lawes, the composer for Comus, was Alice’s music teacher; he thus knew her abilities well and he and his friend Milton clearly designed Comus to showcase her talents.13 Indeed, the Lady might even be viewed as a proto-feminist figure. As Comus director Lucy Bailey acknowledges, “It’s … extraordinary that the central figure is a young girl, the Lady, and that she is triumphant.”14

Beyond its purpose as a showcase for the Egerton children (specifically Alice), Comus is also an occasional piece that engages with sexual politics— familial and otherwise—something that Patrick Barlow’s newly written frame emphasizes.15 The Earl of Bridgewater was appointed President of the Council in the Marches of Wales in June 1631, and was named Lord Lieutenant of north and south Wales in July of that same year, but had delayed taking up his seat at Ludlow Castle because of a very public sex scandal and subsequent trial that affected the family.16 Many scholars have speculated that the masque’s fixation on chastity was motivated by the Lord President’s desire to distance himself from his executed brother-in-law, Mervin Touchet, Earl of Castlehaven, who had been convicted of instigating his wife’s rape and committing sodomy with his servants.17

Patrick Barlow clearly knew about this scholarly speculation and explicitly made the recuperation of the family’s honor one of the motivations for the masque performance. As director Lucy Bailey describes it, she, Barlow, and designer Bill Dudley became “fascinated by the politics of the first performance … one of our starting points was imagining what would happen if the girl resisted being used as a political tool, and refused to play the part … The masque’s celebration of chastity must have been intended to wipe clean the family’s reputation.”18 In essence, Barlow chose to sample the past in his frame, inserting historic personages to address the masque’s archaic obsession with female chastity. This “crackle,” this calling attention to pastness, highlights our own relative frankness, even as it introduces another set of tensions.

Alice Egerton’s resistance to “being used as a political tool” is articulated from the very beginning of the frame, and Barlow’s choice both empowers the character in a modern feminist sense while ironically robbing her of agency. Henry Lawes (hilariously played by Philip Cumbus) instructs Alice to take the hand of Daniel (Danny Lee Wynter), the stable boy who will take the role of Comus in the masque. Alice explodes, explaining that she cannot do it. Her brothers posit various reasons for her rebellion, even speculating that she likes the stable boy a bit too much. Eventually Alice admits that she doesn’t want to “do the scene of the virgin stuck in the chair.” She doesn’t care about rescuing her family’s reputation or making a good marriage match: “What if I don’t want to be allied, or allotted, or chaste?” Her father responds imperiously, “You’ll wear your pretty white dress, sing your pretty songs, and play your pretty part, do you understand?”19 Alice is sufficiently cowed by her father, and agrees to perform. The exchange with her father thus encourages a modern audience to view Alice’s entire performance as being executed under duress. A strategy intended to mitigate antiquated notions of gender and sexuality forecloses the possibility that the actual Alice Egerton might have enjoyed being the star of the show. The specter of the past is raised, but in this new context, in this new frame, performance is subjection, although, as we shall see, this fictional Alice does assert her agency at the end of the masque.

Whatever Alice Egerton’s real-life personal feelings might have been about participating in the masque (something we do not know), her performance in Comus would have certainly signified quite differently in 1634 than Curtis’s public professional performance in 2016. The early modern Alice sang, danced, and acted in her domicile at a time when women were excluded from the professional London stage. And while girls and women did take part in court masques, school masques, and domestic masques,20 and women also performed as mountebanks21 and in regional performances across England,22 such activities came at a price: their chastity was frequently called into question. Indeed, Deanne Williams has argued that Milton’s masque, with its fixation on chastity, might have been viewed as an “extended reflection upon the implications of girls as performers in the Stuart court masque.”23 Furthermore, in 1633, the year before Comus’s first performance, William Prynne published his anti-theatrical screed, Histrio-Mastix, indexing “Women-actors” as “notorious whores.”24 When considering whether it would be better for a female role to be played by a cross-dressed actor or a woman, he concludes, “both of them are abominable[,] both intolerable, neither of them laudable or necessary; therefore both of them to bee abandoned, neither of them to be henceforth tollerated among Christians.”25

