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Introduction

The poetry of Lady Anne Southwell (1574–1636) would startle anyone who
believes that early modern women were constrained to be always chaste,
silent and obedient. Southwell’s lyrics, which she and her husband together
collected into a manuscript book, were particularly critical of how men
manipulated gender roles in order to keep women in their place. Consider
the following poem:
All.maried.men.desire.to.haue good wifes:
but.few.giue good example. by thir liues
They are owr head they wodd haue vs thir heles.
this makes the good wife kick the good man reles.
When god brought Eue to Adam for a bride
the text sayes she was taene from out mans side
A simbole of that side, whose sacred bloud.
ﬂowed for his spowse, the Churches sauinge good.
This is a misterie, perhaps too deepe.
for blockish Adam that was falen a sleepe[.]1

Poor Adam frequently takes a beating in Southwell’s poetry, as a symbol of
all that is obstinate and foolish about men who crave power over women
but do not understand the responsibility that comes with it. These men
force women to be ‘good wifes’, to follow the command of St Paul’s epistle
to the Ephesians that wives must submit themselves to their husbands; but
they refuse to follow the moral standard Paul sets for husbands, that they
must love their wives to the point of self-sacriﬁce. Instead these husbands
simply force their wives to obey, and if their wives rebel, Southwell’s poem
suggests, it is the husbands’ own fault.
Southwell’s poem is effective because it weaves a critique of the gender
relations in Christian marriage into a statement about a universal Christian
1

Jean Klene, ed., The Southwell-Sibthorpe Commonplace Book: Folger MS. V.b.198 (Tempe, Arizona:
Renaissance English Text Society, 1997), p. 20.
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principle: men who abuse their wives are so foolish that they miss the
greatest mystery of all, Christ’s sacriﬁce on the cross. Her poem neatly
demonstrates that gendered morals – what it means to be a good wife or a
good husband – can only be understood within the context of the underlying truths of Christianity that apply to both men and women, particularly
the saving capacity of sacriﬁcial love. Any husband who misconstrues this
principle will not be able to put his own privilege of headship in the right
context. To his sleepy brain, the mystery is simply too deep.
But what is the ‘misterie’ in this poem? That the relationship between
God and his people was like a marriage was an idea older than Christianity,
and by the early modern period it had come to be known as ‘mystical
marriage’.2 It is the strange process by which the divine Christ and the
sinful human soul, made clean through his sacriﬁce, ‘doe meet and make a
mariage’, as John Donne preached in one of his nuptial sermons.3 Mystical
marriage is not, in fact, a straightforward metaphor – if any metaphor
ever is straightforward – but rather a cluster of Biblical descriptions of love
drawn from Hosea, the Psalms, Ezekiel, i Corinthians 7, Revelation 22
and especially the Song of Songs. These were all read through the lens of
Ephesians chapter 5, which likens the love of Christ for the Church to the
love of a man for his wife and provided a loose framework under which to
unite these variant texts. The Song of Songs, for example, is a collection of
erotic love lyrics with only one oblique reference to God, but early modern
commentators took it as read that the male speaker represented the voice
of divine love and the female speaker the voice of sinful humanity.4
Beyond the identiﬁcation of who was divine and who was human, however, it was difﬁcult to say exactly who the players in this romance were.
In post-Reformation English commentaries the speakers of the Song are
variously identiﬁed as the historical King Solomon and his bride, Christ
and all individual Christians, Christ and his bride the Church, Christ and
the soul (always female), or even Christ and the ‘Christian Man’, whispering sweet nothings in each other’s ears.5 The multiplicity of allegorical
players opened the way for mystical marriage in general, and the Song of
Songs in particular, to be used to talk about a wide array of issues. Male
theologians, particularly Puritan male theologians, most often focused on
2
3
4
5

