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The Renaissance of Lesbianism in Early Modern England is the eagerly

awaited study by the feminist scholar who was among the first to address

the issue of early modern female homoeroticism. Valerie Traub analyzes the

representation of female–female love, desire, and eroticism in a range of early

modern discourses, including poetry, drama, visual arts, pornography, and

medicine. Contrary to the silence and invisibility typically ascribed to lesbian-

ism in the Renaissance, Traub argues that the early modern period witnessed

an unprecedented proliferation of representations of such desire. By means

of sophisticated interpretations of a comprehensive set of texts, the book not

only charts a crucial shift in representations of female homoeroticism over

the course of the seventeenth century, but also offers a provocative genealogy

of contemporary lesbianism. A contribution to the history of sexuality, and

to feminist and queer theory, the book views current theoretical preoccupa-

tions through the lens of historical inquiry. The book contains pictures from

important documents and illustrations of the period and will be of interest to

scholars and students of early modern English literature, women’s studies and

gay/lesbian studies, and English social history.

Valerie Traub is Professor of English and Women’s Studies at the University

of Michigan, Ann Arbor. She is the recipient of a National Endowment for the

Humanities Fellowship, and author of numerous works on early modern, fem-

inist, and lesbian/gay studies. Her book, Desire and Anxiety: Circulations

of Sexuality in Shakespearean Drama, appeared in 1992 and a co-edited

collection, Feminist Readings of Early Modern Culture: Emerging Subjects,

appeared in 1996.
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Since the 1970s there has been a broad and vital reinterpretation of the nature

of literary texts, a move away from formalism to a sense of literature as an aspect

of social, economic, political, and cultural history. While the earliest New Historical

work was criticized for a narrow and anecdotal view of history, it also served as an

important stimulus for post-structuralist, feminist, Marxist, and psychoanalytical work,

which in turn has increasingly informed and redirected it. Recent writing on the nature

of representation, the historical construction of gender and of the concept of identity

itself, on theatre as a political and economic phenomenon, and on the ideologies of art

generally, reveals the breadth of the field. Cambridge Studies in Renaissance Literature

and Culture is designed to offer historically oriented studies of Renaissance literature

and theatre which make use of the insights afforded by theoretical perspectives. The

view of history envisioned is above all a view of our own history, a reading of the

Renaissance for and from our own time.

Recent titles include

38. Ann Jones and Peter Stallybrass, Renaissance Clothing and the Materials of

Memory

39. Robert Weimann, Author’s Pen and Actor’s Voice: Playing and Writing in

Shakespeare’s Theatre

40. Barbara Fuchs, Mimesis and Empire: The New World, Islam, and European

Identities

41. Wendy Wall, Staging Domesticity: Household Work and English Identity in

Early Modern Drama

42. Valerie Traub, The Renaissance of Lesbianism in Early Modern England

43. Joseph Loewenstein, Ben Jonson and Possessive Authorship
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Preface

The tension between history and theory evident throughout this book raises

the question of its own placement within a historical narrative. I am aware, for

instance, that many of the scholars whose work I most contest are themselves

lesbian, and that many of them are of a generation whose scholarship made my

own existence as a lesbian academic conceivable. A book dedicated primarily

to the project of advancing lesbian theory or of historicizing contemporary

lesbianism would articulate and analyze the social circumstances out of which

such work arose.

This I have not done. Insofar as my focus is a genealogy of lesbianism,

critics and theorists are employed as grist for my historical and analytical mill.

I therefore wish to preface this book with an acknowledgment of the work of

lesbian feminist scholars whose brilliance, courage, and grace made this book

conceivable. When I wrote my undergraduate thesis on the novels of Jane Rule

in 1980, the work of Carroll Smith-Rosenberg, Martha Vicinus, Adrienne Rich,

and Lillian Faderman was my inspiration. But even then, in however nascent a

way, I was trying to integrate their belief in the power and integrity of female

love and eroticism with the genealogical project advanced by Michel Foucault.

As this book attests, I still am.

xiii
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note

Unless quoting from a modern edition, I have retained early modern spelling,

capitalization, and emphasis. For ease of comprehension, however, I occasion-

ally have silently modernized u/v, i/j, and i/y; long s has been revised to s; ye has

been altered to the; and where a macron over a vowel indicates the suspension of

m or n, I have added the letter.
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