On the one hand, Barlow’s refashioning of Alice Egerton as a reluctant performer coerced by a domineering father obscures the power and the potential transgression of early modern singing and dancing girls and women. It creates surrogation with a deficit, neutralizing the charge that Alice’s singing, acting, and dancing may have possessed for some early modern spectators. On the other hand, despite what Barlow’s frame occludes, a small groove of girlish defiance, a hauntological crackle, lingers. The 1634 Alice performed despite antitheatricalists who called for a cessation of masquing and female performance. The 2016 Alice chaffed against her father’s commands and resisted being used as a tool to repair the family’s tattered reputation. Both Alices challenged dominant power structures, either by engaging in performance or resisting it.



Alice's Voice

Alice’s voice is another rich hauntological site in the 2016 Comus, for historica music is cited and sampled with a difference, revivified by those who do not have access to the same experiences and training as their early modern predecessors.26 Such performances express the spectral sounds of the past even as they suggest their irrecuperable nature in the present. The best place to examine this complex temporal tension is via Curtis’s performance of songs with early modern provenance, one a newly created hybrid, and the other a song by Henry Lawes, originally designed for Alice Egerton and her talents.

Alice’s first musical moment extends the themes of daughterly subjugation pursued in Barlow’s frame and serves as a transition to the beginning of the masque performance. The Earl of Bridgewater takes a centrally located seat and then his children obediently direct the performance to him, dancing elegantly with their castmates before singing a newly created trio not found in Milton’s masque, “I thy servant am.” (In Milton’s masque Henry Lawes’s Attendant Spirit begins the proceedings.) The children’s words are new, but the music is drawn from Orlando Gibbons’s madrigal “Dainty fine bird.” They proclaim their fealty to their father, that they “would in a dungeon dwell if thou didst ask,” a line which elicited a chuckle from the audience at the Wanamaker, as it evoked the petulant defiance of modern teenagers. Then, in a bit of foreshadowing, Alice peels off from her brothers, forging her own path. They step back and she sings a brief solo that alludes to the actual text of Gibbons madrigal without precisely replicating it.




	Orlando Gibbons, “Dainty fine bird”
	2016 Comus, “I thy servant am” (Alice’s solo)





	Dainty fine bird that art encaged there, Alas how like thine and my fortunes are.
	I am a dainty bird but tho’ winged am not free



	Both prisoners be; and both singing, thus
	For all my life is fast to fly to thee.



	Strive to please her that hath imprisoned us.
	 



	Only thus we differ, thou and I, Thou livest singing, but I sing and die.
	 





Both songs compare the protagonist to a trapped bird: one is imprisoned in a cage, the other forced onto a flight path she did not choose. The connection between Gibbons’s original tune and the revised version in the 2016 Comus is suggestive—obviously the creative team chose “Dainty bird” because of its topicality, using it to highlight the themes foregrounded in Barlow’s frame. This interpolation of a preexistent tune also replicates the practices of the early modern playhouse, where well-known songs and ballads were frequently used in plays, as Ross Duffin has amply explored.27 While the mode of creation mimics an early modern process, it is with a difference, for what would have been potentially audible to an early modern audience—the subtle connections between the adaptation and Gibbons’s original madrigal—would not have been detected by many members of the modern London audience. And yet, not all is lost, for the modern audience might feel the pathos of Emma Curtis’s performance as Alice Egerton, her voice exposed as the harpsichord accompaniment cuts out, sonically signaling her vulnerability as she sings of her own oppression. This is hauntology: the past is audible in the present, as Emma Curtis’s Alice Egerton sings of the plight of an early modern woman underpinned by Gibbons’s old melody. Her tune sounds archaic, but, like contemporary recordings featuring an artificial crackle, it is a modern musical confection.