This was the title, for example, of a book on the subject by Francis Rous, discussed in chapter 1
below: STC 21343 The mysticall marriage (London: W. Jones and T. Paine for I. Emery, 1635).
George R. Potter and Evelyn M. Simpson, eds., The Sermons of John Donne, 10 vols. (Berkeley,
California: University of California Press, 1953–62), iii.251.
For the medieval mystical marriage tradition that established this paradigm, see Ann W. Astell, The
Song of Songs in the Middle Ages (Ithaca, New York: Cornell University Press, 1990).
The female speaker is glossed as the ‘Christian man’ in STC 12113 Henry Finch, An exposition of the
song of solomon, ed. William Gouge (London: John Beale, 1615), for example pp. 79, 83, 97, 99.
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the relationship between Christ and the Church, because mystical marriage provided them with a way to promote their particular ecclesiology
as the true bride of Christ, all the while damning other systems, Roman,
Laudian or radical Protestant, as merely whorish impostors. Following the
passage in Ephesians, these writers imagined the Church as a woman, the
bride of Christ, but they had no qualms about the fact that this female
institution was in fact made up of both male and female believers, and
controlled almost entirely by powerful men. Christ’s love effectively transcended gender and blurred the distinction between the individual and the
community: ‘And that Iesus Christ is he,’ George Wither asserted, ‘who in
this Song professeth an intire affection, not onely to the whole Mysticall
body of the faithfull, but euen to euery member of it in particular.’6
The confusions between male and female, the believer and the Church,
open up possibilities for early modern writers to negotiate gendered power
relations, whether real or metaphorical. For generations of men, this meant
the chance to use the feminine gender, and human marriage, as a convenient shorthand. The ﬁrst chapter of this book considers the theological
heritage of mystical marriage, demonstrating how Puritan male writers of
the seventeenth century exploited the femaleness of the ‘Bride’ to invoke
a traditional principle of women’s utter submission to men: the Church
and the soul were completely inferior to Christ, and therefore must obey
him. Although this was one way, metaphorically, of imagining women’s
role, it was not one that had kept pace with the prevailing views on human
marriage in the early modern period. These writers were in fact far more
concerned with evoking the mystery than with deﬁning marriage, and their
statements about the Bride of Christ cannot be read as indicative of their
standards for the brides of men.
For women writers mystical marriage offered the opportunity to do precisely what the men did not: to rewrite the human aspects of the metaphor,
particularly what it meant to be a devout Christian woman. Southwell’s
poem demonstrates the special facility that the metaphor offered to women
who had to craft a position between the conﬂicting gender roles of human
relationships and the ultimately ungendered truths of divine love. This
study is an exploration of how women writers like Southwell seized upon the
ﬂuidity of gender in mystical marriage scriptures in order to claim authority for their own religious writing. For some women, like Southwell and
Aemilia Lanyer (1568–1645), mystical marriage enabled them to conceive a
moral standard that was beyond gender, a Christ in whom there truly was
no male or female (Galatians 3:28). For others, mystical marriage was the
6

STC 25908 George Wither, The hymnes and songs of the chvrch (London: for G. W., 1623), p. 43.
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primary legitimiser of their speech: both Anna Trapnel (b. 1620) and the
anonymous author of Eliza’s babes (1652) use their metaphorical identity as
the bride of Christ to justify their politically and socially subversive speech.
Finally, some women use mystical marriage in much the same way as men,
as a means of talking not about human marriage but about divine providence in human institutions; Lucy Hutchinson (1619/20–81), the subject of
the ﬁnal chapter, is the prime example, as she uses notions of divine union
to talk about the new English Republic that both she and her husband had
longed to inaugurate.
t h e o re t i c a l c h o i c e s : f e m i n i s t c r i t i c i s m a n d e a r ly
m o d e r n wo m e n
Although mystical marriage is the unifying theme of this study, Women and
Religious Writing in Early Modern England is not a history of the mystical
marriage metaphor, which would be better written as a balance of texts by
both men and women. It is rather a series of case studies of ﬁve women
writers that uses the common metaphor of mystical marriage as a means of
bringing into focus a cross-section of early modern women’s experience of
authorship. This study operates within the feminist critical framework that
is deliberately attentive to early modern women writers, removing them
from the margins to the centre of the critical project.
At the same time, however, this study also seeks to push the boundaries
of feminist critical frameworks for reading early modern women. Since
the ‘ﬁrst wave’ of such criticism in the 1980s, feminist critics have only
recently begun to theorise an approach to early modern women writers.7
We have yet to decide between the goals of historicising our own feminism and recovering the history of early modern women, or to grapple
7

