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The figure of the puritan has long been conceived as dour and
repressive in character, an image which has been central to
ways of reading sixteenth- and seventeenth-century history and
literature. Kristen Poole’s original study challenges this percep-
tion, arguing that, contrary to current critical understanding,
radical reformers were most often portrayed in literature of the
period as deviant, licentious, and transgressive. Through exten-
sive analysis of early modern pamphlets, sermons, poetry, and
plays, the fictional puritan emerges as a grotesque and carnival-
esque figure; puritans are extensively depicted as gluttonous,
sexually promiscuous, monstrously procreating, and even as
worshipping naked. By recovering this lost alternative satirical
image, Poole sheds new light on the role played by anti-puritan
rhetoric. Her book contends that such representations served
an important social role, providing an imaginative framework
for discussing familial, communal, and discursive transforma-
tions that resulted from the Reformation.

KRISTEN POOLE is Assistant Professor of English at the Uni-
versity of Delaware.
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So great . . . i1s the audacitie of those which lacerate the fames
of Puritans, & with so much confidence doe they vent their
obloquies, that they which know the falsity thereof, & easily
perceive that that same aspersions are more truly due to the
Authors and raisers of them, yet they are dazeled, and driven to
some doubtfull admittance thereof. Neither could this audacity
be so prevalent amongst the vulgar, but that Scholars . . . are
now become the most injurious detesters & depravers of
Puritans, having taken up in Pulpits and Presses, almost as vile
and scurrilous a licence of fiction and detraction, as is usual in
Play-houses, Taverns, and Bordelloes.

Henry Parker, A Discourse Concerning Puritans. A vindication of those, who
uniustly suffer by the mistake, abuse, and misapplication of that Name (1641), 2
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Note on the text

In all quotations of primary sources I have kept original spellings,
except for standardizing long “s.” In citing titles of pamphlets and
sermons, I have also standardized fonts and capitalization. For
sixteenth- and seventeenth-century texts, the place of publication is
London unless otherwise noted.
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