Hauntology is even more evident in the scene featuring “Sweet Echo,” Lawes’s specially-designed song for Alice Egerton. The Lady, lost in the woods, is affrighted by Comus’s revelry, which she hears as “the sound / Of Riot, and ill manag’d Merriment, / Such as the jocund Flute, or gamesome Pipe” (70, lines 171–73)—raucous, disordered music, music that early modern elite listeners such as the Egertons would have identified with the sounds of the antimasque. The Lady’s anxiety is underscored in the 2016 production by a distinctly modern, dissonant drone, which harmoniously resolves as she summons faith, hope, “And thou unblemish’t form of Chastitie” (72, line 215), the final word undergirded by a tinkling harpsichord, a return to the sonic early modern. This deliberate sonic archaism on the word “Chastitie” provoked laughter from the 2016 audience, as captured on the archival video of the event. They were aurally directed to arrive at this jocular response, for the Lady’s invocation of a lauded early modern virtue is accompanied by an exaggerated musical cue, campily pointing a finger at time out-of-joint, the distance between then and now. The Lady then decides to provide her own, more exalted kind of music, the song “Sweet Echo” commanding Echo to reveal the location of her brothers. But her invocation does not work. Echo remains silent and instead the Lady summons a would-be seducer. As Scott Trudell argues, “Sweet Echo” is a song “that is imagined in terms of perfect communication, yet is undermined, misdirected, and remade in the process of mediation … a source of temptation and endangerment to its putative source.”28

Two different auditors—Comus and the Attendant Spirit—hear the Lady’s song, and their divergent reactions mirror ongoing early modern debates about music, femininity, and chastity, debates that, given the audience’s titters in 2016, largely fell on deaf ears at the Wanamaker Playhouse. Comus is enticed by the Lady’s music, precisely because it sounds virtuous, and he craves what he does not possess. She is not a siren, and her music is “a sacred, and home-felt delight, / Such sober certainty of waking bliss” (74, lines 262–63). Comus recognizes debased sounds when he hears them, and has even made them himself, but the Lady’s song is full of “Divine inchanting ravishment … somthing holy lodges in that brest, / And with these raptures moves the vocal air / To testifie his hidd’n residence” (73, lines 245–48). Conversely, the Attendant Spirit hears the same song and, while he also acknowledges the almost godlike power of the Lady’s voice, he frets for her safety, for he knows what lurks in the woods.29


I was all eare,

And took in strains that might create a soul

Under the ribs of Death, but O ere long

Too well I did perceive it was the voice

Of my most honour’d Lady, your dear sister.

Amaz’d I stood, harrow’d with grief and fear,

And O poor hapless Nightingale thought I,

How sweet thou sing’st, how neer the deadly snare!

(85, lines 560–67)



This is the problem musically talented women faced in early modern England—one cannot control the behavior of those who listen. And those who listen might be swept away with desire and longing as Comus was, potentially robbing the singer of one of her most valuable virtues—her chastity. Linda Austern pithily described the conundrum: “the female musician came to personify sensual intoxication, inspiring either pure spiritual ecstasy or destructive physical passion,” and indeed both strands are present in Comus’s and the Attendant Spirit’s reactions to the Lady’s “Sweet Echo.”30

The connection between music and violence is also made through the figure of the nightingale. The nightingale is mentioned in the Attendant Spirit’s description of the Lady’s song, and it also appears in “Sweet Echo.” As the Lady attempts to summon Echo, she sings about where the mythical nymph resides, invoking the melancholic bird. Echo “liv’st unseene … Where the love-lorne Nightingale / Nightly to thee her sad Song mourneth well” (230, lines 230, 234–35). For educated people in the early modern era, the nightingale would have evoked memories of the Ovidian tale of Philomel, a rape victim whose tongue is cut out by her assaulter, her brother-in-law Tereus. She is subsequently transformed into a nightingale, her voice restored through transfiguration.31 Leah Marcus has linked Comus to the rape case of a local woman, Margery Evans, arguing that it explains the masque’s focus on chastity, not virginity, for chastity may be retained even when a woman is sexually violated.32