The ‘ﬁrst wave’ includes Sandra M. Gilbert and Susan Gubar, eds., The Norton Anthology of Literature
by Women: The Tradition in English (London: W. W. Norton & Company, 1985); Margaret P. Hannay,
ed., Silent But for the Word: Tudor Women as Patrons, Translators, and Writers of Religious Works (Kent,
Ohio: Ohio State University Press, 1985); Joan Kelly-Gadol, ‘Did Women Have a Renaissance?’,
in Becoming Visible: Women in European History, ed. Renate Bridenthal, Claudia Koonz and Susan
Stuard, 2nd edition (Boston: Houghton Mifﬂin, 1987), pp. 175–202; Elaine Beilin, Redeeming Eve:
Women Writers of the English Renaissance (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1987); Germaine
Greer, et al., eds., Kissing the Rod: An Anthology of Seventeenth-Century Women’s Verse (London:
Virago, 1988); Betty Travitsky, The Paradise of Women: Writings by Englishwomen of the Renaissance
(London: Greenwood Press, 1981); Elaine Hobby, Virtue of Necessity: English Women’s Writing 1649–
1688 (Ann Arbor, Michigan: University of Michigan Press, 1989); Tina Krontiris, Oppositional Voices:
Women as Writers and Translators of Literature in the English Renaissance (London: Routledge, 1992). Of
recent studies which raise theoretical questions most notable are Danielle Clarke’s The Politics of Early
Modern Women’s Writing (London: Longman, 2001), and her Introduction to Danielle Clarke and
Elizabeth Clarke, eds., ‘This Double Voice’: Gendered Writing in Early Modern England (Basingstoke:
Macmillan, 2000), pp. 1–15.
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with the fact that these goals may be mutually exclusive. That there is
no consistent deﬁnition of ‘feminist’ criticism and its aims is perhaps not
surprising or even unhealthy in a movement that encompasses individuals who are a cross-section of society in all but their gender. Nevertheless,
these theoretical lacunae cannot simply be ignored, for it is only in the
scrutiny of such theoretical issues that the prejudices and partialities of
modern criticism become apparent. What sort of early modern women are
we interested in? Are we still desperately seeking Virginia Woolf’s Judith
Shakespeare, as so many essays on Aemilia Lanyer suggest? Or is our project
one of historical recovery, with its difﬁcult balancing act of weighing awareness of modern agendas against the desire to be as objective as possible?
How do women writers ﬁt within the conﬁnes and paradigms of modern
literary studies? Should we be looking for what is unique about women
writers?
These are threatening questions. They go to the heart of critical inquiry:
what do we hope to gain from a study of early modern women? This
book is an attempt to address this fundamental question by approaching
early modern women with a deliberate awareness of such issues. It posits
a method of studying women writers with a clear purpose: historicising
our understanding of them, in particular how they negotiated gender and
authority in religious discourse. This study works to reclaim not early modern feminists but the historical actors who until recently had disappeared
from scholarly history. As a historian and a critic, I aspire to be honest
about my biases, clear about my judgements, open about the strengths and
weaknesses of each woman’s work and careful about when a woman’s work
is opposed to conventional gender standards, when it is collusive and when
(perhaps most often) it negotiates between these two poles.
This is painstaking business, and it requires careful, microcosmic attention to a handful of early modern women in order to historicise the categories that were once assumed. Each chapter considers elements of the
author’s biography, not for the sake of any simplistic equation between
women’s lives and their writings (characteristic of much early anti-feminist
criticism of women writers), but for the purpose of situating these women
and their writings in the precise nexus of family, factional and economic
capital that went into constructing an individual’s status.8 In order to work
8