However, Milton’s invocation of Philomel need not refer to a specific recent event; others who wrote for girl performers also mentioned Philomel. As Sophie Tomlinson has pointed out, masquing nymphs in Cupid’s Banishment (1617), an entertainment presented by schoolgirls for Queen Anna at Greenwich, invoke Philomel.33 They sing:


Harke harke how Philomell

Whose notes no ayre can parallel

Marke marke hir melody

Shee descants still on chastity

The diapason of hir song is Cupid’s gone

Hee is gone, hee is gone, is quite exild

Venus bratt peeuish ape fancies child34



Several decades after Milton’s Comus, the epilogue to Thomas Duffett’s Beauties Triumph (1676), a masque presented young women from a boarding school in Chelsea, lists the ornamental arts in which they are trained at school: singing to the lute, molding forms into “painted Wax,” and embroidering images of rape victims:


And when our thoughts to serious things are bent,

One in rich works with lively colours tells

Lucretia’s Rape, or mourning Philomels:

Each chast beholder sighs and drops a tear,

To burn the well-wrought Silk they scarce forbear,

So sad and moving does the work appear:35



Still, most audience members at the Wanamaker would not have perceived Milton’s cultural referents. They would not have knowledge of the early modern debates over musical women, and the production resists making these echoes audible. Comus’s preoccupation with female chastity becomes a joke, and, as Barlow’s frame makes clear, their Alice Egerton feels obvious heterosexual attraction, for she is drawn to the stable boy who takes the role of Comus.36 When the 2016 Lady sings, the Echo remains silent, but the actual object of Alice’s desire appears. When the Lady follows Comus, the modern London audience may have actually believed she would succumb. It is highly unlikely that Alice Egerton’s family thought the same of their Lady in 1634.

On a more granular level, the distance between past and present is also audible in the sound of Emma Curtis’s voice as she performs “Sweet Echo.” The actual Alice Egerton would have had significant training in both music and dance to burnish her vocal instrument and discipline her body in decorous modes of movement. Egerton’s accomplishment in these arts would have given her the ability to carefully shape and calibrate her performance in ways that Emma Curtis, a modern performer without this education, cannot achieve. Because much time and treasure were spent on the cultivation of these skills among early modern girls of Alice’s class, amateurs (or perhaps it is better to call them “recreational” performers) possessed a much higher level of proficiency than their modern counterparts.37

When Alice Egerton sang “Sweet Echo” in 1634, much of the effect would have been produced by her musical choices—she wielded considerable control and power because this genre of vocal music allowed her ample room for expression. Lawes’s song is in a declamatory style—it is through-composed (that is, there are no large-scale repetitions), the melodic line imitates the rise and fall of speech, and the rhythms align with the poetic scansion. Agogic, rhythmic, and tonic accents are employed, techniques that use prolonged note duration, rhythmic displacement, and high tessitura to emphasize important words.38 When one looks at the score, the song appears simple and unadorned, but Alice Egerton would certainly not have performed the piece in this fashion (figure 12.1).39 Early modern performers would have ornamented this song—part of being a good singer in the period was having the improvisatory skills to provide tasteful embellishments.40 The piece is most effectively delivered by an actor-singer who understands the connection between music and rhetoric, for early modern scores only provide partial information—it was expected that performers trained in this style would appropriately fill in the gaps, adding flourishes, trills, and taking a flexible approach to tempo as needed.41

[image: Sheet music for â€œSweet Eccho,â€� transcribed from Henry Lawesâ€™s manuscript with lyrics and musical notation.]
Figure 12.1 “Sweet Eccho,” transcribed from Henry Lawes's manuscript, GB–Lbl Add MS 53723, 37v.
⏎


When Emma Curtis sings “Sweet Echo,” the unbridgeable sonic distance between then and now becomes acutely apparent. Unlike Alice Egerton she is not a trained singer. She is not steeped in the conventions of seventeenth-century ornamentation or declamatory song. She has not been educated about the connection between music and rhetoric. Henry Lawes is not her voice teacher. Alice Egerton sang a song in a contemporary style designed to showcase her particular talents, while Curtis sings an unfamiliar style of song from the distant past. Curtis sings the notes Lawes wrote but cannot express them as Alice did, for this is not her native musical language.

The awkwardness of Curtis’s surrogation of Alice/the Lady plays out in several specific ways that highlight the sonic difference between then and now, ways that undercut the performative potential of the historical Alice. For instance, Curtis confidently delivers her speech before “Sweet Echo”—she is completely in control of her speaking voice and manipulates it with great precision—but when she transitions to song, she appears hesitant, perhaps even nervous. Her hesitancy accentuates our perception of the Lady’s vulnerability as she wanders in the woods. This performance choice may be dramatically effective in conveying the character’s isolation and fear, but Curtis’s unschooled voice also effaces Alice Egerton’s probable proficiency as a singer. Curtis’s smaller-scale musical choices reveal the impossibility of recovering Alice’s vocal power as well. While Curtis slightly embroiders upon her vocal line, she often uses an ornamentation style from our own time, as she scoops and bends pitches like a twenty-first-century pop singer. What results is a sonic mash-up of the modern and early modern, as Curtis samples the past in a way that obscures the source. Time is out of joint. Or perhaps two different times are sonically juxtaposed, two performances, one ghostly and one fully embodied as Emma Curtis sings notes intended for Alice Egerton but with significant distortion. Even as Curtis impersonates the early modern girl, sings her notes, and speaks her texts, Alice must remain an allusion/illusion, the grain of her voice, her rhetorical style forever irretrievable.



 Epilogue 

The frame returns at the conclusion of the masque, this time to emphasize its didactic qualities. As at the outset of the masque, the fictionalized Alice speaks words that would have been unthinkable for the historical Alice. Alice is “sampled” but she is reshaped by our modern considerations. The father asks the three youths (using deliberately archaic language), “what hast our masque taught you?” Alice’s configures her rebellious response in musical terms. This “different song” is forceful, powerful, and entirely modern, despite the archaic crackle of “hath” and “twixt.” In fact, her speech proves so powerful that her chastened father capitulates to his daughter, reversing Alice’s subjugation from the opening of the show.


[T]he masque hath taught me a different song for me to tell twixt right and wrong … Let no man decide for you. Only you shall decide what your life shall be, where your path will lead … So, listen you men. You shall not enchant us or enchain us or turn us into alabaster. We will not be your token or your pawn or your puppet or your sacrifice to appease your gods to keep your reputation intact. Because we are women—we are women and we are sacred.



Alice’s newfound agency is also reinforced by the movements of Alice’s dancing body. Toward the beginning of the 2016 Comus, Alice and her siblings dance a staid measure to “Goddesses” played on the harpsichord, a period dance tune found in John Playford’s The English Dancing Master (1651). At the conclusion of the entertainment Alice is freed: to the strains of fiddles and raucous bagpipes, she hikes up her skirts and joins the cast in an exuberant communal dance, twirling and leaping. Her text speaks of liberation and her body follows.

And yet this is a pleasant fiction. The real-life Alice Egerton did not marry until thirty-one, but she hardly enjoyed unmitigated freedom. Like other early modern women, her life was constrained by the rigid gender expectations of her day.42 As one reviewer of the 2016 production put it, “[The frame] is an attempt to appeal to modern ears and eyes and it’s powerful, going some way to reminding us that during her actual lifetime, Alice would never have been given the chance to voice her own opinions.”43 In other words, this imagined freedom highlights the actual oppression of the historical Alice. This temporal dialectic is also felt when the audience laughs at chastity, when Emma Curtis sings her acapella plaint about the trapped dainty bird or tentatively warbles “Sweet Echo.” As she sings, she cannot be Alice Egerton. The song sounds old but is not; the gulf in training and experience between modern and early modern women is too wide. The real power of Alice’s voice, her performance choices, her talents, must

always be out of reach. The past is cited but something is always missing. Presence points towards absence—hauntology, indeed.
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What seems needed is a sea change in perception …

‒ James D. Stokes1



The past is cited, but something is always missing.