The classic example of a biographical reading of a woman writer (and, in fact, Shakespeare) is A. L.
Rowse’s edition of Aemilia Lanyer: The Poems of Shakespeare’s Dark Lady: Salve Deus Rex Judeorum
by Emilia Lanyer (London: Jonathan Cape, 1978). For the use of biography to elucidate context, see
Arthur F. Marotti, Manuscript, Print, and the English Renaissance Lyric (Ithaca, New York: Cornell
University Press, 1995), p. 2. For the perils of assuming that early modern women writers were
recoverable (auto)biographical subjects, see Clarke, The Politics of Early Modern Women’s Writing,
pp. 4–8.
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against the temptation to essentialise women, the writers of this study are
as diverse as possible, from widely different family, religious, geographical
and educational backgrounds.9 At the beginning of the time-scale, Aemilia
Bassano Lanyer was a Londoner who aspired to move beyond her ItalianJewish musician origins to a place in a gentry family or even a knighthood
for her husband; perhaps in keeping with these aspirations, her theology is
unexceptionable English Calvinism. Lucy Apsley Hutchinson, at the other
end, was a staunch Independent and republican who was lavishly educated
by her gentry father and married into one of the provincial elite families in Nottinghamshire. In terms of wealth, education, social connections
and historical circumstances, it is difﬁcult to imagine two more different
women. The purpose of this book is, in part, to highlight these differences,
to demonstrate how such identifying factors functioned along with gender
to shape a woman’s approach to writing.
This strategy is in keeping with the work of literary critics who are
rethinking approaches to early modern gender relations and particularly
the tendency to rely on outdated social history for our understanding of
women’s place in society.10 Life for women in early modern England was
certainly not as easy or as liberated as life for women in twenty-ﬁrst-century
England. There was an ethic demanding women’s subordination to men
9