‒ Amanda Eubanks Winkler2


My epigraphs, written twenty or so years apart, summon a sense of past epochs in terms both of our mediation of history and our participation in academic endeavor. In his 2005 essay, Stokes called for a shift in the way early modern scholars viewed the available historical evidence of women’s performance in pre-Reformation English culture.3 Gathering momentum from new studies of actresses and the representation of women in drama published at the turn of the 1990s, what followed accelerated no less than an epistemic shift.4 As a result of Stokes’s and others’ extensive archival research, as well as vigorous rereading, we have revised orthodox accounts of theater history and recovered a history of women’s dramatic writing. The chapters in Performing Girls and Women: Medieval to Early Modern and Beyond bear witness to multiple “sea changes in perception” that have enabled and enriched our writing of performance history over the past thirty-plus years. A major part of this “ongoing project of feminist recovery” has involved challenging assumptions about women’s invisibility in the performative cultures of medieval and early modern Europe.5 A parallel dimension of feminist scholarship is the formulating of a tradition of early modern women’s writing in English.6

____________________________
Williams, Deanne, ed. Performing Girls and Women: Medieval to Early Modern and Beyond. Amsterdam: Amsterdam University Press, 2025.
The dynamic and rapidly growing field of women’s performance studies produced transformative volumes such as (to cite some major examples) Clare McManus’s Women on the Renaissance Stage, Pamela Allen Brown and Peter Parolin’s edited collection Women Players in England, 1500–1660, Deanne Williams’s Shakespeare and the Performance of Girlhood and most recently Allen Brown’s The Diva’s Gift to the Shakespearean Stage and Williams’s Girl Culture in the Middle Ages and Renaissance.7 This exciting work has in turn enabled experiments in dramatic production, encompassing stagings of humanist closet drama authored or translated by women, women’s pastoral entertainments and stagings of the very different closet drama of Margaret Cavendish.8 The Shakespeare’s Globe Comus of 2016 juxtaposed by Eubanks Winkler with the 1634 performance of Milton’s masque took such creative experimentation to a whole other level.

Performing Girls and Women shows that the study of female performance has more than come of age; it has diversified and generated further lines of research: the performance of girlhood; the foundational influence of the tenth-century German abbess and author Hrotswitha of Ganderheim; women’s participation in theatrical networks as actors, political advocates, entrepreneurs and administrators—these are some of the current directions boldly represented in this collection. Where the volume differs from earlier studies is in the contributors’ attention to the networks of communities within which female performers were often located. Thus Bernice Mittertreiner highlights the groups of early modern girls and women who danced not just illegally on a Sunday but as part of an ongoing culture of women’s devotional dance stemming from early medieval England. Her account of “a flickering circuit of [female] influence … dancing over centuries and continents” demonstrates the richness of the transhistorical approach similarly adopted in essays by Deanne Williams and Stacie Vos.9 Erin Griffey examines “the female networks at play” in the enactment and representation of “the arts of adornment,” reading across visual arts, the Cavendish sisters’ Concealed Fancies with cognate plays, and beauty recipes by female authors.10 The scope of the volume’s interdisciplinarity is inspiring, drawing together theater, music, and dance, close textual criticism and discussion of manuscripts, early women’s writing, art history, performance and tourism studies. While the book focuses mainly on the premodern female performer, its chronological scope reaches to twentieth-century women actors, administrators and theater managers including the Russian Maria Andreeva, the English Henzie Raeburn, a.k.a. “Mrs. Browne,” and the actresses of the Pioneer Players so intriguingly discussed by Vos in her charting of the first twentieth-century performances of Hrotswitha’s plays. Amongst the audience at these performances were three Wildean housemates whom Vos aptly calls “striking performers of an artistic way of life.”11 Her exploration of the home as creative space is complemented by Eleanor Bloomfield’s absorbing discussion of “the dramatic and domestic” in the life and work of Henzie Raeburn.