10

Their one common feature, aside from their writing, is Protestantism. As a primary means of
defending cloistered religious orders for both men and women, mystical marriage has such different
implications for Catholic writers that the experience of Catholic women cannot be adequately
addressed in this book. One example of a Catholic woman who uses mystical marriage imagery is
Dame Gertrude More, one of several Englishwomen in convents in France: Wing M2631A The holy
practises (Paris: Lewis de la Fosse, 1657); and Wing M2632 The spiritval exercises (Paris: Lewis de la
Fosse, 1658).
See especially the work of Margaret Ezell, The Patriarch’s Wife: Literary Evidence and the History of the
Family (Chapel Hill, North Carolina: The University of North Carolina Press, 1987), and Writing
Women’s Literary History (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1993); also Clarke, The Politics
of Early Modern Women’s Writing, and her Introduction to ‘This Double Voice’; and the Introduction
to Women, Writing, and the Reproduction of Culture in Tudor and Stuart Britain, by Mary E. Burke
et al., eds., (Syracuse, New York: Syracuse University Press, 2000), pp. xvii–xxx. The early social
historical texts most commonly relied on are Lawrence Stone, The Crisis of the Aristocracy (Oxford:
Clarendon Press, 1965) and The Family, Sex and Marriage in England 1500–1800 (London: Weidenfeld
and Nicolson, 1979); also inﬂuential for critics of women’s writing is Alice Clark, The Working Life of
Women in the Seventeenth Century (London: Routledge, 1919). For a discussion of literary critical use
of Stone and a bibliography of social history that revises Stone, see David Cressy, ‘Foucault, Stone,
Shakespeare and Social History’, ELR 21.1 (1991): 121–33. For a revision of Clark, see Susan Dwyer
Amussen, An Ordered Society: Gender and Class in Early Modern England (Oxford: Basil Blackwell,
1988), p. 1 and throughout. For a recent essay that cites Stone as a primary authority for early modern
cultural patterns, see Mary Ellen Lamb, ‘Patronage and Class in Aemilia Lanyer’s Salve Deus Rex
Judaeorum’, in Women, Writing, and the Reproduction of Culture in Tudor and Stuart Britain, ed.
Burke, pp. 38–57; earlier examples are the essays in Anne M. Haselkorn and Betty S. Travitsky,
eds., The Renaissance Englishwoman in Print: Counterbalancing the Canon (Amherst, Massachusetts:
University of Massachusetts Press, 1990).
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and ridiculing their attempts to write. But this was only one of many competing strands of discourse, and it was a strand frequently contradicted or at
least modiﬁed in women’s actual experience, as more recent social historical
work proves. Although they had considerably less access to education and
ofﬁcial forms of power, in daily activity most women who were not servants
enjoyed economic agency, and the social and intellectual accomplishments
of many gentlewomen and noblewomen crucially smoothed their families’
paths to elevation and preferment.11 As these instances illustrate, ‘patriarchy’
was never uniform: a woman’s experience of ‘patriarchy’ and her relation
to writing in particular was always a result of economics, geography, social
status and religious afﬁliation. In practice, women’s writing seldom functioned in direct opposition to men and patriarchal culture, but rather was
part of a process of negotiating gendered power roles that involved the
agency of both men and women.
By locating a woman’s social, economic and religious afﬁliations as precisely as the evidence allows, the following case studies open a way for
exploring the interrelations between these identifying factors and gender
and power. Through their writing, the women of this book experienced
complex interactions with men and male systems of authority in which
they were continually negotiating power relationships. A critical moment
in Lucy Hutchinson’s Life of her husband comes when she tells her readers
that her husband was initially drawn to her because of her skills as a linguist
and poet, while the women of their social circle urged him against the match
because they believed no woman could be so studious and still be sociable
and physically attractive. The example serves as a neat demonstration of the
existence of competing ideals of femininity, and that men and women did
not always take sides on this debate in the ways twenty-ﬁrst-century readers
might anticipate. This book works not to summarise or encapsulate these
gender standards, but rather to expose their conﬂicting and ﬂuid incarnations, and particularly how women play an active part in the constant
redeﬁnition of these ideals, in ways that are not always straightforwardly
subversive.
11

Amussen, An Ordered Society, and Ezell, The Patriarch’s Wife, demonstrate the conﬂict between
patriarchal ideals and the economic and social activity of women in early modern households.
Alexandra Jane Shepard, ‘Meanings of Manhood in Early Modern England, With Special Reference
to Cambridge, c. 1560–1640’ (unpublished PhD thesis, Cambridge University, 1998) explores how
prescriptive writings about men’s role in the family are often internally contradictory. For the experience of gentle- and noblewomen, see Diane Purkiss, Introduction, Three Tragedies by Renaissance
Women (London: Penguin, 1998), pp. xi–xliii, and the chapter on Lady Anne Southwell below.
See also Sylvia Brown, ‘Godly Household Government from Perkins to Milton: The Rhetoric and
Politics of oeconomia, 1600–1645’ (unpublished PhD thesis, Princeton University, 1994).

© Cambridge University Press

www.cambridge.org

Cambridge University Press
0521837588 - Women and Religious Writing in Early Modern England
Erica Longfellow
Excerpt
More information