A signal of where the field might head in future lies in the volume’s positioning of Shakespeare. He is accorded his place in the section on “Shakespeare and the Female Performer,” headed up by distinguished scholar Stephen Orgel. At the same time, the book’s arrangement dislodges his drama’s centrality by virtue of its two other parts: “What is Female Performance” and “Building on Female Performance.” This creative dislodging characterizes Eric Nicholson’s chapter, which is a tour de force of comparative reading. Nicholson situates Shakespeare’s “musically unruly” divas Ophelia and the Jailer’s Daughter amidst a medley of similarly song-full “Bad girl/good girl” city comedy heroines. His chapter sheds new light on these figures as charismatic and “versatile mediator[s] as well as innovator[s] of female musical performance.”12 Orgel’s contribution, “Go To: You Are a Woman” is, as always, hugely suggestive, returning to his preoccupation with the performance of gender explored in Impersonations (1996).13 His chapter addresses girl and women performers more in passing than head-on, yet he offers strong insights such as “There is an element in Shakespeare’s text that is really not recoverable on the post-Shakespearean stage,”14 a view that complements Eubanks Winkler’s perception that “something is always missing” from contemporary restagings of early modern household entertainments such as Comus. What is most interesting in Orgel’s argument is his sense of the narrowing of dramatic representation attendant on the replacement of the boy actor by performing women. For him, the advent of actresses in Restoration England closes down the “romantic homoerotics of the transvestite stage” and of Shakespearean drama. This contrasts with Ariane M. Balizet’s demonstration of the feminist possibilities of the Spanish mixed-sex stage in her comparison of Lope de Vega’s Castelvines y Monteses with Romeo and Juliet. Balizet points out that while Shakespeare’s Juliet is both subtle and histrionic, Romeo “never acknowledges” her as a diva, unlike Lope’s Roselo/Romeo who relishes Julia/Juliet’s theatrical manipulativeness and cunning.15

Going forward, we should put in dialogue critical viewpoints that are adjacent, but not identical. Like Orgel, the feminist scholar Juliet Dusinberre regrets, indeed laments, the disappearance of the free play of gender from the English stage consequent on performing girls and women. In her monumental Shakespeare and the Nature of Women she claimed that, unlike the transvestite boy actor, “the woman actor offers no challenge to the dramatist to understand femininity beyond its surface appearance,” thus she finds in the Caroline and Restoration periods “increased conservatism in relation to women.”16 Yet as Carol Barash put it, the Restoration stage allowed for a “complicated sanctioning of gender as both order and play.”17 What we need more of is reading across the long seventeenth century, as Williams does in the latter part of her chapter “Virgin Martyrs and the Girl Actor.” In Women on Stage in Stuart Drama I posited that the pro-female dramatic culture of the early Stuart court is followed through in the concerted addressing of the constraints on married women’s social position in plays such as Aphra Behn’s The Lucky Chance (1687), Southerne’s The Wives’ Excuse, or, Cuckolds Make Themselves (1691–92), and Vanbrugh’s The Provoked Wife (1697). Yes, to an extent, “romance [became] heteronormative” on the Restoration stage, but that culture, with its women actors and dramatists, allowed the fuller expression of fleshly feeling, such as Lady Brute’s invocation of “the sluice of desire,” with its Rochesterian inflection.18

The recent productive focus on pedagogy and performance has scope for fuller engagement with Restoration drama, where girls’ schools and convents are recognized as hotspots of lesbian eroticism.19 Above all, we need to recognize the unrecuperable otherness of the mixed-sex stage that superseded the playing conditions for which London’s professional playwrights wrote pre-1642. As Eubanks Winkler writes, the “surrogation” of the fifteen-year-old Alice Egerton by the “twenty-something Emma Curtis” in the 2016 Globe Comus was “an approximation, an imperfect shadow, of what went before.”20 Thus, to hark back to the words of James Stokes (and Shakespeare), early modern family theatricals and Restoration theater alike were, and remain for us, “rich and strange,” notwithstanding the growing literature from the Restoration on how actors acted. The chapters gathered here in Performing Girls and Women: Medieval to Early Modern and Beyond reveal the premodern female performer as a transformative player, but they equally show the extent to which she remains elusive and unassimilable, flickering somewhere and somehow in the back of beyond.
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