8

Women and Religious Writing in Early Modern England

In addition to biography, each chapter also investigates the bibliographic
evidence of the writer’s works to clarify how the material production of a
text, whether in print or manuscript, informed a woman’s experience of
writing. The texts explored here cover almost all available bibliographic
forms: loose papers, drafts, manuscript collections, commonplace books,
presentation copies and small and large format printed books. Examining
each of these objects as objects, reading the physical appearance of the
texts as well as the words on the page, can yield provocative conclusions
about the signiﬁcance of a woman’s writing within religious and social
power structures. These conclusions support a model of textual exchange
in which women’s writing served as an important form of currency, spent in
the effort to advance political religious agendas or social ambitions. Anna
Trapnel’s 1658 folio, for example, seems to have carried an enormous weight
of authority in her circle of Fifth Monarchist sectarians, almost as if it were
a new form of scripture. Lady Anne Southwell’s manuscripts, on the other
hand, betray evidence of husband and wife working together to exploit her
poetic reputation for social and perhaps ﬁnancial gain.
The case studies of Trapnel, Southwell and the other writers of this book
are an effort to extend the work of social historians of texts into the realm
of women’s writing. Peter Beal, Harold Love and Arthur Marotti’s studies
of manuscript production and circulation have enhanced our view of the
interplay between manuscript and print as early modern forms of publication.12 In her 1993 book Writing Women’s Literary History, Margaret Ezell
addressed the importance of such methods to an approach to women’s
writing that goes beyond simple oppositional modes. Ezell demonstrated
that the theoretical basis of criticism of early modern women writers was
heavily dependent on Virginia Woolf’s ahistorical view of women’s literary
past, and particularly Woolf’s paradigms of women’s authorship, which elevated writers of ﬁction who sought a ‘public’ audience and economic gain
through commercial print. As Ezell argues in her most recent book, the
feminist scholars she criticised in Writing Women’s Literary History are not
alone in conﬂating ‘published’ with ‘printed’ and searching for Romantic
individualistic authors.13 Despite the seminal work of these scholars,
manuscript culture remains adjunct to print in the eyes of many critics. It
12

13

Peter Beal, In Praise of Scribes: Manuscripts and their Makers in Seventeenth-Century England (Oxford:
Oxford University Press, 1998); Harold Love, Scribal Publication in Seventeenth-Century England
(Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1993); Marotti, Manuscript, Print, and the English Renaissance Lyric.
Margaret Ezell, Social Authorship and the Advent of Print (Baltimore, Maryland: Johns Hopkins
University Press, 1999).
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is perhaps further conﬁrmation of the battle of ‘evidence versus agenda’,
as social historian David Cressy characterised the curious ahistoricism of
some ‘historicist’ critics, including many feminist scholars.14
This book not only collapses the dichotomy of manuscript and print
but also questions the underlying assumption of the gendering of ‘public’
and ‘private’ modes of communication. While we have for the most part
moved beyond the old argument that a woman who printed her works was
more daring because she had transgressed into a masculine ‘public’ realm,
the underlying categories of ‘public’ and ‘private’ and their implicit binary
gendering remain crucial to much feminist criticism, and indeed criticism
of early modern literature in general.15 The prevalence of this dichotomy
is in fact evidence of the latent power of ‘separate spheres’ ideology in
current critical discourse. Although the phrase ‘separate spheres’ is seldom
used by early modern scholars, the paradigm still holds sway in many
studies of gender relations: women’s sphere of inﬂuence was conﬁned to
home and family, while men’s sphere encompassed economic and political
transactions. As a historical concept, ‘separate spheres’ is a conﬂation of
nineteenth-century notions of domesticity (themselves now shown to be at
best a partial picture) and Lockean conceptions of the family as politically
‘private’, in the sense that it is cordoned off from all ‘public’ activity and
authority.16 The effect of ‘separate spheres’ on historiography has been
precisely the polarisation the name implies. The complex interplay between
men, women and the shifting worlds of personal and political is simpliﬁed
to the equations ‘public’ equals men and ‘private’ equals women.
Such a model is not only a distorted representation of the family, whether
in seventeenth- or nineteenth-century England, but it is also a rather cavalier
and unexamined use of the terms ‘public’ and ‘private’. At a time when
the theoretical framework of English literary history is continually under
discussion, these terms have endured surprisingly little scrutiny, particularly
14
15

16

Cressy, ‘Foucault, Stone, Shakespeare and Social History’, p. 130.
For examples of recent criticism that rely on the equation of ‘printed’ with ‘public’ and ‘published’,
see Ann Baynes Coiro, ‘Writing in Service: Sexual Politics and Class Position in the Poetry of Aemilia
Lanyer and Ben Jonson’, Criticism 35.3 (1993): 357–76, especially 358–9; Pamela Benson, ‘To Play
the Man: Aemilia Lanyer and the Acquisition of Patronage’, in Opening the Borders: Inclusivity in
Early Modern Studies: Essays in Honor of James V. Mirollo, ed. Peter C. Herman (Newark, Delaware:
University of Delaware Press, 1999), pp. 243–64; and the essays by Barbara K. Lewalski, Susanne
Woods, Janel Mueller and Naomi J. Miller in Aemilia Lanyer: Gender, Genre, and the Canon, ed.
Marshall Grossman (Lexington, Kentucky: University Press of Kentucky, 1998), pp. 49–59, 83–98,
99–127, 143–66.
Susan Moller Okin, ‘Gender, the Public and the Private’, in Political Theory Today, ed. David Held
(Cambridge: Polity Press, 1991), pp. 67–90.
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in seventeenth-century studies.17 The eighteenth- and nineteenth-century
historian Amanda Vickery points out that scholarly use of the terms ‘public’
and ‘private’ is in fact extraordinarily vague:
The shortcomings of the public/private dichotomy as an analytical framework are
many, but most obviously there is little unanimity among historians as to what
public and private should be held to mean in this context. Current interpretations
of ‘the public’ vary enormously. In a historian’s hands, a public role can mean access
to anything from politics, public ofﬁce, formal employment, opinion, print, clubs,
assembly, company, the neighbourhood, the streets, or simply the world outside the
front door. However, we should take care to discover whether our interpretation
of public and private marries with that of historical actors themselves.18

The same confusions exist in seventeenth-century studies, in which, to
take the opposite term, a private role can mean interaction with family,
friends, social equals, select members of a political faction, a religious mentor, a patron or God himself. David Cressy has proposed that in fact all life
‘had public, social, or communal dimensions’ in early modern England.19
Cressy’s position is perhaps extreme, and I suspect is a result of the bias
of his sources, Church court records that are designed precisely to bring
to the community’s awareness acts that our post-Lockean culture would
consider ‘private’, particularly sexual transgression and marital discord.
But Cressy’s point is well taken: it is dangerously misleading to accept
as given the separation between ‘public’ and ‘private’ behaviour in early
modern culture. Like the relationship between manuscript and print, the
interplay between these two realms is far more complex than we have yet
acknowledged.
The unwillingness to historicise these terms is particularly fraught
because it is part of the attempt to maintain the ﬁction that these categories are value-free. In fact, twenty-ﬁrst-century scholars consistently
privilege the ‘public’ – in practice, what is masculine or political – over the
17

18

19

Social historians are generally more careful with these terms than literary critics or cultural historians;
see, for example, Amussen’s analysis of privacy in the early modern family, An Ordered Society,
pp. 34–66.
Amanda Vickery, ‘Golden Age to Separate Spheres? A Review of the Categories and Chronology
of English Women’s History’, The Historical Journal 36.2 (1993): 412. Similar arguments are made
by Lawrence Klein, ‘Gender and the Public/Private Distinction in the Eighteenth Century: Some
Questions about Evidence and Analytic Procedure’, Eighteenth-Century Studies 29.1 (1995): 97–109.
David Cressy, ‘Response: Private Lives, Public Performance, and Rites of Passage’, in Attending to
Women in Early Modern England, ed. Betty S. Travitsky and Adele F. Seeff (Newark, Delaware:
University of Delaware Press, 1994), p. 187. Patricia Crawford makes a similar assertion but offers
little supporting evidence, ‘Public Duty, Conscience, and Women in Early Modern England’, in
Public Duty and Private Conscience in Seventeenth-Century England: Essays Presented to G. E. Aylmer,
ed. John Morrill, Paul Slack and Daniel Woolf (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1993), pp. 57–76.
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